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For all those walking the path of grief.
It's a winding road that changes but never ends. Just remember, you're not
alone. You carry them with you wherever you go. And you'll see the world in
all its colors because you loved so deeply.



PROLOGUE

RHODES

PAST, AGE THIRTEEN

“WHAT was 1T LIKE?” Fallon whispered as the SUV bounced along the
gravel road. There was a reverence in her voice, as if she were talking about
God or some great work of art on a museum wall.

But we definitely weren’t.

I couldn’t seem to get that wide, cheesy smile off my face as Fallon’s
mom drove us through the night, casting the occasional look back through
the rearview mirror the way all moms seemed to do. My stomach swirled
like I was on one of those carnival rides that spun round and round, pressing
you against the wall. Then my grin got wider.

“You know when you’re on a rollercoaster and your stomach dips?”

Fallon nodded, her lightly curled hair swishing into her face as her eyes
shone.

“It was like that.” I collapsed against the far back SUV seat with a sigh.

Fallon tucked her knees up to her chest, resting her chin on them. “I
knew Felix liked you. I knew it.” She kept her voice low, whether it was to
keep her mom from hearing or just her typical soft-spokenness, I didn’t
know.

I couldn’t help the giggle that slipped past my lips as my stomach did
another of those swirls. I hoped he liked me. But what I really wanted was



for him to ask me out. Maybe we’d go to the movies. Or walk downtown
holding hands.

I could still feel the press of his lips against mine for the count of one,
two, three in the dark of the closet in Owen’s basement. We’d had seven
minutes in that closet. Mostly, we’d talked. About Felix’s spring-break trip
to the coast and mine to New York. But then he’d gotten quiet, leaned in,
and—

“Did he use his tongue?” Fallon whispered in the dark of the SUV.

“No,” I squealed, jerking upright.

Our eyes met, and we both burst out laughing.

Mrs. Colson’s gaze flicked briefly from the road to the rearview mirror.
“What’s gotten into you two?”

Her question only made us laugh harder. I collapsed against Fallon as
we giggled, not even sure what we were laughing about. Fallon and I spoke
in a language that was all ours. Even our laughter had a sound that was ours
alone. With how close our families were, she was more sister than best
friend at this point.

The fact that my family didn’t have any relatives in Sparrow Falls only
made the Colsons that much more important. We’d bonded, creating a
ragtag group that was our chosen family, spending Thanksgivings and
Christmases together.

When my parents moved us from New York to Sparrow Falls six years
ago, my little sister and I had not been pleased. We had lives in the city.
Friends and school. The last thing we’d wanted to do was move to a town
of three thousand people in Middle-of-Nowhere, Oregon.

But I’d slowly fallen in love with it. And Fallon was a huge part of that.
With her easy, wide smile despite her shyness, and how she welcomed
everyone—even the new kid from New York, who everyone looked at a bit
funny—we’d fallen into an easy friendship. And she was the best part of
Sparrow Falls.

But Felix Hernandez might give her a run for her money with his dark
brown hair, tanned skin, and soulful amber eyes. Just thinking about him
made my skin flush hot, like I’d just stepped out into a blistering summer
day.

Fallon let out a longing sigh. “With my brothers, I’ll probably never get
a first kiss.”



I sent her a sympathetic smile but didn’t argue. Fallon had three older
brothers. One by blood, Copeland. One adoptive, Shepard. And one foster,
Trace. Her mom and grandma, Lolli, were always taking in kids who
needed homes. Most came and went, some staying for as little as just a few
days. But Cope, Shep, and Trace were permanent, leaving Fallon with lots
of overprotectiveness in her life.

“Is there someone you want to kiss?” I asked. Fallon kept those kinds of
feelings to herself most of the time. And her shyness kept her from talking
to many of the boys in our class.

Even in the dark, I saw her cheeks flame. “I guess not. Most of the guys
in our year are jerks.”

A laugh bubbled out of me. “You’ve got a point.” I might have snagged
the only decent one.

Mrs. Colson pulled to a stop, putting the SUV in park and turning to
face us. “First stop for the giggle brigade.” Her gaze flicked to me, warmth
spreading across her face. “I’m glad you two had fun.”

Fallon’s mom had become like a second mother to me over the past few
years, and I swore she knew something had happened at that party. Mom
radar. 1 felt my cheeks heating and fought not to duck my head.

Fallon bit her bottom lip to stave off another burst of giggles and leaned
closer. “Call me tomorrow. We can go to the river, and you can tell me
everything.”

“Right after breakfast.” My dad had a thing about Sunday breakfasts.
He would make a massive spread with pancakes or waffles, even crepes if
he was feeling fancy. There were no phones or other interruptions allowed.
Family time.

It was one of the reasons he’d moved us to Sparrow Falls. Even though
he had a big job as a financial planner to lots of hotshot businesspeople, he
hadn’t wanted us to get sucked into that world. So, he’d moved us here.
Finally, I wasn’t mad about it.

Fallon threw her arms around me in a huge hug, grabbing me tightly. “I
don’t know how you’re going to sleep.”

Another laugh bubbled out of me. “I probably won’t.”

Unfastening my seat belt, I clambered out of the SUV. “Thanks for
driving me home, Mrs. Colson.”

“Anytime, Rhodes,” she said as the front door to my house opened.

“Thanks, Nora,” my mom called from the doorway.



Mrs. Colson gave Mom a wave and a smile. With as much time as
Fallon and I spent together, they were used to this back-and-forth trade-off
of kids. “Want to hit up yoga tomorrow afternoon?”

“Only if we can make a stop at the bakery afterward,” Mom shot back.

Mrs. Colson laughed. “You always have the best ideas.”

I jumped down, my sandal-clad feet hitting the gravel. The full moon
illuminated the house in a silvery hue. My mom had fallen in love with the
ancient Victorian on a trip out here with my dad. He’d, of course, found a
way to make it hers.

I’d always been a little self-conscious of the structure with its separate
guesthouse that sat on a good twenty acres, the nearest neighbor barely
visible. It was different than most of the other homes in Sparrow Falls. The
downtown area was full of adorable Craftsman-style creations. Outside the
town limits, you found sprawling ranch homes.

But as I practically skipped up the walkway, I had to admit the house
was beautiful. It looked like something out of a fairy tale with towers and
steeples. But even with all its intricate beauty, it never felt cold. Part of that
was the sprawling gardens my mom worked tirelessly at maintaining. But
more than that, it was the love inside the home’s walls.

The moment I was within arm’s reach, my mom pulled me into her
embrace. She squeezed me hard, rocking me back and forth.

“Mom,” 1 protested, but it was muffled against her chest.

“Let me have this moment,” she argued. “My baby went to her first
boy-girl party. Before I know it, you’ll be driving, drinking, and moving out
of the house.”

I groaned. “I’m thirteen, not thirty.”

Mom sniffed exaggeratedly as she released me but slipped her arm
around my shoulders. “I’m going to blink, and you’ll be there.”

I just shook my head. “We’ve still got some time. Breathe.”

My mom laughed. “I’ll try. Come on. I made cocoa.”

It didn’t matter that the days were slipping into the seventies and
eighties; I’d take my mom’s hot cocoa anytime. It was the kind she made
from actual cocoa powder, mixing in sugar and other secret ingredients.
Plus, as hot as the days could get in the high desert of Central Oregon, the
nights got cold.

“Marshmallows?” I asked hopefully.

She grinned down at me. “Do I look like an idiot?”



“Definitely not,” I said with an echoing smile.

My mom kept her arm around me as we walked through the entryway
and down the hall toward the kitchen. Intricate woodwork bracketed us on
both sides, but it all acted as a sort of frame for the whimsical wallpaper.
This hallway was home to a magical fairy scene, complete with a sparkly
sheen to the fairies’ wings.

When my dad had seen Mom'’s choice, he’d simply shaken his head and
grinned. “My girl has to make it magic.”

As we reached the kitchen, the faint scent of chocolate teased my nose,
and Mom finally released me. I slid onto a stool at the wide kitchen island
and wrapped my hands around the Alice in Wonderland-esque mug with its
misshapen body and curlicue handle.

I closed my eyes and took a testing sip. The perfect balance of chocolate
and sugar hit my tongue. “The best,” I mumbled.

When I opened my eyes, it was to find my mom studying me. Her gaze
roamed over my face in slow sweeps as if she were excavating the surface
layer by layer to discover what hid behind it. I had the sudden urge to bolt
for my room.

Then she began blinking rapidly as her eyes shone. Panic skidded
through me. “Mom?”

She waved her hand in front of her face. “It’s nothing. I’m just
emotional. My little girl’s growing up.”

The panic fled as my lips curved. “It was one party.”

“Your first.” Her hands wrapped around her matching mug. “Were there
any other firsts tonight?”

Heat hit my cheeks fast and hard as my gaze dropped to my hot cocoa.

Mom’s hand covered mine. “You know you can always talk to me. I’ve
been there. First parties, first crushes, first kisses...”

I bit my bottom lip, and then it all came out in a rush. “Felix kissed me.
I like him. Like really like him. He’s nice and cute, and every time I’m
close to him, I feel like I’'m on one of those Tilt-A-Whirl things. But he
didn’t say anything when we left. What if he doesn’t like me back? What if
I’m a bad kisser? What if—?”

My mom’s light laugh cut into my panic-induced spiral. “Rho,” she said
softly.

My gaze lifted to hers.



Those hazel eyes, the same ones she’d given me, stared back at me.
“He’d be a fool not to like you.”

My shoulders slumped. “You’re my mom. You’re biased.”

“You’re right. I am. But I’ve seen him looking at you when I pick you
up from school. He likes you back.”

Hope flared to life somewhere deep. “Really?”

She grinned. “Really. Although I'm not sure how I feel about that.
Thirteen is young for a boyfriend.”

“So many girls in my class have them,” I protested.

My mom sighed, squeezing my hand. “If he asks you, group dates only.
No one-on-ones.”

“Mooooom, come on.”

She gave me a look that said arguing was futile.

I sighed. “Fine. He’s gotta ask me first anyway.”

Mom released my hand. “He will. Just give him time.”

I’d have given anything for just a little bit of her confidence. But I was
still a jumble of nerves and countless other emotions I couldn’t identify. So,
I drank my hot chocolate as Mom asked me about the party. Thankfully, she
stayed away from the Felix subject.

“What about Fallon? Anyone she has her eye on?” Mom asked.

I shook my head. As fun and free as Fallon could be with me, she shut
down completely when we were in a group. She pulled everything that was
so wonderful and special about her away and put it behind the shell she’d
constructed to keep everyone out. “Not really.”

My mom tapped her fingers against the island. “Just make sure you
include her in those group dates, even if she doesn’t have anyone she wants
to go with.”

I rolled my eyes at her. “Like I go anywhere without Fallon.”

Mom laughed as she took our mugs and put them in the sink. “How
could I forget?”

As 1 slid off the stool, she wrapped me in another hug. “Love you to
infinity.”

“Love you to infinity times infinity.”

Mom smiled against my dark brown hair. “Infinity squared.”

I squeezed her harder. “Infinity to infinity power.”

She released me with a chuckle. “I guess you have me beat. This time.”



I grinned as we headed up the stairs, my mom flipping off lights as we
went.

“Are Dad and Emilia already asleep?” I asked as we moved toward the
second floor.

“I think Emilia’s still up, but you know Dad’s been asleep for hours.”

Because the majority of Dad’s clients were on the East Coast, he still
kept those hours. He was up and working before the sun rose, but it also
meant he was there to greet us when Emilia and I got home from school.

Mom tapped my nose. “He left a new book on your bed, though.”

I grinned. While Mom’s and my bond was planting flower gardens
every year, for Dad and me, it had always been books. He was forever
finding new adventures for us to go on together between the pages of a
good book. We’d just finished A Wrinkle in Time, and I knew he’d been
hunting for our next fictional journey. I couldn’t wait to see what he’d come
up with.

Mom stopped to kiss my forehead as we reached my room. “Any
requests for breakfast? I can put in a word with the chef.”

I bit my bottom lip. “Crepes?”

“Going for the big guns.”

“They’re my favorite.”

She gave me one last squeeze. “I’ll see what I can do. Sweet dreams.”

“You, too.”

As I moved into my room, a wave of tiredness hit me like a truck. I
winced at the clothes strewn everywhere. I’d been frantic in my search for
the perfect outfit earlier and had left destruction in my wake. I’d clean it up
tomorrow. If I didn’t, my clothes had a way of disappearing—my mom’s
punishment for me not taking care of them.

I made quick work of brushing my teeth in my adjoined bathroom and
slid on my sunflower pajamas. As I came out of the washroom, I pulled up
short to find Emilia sitting on my bed, holding up one of the tops I’d been
considering for the night.

“Can I borrow this?” she asked hopefully.

My little sister was just over a year younger but forever trying to take
my things and hang with my friends. I frowned. “For what?”

She shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe to go to The Pop?”

The Soda Pop was a fifties-era diner that was a favorite of people of all
ages thanks to its incredible burgers and delicious milkshakes, but most



locals simply called it The Pop.

“It’s too fancy for The Pop,” I said, crawling under the covers.

Emilia’s mouth thinned. “Shouldn’t I decide what’s too fancy?”

Alarm bells flashed in my head. Emilia was the most stubborn twelve-
year-old I’d ever met, and I was way too exhausted to get into it with her
tonight. “Take it,” I said, reaching for my lamp and switching it off.

The moonlight spilling in from the giant windows leading to my
balcony still illuminated the space. And I saw that Emilia had zero plans of
moving.

I groaned. “What is it, Em? I’m tired.”

She was quiet for a moment. “You have a boyfriend?”

I jerked upright in bed. “Were you spying on me and Mom?”

Emilia’s jaw set in that defiant bent I recognized far too well. “I was
thirsty. I needed a glass of water.”

“Then you should’ve come into the kitchen and gotten one like a normal
person, not hovered in the hallway like a nosy sneak.”

She leapt from the bed. “I’m not nosy! You and Mom weren’t being
quiet.”

“We didn’t know you were there.”

Hurt flashed across Emilia’s face. “Whatever. I don’t want to know
about your stupid boyfriend anyway.”

She dropped the shirt onto the floor and stalked out of my bedroom,
letting the door slam behind her.

I groaned as I flopped back on my pillows. Freaking little sisters. Guilt
flickered in my belly, tiny pinpricks against my flesh. I should’ve gone after
her. But I was so dang tired. I’d make it right in the morning. I’d bring her
the shirt and her favorite lip gloss of mine, and all would be right with the
world. But right now, I needed sleep.

SOMETHING TEASED MY NOSE, spreading through my airways and tickling
the back of my throat. A cough had my eyes fluttering. I blinked against the
dark room. The moon wasn’t quite as bright, having disappeared behind a
wall of clouds. But even with less light, I knew something was wrong.



That was when I heard it. The wail of an alarm. I frowned as another
cough racked me. The source of the smell hit me fast and hard.

Smoke.

I jerked upright, trying to swing my legs out of bed, but they got tangled
in the sheets. My upper body kept right on going, my palms hitting hard on
the rug beside my bed. The fibers dug into my skin as I pulled myself out of
the knot of linens and struggled to my feet.

Another coughing wave hit me, and I dropped low again, images of the
firefighter who’d come to visit my fifth-grade class filling my mind. Drop
low. Cover your mouth if you can.

I grabbed a fallen piece of clothing—the same shirt Emilia had dropped
earlier. Emilia. 1 pressed the gauzy fabric over my nose and mouth and
crawled toward the door.

Emilia’s room was down the hall, closer to my parents’. She’d been
scared when we first moved into the house six years ago. It was so different
from our Manhattan apartment. She’d had nightmares and disrupted sleep
for the first month and had opted for the room next to my parents’ instead
of the one next to mine as they’d originally planned.

Reaching the door, I slowed as another command flashed in my head.
Feel the doorknob. 1 lifted a hand, gently tapping the brass fixture. Heat
bloomed in my palm the moment I touched it.

A fresh wave of panic ripped through me as tears stung my eyes. I
didn’t know what to do. This was the only way out of my room. And it
wasn’t like I had a phone. Both my parents were staunchly opposed to me
having my own line or, God forbid, a cell phone. And now, I was trapped.

I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek. The metallic taste of blood
filled my mouth, but I barely noticed. More smoke billowed in from under
the door. I was running out of time.

“Mom!” I screamed. “Dad!” But there was no answer.

Maybe they’d gotten out. Maybe things were just blocked between me
and them. But I had to open my door to see.

I worried the raw spot on the inside of my cheek, the pain keeping me in
the here and now. I wrapped the shirt around my hand and twisted the
doorknob. The moment the door opened, a wall of flame burst forward.

I scrambled back with a strangled scream that sent me into a coughing
jag. The flames licked forward in a dance that would’ve been beautiful if it



weren’t so terrifying. Smoke billowed into my room like a monster from
long-ago nightmares.

Fear spiked and had me tumbling farther into my room until my back hit
the wall. My lungs seized in a vicious squeeze. Out. I had to get out.

My hands fumbled, feeling across the wall. The intricate woodwork
gave way to windows. I stumbled and tumbled until I hit the doorknob for
the French doors that led to my balcony.

It took three tries to get the door to do what I wanted. As it finally flew
open, a gust of fresh air hit me in the face. It only made me cough harder. I
pulled myself onto the ledge, the wood planks skinning my knees through
my thin pajamas.

My hands curled around the wooden rods holding the railing as fire
blazed brighter behind me. So much heat. It made my skin feel like it was
crackling.

I scanned my surroundings, looking for a way out, for help. There was
nothing. I had to pray a neighbor had seen the blaze in the distance and
called for help, but there was no guarantee. It was the middle of the night.

Glancing at the ground, I tried to judge the distance of the drop. I didn’t
think the fall would kill me, but I'd definitely get some broken bones. Still,
that was better than burning alive.

I looked to my right and caught sight of a drainpipe. It looked antique,
just like the rest of the house. Struggling to my feet, I made my way over to
it and pressed a hand to the surface. It was warm but not hot. Maybe I could
use it to slide down the side of the house.

A deafening boom sounded from inside, nearly sending me flying over
the side of the railing.

Now. I had to move now.

I threw one leg over the railing, not letting myself look down, then the
other. I scooted over to the drainpipe and grasped it as hard as I could. It
was affixed to the house with brackets that gave me some footholds.

Squeezing my eyes closed for a moment, I shifted completely to the
pipe. The metal dug into my bare feet and pain flared, but I ignored it.

Holding as tightly as possible with my hands, I let myself down a bit
until my toes felt another metal bracket. Cracks and snarls sounded from
inside the house as if the fire were a living, breathing thing. And maybe it
was.



The pipe got hotter as I tried to shimmy down it, and fear bloomed in
my belly. I was closer to the ground but not close enough to jump. Tears
streamed down my face. I wanted my dad. He always knew what to do.
We’d talk a problem round and round until I found the solution right along
with him. But he wasn’t here. And I didn’t want to think about what that
meant.

The fire seemed to go silent for a moment—a terrifying quiet I
should’ve recognized as a precursor to the worst. There was almost a faint
whistling sound and then nothing but flames.

Agony wrapped around me in that blanket of fire. If I hadn’t been so
consumed by the pain, I would’ve realized I was falling. And then,
thankfully, there was nothing but the blessed dark.



RHODES

AGE TWENTY-SEVEN

My SUV BumpeD along the gravel road, jarring my spine as I hit an
especially painful divot. I added regrading the driveway to my mental list.
What was one more thing when the list was already at least two hundred
tasks long?

I forced myself to loosen my grip on the steering wheel, my knuckles
starting to ache from the force of my hold. As I shifted my hands, I
glimpsed the damp patches my palms had left behind. The little smears of
wetness had anger flaring to life somewhere deep.

I was grateful for the emotion. It was a heck of a lot better than the fear
and anxiety that had been swirling around me for weeks as I packed up my
cottage in town. I wouldn’t fail at this. Not again.

Taking a deep breath, I lowered my speed to better navigate the
potholes. If T focused on the road and nothing else, maybe the panic
couldn’t get me. At least, not this time.

I made the trek into a game. How steady could I keep my vehicle on this
beat-to-smithereens road? I did a pretty damn good job, but the road came
to an end eventually, opening to a makeshift parking area of sorts.



I slowed to a stop but still didn’t look up. Instead, I focused on my
gratitude. The incredible chocolate chip scone I’d had for breakfast. How
the sunrise had painted the mountains in a rainbow of colors. The text I’d
gotten from Fallon telling me I had this. The fact that I was breathing.

I switched my focus to those breaths. In for three, out for three. The
counting kept them even, a math equation saving me from a vision-
blackening panic attack.

In. Two. Three.

I lifted my focus a few inches.

Out. Two. Three.

My gaze caught on a massive flower bed. It was once a riot of color, full
of penstemons, iris, and yarrow. Now, it was all just...dead.

Like my mom. My dad. Emilia. And me, in a way. The me I’d been then
had died right along with them, thanks to old wiring in an even older house.
A home that had been so full of life and love once but had been left half-
burned for the past fourteen years.

Now, finally, I was ready to change that. To bring it back to life. And
maybe, just maybe, I’d find some of the pieces of me that had died that
night along the way.

I opened my SUV door and slid out. My boot-clad feet hit the gravel,
and I forced my gaze up, up, up. There it was.

My mouth and throat went bone-dry. I tried to swallow against it, but
everything just seemed to stick. My eyes burned, and I started counting.

In. Two. Three.

Out. Two. Three.

I’d already made it longer than last time. Thirty seconds into my last
attempt, a panic attack had grabbed hold—one so vicious I’d needed days to
recover.

But that was a year ago. A lot had changed in a year. I was braver.
Stronger.

I’d already been through hell. T could reclaim the place that had once
held my happiest memories. No. A place that still held those memories. I
just needed to excavate them from the rubble.

I kept up with my counting in the background, the steady one, two,
three keeping my panic at bay, and really took in the structure in front of
me. The historic Victorian looked completely normal on one side, as if



nothing out of the ordinary had happened. But on the other, there was only
wreckage and ruin.

The fire had sparked in the southeast corner of the house, somewhere
between my parents’ and Emilia’s rooms. They hadn’t stood a chance. The
only mercy was that the smoke had gotten to them long before the fire did.

My hand slipped beneath my worn tee, fingers wandering over the
puckered skin on my side. It was the only evidence the nightmare had been
real. A mark of everything I’d been through.

The fire. The fall. The month in the hospital, where my only real
comfort was Fallon. It was a miracle that one of our neighbors had gotten
up to let their new puppy out to pee in the middle of the night and saw the
blaze in the distance. They’d reached me before the EMTs had, but Fire and
Rescue had been quick to follow, putting out the blaze and saving the
remaining two-thirds of the house.

I didn’t remember any of that. I’d been comatose and numb to it all. But
that numbness hadn’t lasted long. Even with the powerful drugs the ICU
doctors gave me, I lived in agony for weeks. And the physical aspects of
that were only the tip of the iceberg.

My aunt had come immediately, of course, but when she found out she
wouldn’t have access to the trust my parents had left behind, she suddenly
didn’t have the energy and resources to take care of a thirteen-year-old. And
there was no one else. So, it was in that sterile hospital room that a social
worker told me I’d become a ward of the state.

Tears hadn’t found me then, the mental numbness returning. I let the
physical pain grab hold as I endured torturous hours of rehab and therapy. I
held tightly to that so the pain in my heart didn’t swallow me whole.

I’d needed that numbness when I didn’t know where I'd end up. I’d
needed it when I heard whispers about my burned flesh and dead family.

And just when I thought I would break, a miracle came.

In the form of the five-foot-two spitfire package of Nora Colson.
Fallon’s mom. A woman who’d lost her husband and son years before and
opened her home to children in need. I’d heard my mom say Nora took the
tough cases that nobody wanted because the kids were too much work, and
foster parents and social workers alike were already stretched too thin. But
living with them, I saw it firsthand.

She’d demanded that I be placed with her, and the state listened.
Because as tiny as Nora was, she had a fire that made others pay attention



to whatever she had to say. So, I went to live with her, Fallon, and the rest
of their patchwork family. And it made me one of the lucky ones. The
luckiest.

The sound of gravel crunching had me turning around, away from the
pull of the house that had once been a home. A familiar massive SUV
barreled down the gravel road, not bothering to avoid the potholes.

I couldn’t help the grin that pulled at my lips. One of my brothers would
have to take her vehicle into the shop for sure. My money was on Shep or
Trace. Shepard always took ensuring everybody’s well-being on his
shoulders. He was the ultimate caretaker. But Trace made sure everyone
was safe and had since the state placed me with Nora. It made sense he’d
ended up sheriff of the entire county.

The door to the SUV slammed, and Nora hurried toward me, light
brown hair peppered with gray flying behind her. “I told you to wait for me,
but when I got to your cottage, you were already gone.”

A hint of guilt swept through me at the true worry carving lines into her
face. I grabbed her hand, squeezing it in reassurance. “I needed to stand on
my own two feet.”

Nora’s green eyes swept over my face. The pass felt achingly familiar,
something she’d done countless times. My mother had made it an art, too.

“There’s no rush,” Nora said carefully.

I winced. “Well, a new tenant is moving into the cottage on Monday,
and Shep is set to start restoration work tomorrow, so I think the ball is
rolling.”

“You can move back in with me and Lolli,” Nora said quickly. “We’ve
got plenty of room.”

My lips twitched. Nora and her mother certainly did have space. The
house I’d spent my teen years in was so large you needed a map to get
around it. But it fit the land it had been built on—thousands of acres spread
out as far as the eye could see.

“I think I’m a little old to move back home,” I chided.

She pulled me into a hug. “Never too old for that. Not ever.”

The ache intensified, a mixture of happy and sad, pleasure and pain.
“Love you,” I whispered.

“More than there are stars in the sky,” Nora whispered back.

“Enough with the mushy stuff,” a female voice cut in, one that sounded
like it smoked eight packs a day and followed them with a whiskey chaser.



“I need you to help me hang my gift in the guesthouse.”

Nora released me, and we both turned to face the older woman standing
in my drive. Lolli was dressed in a flowy maxi dress with more necklaces
and bracelets than I could count, her gray hair tied up in a wild bun. She
held something that sparkled in the sunlight—a canvas covered with
hundreds of glittering stones.

“Mom,” Nora began.

“I’m thinking in the hallway as you come in,” Lolli interjected, then
drummed her fingers on her lips. “No. Over your bed. What do you think,
Rho?”

I stared hard at the result of Lolli’s newest hobby, diamond art. At first
glance, it looked like some sort of flower you might find in the Amazon
rainforest. But I knew better. I squinted and studied it harder.

Nora gasped to my right. “Mom! Tell me that isn’t a penis.”

I choked on a strangled laugh as the dick and balls came into focus.
Lolli wasn’t happy with simple diamond art. She needed inappropriate
gemstone creations.

Lolli arched a brow. “There’s no reason to be embarrassed about the
human body. Our forms are what inspire the very best art.”

I rolled my lips over my teeth, trying to keep the worst of my laughter
in.

“That may be true, but Rho can’t hang this in her home. Not where
people will see,” Nora hissed.

Lolli straightened her shoulders and jutted her chin. “Would you tell that
to The Met? The Louvre?”

Nora’s eyes narrowed on her. “I hate to break it to you, Mom, but you
are not the Michelangelo of diamond art.”

I moved then, knowing we were about to descend into an argument
we’d never get out of. Crossing to Lolli, I took the canvas from her hands.
“I love my dick flower. I’ll hang it with pride.”

Nora let out a squeak, but Lolli just beamed. “Have I ever told you that
you’re my favorite?”

I snorted. Lolli’s favorite changed daily, and it was a constant source of
competition between our hodgepodge of found siblings. “You said it was
Cope today. He sent you front-row tickets to his next game.”

Lolli drummed her fingers on her lips again. “True. I guess he does win.
There’s just something about watching those brawny beefcakes smashing



each other into the boards.”

Nora threw up her hands. “I give up.”

A laugh bubbled out of me, and, God, it felt good. The tiny expulsion of
air released all the pent-up anxiety that had been stewing for weeks. I could
do this. Because with as much as I'd been through, it only made me
appreciate the good things in life. And there was so much good.

I wrapped an arm around Nora. “It’s better to just let Lolli have her
way.”

“Damned straight,” Lolli said with a nod, making her vast array of
necklaces jangle.

Nora simply shook her head and looked toward the small guesthouse to
the right of the dilapidated main building. “The movers are already gone?”

I nodded. “Shep let them in this morning when he was here accepting a
shipment of lumber. He said it only took them an hour.”

This time, Nora focused her disapproval on me. “You need to settle.
Nest.”

I fought the urge to shift, or better yet, bolt. Nora was always on me to
make my cottage more of a home. But it had seemed like a waste. It was a
rental. Temporary. Why spend all that time and money to fix it up?

Not that money was an issue. My parents had left every single penny of
their estate in a trust fund for Emilia and me. Since she was gone, too, all
that had fallen to me. But this was the first time I’d touched it. Just thinking
about it made me a little nauseous. Using the funds somehow felt like
getting pleasure from my family’s deaths.

“Rho,” Nora whispered.

Her face came into focus in front of me, the gentle lines around her eyes
and mouth that spoke of easy, frequent smiles. The green irises that held
such gentleness. “The only thing they would want is for you to be happy.”

My throat burned as it worked to hold back a sob. “I know. But
sometimes being happy feels like the worst betrayal of all.”

Nora pulled me into a tight hug, my ridiculous diamond art gift
smooshed between us. “Never. Your happiness honors them. Because they
taught you how to find the joy in every single day.”

I took a deep breath and slowly let out the air. As Nora released me, I
tipped my face up to the sun. I let the rays beat down on me and
remembered dancing through the sprinkler with Emilia on a day just like
this one. I remembered plunging my hands into the dirt with my mom to put



in new blooms. Remembered my dad chasing Em and me with a water gun.
There was so much good here. So many memories to be grateful for.

A callused hand cupped my cheek, and I found Nora’s green eyes again.
They shone with pride and a hint of some deeper emotion. “There she is.”

I took Nora’s hand and squeezed. “Come on. Let’s go hang my dick
flower.”



ANSON

I pumprED a few bottles of bleach and a dozen N95 masks on the hardware
store counter. The clatter had the young clerk looking up, her blond hair
swishing with the movement. Her gaze went from me to the items and back
again. She grinned as she smacked her gum. “Cleanin’ up after a dead
body?”

I didn’t laugh. Didn’t respond at all. A few years ago, I would’ve
bantered with her, charmed her. Not now. It all felt like a waste of time and
energy. Neither of which I had.

The clerk’s cheeks flushed, and she ducked her head, hitting keys on her
register.

I was an asshole.

But an asshole was better than the alternative. Better than caring. About
anything or anyone. Caring was a recipe for nothing but agony.

“That’ll be fifty-two seventy-five,” she said, her words barely a whisper.

“It’s on the Colson Construction account.” I shoved the items into a
plastic bag. It was the least I could do. As much as I tried to focus on the
task at hand, I didn’t miss the slight widening of the clerk’s eyes. Surprise
and curiosity.

People knew Colson Construction. The company had a stellar reputation
for good work and fair prices. But people knew the owner better. Shepard
Colson had an even better reputation than the company did. He was one of
those town golden boys.



Given how my brain was trained because of my past life, I couldn’t help
but analyze the why. Why was Shep so determined to be everything to
everyone? To always ride in on his white horse to save the day. I’d put a
hell of a lot of money on the idea that it was tied to his abandonment.

Knowing you were left outside a fire station when you were barely a
month old could mess with someone’s head. Make them feel like they
needed to prove their worth. Shep had done all that and more.

I grabbed the bags from the counter, shoving the need to analyze and
dig deeper from my mind. My profiling days were long gone. They had to
be. It was the only way I had any prayer of holding on to my sanity.

“Thanks,” I muttered, heading for the door.

Just as I reached the parking lot, my phone started buzzing. I shifted,
sliding the device out of my pocket and glancing at the screen. Only about
five people had the number these days, so the possibilities were limited.
Still, relief slid through me at the sight of Shep’s name.

“Yeah.”

Shep’s easy chuckle filled the line. “You know that isn’t actually a
greeting, right?”

“What do you want, asshole?” I grumbled.

The last thing I should be doing was giving Shep shit. He’d saved my
ass. Had given me somewhere to land when everything went up in fiery
flames. A job. A purpose that had kept me from descending into a bottle or
worse.

I’d worked a few construction jobs in college, so I knew the basics. But
working with my hands, building something up instead of tearing it apart
was so different from my time with the bureau. I’d needed that. And I had
my college friend to thank for it all.

“Why so grumpy?” Shep chided. “Need a snack?”

I grunted. “I had to run your errands.”

Shep snorted in response. “Sorry I made you people, but I had to meet a
client for a job update and sure as hell knew you didn’t want to do that.”

Beeping the locks on my truck, I opened the back door to the cab and
shoved the bags inside. “What do you need?”

It could’ve been nothing. Shep liked to check on his people and make
sure they were okay. But not typically in the middle of a workday. He’d
save that for stopping by for a beer to nose around in our business.



“Can you meet me at Rho’s Victorian? I want to go over our restoration
plan before we’re a go tomorrow.”

“Sure. Now?”

“If it works for you.”

I glanced at my watch. The day was only half over, and I’d been itching
to get into the space ever since Shep had told me about it. As I worked with
Shep and his team, I found I had a gift for buildings with fire damage. I’d
taken that gift and expanded on it with some training and digging into
research. Now, I took point on those restoration projects.

It was fitting. My idea of messed-up atonement. Only it wouldn’t come
close to paying the price I owed.

“I’1l head that way now,” I said, climbing behind the wheel.

“I’m still a ways out, but feel free to poke around. Don’t think anyone’s
there. Rho was finishing up at her old place.”

I’d never laid eyes on Shep’s sister. Not for his lack of trying. He was
always trying to bring me into his family’s fold. And they were that to him.
Family. It didn’t matter that not all of them shared blood or that some had
only joined the brood midway through life. They were his, and that bond
was everything to him.

But just the thought of those kinds of familial ties had my ribs
tightening around my lungs. My breaths got shallower. Each inhale brought
a stab of pain.

I shoved it all down and locked it away in a place I never went. Because
if I ventured there, the darkness would swallow me whole.

“Anson?” Shep’s voice cut into my spiraling thoughts.

“Sorry, what?”

He was quiet for a moment, and the brief pause told me he was worried.
“I asked if you wanted to come to dinner after. Mom’s making lasagna.”

When was the last time I’d had a home-cooked meal? I couldn’t even
remember. God knew I didn’t have a prayer of cooking one. “I’m good.”

“Are you?” Shep probed.

Aw, hell. “I’m fine. Just don’t want to do dinner.”

Two years working for Shep, and I’d managed to get by with only one
brief meeting with his mom and grandma and a handful of quick words with
his eldest brother, Trace. The sheriff always gave me an assessing stare that
had my Spidey senses tingling, as if he knew there was more to my story.



But Shep had kept his word. He hadn’t told a soul about my past or my
previous occupation. To anyone who asked, I was simply a friend from
college who needed a job. A loner asshole who didn’t especially like
anyone, so there was no need to take my lack of conversation personally. It
worked. Even if it was lonely as hell at times.

“One of these days, Lolli is just gonna hog-tie you to get you there,”
Shep muttered.

My mouth twitched at the mention of Shep’s grandmother. In just the
few seconds I’d been around her, I already knew I was a fan. “I don’t really
wanna get sucked into modeling for one of her art pieces.”

Shep made a gagging noise. “Please don’t remind me. She tried to
offload one that was some sort of shirtless elf prince and his fairy love.”

I didn’t laugh, but I wanted to. “It’s hanging in your house right now,
isn’t it?”

“It’s in my office,” he grumbled. “Behind the door so I don’t have to see
it.”

I grinned as I turned onto Cascade Avenue, the main drag through town.
“You’re a good grandson.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Shep muttered. “I’ll see you in a few.”

“Sounds good.” I hung up without another word. My lack of hellos and
goodbyes annoyed the crap out of Shep, but he’d grown used to it over the
past couple of years.

I slowed to a stop at one of the three stoplights in town. Shep had told
me the town had descended into a riot when they were put in. Half the
residents thought they were necessary for safety, and the other half was
certain it would ruin everything about Sparrow Falls.

I wasn’t sure you could ruin a place like this. There was a simplicity to
it that hung in the air. A peace. It was the first place I’d felt like I could
breathe since losing Greta.

Just thinking her name lit a burn in my throat and down into my gut, an
image of my sister flashing to life in my mind. They were rarely of her
grown. Almost always something of us as kids. Racing around the yard as
our parents called us in for dinner or climbing up into our treehouse to try to
escape bedtime in the summer.

A horn honked behind me, shaking me from the agonizing thoughts. I
never used to think happiness could be painful. But now I knew the truth.



Happiness was the greatest torture of all because it could all be taken away
—and it was so much worse than if you’d never experienced it at all.

I shifted my foot from the brake to the accelerator as a gray-haired
woman in the sedan behind me glared at me through her windshield. I
couldn’t help but build her profile in three quick snapshots. Car old and
sputtering but impeccably clean. A bumper sticker that read Jesus Saves. A
car seat in the back.

She was proud, a tinge of righteousness sneaking in there. She followed
the rules but also did the right thing, the caring thing. She was a caregiver to
a small child, and she did what she could to make her life the best it could
be. But she thought others needed to live life the same way she did and
wasn’t happy when they didn’t. Hence the honking.

I forced my gaze away from her and to the shops along the street as I
drove. Most of them were made of aged brick, giving the downtown
character, something I hadn’t experienced in my development in the DC
suburbs. Every structure here held a story, and something about that fact
resonated.

I passed the diner, a bakery, and the bookstore. There were tourist
shops, cafés, and a coffee place on the other side. Galleries here and there.
But I could count on one hand the number of times I’d entered any of them,
other than the small grocery store.

The more you ventured into town, the more you made yourself a part of
the fabric of the place, and the more people felt they had a right to talk to
you. To ask questions. That was not on my list of desired outcomes.

It took less than ten minutes to reach the turnoff for the Victorian. As I
made a right onto the gravel road, I couldn’t help but be struck by the sheer
beauty and power of the image that greeted me.

A range of four mountains was to the east, their craggy peaks covered in
snow. To the west was a series of rock cliffs that made you want to stop
dead in your tracks in hopes of taking them in for just a moment longer. The
gray-blue of the mountains was the perfect juxtaposition to the golden hue
of the cliffs. Shep’s sister had sure landed herself one hell of a view, even if
she had bought a half-burned-out house.

As the structure came into view, I slowed, letting out a low whistle. The
gorgeous Victorian was completely decimated on one side. The walls were
caved in, and charred beams poked at the tarp-covered roof. Most people
would consider it a gut job—tear the whole thing down and start new.



But Shep had made it clear that wasn’t an option. His sister wanted the
house restored, not rebuilt from scratch. It’d cost her at least a third more to
do things that way.

My sixth sense began to prickle on the back of my scalp as I wondered
why.



RHODES

I STEPPED BACK, leaning against the small kitchen island in the guesthouse
that had thankfully escaped any fire damage, to admire my artwork hanging
over the fireplace in the living space. Then I burst out laughing. The dick
flower was up in all its glory.

But it was so much more than inappropriate art. Lolli had known
exactly what she was doing when she brought it for me today of all days.
She knew I’d need to laugh and be reminded of the family that surrounded
me.

Over the years, I’d had to find a way to hold both—the family I’d lost
and the one I'd found—and be grateful for the time I had with them. Today,
Lolli topped that gratitude list.

As if to punctuate that, my phone dinged. I swiped it up, seeing a group
chat name and icon pop up. The name constantly changed, usually a result
of Cope and Kyler trying to one-up each other or piss off our law-and-order
eldest brother. Cope and Kyler had been getting into mischief since Kye
came to live with us when he was sixteen.

Today, the group chat’s name was Dont Tell Mom. That made me
snicker as I slid my thumb across the screen.

COPE
How are the new digs? Ready for a rager?

My fingers flew across the screen.



ME

Like the time you guzzled peach schnapps and smelled like
cobbler and rubbing alcohol for five days straight?

COPE
Don't say peach. I'm still traumatized.

KYE

I’'m the one who's traumatized. You puked in my closet. When
a girl came in asking for a peach inked on her ass, | started

gagging.
A new message flashed on the screen.
Arden has changed the group name to Nonstop Notifications.

COPE
Harsh, A.

Our youngest sister, who had come to live with us when she was twelve,
liked her solitude and didn’t appreciate being interrupted. Especially when
she was working on a new art piece—and she almost always was.

ME

Put the chat on do not disturb. That’'s what | do when Cope’s
getting all needy. Like his millions of adoring fans aren’t
enough.

ARDEN
Smart. Should’ve done that years ago.

COPE

Can you divorce your siblings? What are the legal ramifications

of that?
ME
It means you won't get any peanut butter poke cake the next
time you’re home.

COPE

Cruel and unusual punishment, Rho.

I chuckled to myself, knowing I’d won that battle, and shoved my
phone into my back pocket. I let my gaze roam over the rest of the small
space. It was still mostly a disaster. Even though I didn’t have a ton of



belongings, I still had stuff. And that stuff was currently in a mishmash of
half-open boxes scattered around my living room.

I’d pulled out the important things. My coffeemaker. A skillet, a
saucepan, a few plates, and some cutlery. A girl had to eat, after all. And no
one wanted to see me uncaffeinated tomorrow morning.

But the most important of all had been a handful of worn books. Novels
that contained shared journeys I’d taken with my dad. The Perks of Being a
Wallflower, The Hunger Games, The Outsiders, and, of course, A Wrinkle in
Time. They pulled me toward them as if they had their own gravitational
force, and I let my fingers ghost over the titles’ cracked spines and
yellowed pages.

The library had sustained some fire and water damage, but mostly
smoke and soot stained the covers and the edges of the paper within. Over
time, given how much I reread them all, most of that had worn away.

Only the last section of each book remained dusted with black flecks
from the fire. Because as frequently as I revisited each one, I couldn’t seem
to force myself to make it to the end. Of any of them. Something about the
endings was too painful, too final, even if they were happy.

I let my hand fall, glancing around at the rest of the room. So many
boxes. But they could wait.

Because I was itching to get a better look at the ol’ girl. After getting
past the first tidal wave of memory, I realized I’d missed her—her intricate
trim and steepled roof. I’d missed how it felt like home more than any other
physical place, even Colson Ranch.

Moving away from the bookcase, I headed out the front door. The first
glimpse of charred siding had me sucking in a breath, but I pushed on,
stalking toward the house. The burned half was on the side closest to my
guest house, so I’d have to get used to seeing it.

The few years I’d been forced into therapy, my shrink at the time kept
saying over and over that I needed to face what had happened. Until Nora
got outright furious one day and screamed at the man that I’d face it when I
was ready and told him to stop being such a pushy bastard. That had been
my last session with him. But her outburst had made me feel more loved
than I could express.

And Nora was right. I needed to do this at my own pace. It might’ve
taken me fourteen years, but I was here now. Ready.



My worn boots kicked up gravel and dust as I walked. Instead of
looking at the house, I focused on the dried-up garden beds surrounding it.
My mind instantly began drawing up plans, and I pictured them coming to
life with poppies and lupine. I wanted an explosion of color everywhere I
could root it.

Rounding the back of the house, I caught sight of the kitchen. Through
the windows, I saw a bit of smoke damage but not much else. The same
four stools stood sentry at the oversized island—the ones Mom and I had
sat on the night it all happened. They were where I’d told her about that
first kiss.

God, that felt like a lifetime ago. A fumbling press of lips in the dark of
a closet in Owen Mead’s basement. I saw Felix around town now and then.
He had that same sweetness to him that he did all those years ago. But it
wasn’t something I’d ever truly know.

He’d tried back then. To be my friend, and to be more. He’d visited me
in the hospital. Had gone to the memorial Fallon, Nora, and Lolli had
arranged so I’d have a chance to say goodbye. But I’d never truly let him in.
Eventually, he quit trying. But now, he stopped to say hello whenever he
saw me and always gave me that warm, easy smile.

Taking a deep breath, I moved toward the house. I swore I could still
smell the smoke in the air. Just a hint. It wasn’t something I’d ever miss.

I reached for the handle of one of the back French doors and simply let
my hand rest there for a moment. A company my aunt had hired had tried
their best to board up the place and cover the roof with a heavy-duty tarp.
But when she realized any costs for repairs would be coming out of her
pocket, she’d ceased helping altogether. The local sheriff’s department had
been forced to oust the occasional person who tried to use it as a crash pad,
but mostly, it had lain vacant all these years.

On a single exhale, I pressed on the knob’s lever. The movement was a
bit jerky, the mechanism not used to it, but it was unlocked. I’d given Shep
the keys so he didn’t have to wait around for me.

Slowly, I opened the door. This time, there was no denying the scent of
smoke in the air. How it was possible after all these years, I didn’t know.
Maybe it was baked into the walls.

Shep had assured me he had a guy who was a magician when it came to
fire damage. Swore up and down, they’d bring the place back and help me



come home again. But as I stepped deeper into the space, I wasn’t sure how
that was possible.

Soot stained the walls to my right, making dark, inky swirls on the
wallpaper that had once brought my mom so much joy. Those smoky
patterns seemed to hypnotize me, pulling me deeper into the house and
toward the worst of the destruction.

I ambled down the hallway, taking in every inch of damage and
wondering about the small pieces that had magically seemed to escape the
same way I had. Some tiny miracle that held no rhyme or reason as far as I
could see.

When 1 reached the entryway, I turned to my left and felt as if a
prizefighter had leveled a punch just below my rib cage. The library. My
dad’s favorite place to hole up with a crime novel on the weekends. You
could see exactly where the firefighters had stopped the blaze. The room
was how I pictured my heart at times, half destroyed and half still beating.

Pressure built behind my eyes, and my throat worked to pull the tears
back in as I took in the burned parts. All the thrillers that had been so well-
loved were now nothing but ash. I bit the inside of my cheek. I'd give my
dad back his library. And I believed he’d somehow see it as I stocked the
shelves with John Grisham, Stieg Larsson, Truman Capote, and Patricia
Highsmith. Along with novels we’d read together, saving whatever I could
along the way.

Turning, I looked up the stairs. The landing above was half burned
away, but the stairs, while soot-stained, looked steady enough. I stepped
onto the first one, testing its strength. It held easily.

I climbed a few more with a desperate urge to see more. A breeze
picked up, sending an eerie howl through the house. I knew it was because
of the burned-out walls and smashed windows, yet a chill skittered down
my spine.

But none of that stopped me from climbing. I told myself only two more
steps, just to get a peek into the room that had held all my childhood
dreams. Maybe I wanted to look into the girl herself. The one who’d
thought a single kiss would change her life. And maybe it had, in a way.

“What the hell are you doing in here?” a deep voice snarled.

There’d been nothing but me and the eerie howl for the past ten minutes
—nothing but me and the ghosts. So much silence that I wasn’t ready for



anything else. I whirled around, my foot catching on the broken step above
me just as a man’s dark blond head came into focus.

I had a moment to see panic streak across his blue-gray eyes and his
tanned skin pale as my arms windmilled. And then I was falling.



ANSON

I’p seeN the woman nosing around the outside of the house, peeking in
through the back French doors, and then finally getting up the nerve to
come inside. I’d called Shep, but he hadn’t picked up his damned phone,
and I really hadn’t wanted to call the cops for a Nosy Nelly. I was sure the
woman was just curious.

But sneaking around a construction site was a surefire way to get hurt or
worse, which was exactly what was about to happen. The woman’s eyes
widened at my barked question, revealing stunning hazel irises. Her shock
seemed to make them spark, the gold in the green a living, breathing thing.
But then her foot got caught on a broken step.

That shock turned to fear as she windmilled her arms. I let out a stream
of curses, trying to predict which way she might tumble. She was only
about ten steps up, but if she hit wrong, it could be really damn bad.

The woman’s mahogany hair flew around her face as she tried to regain
her balance. It was futile. She crashed into the railing, already weak from
fire and smoke damage, and went straight through it.

I moved on instinct, charging forward to catch her. She landed with an
oomph against me. She was petite, but the force of the impact knocked the
air right out of my lungs.

Or maybe it was the fire in those hazel eyes that stole my oxygen—
hazel eyes locked on me in fury.

The woman shoved at my chest, squirming out of my arms. “What the
hell do you think you’re doing?”



Her ire raised my brows a fraction, my practiced mask slipping just the
tiniest bit. “What am [ doing? You’re the one sneaking around a
construction site. This is private property. I could’ve called the cops on your
ass. Or worse, you could’ve broken your neck.”

She let out a huff of breath that made wisps of hair dance around her
face. “I know it’s private property, you overgrown oaf.”

A muscle along my jaw ticked in a staccato punch as I tried to rein in
my annoyance. “Then why the hell are you on it?”

“Because I own it,” she said with a haughty glare.

Well, shit.

I took in the woman with new eyes, my gaze raking over her in a fresh
sort of assessment. Her deep brown hair was just a bit wild like it needed to
go its own way no matter what anyone had to say about it. Her skin was a
deep bronzy-gold and looked smoother than anything I’d touched in years.
While petite, she had curves for days. Dips and valleys that had images of
my best friend’s little sister swirling in my brain—thoughts I had no right
to.

Shit was an understatement.

“Nothing to say now?” Rhodes demanded.

My gaze flew back to her face, taking in the defiance in her eyes. I
respected the hell out of it, but I wasn’t about to let her win this battle. “Still
shouldn’t be in here. Might be your property, but exploring it when it’s
condemned is reckless and stupid.”

Rhodes’ jaw went slack. “Did you just call me stupid? And who the hell
are you?”

“Didn’t call you stupid. Called your actions stupid. Reckless. Take your
pick.” Neither was something I needed in my life, that was for damn sure.

A throat cleared, and we both whirled. Shep stood there, ballcap still on
but amusement clear as day on his golden-boy face. “I see you two met.”

“Met?” Rhodes parroted.

Shep’s grin only widened. “Rho, meet my friend and your fire-
restoration expert, Anson. Anson, meet my sister, Rho.”

Rhodes whirled back to me. “You’re Anson? College best friend? The
one Shep got arrested with for streaking the quad? That Anson?”

I sent Shep a withering look. He just loved telling that story. “You can’t
actually get arrested by campus security.”

She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Detained for streaking the quad.”



I shrugged. “The right words matter.” God, did I ever know that.

Rhodes turned to her brother. “Your bestie almost killed me.”

“You almost got yourself killed,” I shot back, turning an annoyed glare
on Shep. “She was walking up those damn stairs that could give at any
second. I tried to warn her.”

“They’re my stairs,” Rhodes huffed. “And I wouldn’t have tripped if
you hadn’t snuck up on me.”

“I wasn’t exactly quiet, and your gate was wide open.” It was basically
a welcome to anyone who wanted to stop on by and have a go at the place
or her. Reckless. That’s exactly what she was.

All amusement fled Shep’s face as he pinned Rhodes with the same
stare a pissed-off parent might give. “I told you that you can’t be in here.
It’s not safe.”

Rhodes’ cheeks pinked. “I just wanted to get a little look.” She paused
for a moment, and there was something in that silence, a charged energy I
couldn’t quite pin down. “I needed to.”

The hard edge to Shep’s expression faded away. He wrapped an arm
around her shoulders and dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “Okay. But
no more. Promise me. You could get seriously hurt.”

“I promise,” she grumbled.

He released her and gave her a gentle shove toward the kitchen and the
open French doors. “Go on. I'm gonna do a quick once-over with Anson,
and then I’ll come talk to you about our plan of attack.”

Rhodes cast me a quick look. It wasn’t as heated as earlier, but it
certainly wasn’t happy. Still, she did as Shep asked without protest.

When she finally disappeared from sight, Shep let out a low whistle.
“Jesus, Anson. I’ve never seen anyone piss her off that quick.”

I forced my gaze away from the now-empty spot Rhodes had filled and
looked back at her brother. Her brother, I reminded myself. “I thought
someone had broken in. You could’ve gotten sued if someone got hurt.”

“So, call the cops,” he argued. “They’re the ones who deal with break-
ins.”

My jaw worked back and forth. “You know my feelings on cops.”
Shep shook his head. “This is a small-town county sheriff’s department,
not the FBI. It’s my brother, for fuck’s sake.”

I shrugged. It didn’t matter if it was Mother Teresa; I didn’t want
anything to do with law enforcement anymore. “Thought I could handle it



myself.”

“Well, do me a favor next time.”

I simply waited for Shep’s request.

He didn’t disappoint. “Don’t.”

I didn’t bother agreeing because it’d be a lie. “You wanna take a look
around the place or not?”

Shep groaned, casting a look over his shoulder. “Actually, let me talk to
Rho first. Make sure she’s all right.”

Something about that made my sixth sense prickle. Not that Shep wasn’t
someone who checked in, he was, but something else was going on. I bit
back the urge to ask questions. I didn’t need to know. Didn’t want to. The
less information I had, the better.

“Need to make sure she’s shutting that gate and locking her doors. She’s
not living in town anymore. She needs to be careful.” I pinned Shep with a
stare to punctuate my point.

He jerked his head in a nod. “I will.”

“Good,” I muttered, heading into an area on the lower level with the
worst fire damage and trying not to worry about whether Rhodes would
take the appropriate precautions. Because I knew what could happen to
people, especially women, if they didn’t.



RHODES

I Took in lungsful of fresh air as I walked from the main house to the guest
cottage. The scent of ponderosa pines filled my nose instead of stale air
laced with smoke. Each inhale washed away the tendrils of panic and
haunting memories still swirling.

What they didn’t erase was my annoyance. I could still see Anson’s
smug expression. There was no hint of a smile. The opposite, in fact. He
seemed pissed the hell off that he had to deal with me at all.

I’d heard Shep talking about his best friend from college countless
times, but the stories he’d shared from their days at the University of
Oregon didn’t match the man I’d met today.

The Anson that Shep had described was easygoing and almost
mischievous. The person I’d met today was cold with a harshness that
didn’t compute. Even if he had saved my ass, quite literally.

I winced at my reaction. Biting someone’s head off wasn’t me—not
even when they deserved it. But Anson had caught me at my most
vulnerable, and that wasn’t something I liked anyone seeing. Ever.

My phone buzzed in my back pocket, and I tugged it free, grateful for
the distraction. That gratitude fled the moment I saw my ex’s name on the
screen. No, ex wasn’t right. But what did you call someone you’d gone on
all of four dates with, who now wouldn’t leave you alone?

DAVIS
How about dinner tonight?



I scowled at the phone. There would be no dinner tonight, tomorrow
night, or next year. I blamed the stroke I’d clearly had when saying yes to
more than one date. Either that or the memory of who Davis had been in
high school. That guy had been funny and into hiking and rock climbing
back then. A bit of a player, but not a jackass about it. The guy he was now
was a pompous douche canoe.

The sound of boots crunching gravel had me turning around and sliding
the phone back into my pocket. Shep strode toward me with a single-
minded purpose. Even with his ballcap hiding his eyes, I saw the concern
there. My stomach twisted. I hated being the source of Shep’s worry. He
took far too much on his shoulders already.

He pulled me into a hug before I could get a word out. “You okay?”

I let out a long breath. “I’'m good.”

Shep released me, but his gaze roamed over my face, studying me as if
checking for lies.

“Swear. Other than your grumpy bestie scaring the bejesus out of me.”

Shep winced but then pinned me with a stare. “You shouldn’t have been
messing around in there. I warned you it wasn’t safe.”

A prickle of guilt spread through me. More of that worry on my
conscience. “I know. I just—I needed to get a look when no one was
around.” I swiped my hands over my jeans. What I really meant was that I
needed to go inside when no one could see. Just in case I broke.

The tension wrapping around his shoulders eased. “Rho.”

“I didn’t lose it. I’m fine.”

Shep ducked down a fraction, forcing me to meet his amber gaze. “It
would be okay if you needed to let a little of what you’re feeling out. To
share it with the people who care about you so they can lessen the load.”

I worried that spot on the inside of my cheek. “I do. I’ve talked about it
with Nora. And Fallon.”

“The bare minimum,” Shep challenged.

“And you’re any better? I don’t see you laying down all your trauma for
people to pick over.”

A mask slipped over Shep’s face, and I instantly felt like the lowest of
the low. His features shifted into something completely unreadable. “I’'m
not hiding anything. I don’t have the weight you, Arden, Trace, and Kye
do.”



He wasn’t wrong that the four of us had our share of baggage and scars,
both emotional and physical. Shep had his own; he just didn’t want to face
them. But at the end of the day, we were all lucky to land where we did.
The Colsons gave all those they’d taken in long term a sense of safety and
stability we desperately needed.

I toed at a piece of gravel with my boot. “It’s not a competition.”

Shep sighed. “Of course, not. I just want you to know that you can talk
to me if you need to.”

My ribs tightened around my lungs. God, Shep had the best heart. “I
know that.”

“Good.” Shep swiped off his hat, flipping it around so he could get a
better view of the house. “It’s going to take us a while to move through the
damage. But as soon as sections are secured, you can come in and remove
any items you want. Or I can do it for you.”

My tongue felt thick and heavy in my mouth, making it hard to swallow,
and harder to breathe. I had almost nothing of my family’s: a few photos,
favorite books from the library, a quilt of my mom’s that had been in the
living room that Nora had insisted on taking for me. But when the fire
department offered to go back in for more, I’d said no.

I hadn’t been ready. It was as if seeing their things, all our belongings,
would’ve made it too real.

But now, I wanted those items. Wanted to remember. Honor.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

Movement caught my eye, and I watched as Anson’s massive frame
ambled out of the house, moving toward his truck. The sun caught his dark
blond hair, illuminating the lighter strands. The color didn’t suit his storm-
cloud personality, but it did match his blue-gray eyes. They reminded me of
an ocean turned upside down by a hurricane.

“You gonna be okay with him?” Shep asked, breaking into my thoughts.

I shifted my gaze back to him. “What’s his deal? He’s not exactly what I
pictured when you told me about the guy who convinced you to take your
couch sledding during a blizzard.”

Something passed over Shep’s expression. It was quick, but I’d caught
hold of it long enough for it to pique my curiosity. Shep’s focus slid away
from me, but it didn’t go to Anson. He focused somewhere out on the
horizon between Castle Rock and the mountains. “He’s been through some
stuff. Changed him. You know what that’s like.”



God, did I ever. There was no way losing my family the way I had
wouldn’t have changed me. I was a different person than I was back then.
Not just because I’d grown up but because I knew what life could throw at
you. I knew you had to be grateful for every moment because you weren’t
guaranteed a certain number of them.

I studied Shep’s profile. Lines bracketed his mouth, carving in and
revealing his worry. The image made my stomach twist. “What happened?”

Shep shook his head as he turned back to me. “Not my story to tell. But
I wouldn’t hate it if you cut him some slack.”

Annoyance flickered. Shep was an open book. He told me everything.
Told everyone he considered family everything. But he was holding
something back for Anson. That told me whatever it was, it wasn’t
something small.

A million and one questions swirled around in my mind. Because as
much as I didn’t like people poking around in my past, I was nosy.

“He’s been through a lot,” Shep said softly.

The almost pleading tone to Shep’s words had the tiny hairs on my arms
standing on end. “I’m sorry. As long as he doesn’t play ninja again and
scare the crap out of me, I’'ll be nice.”

Shep’s lips twitched. “I’ll have a word with him about making noise
when he walks.”

My fingers drummed the outside of my thigh. “Maybe I could get him a
bell. You know, the ones they put on cats’ collars so they can’t surprise
birds.”

Shep choked on a strangled laugh. “I’m sure Anson would just love
that.”

I bit my lip to keep from outright grinning at the image of the broody
bastard wearing a kitty collar—something in a glittery pink.

A horn let out two quick, light bursts as a sedan sped down the drive. I
didn’t miss Anson’s scowl at the intrusion of noise and dust. It only had me
fighting my smile harder.

The blue car stopped a few feet from us, and my best friend got out of it
in two seconds flat. Fallon made a beeline for me, and even though she was
tinier than I was and certainly willowier, she nearly took me out with the
force of her hug. Honestly, it was more like a tackle.

“I’m so sorry I’m late. My home visit went longer than expected. Are
you okay? How was it? Do you need anything? You know you can come



stay with me if you want. I’ve got that extra room. We can move a bed in
there and—"

“I’m good,” I said, cutting her off. “Swear.”

Fallon released me, her eyes surveying like Shep’s.

I threw up my hands. “I’'m not going to crumble. I’'m good. If I’'m not,
I’ll come stay with you while reno is happening.”

Shep, taking pity on me, pinched Fallon’s side. “What am I, chopped
liver?”

Fallon rolled her eyes. “I saw you this morning at the bakery.”

“I still deserve a hello,” he argued, looping his arm around her neck and
giving her a noogie.

Fallon squealed, smacking at him. “Get off, you Neanderthal!”

“What? You don’t like the new ‘do?” Shep asked, laughter in his voice.

Fallon glared at him as she patted down her hair. “The last time you did
that, it took me an hour to get the tangles out.”

As annoyed as Fallon was with Shepard at the current moment, it only
made warmth spread through my chest. I loved their closeness and teasing
care.

A series of tones sounded, and Shep pulled out his phone, scanning the
screen. “Aw, crap. I gotta run. Issue on our other jobsite. See you guys for
dinner?”

Nora’s dinners were legendary and frequent. She had an open-door
policy where everyone was welcome, and the food seemed to never end.

“Yup,” I said.

Fallon scowled at our brother. “If I can untangle my hair in time.”

Shep sent her a mock salute. “I believe in you.”

Fallon stuck her tongue out at him.

He just laughed as he jogged toward his truck.

Fallon didn’t even wait for him to get behind the wheel. She simply
grabbed my arm and tugged me toward the porch steps, pulling me down.
“Tell me how you’re really doing.”

The late-afternoon sun cast a golden hue around the property, encircling
us like a warm blanket. “I really am okay. Wasn’t sure I would be when I
first pulled up, but Lolli brought me a dick flower, and that helped.”

Fallon’s brows just about hit her hairline. “Did you say a...dick
flower?”



A chuckle left my lips. “Her newest diamond art creation. It’s now
hanging over my mantel.”

Fallon dropped her head into her hands. “You aren’t seriously putting a
— She drastically lowered her voice as she stole a quick glance at me. “—
penis over your fireplace?”

I grinned widely at her. “As Lolli says, it’s just the human body.”

“I can never look in that direction. You know that, right?”

A laugh bubbled out of me as I pictured Fallon walking into my new
home, laying eyes on the artwork, and promptly turning the shade of a
tomato. “I bet she’d make one for you, too.”

The blood drained from Fallon’s face. “Please, don’t suggest it. Lolli
will make one, and then I’ll be forced to find a spot for it, and I’ll die every
time I look at it.”

“Shep has his behind his office door.”

Fallon dropped her head back to her hands, groaning.

I pulled my gaze away from her and toward the flicker of movement I
saw out of the corner of my eye. At least, I told myself it was a flicker of
movement that had me seeking him out. Anson had the tailgate of his truck
down and was bent over some large pieces of paper. Blueprints, maybe? He
had a pencil balanced between his lips as he studied them.

“New guy on the crew?” Fallon asked.

I quickly tore my gaze away from him, clearing my throat. “That’s
Anson.”

Fallon’s eyes went wide. “Bestie from college, who’s basically been a
ghost since he moved here? That Anson?”

“The one and only.”

Nora and Lolli had tried to get him to come to dinner or other family
get-togethers more times than I could count. But Shep always came back
with the same answer: No. There were excuses at first, but eventually, Shep
just shook his head when Nora or Lolli asked if Anson was coming.

Fallon nibbled on the corner of her lip. “He’s certainly not hard to look
at.”

“Nope,” I said, popping the P. “But his personality ruins it.”

Fallon choked on a laugh. “Tell me how you really feel.”

I leaned back against the porch steps, letting the sun heat my skin. “He’s
just not the warm-and-fuzzy type.”

She studied me for a moment. “You’ll fix that in a matter of days.”



I arched a brow in her direction.

“Please. I’ve seen you turn the most cantankerous rancher into a puddle
of sweetness at the nursery. This is nothing.”

“Cantankerous, huh? Pulling out the big guns.”

Fallon grinned at me. “I just speak the truth. You have a way of making
people see the brighter side. I’'m sure Anson will be no different.”

She wasn’t wrong. I’d never seen the point in letting the hard things you
were going through weigh you or others down. Not even a bad day, for that
matter. If a customer at the nursery was in an especially foul mood, I just
made it a game. How could I get them smiling before they left?

I pushed to my feet, brushing off my jeans. “You’re right.”

Fallon scrambled up after me. “I’m always right, but why am I slightly
terrified of the gleam in your eyes right now?”

“I’m just going to invite the man to dinner,” I said simply.

She swallowed hard as she glanced from him to me and back again. “He
seems like he’s pretty busy right now.”

“It’1l take two minutes.”

“I’m just going to wait here because I’'m having secondhand anxiety.”

I snorted. “Go check out the dick flower. Maybe that’ll help.”

“You’re the worst,” Fallon grumbled.

“You love me,” I called, striding across the drive.

“I’m taking out an ad for a new best friend and sister,” she yelled back.

“You’d never,” I shot over my shoulder.

Fallon simply let out a huff and sank back to the steps, but I didn’t miss
the way she twisted her fingers into an intricate series of knots. She was an
empath through and through. She felt everything those around her did,
maybe to an even greater degree. I had no idea how she maintained a job
with Child Protective Services with everything she saw there. But I knew
that every child who crossed her path was better for it.

As I made my way down the gravel drive, I really let myself take Anson
in. He was bent over the tailgate, studying his papers, the pencil now behind
his ear. The angle of his body showed the true width of his shoulders as his
tee pulled taut across them. The thin cotton revealed ridges of muscle at his
sides, too.

Good God, that kind of thing should be illegal. It was like his six-pack
had another six-pack on either side of it. That was just ridiculous.



I swallowed the flicker of annoyance at his too-muscled self and forced
a wide smile to my lips as I approached.

Anson didn’t look up.

I had a sneaking suspicion he knew I was there, though. I cleared my
throat.

He still didn’t look up. “Need something, Reckless?”

Heat flared in my cheeks. “I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot.”

Anson straightened slowly. Something about the movement reminded
me of a panther rising from a nap and preparing to hunt. His stormy gaze
swept over me in a quick assessment. “You mean the foot you tripped over
and almost broke your neck because of.”

The heat in my cheeks spread down my neck as I struggled to keep my
breathing even. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have been in there. I’'m not going
inside again until Shep clears it.”

Anson merely grunted.

“Look, we’ll be running into each other a lot over the next few months.
Maybe we can start over.” I extended my hand. “I’m Rhodes, but everyone
calls me Rho.”

He stared at my hand like it was a snake poised to strike. “We don’t
have to play nice. I’m here to do a job. You stay out of places you shouldn’t
be, and I’ll be out of your hair.”

My jaw slackened a bit at his rudeness. But before I could say anything,
Anson turned back to the blueprints.

My hand slowly retreated to my side as I gaped at him. “So much for
being friendly,” I muttered as I turned to stalk back to my new home.

It was going to be a long few months.



RHODES

THE sOUND OF MuUsIC, laughter, and voices reached my ears before my foot
hit the top step. The familiar feelings of warmth and heartache slid through
me—gratitude for the family I found myself a part of, mixed with a dash of
longing for the family I’d lost. But somewhere along the way, I realized that
losing so much had made me appreciate what I’d found even more.

I reached for the doorknob to the massive white farmhouse and twisted.
It was unlocked, like always. And that state had Trace and Shep lecturing
Nora and Lolli to no end. They never listened.

“Sounds like a party in here,” I called.

“Auntie Rho!” a tiny voice squealed. She was more a blur of motion
than a six-year-old little girl and hit me with a force that had me stumbling
back a step.

“Careful, Keels,” Trace called from the kitchen.

The little girl beamed up at me. “Missed you.”

I brushed the dark strands of hair away from a face that looked so much
like her father’s. The green eyes, the smile, though her grin held a tiny gap
between the two front teeth. “Missed you, too. What trouble have you been
causing?”

Her smile only widened. “I’d never.”

Trace snorted. “She hid water balloons in the barn and doused me.”

Keely let out a giggle that was all carefree innocence. “He told me I
couldn’t get him. But he was wrong.”



I wrapped an arm around her slender shoulders, guiding her toward the
kitchen island where Fallon was perched next to Lolli, sipping wine. “Never
give a girl a challenge,” I chastised Trace.

He smirked at me. “Lesson learned.” His gaze did a quick roam. It was
a check similar to Shep’s earlier, but I knew Trace took in more during his
quick glance. Maybe it was his years in law enforcement, or perhaps it was
how he’d grown up before his placement with the Colsons, but Trace saw
more than the average person and could pin it down faster, too. “Everything
went okay?”

I nodded. “All’s good.”

Keely tipped her head back to look up at me. “You’re moved?”

“Yup. Just need to unpack.”

She bounced up and down on her tiptoes. “I wanna come see it. Dad
said there’s lots of land. That you could have horses like Auntie Arden
does. Are you gonna? Are you?”

I tugged on one of Keely’s pigtails. “You’re horse-crazy.”

“You’re telling me,” Trace grumbled.

His daughter had been begging for a horse for years, but she had to
settle for riding the ones on the ranch or those at Arden’s place.

“I’m ready, Daddy. I swear. I’m responstable enough.”

Trace’s lips quirked as if fighting a laugh that wanted to surface. “We
don’t have space for a horse right now.”

Nora’s fingers tightened on the whisk, and I knew she was fighting the
urge to offer up her barn. Keely would be spoiled silly if Nora had her way.
But it was important to Trace that his daughter grow up with rules and
responsibilities. He was gentle with them, wanting his little girl to have the
experience of being a carefree child that he’d missed out on, but they were
still there.

Keely grinned up at him. “We could totally fit a pony in our backyard.”

He rounded the island and grabbed his daughter, hoisting her into the air
as he tickled her side. “Oh, really? You might have to give up your swing
set, then.”

She let out a peal of laughter. “Daddy!”

“Sorry I’m late,” Shep called as the door slammed behind him.

“Uncle Shep!” Keely yelled. “Save me from the tickle monster.”

Shep beamed, hauling her into his arms. “I’ve got you, Warrior
Princess. Should we vanquish him together?”



Keely giggled, bobbing her head up and down in a nod.

Shep grabbed a towel from the counter and snapped it at Trace.

Trace jumped back a few steps and snagged a grape from the
charcuterie board Nora had put out, pelting it at Shep, who batted it away
easily.

“You’ll never win. The Warrior Princess is safe from your clutches,”
Shep said with an exaggerated evil laugh.

Keely shrieked happily as Shep carried her around the living room at a
gallop.

He’s made for this, 1 thought as I watched the two of them. He was the
kind of man created for family. Yet, he hadn’t found it. There were plenty of
interested women in Sparrow Falls. As much as he was a brother to me, I
could tell in a clinical sort of way that he was good-looking. Add to that the
fact that his construction business had grown and multiplied over the years,
and more than a few women were looking his way.

But Shep chose his romantic partners carefully. He moved slowly
getting into things, and quickly getting out of them. The first hint of
someone not being what he was looking for and he was gone. The problem?
Perfection was a figment of the imagination. If he really wanted marriage
and a family, he’d have to settle for someone human like the rest of us.

Nora pinned Trace with a stare. “Pick up that grape, young man.”

He sent her a sheepish smile. “You’re not going to lecture Shep for the
towel stunt? He could’ve taken my eye out.”

Nora just shook her head. “I swear you two will be thirteen until the day
you breathe your last breath.”

But I knew Nora took that as a point of pride when it came to Trace.
He’d been older than his years when he came to live with her and Lolli,
taking on way too much responsibility for his twelve-year-old self. So,
seeing him find that sense of carefree fun, even now, would always make
her happy.

“Where’s Arden?” Lolli asked, setting down her wine. “I want an
update on her latest piece.”

Shep set Keely down, barely out of breath. “Still working on said piece.
I couldn’t convince her to break away.”

Nora frowned. “She needs to eat.”

“I told her I’d drop a plate by later.”



Nora shook her head. “That’s not good enough. She needs to take a
break and spend time with her family.”

Lolli patted Nora’s hand. “Don’t be such a worrywart. You know how
we artists can get when we’re in the throes of a new project. She’s making
magic.”

Shep’s lips twitched. “Looked mostly like a hunk of metal to me.”

Lolli made a pssh sound. “You just don’t have vision.”

“Vision like you and your dick flower?” a deep voice asked from the
entryway.

We all turned to see Kyler striding into the space, his scuffed-up
motorcycle boots eating up the distance. If you didn’t know him the way we
did, you’d likely cross the street if you saw him coming. He looked like part
mountain man and part tattoo god, with ink wrapping around his arms and
beginning to trail up his neck.

“What’s a dick flower?” Keely asked, her voice sounding extra angelic.

Trace glared at Kyler. “Thanks for that.”

Kye winced. “I didn’t see her there. She’s tiny, man.”

Lolli patted Trace’s arm. “Now, now. There’s nothing wrong with the
human body.” She turned to Keely. “He’s talking about the picture I made
for Rho’s new house.”

Keely brightened at that. “Can I have a dick flower, too?”

“No!” Trace and Nora said at the same time.

The rest of us dissolved into laughter.

“Will someone help me set the table?” Nora asked, exasperation lacing
her tone.

“I will,” I offered, moving to open the silverware drawer.

She wrapped an arm around me, pulling me in and kissing the top of my
head. “You settling in?”

We were an affectionate bunch, easy with our hugs. The only one who
steered clear was Kyler. Maybe because he’d ended up with us later in life
at sixteen and had been through so much. He seemed to keep everyone at
arm’s length.

Kyler crossed to the island, grabbing a grape and popping it into his
mouth. Then he glanced down at Fallon. “How was the home visit?”

The faintest blush lit the apples of her cheeks, but her mouth thinned. “It
went all right.”



Kyler’s forearm bunched and flexed like a cobra ready to strike. “Just
all right?”

Fallon shrugged. “The dad was kind of a jerk.”

Kye’s jaw worked back and forth. “How so0?”

Her eyes flashed in challenge. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

“Fallon—"

“It was fine,” she said, cutting him off.

She was the one person Kyler had let in after coming to live with Nora
and Lolli. Maybe it was the gentleness that radiated through Fallon or that
she was someone he could protect, but the two had become attached at the
hip. Even now, I couldn’t understand half of what they said to each other. It
was as if they had their own unique language.

“What’d you work on today?” Lolli asked Kye, saving us from any
battles of wills before dinner.

“Pretty decent chest piece and a tribal on a calf.” He rolled his eyes at
the second one. “Lots of idiots turning eighteen this spring.”

Lolli chuckled. “I got a tattoo when I turned eighteen.”

Kyler’s brows rose at that tidbit of information.

“Wild child, right across my—"

“Okay,” Trace cut in as he picked up Keely. “I think that’s enough
corruption for one night.”

Keely looked up at her dad. “What’s corrupston?”

“It means your uncle and supergran are bad influences.”

Keely just giggled. “No, they’re not. They’re the besterest.”

“Listen to the child,” Lolli said, grabbing her wine. “She could teach
you to live a little.”

“Don’t start, Lolls.”

She just sent Trace a pointed look. “It wouldn’t hurt for you to go out on
the town. Have a beer. Do some...dancing.”

Keely patted her dad’s chest. “You should, Daddy. Dancing is the best!”

Shep choked on a laugh. “Your dad hasn’t been dancing in a long time.
Maybe that’s why he’s so grumpy.”

She frowned at him. “Are you missing dancing? I’d be grumpy if I
couldn’t dance.”

Trace covered his daughter’s ears. “I hate you all.”

“It’s not nice to hate, Daddy,” Keely yelled too loudly.



Nora shook her head as she carried a massive baking dish of lasagna to
the table. “Fallon, will you get the salad?” She glanced at Shep, a hopeful
glint in her eyes. “Is Anson able to make it?”

A little of the levity left his expression. “Not this time.”

Nora’s shoulders slumped, and my annoyance at the broody bastard
flared. The idea of anyone being on their own, without people, would hurt
her heart. But Anson wouldn’t care about that. He’d just be off in his sulky
corner.

Lolli made a tsking sound as she carried her glass and the open bottle of
red to the table. “Gotta get past that boy’s defenses. He’s too pretty to be
wasting away all alone.”

I couldn’t help the scoffing sound that slipped past my lips.

Lolli sent me a pointed look. “Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed those
muscles and piercing eyes.”

“Doesn’t make his personality any more charming,” I grumbled.

“Their personality doesn’t matter if their mouth is busy doing other
things,” she said with a devious grin.

Keely’s face scrunched. “What would their mouth be doing? It’s rude to
talk with your mouth full. Dad says.”

Trace pinched the bridge of his nose. “For the love of all that’s holy,
will you all please rein it in before my girl gets expelled from the first
grade?”

A chuckle slipped past Kye’s lips, then Fallon giggled. It only took a
matter of seconds before laughter engulfed everyone. But I couldn’t help
but remember the flicker of coldness in Anson’s gaze. Something that didn’t
seem as if it had always been there. A coldness that something awful must
have put there.



ANSON

I LEaNED back in the Adirondack chair, kicking my feet onto the porch
railing. The sun hovered just below the horizon, only a sliver of it still
peeking out. It cast an orangey hue on the land around us.

I could give Sparrow Falls that. Her sunsets were beautiful. And the
small cabin I rented halfway up one of the area’s many mountains gave me
a damn good vantage point.

But it didn’t carry the peace it usually did today. A twitchiness had
descended over me, even with a full day of work. Typically, I could count
on my new career path to exhaust me so thoroughly that I slept like the
dead.

I needed that. And on days when I wasn’t working, I ran. Years ago, I'd
logged hours at the gym to stay in shape. Now, I raced through mountain
trails in an attempt to escape my demons.

My fingers itched to pull out my phone, text Shep, and make sure
Rhodes had locked her damn gate. I didn’t even want to think about her
doors.

A muscle in my cheek fluttered, and I forced my hand to grab a glass
bottle damp with condensation instead. I lifted it to my mouth, taking a
deep pull. It didn’t have the kick I needed, but it would have to do.

My gaze resettled on the book in my lap. The black-and-white squares
stared back at me. Half were already filled in, but the puzzle didn’t have the
same sort of pull it usually did. And that only made the tic in my cheek
intensify.



It was the only sort of word game I could handle these days and the only
way I could let my brain have the outlet it needed without ramifications.
The letters danced and spun in front of my vision. I could look at the
prompt for a clue, but once I got things about halfway filled in, I liked to
move without them. It was more of a challenge that way.

My brain flipped through the letters in the alphabet like a running in
board in a train station. It came up with possibility after possibility until one
hit that actually worked. I scrawled the letters onto the page.

The sound of tires on gravel had me putting the puzzle and pen on the
worn side table. I reached underneath to where I stored my Glock, my hand
hovering over it until I saw the familiar silver of Shep’s truck.

The vise around my torso eased a fraction, but I didn’t move. Shep
pulled to a stop in front of my cabin and climbed out of his rig, holding
some sort of dish. “Brought you leftovers.”

I stared at him as he headed up the porch steps. “I do know how to feed
myself.”

Shep shoved the plate at me. “You eat one more of those frozen meals,
and you’re going to get heart disease and croak on the job.”

He lowered himself into the chair next to me without waiting for an
invitation. I needed to use that chair for kindling.

I unwrapped a corner of the plate, and the scents of garlic, tomatoes,
sausage, and cheese hit me. I tugged the foil off. Shep’s mom was always
thorough. Next to the slice of lasagna and salad was a plastic fork. And
beneath the paper plate was a napkin. I didn’t pretend to be uninterested; I
simply dug in.

Shep kicked his feet up onto the railing. “If you’d come to dinner, you
would’ve gotten garlic bread and brownie sundaes, too.”

I just grunted. Brownie sundaes weren’t worth dealing with the football
team that was Shep’s family. I’d take leftovers over people any day.

Shep glanced down at my crossword puzzle and shook his head. “I’ll
never understand how you do those damned things in pen.”

I took a pull of ginger beer, swallowing it down. “Pencils are for
amateurs.”

He just rolled his eyes. “Sometimes, I forget what a pompous prick you
can be.”

Shep wasn’t wrong. But it used to be so much worse. I was so sure I had
the answers to everything. And I’d been so fucking wrong—in the worst



way. A way that had me losing the person who meant the most to me.

I shoved down the thoughts and memories, burying them under pounds
of denial and self-flagellation. “You talk to Rhodes about locking her gate
and doors?”

Shep’s brows rose as he turned to face me. “She knows how to take care
of herself.”

Annoyance pricked like those tiny stickers that got stuck in my shoes on
trail runs. “Clearly, she doesn’t since the last time I saw her, she almost
broke her neck doing something stupid.”

His jaw worked back and forth. “She knows it was a mistake.”

“Good.” But that wasn’t enough. Images of her living on that massive
piece of property, alone, swirled in my head. “That house is way out,
though. She needs to take different precautions than when she lived in town.
Those properties can be targets because there aren’t neighbors to hear. And
word’ll get around that a single woman is living out there alone.”

Shep was silent for a good long moment, but I felt his gaze boring into
me. “You doing okay?”

Fuck.

I did not need this. Not tonight. For whatever reason, my demons were
already stirred up. They didn’t need Shep’s help.

“Fine,” I clipped.

“You have to talk about it sometime,” Shep said carefully. “You don'’t,
and it’1l eat you alive.”

“Shep,” I growled.

“It’s been over two years, and you won’t even say her name.”

The lasagna I’d eaten felt like a brick in my gut. “Now’s not the time.”

“Then when is?” Shep pushed. “Tell me, and I'll make a goddamn
appointment. Because I don’t want to keep watching my best fucking friend
fade away.”

I snapped my mouth closed. Hell. An ugly stew of guilt and rage swept
through me like vicious waves on a stormy sea. My throat worked as I
struggled to swallow. “I can’t go there. It’1l kill me.”

Quiet swirled around us, only broken by the occasional rustle of leaves.
Finally, Shep spoke words I knew he’d picked carefully. “I’m scared that if
you don’t talk about it, it really will kill you one day.”

I didn’t say anything in response. Because I knew the truth. If I opened
the door to that place where I’d locked it all away, it would be the thing to



truly end me.

I took a swig of my ginger beer, hoping like hell it’d settle my stomach.
“Worked up a plan for the Victorian.”

Shep stared at me for a long moment and then sighed. “Walk me
through it.”

The slightest fraction of pressure left my chest. “We start in the library
and fan east. We need to stabilize from the bottom up.” Shep already knew
this. We’d worked enough fire-restoration projects for him to know more
than the basics, but I was desperate to talk about anything but the subject
he’d tried to broach.

“Sounds good. We’ll have our full crew tomorrow. What do you want
‘em on?”

My breaths weren’t quite as painful, and it no longer felt like each
inhale was wrapped in barbed wire. “Let’s clean out the downstairs. I’ve got
fresh N95 masks for everyone. Dumpster’s supposed to get there between
noon and one.”

Shep nodded, his gaze locked on the horizon. “I’ll make sure everyone’s
there at one.”

“Thanks,” I said. But it was so much more than just gratitude for getting
our crew there. It was for all the things I couldn’t say and couldn’t touch. I
just hoped like hell he knew it.

BRANCHES sLAPPED my arms and face. The hits stung, tearing at my skin. 1
felt wetness on my cheek. Blood.

But it didn’t matter. I pushed my body harder, my muscles straining and
lungs burning. My feet slapped against the dirt path. The occasional rock or
root stabbed my shoes, footwear that wasn't cut out for trails and meant for
an office.

I skidded to a stop as I broke into a clearing. A massive oak tree stood
in the center of the space. The trunk was wide and gnarled, and curved
branches sprouted from it, moving every which way. But I could barely take
any of that in.

My breaths came in quick pants, but I only knew that because I felt the
rise and fall of my chest. I couldn’t hear anything over the blood roaring in



my ears.

A woman’s body was slumped against the tree. Her head lolled to one
side, blond hair covering her face. But I saw the telltale rope peeking out
from under that fall of hair.

My stomach roiled, but I forced my feet to move—feet clad in those
ridiculously expensive loafers I got for a damn book signing. Each step
wound a cord around my throat as if I could feel what the woman had. But
it wasn'’t even close.

Her feet were bare but not dirt-covered. He’d killed her elsewhere and
brought her here. All so he could play his goddamn game with me.

Ragged breaths tore from my throat as I bent. I needed gloves, my
team...but I didn’t wait. Couldn't. I had to know.

I was going to hell for praying it was someone else. Anyone but my
sister. And what did that say about me? That I was no better than him. A
monster. Because whoever this was, she was someone’s daughter, sister,
friend. Maybe even someone’s wife and mother.

I reached down, my hand trembling like a rookie seeing his first stiff. I
swept back the pale blond locks.

And my whole world shattered.

I jerked upright, the sheet clinging to my damp chest as my lungs
heaved. A breeze picked up through my open window, bringing in cold
mountain air. But it didn’t do a damn thing for the fire racing through my
veins.

The image was still fresh. Too real. Because it had been.

Greta’s face leached of all color. Her blood spilled all around her.

I shoved the blankets back and stalked out of bed. I needed to breathe.
My feet pounded the rough-wood floors of the cabin as I crossed the loft
and hit the stairs one by one. Unlocking the front door, I hauled it open.

Normally, I didn’t venture outside without a weapon. It was stupider
than shit when there was a serial killer out there who thought messing with
my life was fun and games. Someone who’d never been caught.

But tonight, I didn’t give a damn. I almost wished he was out there.
Wished he’d take me, too. At least, it would mean the end of this torture
spiral.

That was what he wanted. Not to end my life but to see me suffer. But
you could never tell when a psychopath would grow tired of waiting and



need more. Need to see the life drain from your eyes or the blood spill from
your body.

An owl hooted as the cold night air hit me full blast. Even though we
were into April, the nights in the mountains could still hit freezing. I
welcomed it. Maybe the cold could beat back the memories.

I stared out at the landscape in front of me, the forests dipping into
fields and ranch lands. I didn’t feel any of the peace it sometimes gave me.

This was why I didn’t talk about the past. Because when it got a
foothold, it could drag me down and swallow me whole.



RHODES

A cacopHony of birdsong filled the air as I opened my SUV door.
Grinning, I slid out and shut the door behind me. I loved working first shift
at the nursery. Thanks to all the plants around us, we could’ve doubled as a
bird sanctuary.

Three swooped through the air, landing on a display of shrubs near the
front. They chattered back and forth in their bird-speak as the early sun
streamed over the horizon. A chill still clung to the air, but I had my thick
Bloom & Berry Nursery sweatshirt to keep me warm. The same one I’d had
since junior year of high school. It was just the right amount of worn while
somehow managing to hold on to a bit of its cozy softness.

Another bird let out an especially shrill call, and I winced. “A little early
for that, don’t you think?”

It seemed to stare at me in judgment.

I chuckled and pushed off my SUYV, heading for the main greenhouse.
We had several on the property. Bloom wasn’t a small operation. Duncan’s
family had been running it for generations, and it had grown a bit each year.
Now, it was a sight to behold, complete with a small café where customers
could grab breakfast, lunch, or coffee.

Testing the doorknob to the greenhouse, I opened the door, not at all
surprised that Duncan had beaten me in, even with me being fifteen minutes
early to my shift.

“You in here, Dunc?” I called.



A figure straightened midway down the second row. A handful of years
older than me, Duncan was brawny with tanned skin that spoke of a life
spent in the sunshine. “Morning.”

“How are the babies?” I asked, inclining my head toward the seedlings
in front of him.

He grinned. “Holding steady.” That curve of his mouth slipped a bit as
he scanned my face. He cleared his throat. “How’d yesterday go?”

I rolled my lips over my teeth to keep any annoyance from slipping out.
The problem with living in a small town was that everyone knew your past.
Knew your business. Even if the concern came from a good place, it
sometimes felt stifling.

“Good,” I finally said, then smiled. “Lolli made me a dick flower for
my new place, so how could it be anything else?”

Duncan’s brows nearly hit his hairline, and he started coughing. “Did
you say dick flower?”

I pulled out my phone and tapped the screen a few times until I
navigated to my photos. Turning it around, I showed Duncan. His cheeks
turned pink, and he started shaking his head.

I couldn’t help it, I burst out laughing. “We could offer her a show here.
She’d love it.”

Duncan scrubbed a hand over his bearded cheek. “I really don’t need to
get arrested for corrupting minors.”

“Keely asked for her own dick flower last night at dinner. Trace was not
pleased.”

Duncan chuckled. “I don’t imagine so. Speaking of brothers, we need to
pull a few more things for Shep’s order.”

“Sure. You got the list?” I locked my phone and shoved it back into my
pocket. Shep was finishing up a stunning new build in the foothills, and
being a perfectionist meant he had to handle the landscaping, too.

Duncan tugged a scrap of paper from his back pocket and handed it to
me. “Got most of it pulled and in the loading area last night, but I didn’t
want to chance some of the flowers. Think you can handle the rest?”

I scanned the list, my lips twitching. It’d taken me years to decipher
Duncan’s scrawl. A good seventy-five percent of the items were scratched
out already. The only ones left were things the deer might decide to make a
snack of. “Got it. I’ll start watering after. We should move the peonies up to
the front, too. Some of them are starting to bloom.”



Duncan pinned me with a stare. “When are you going to take the
manager position?”

I winced. “A quarter to never?”

He shook his head. “You know almost as much about every plant on this
property as I do. You’ve got great instincts and people skills, and the pay is
practically double.”

I didn’t care about the pay. I lived simply and didn’t have especially
extravagant tastes. And now that I was living in a place that was already
bought and paid for, I needed even less. “I don’t need the headache, Dunc.”

He muttered something I couldn’t quite make out.

A hint of guilt churned in my stomach. A manager position meant the
kind of stress I didn’t need, like people counting on me for more than just
working a set number of hours a week. Even though I’d worked at Bloom
since high school, I didn’t feel the pull for more. I liked my life exactly how
it was. I had a paycheck that covered the necessities and time to enjoy
things outside of work. I didn’t take any of those moments for granted
because I knew none of them were guaranteed. So, I lived each one to the
fullest and enjoyed the simple beauty in all of them.

“Tell me if you change your mind,” he grumbled.

“I will. Promise.” But I didn’t wait for anything else. I made a beeline
for the greenhouse door and headed out into the early morning sunshine. I
sucked in a lungful of cool air. It soothed my anxious edges.

Squinting down at the list, I made a quick plan. I grabbed a cart from
the row near the gravel parking lot and got to work. It only took about
twenty minutes to get everything pulled, and I made it to the loading area
just as a truck headed my way. Only it wasn’t Shep’s familiar silver one
towing a trailer. It was a black one that fit the personality of the man behind
the wheel.

I steeled myself, pulling my armor into place and trying to remember
what Shep had told me. Anson had been through something. And that
something had left him a shell of the person he’d once been. It had wrapped
him in coldness. Maybe that frostiness was his armor—a way to keep
people at arm’s length.

The truck swung around so Anson could reverse into the makeshift spot.
I tried to focus on the beeping alerts, not the prickle of awareness skating
over my skin. The moment the rig was in park, I stepped forward and
unlatched the trailer.



Footsteps sounded on the gravel. “Shouldn’t have done that.”

My gaze flicked to the side as I opened the back door. Anson wore a
ballcap that shielded his eyes from the light, but the sun still picked up on
the lighter strands of blond in his thick, wild scruff. “Do what?”

“Moved behind the trailer before you knew I was done backing up.”

I rolled my eyes. “I could see you weren’t in reverse.”

Those blue-gray eyes swept over my face, assessing. “Easy to change
that.”

“Good morning to you, too, Anson. How’d you sleep?” I said with an
exaggerated smile bordering on the look of a deranged clown.

Something passed over those stormy eyes, but it was gone so quickly, |
second-guessed myself. He turned to the array of plants. “These all ours?”

I nodded. “Shouldn’t take us too long to load things up.”

Anson jerked his head in a nod and moved toward the heaviest items.
He bent and lifted an Aspen sapling with ease. His tee stretched tight across
his muscled chest as his biceps flexed.

I quickly averted my gaze and moved to some of the shrubs. We worked
silently, but it was only a matter of minutes before the quiet made my skin
crawl.

“So, you think you guys will finish the place today?” I asked, desperate
for noise to break up the silence. If Anson didn’t start talking, I was going
to start singing, and I couldn’t imagine he wanted that.

“Likely.”

That was it. One word and on to the next shrub.

Instead of annoying me this time, it made a small snicker leave my lips.

Anson’s smooth gait hitched before he reached the trailer. “What?”

I grinned at him. “You’re a real Chatty Cathy.”

He scowled at me and headed into the trailer.

“So,” I tried again, “how do you like Sparrow Falls?”

I could make a game out of this. See what buttons I needed to push to
get Anson talking.

“Fine,” he clipped, moving for a lilac.

I bit my lip to keep from laughing. “You ever give more than one-word
answers?”

“No.”

A laugh did bubble out of me then. Couldn’t be helped. “Fair enough.
Let’s play a one-word game, then. Lakes or oceans?”



Anson stopped in his tracks and turned slowly toward me. “What are
you playing at?”

I shrugged. “You’re my brother’s best friend. You’re going to be
working on my house for the foreseeable future. Don’t you think it might be
nice to get to know each other a little bit? Maybe even be friendly?”

That was the wrong word.

The blue bled out of Anson’s eyes, leaving them pure gray. “I don’t do
friends. I don’t do silly little girls playing games. Just let me do my job and
stay out of my way.”

A slap would’ve stung less. But I didn’t let it show. “I might be silly, but
silly’s a heck of a lot better than being an asshole.”

And with that, I headed to water the plants in the north greenhouse.
Anson could load the damn trailer himself.

“THANK YOU FOR TAKING HIM,” Nancy said as she handed me a leash. “I
didn’t want to call you for another week, at least. Hoped to give you a
chance to get settled in your new place. But desperate times call for
desperate measures.”

I took hold of the thick green leash as the dog looked up at me with sad
eyes. It was anyone’s guess what mishmash of breeds he was. He had a
stocky body with short, stubby legs, and his head looked two sizes too big
for the rest of him. His black fur was dull, but I knew that would change
with a month of good meals.

“It’s not a problem. Kitten season is always hectic.” I crouched down to
get on the pup’s level but didn’t offer my hand yet. I wanted him to get used
to my scent first.

Nancy swiped the tendrils of frizzy hair out of her face. “You’re telling
me. I’ve got two litters right now.”

I looked up at her, taking in the dark circles under her eyes. “Are you
getting any sleep at all?”

“Ken and I are taking shifts, so I’m cobbling together five or six.”

“Angel points,” 1 said with a smile. “But you deserve a trip to the spa,
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too.



Nancy’s big, bawdy laugh swirled in the air around us. “I’m not against
it once we’re deep into summer, maybe fall.”

But she wouldn’t ever go. She’d feel like a trip away meant letting
down the animals that needed her. Wags & Whiskers Animal Rescue was
her pride and joy, her purpose. And she didn’t trust anyone to run it in her
absence.

My gaze shifted back to the black dog. His ears twitched.

“What do I need to know about him?”

Nancy sighed. “He got dumped down by Castle Rock. He does okay
around women, but he’s not the biggest fan of men.”

An ache settled deep in my bones. That could only mean that some man
hadn’t treated him well. Bastard.

“He have a name?” I asked.

“Thought you could do the honors there as you get to know him.”

The dog shifted a bit, easing toward me.

“Hey, buddy,” I crooned.

At the soft tone, he scooted even closer.

I pulled the packet of treats I kept in the car from my back pocket.
“How do you feel about liver? I think it’s nasty, but it smells extra strong,
which usually means pups love it.”

The moment I broke the seal on the bag, the dog started sniffing wildly.
I chuckled and plucked a treat from the pack. Holding out my palm, I
waited.

He stretched out his neck as far as possible and quickly snatched the
treat.

“That’s a good boy,” I encouraged and pulled out another treat.

This time, he edged a bit closer to me to get the treat easier. After treat
four, I slowly lifted my hand to scratch under his chin. He melted into me,
his back leg thumping.

“That’s your spot, huh?”

The dog’s booty started wagging back and forth.

“You’ve got a way with them,” Nancy said with a smile. “You always
have.”

A phantom pain drifted through me. It wasn’t acute in any way; it was
an echo of agony. A month after I’d come to live with the Colsons, Lolli
dragged me with her to pick up a cat someone had found scrounging in a
dumpster in the back of The Pop.



The cat had patchy, coarse fur and fleas. We’d had to bathe her twice,
which she really hadn’t loved, and she’d given us the scratches to prove it. |
hadn’t wanted any part of the project. I’d still felt like I was drowning in
grief, but taking care of the fiery, mangy cat and helping her find her way
toward healing and trusting again had healed something in me, too.

I’d been fostering animals ever since. There was no greater sense of
pride than when I gave one of them over to their forever families, knowing
they’d finally get the life they deserved.

“Well, this one is just a love,” I cooed as the dog pressed his whole
body against my side. “You wanna come home with me?”

The pup looked up at me with those huge eyes. So much uncertainty
swirled in their depths, but he easily followed me to the SUV when I
pushed to my feet. I opened the back door, and he hopped right in. I gave
him an ear scratch as a reward.

When I closed the door, Nancy pulled me into a hug. “Thank you.”

“Anytime,” I said, squeezing her back. “I’ll keep you updated on his
progress and take plenty of pics for the website.”

We liked to post the animals as soon as we got them so we could begin
getting the word out. When we were getting closer to a critter being ready
for their forever home, we’d start accepting applications. But I had a feeling
this guy would need a few weeks with me, at least.

I released Nancy and climbed behind the wheel. The dog’s head popped
up over the edge of the sort of hammock I had to keep dogs in the back seat.
I chuckled and offered him one more treat. “How do you feel about car
rides?”

His tongue lolled out of his mouth, and he panted happily.

“I’m taking that as a good sign.” I put the car in drive and headed away
from Nancy’s home on the edge of town. As we drove, I cracked the back
window just enough for my new pup to poke his head out if he wanted.

It took two point five seconds. Those oversized ears that had been
standing at attention now blew in the breeze. I couldn’t help the laugh that
burst out of me. Ah, the simple joy of the wind in your ears.

“Car rides, check.” One less thing I’d have to master with him.

It only took a few minutes to reach the turnoff to home. Home. It felt
like such a foreign word. Even though I'd felt nothing but welcome with the
Colsons, it was never completely home. And since then, I’d been afraid to
reach for it.



The dog pulled his head back in, shifting positions so he could see out
the front window.

“We’re both going to do some hard things, but we’ll face them
together.”

I kept one hand on the wheel and used the other to scratch under my
foster pup’s chin. The thumping of his foot against the seat was the only
answering sound.

As I headed down the drive, I caught sight of several vehicles by the
main house. The majority were trucks of various makes and models, and I
recognized almost all of them. But my stomach still flipped a little. Work
was officially starting.

It was a good thing. A necessary thing. And most of all, it was time.

I parked outside my guest cottage and hopped out. Opening the back
door, I grabbed for the leash. The dog jumped out, his nose in the air,
sniffing like crazy. And then, out of nowhere, he let out a series of barks
and growls that sounded more like the hounds of hell than a canine.

I turned to see the source of his rage and caught sight of familiar dark
blond scruff peeking out from under the shadows of a ballcap. Anson’s
footsteps halted as he took in the dog next to me. “Didn’t know you had a
dog.”

“I don’t,” I clipped, not forgetting our earlier interaction.

Anson simply arched a brow. Of course, he could ask a question without
uttering a word.

“I foster for a local organization. He’s not a fan of men.”

To my surprise, Anson lowered himself to the gravel, hunching his
shoulders to make himself as small as possible. “Got any treats?”

I snagged the bag from my pocket and tossed it to him without saying a
word. The motion of Anson catching the bag made my new pup’s snarls
intensify, but Anson simply ignored them. He opened the bag and palmed a
few of the liver treats.

The dog kept up his low growls but sniffed the air.

Anson tossed a treat at the dog’s feet. He stopped growling just long
enough to gobble it down.

“Give the leash some slack,” Anson said, keeping his eyes downcast.

I glanced between the dog and the broody bastard. “You sure about
that?” Anson might be on my shit list, but I didn’t want him mauled by my
newest foster.



“Give him some slack, Reckless,” he echoed.

I scowled at the nickname but gave the dog another couple feet of leash.
It would let him have some freedom but not enough that he could take a
chunk out of Anson’s face.

Just as I gave the slack, Anson tossed treats. One. Two. Three. The dog
couldn’t eat the snacks and charge Anson. He went for the treats.

“Good boy,” Anson said, his voice low as he tossed two more treats.

The dog’s growls subsided, and Anson made a clicking noise with his
tongue, tossing two more treats. “You got a clicker?”

My brows furrowed. “Like for the garage?”

“No,” Anson said, still not looking up. “Training tool. The sound marks
good behavior. You can click faster than you can get them a treat. The click
lets them know they did something good, and a reward is coming.”

I did basic training with all the dogs that came into my care, but it was
more about getting them used to certain stimuli and making sure they were
potty-trained.

Anson showed the dog the treat and then lifted it into the air. My new
pup plunked his butt right on the ground. Anson clicked and tossed the
treat.

Without making a sound, Anson lined up treats that led closer to him.
The dog took the first two easily but then started to get a bit apprehensive.
He would dart forward and then back. But Anson simply stayed still, letting
him do what he needed.

Slowly, the dog nosed closer. He took one treat, then another. Finally,
Anson held out his palm with two treats on it. The dog kept looking
between the treats and Anson. In a blur of motion, the dog took a treat and
dashed back.

Anson made the clicking noise and tossed another treat a few feet away
from him. The dog took it and then hurried back to my side. Anson rose,
taking his time to make sure there were no sudden movements.

I stared at him as if he were an entirely different human than anyone I'd
met before. “What was that?”

Anson just stared at me, not answering.

“You’ve been nothing but a grumpy asshole since I met you. But with
him...”

“Don’t do people. Love dogs.” And with that, he stalked back to the
main site and his crew.



I looked down at my new friend. “What the hell was that?”

The dog just stared up at me, tongue lolling.

I shook my head. “Come on, let’s get you inside. I really hope you don’t
puke after all those treats.”

I showed my pup around the tiny guest cottage, letting him sniff to his
heart’s content. Then as he settled on a dog bed by the fireplace, I got to
work hauling in his food and other essentials. I kept a lot of things on hand,
but each animal had a different type of food, meds, and other paraphernalia.

By the time I got everything inside, the pup was snoring so loudly it was
a wonder the walls didn’t shake. Since he was fast asleep, I headed back
outside and hit my key fob to open the SUV’s back hatch.

As it swung up, various brightly colored blooms met my gaze. As much
as I never decorated the inside of my home to Nora’s satisfaction, my
garden, porch, and deck were the places I always made mine. Sinking my
hands into soil and creating a cacophony of color and texture made me feel
closer to my mom, even though she was gone.

Having the garden spaces around the guest cottage lie fallow, and the
small porches empty, made me twitchy. So, there was only one solution. Fill
them.

I hauled out bags of soil, carrying them toward the array of pots in
various shapes, sizes, and colors. Then I got to work on the flats of flowers
and the larger statement blooms. By the time everything was out of my
SUV and by the side of the house, my hair was sticking to the back of my
neck. Spring was definitely here.

Bending over, I pulled all the strands into a chaotic bun, tying it off with
a hair band. I had to buy specialty ones because the regular kind simply
snapped with the force of my tendrils.

As I straightened, I saw a shiny silver sedan driving too fast toward me.
The BMW emblem shone on the hood, and a familiar license plate stood
out on the front grille.

Everything in me strung tight. “Oh, crap.”



ANSON

THE FLAsH of metallic silver in the bright afternoon sun caught my eye as I
turned to watch the BMW drive way too fast toward the guest cottage.
Toward Rhodes. Something about that made my gut churn.

Who was [ kidding? Everything about her twisted my insides. Too
beautiful. Too bright. Too kind. She even took in damn dogs.

“Prick,” Saul muttered next to me as he scribbled something on his
clipboard and then offered it to me.

I signed the bottom line without bothering to read the fine print. Saul
handled our dumpsters for every project. He’d never screw us. “You know
the flash?” I asked.

Saul grunted. “Grew up here. Always had a bit of a cocky shit in him,
but then he went down to Silicon Valley. Made some millions. Came back
thinking he was God’s gift. Prick.”

I watched as the tall, lean man climbed out of the sedan. I couldn’t help
but profile him in swift strokes. His brown hair was styled in a way that told
me he didn’t want a thing out of place. Same with his perfectly pressed
slacks and button-down. He needed control. To force everything around him
into submission.

The luxury car brand, Gucci loafers, and gold watch I had a feeling was
a Rolex told me his image was everything, too. He wanted the best of the
best, and nothing else would suffice.

I had a feeling Saul was right. Total prick.



As the douchebag prowled toward Rhodes, a prickle of unease skated
over my skin—something about his single-minded focus on her, and the
way Rhodes held herself. She was usually relaxed, muscles loose and easy.
There was none of that now. Her shoulders were up, revealing the tension
wound through them. Her jaw was set, telling me her teeth were clenched.
She didn’t want him here.

“They know each other?” I asked, handing the clipboard back to Saul.

His brows rose a fraction in surprise. I’d never asked him a question
other than what time drop-off would be. “Everyone in this town knows each
other if they’ve been around long enough. Everyone except loners who hide
up in their cabins and don’t talk to a soul.”

I didn’t respond to the jibe, simply kept staring at him.

Saul chuckled. “From what I hear, they dated for a bit. Rho broke it off
a few weeks ago. Davis wasn’t overly pleased.”

My gaze shifted back to the two of them. The douchebag wasn’t what I
thought Rhodes would go for. I would’ve pegged her as either going for
some Pollyanna do-gooder, the Peace Corps type, or someone broken she
thought she could fix. Not a guy who cared first and foremost about his
image. But maybe I was slipping by not being in the field.

The douchebag smiled at Rhodes, all too-white teeth and a smarmy
attempt at charm. She grimaced in response. He moved closer, invading her
space. Rhodes tried to move back, but there was nowhere for her to go.

Hell.

I was moving before I registered the thought. I stalked toward them, my
boots sending gravel flying. It wasn’t long before I could hear snippets of
their conversation.

“Let me have my interior designer consult on the project. I’ll handle the
cost. You want to make sure you’re making the appropriate design choices
with a house of this magnitude,” douchebag said.

Rhodes scowled at him. “I don’t need an interior designer. Shep’s
helping me with everything.”

Douchebag scoffed. “Shep runs a good company, I’ll give him that, but
he doesn’t have the elevated tastes required—"

“Rhodes,” I interjected. “Need your take on something.”

Davis whirled at the sound of my voice. “Who’s this?”

A little of the tension bled out of Rhodes’ shoulders as she edged
toward me. “Anson works with Shep. He’s handling the fire-restoration



piece of things.”

Davis’s eyes narrowed. “Shouldn’t you be advising her to start from
scratch? It’s ridiculous to try to repair a structure that’s been so badly
damaged.”

A muscle in Rhodes’ cheek ticked, but she stayed quiet.

“It’s a historic home. Can’t put a price on that,” I said coolly. “Some
people are just blind to the beauty beneath the damage.”

Rhodes’ gaze jerked to me, her eyes widening a fraction, lips parting.

Davis scoffed. “Waste of time and money.”

I ignored him and turned to Rhodes. “You got a minute?”

“Sure,” she said quickly, wiping dirt from her hands on her shorts that
revealed tanned legs with sinewy muscle. Legs I did not need to be staring
at.

“We’re talking,” Davis clipped.

Rhodes turned to him. “No, you were monologuing.”

He snapped his mouth closed, the look in his eyes going hot with anger.

She sighed. “I appreciate the offer of help, but I don’t need it. Enjoy the
rest of your day.”

Davis’s jaw worked back and forth. “You’re in over your head.” Then
he turned and climbed back into his BMW, tires spitting gravel as he swung
in a tight circle and took off.

Rhodes’ shoulders slumped as he disappeared in a cloud of dust. “Sorry
about that,” she mumbled.

“Not yours to be sorry about.”

Her head lifted, those green-gold eyes locking with mine. “What did
you need?”

“Nothing. Could just tell you were uncomfortable. Wanted to give you
an out.”

Rhodes kept staring at me, confusion swirling through her expression.
“You’re never predictable, are you, Anson?”

She said my name with a softness that had my entire body standing at
attention. Everything in me wanted to lean closer, yet at the same time, my
brain was screaming at me to cut this off, lash out, and push her away.

“Just don’t like seeing women intimidated. That’s all.” T turned to stalk
away before she could say another word, or her voice could curl around my
name like a physical caress.



I had to keep my distance from Rhodes. She had a way of breaking
through the numbness I’d made my home for the past two years. And that
was just as dangerous as she was.

“You kick the douche to the curb?” a voice called from the makeshift
table we’d set up in front of the house.

I glanced at the crew member who’d asked the question. Silas was a
hard worker with a single-minded focus that came in handy on every job we
came across. And he was a good guy, other than moving from woman to
woman with a speed that made my head spin.

“Think he kicked himself to the curb,” I muttered.

Another of our crew ambled over, water bottle in hand. Owen didn’t
have quite the work ethic Silas did. His breaks were legendary, and he had a
reputation for punching first and asking questions later. “He’ll be back.
Money like that don’t like hearing no.”

“He might want to get used to it,” I gritted out.

“Shep won’t stand for it,” Silas said. “He’ll make sure the message gets
across. Or he’ll put Trace on it.”

As if saying his name had conjured him, Shep’s silver truck bumped
along the uneven drive. We needed to get the thing regraded before one of
us broke an axle.

Shep pulled in between various other vehicles and quickly hopped out,
glancing toward the guest cottage as he walked toward us. “A silver BMW
come by here?”

Carlos, another crew member, grinned as he walked over. “Moneybags
came and went.”

Concern spread across Shep’s expression as he cursed.

“Don’t worry,” Silas assured him. “Anson sent him packing.”

Shep’s focus sliced to me in silent question.

I shifted my weight. “It was nothing. Just made sure she was okay, and
he took off.”

“Took off looking like he was about to have the shits or sucked on a
lemon,” Silas shot back.

Shep inclined his head to the side. “Walk with me. I need to run
something by Rho.”

The last thing I wanted was to walk any closer to Rhodes. To her
brightness, her color. It only made me realize just how gray my world had
become.



Still, I followed Shep just out of earshot of the guys. He dipped his head
and lowered his voice. “I need to be worried?”

I mulled the question over. There were so many threads to it. I didn’t
want to tug on any of them. But I owed Shep. Everything, really. “How
long did they date?”

“About a month. Not serious. A date or two a week.”

I gnawed on that. So, a max of eight dates. Chances were, they’d slept
together. That could be a trigger for someone with control issues or
obsessive tendencies. I knew for sure Davis was the former, but hoped he
wasn’t the latter. “How long ago did Rhodes end things?”

Shep scrubbed a hand over his jaw. “It was just before Lolli’s birthday,
so about three and a half weeks.”

That pinged my radar. Davis still coming around almost a month after
the breakup of a relationship that hadn’t gotten all that serious? Not a good
sign.

“Probably a good idea to keep an eye out,” I said carefully. “But she’s
got a lot of people around her right now. He’s going to know there’s the
potential of him making a fool of himself with an audience like he did
today. A guy like him? He’s not going to like that much.”

Shep grunted. “He’s all about image. I think that’s half of why he’s still
after Rho. She ended things, not him.”

That thought eased a little of the tension thrumming through me. Ego
was a much better option than obsession. Ego wounds could heal.
Obsession, not so much. And sometimes, you didn’t know what you were
dealing with until it was too late.
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RHODES

EAasING onto the stool behind the register, I laid the egg sandwich on the
counter. Dog looked up at me with pleading eyes. I’d had him for a week,
and he still didn’t have a name. Nothing quite seemed to fit, and he
deserved the right one.

I’d been working on his training, though. I’d found one of those clickers
Anson had mentioned at our local feed and pet store. Looking up the
training methodology, I’d found loads of stuff. And even better, it worked.

Every now and then, I caught Anson watching our training sessions
from afar. But he never came over. Never said a word to me. And if I
ventured over into crew territory, he conveniently disappeared.

Seemed he’d been honest when he said he did dogs but not people.

I leaned down to scratch Dog’s head. He had quite the setup at Bloom.
A dog bed behind the counter with a bowl of water, a handful of toys, and a
cozy blanket. I was damn lucky I had a boss who let me bring my fosters to
work.

Unwrapping the sandwich, I took a huge bite of the flaky biscuit, egg,
and sharp cheddar and nearly moaned. Thank the food gods for our onsite
café. I’d started earlier today because we’d received a delivery of new
shrubs just as we closed last night.

My phone dinged, and I glanced down at the screen. Our sibling group
chat had another new name. The 7 Deadly Sibs.

I snorted as I picked up the device.



COPE
Who sent the basket of peaches to the practice arena?

I bit my lip to keep from laughing.

ME
Want me to send you Nora’s cobbler recipe?

FALLON
I've got a jam recipe you could use.

COPE

You're all assholes. | almost puked on the receptionist when
she gave it to me.

KYE

Nothing like a little puke to charm the ladies. Didn’t you see the
card?

COPE
You little shit. Payback is coming.

A second later, a photo appeared in the text chain. The stationery had
the fruit embossed on the top. For our Little Peach. Don't bruise too easy in
tonight’s game.

I choked on my laugh as I set the phone back down. There was nothing
like a little sibling shit-talking to make sure your ego stayed in check. And
with all the attention Cope got, that wasn’t a bad thing.

I shook my head and arched my back, feeling a twinge in the muscles
there. I might’ve overdone it just a bit. But it was nothing two ibuprofen
and a long, hot bath wouldn’t cure.

A flicker of movement caught my attention as a familiar figure moved
quietly through the rows of plants and toward the counter. Everything about
the woman screamed Don'’t look at me! Her clothes were all in neutrals—
jeans and a beige T-shirt. Her hair, while thick and shiny, was usually pulled
back into a braid to hide its luster. She moved quickly but silently as if
practiced in making no sound at all.

I sent her a wide grin. “Morning, Thea.”

Her answering smile was more hesitant, a bit unsteady. Or maybe she
was just rusty. “Morning.”

“What are you after today?” I asked.



She worried the corner of her lip and glanced over her shoulder. “I
wondered if you had any peonies that might be hitting the sale aisle soon.”

An ache took root somewhere deep. Thea was a plant lover like me, but
Bloom’s offerings were on the pricier side. Because we stocked quality.
Duncan’s markup was fair. Just enough to guarantee a healthy bottom line
but not enough to price gouge customers. But if you were watching your
wallet, making constant purchases from our store would be hard.

I didn’t know much about Thea. She kept any chatting purely surface-
level and centered on the plants. I sensed that I’d only send her running if I
pushed too hard. But I knew she worked at our local bakery, The Mix Up,
she lived somewhere outside of town, and she loved all plants, from the
ones you ate to those that simply brightened your day.

Drumming my fingers on the counter, I nodded. “I think we’ve got a
few that are about to tip over into sale territory. Let’s go take a look.”

It was a lie. Peonies were one of the few things that never landed in our
sale rows unless they were on death’s door, but I’d just cover the difference.
I slid off my stool, giving Dog a quick pat on the head. “Be good.”

His tongue lolled to one side.

Thea peered over the counter, and her face lit up. “New one?”

I nodded. “Still working on a name.”

Longing swept into her expression. “The right one will find him.”

“That’s what I keep saying, but my gran is giving me crap for not
having something to call him.”

A soft smile tipped her lips. “As long as he’s loved, that’s what
matters.”

“So true.” 1 glanced over at Thea. “What are you working on?” It was
the one thing I could ask that wouldn’t get Thea’s back up.

Her smile widened. “The beds under my bedroom window. Thought it
might be nice to look out and see a sea of peonies.”

“Sounds like heaven to me. Any colors in particular?”

“I’ll settle for whatever you have, but I was thinking that peachy pink if
it’s available.”

“Let’s see.” I scanned the rows of blossoms until I settled on a section
of that color just shy of full bloom. “Perfect! Duncan will be moving these
over today or tomorrow. I can give you the sale discount now.”

Thea’s teeth tugged on the corner of her lip as she studied the flowers.
“Are you sure? They still look pretty prime to me.”



“Not compared to the others,” I said, gesturing to the rest of the row.
Most of them only had a flower or two blooming; the rest were still buds.

Thea was quiet for a moment before finally shaking her head. “It’s okay.
I’1l just wait until they’re actually on sale.”

I almost let my curse slip free instead of just letting it loose in my head.
“Really—"

She cut me off with another shake. “It’s really kind of you, but I don’t
want you to break the rules for me.”

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from arguing with her. Beautiful
flowers were such a simple pleasure. The kind of thing everyone deserved.
And it bothered me that Thea wouldn’t have them. I studied her for a
moment. “Are you full time at the bakery?”

Confusion swept across her face. “No, still part time, but I get decent
hours, and Sutton’s hoping to expand soon.”

I didn’t know much about the new bakery owner other than she had a
huge smile for everyone and the most adorable son I’d ever seen. But from
all the changes I’d seen her implement, it was clear she had a sharp business
mind and good instincts.

My fingers tapped against the side of my thigh. “Would you ever want
to work part time here, too? I know it doesn’t give you the kind of benefits
you would get from being full time somewhere, but we always bring on a
few extra hands for the summer. And you’d get the employee discount on
everything we have here.”

Thea’s lips parted on a silent inhale. “You guys are really hiring?”

“Check the local paper. I think Duncan’s ad runs on Wednesday. But I
can give you an application now.”

She rolled to the balls of her feet, almost bouncing. It was the most
excitement I’d seen from Thea since I’d met her nearly two years ago. “Do
you know what the pay is?”

I nodded with a smile. “Starts at twenty an hour plus overtime. And the
discount is forty percent.”

This time, Thea’s jaw went slack. “Forty percent off everything?”

[ grinned. “Pretty sweet, huh? Duncan likes his staff to be
knowledgeable about what they’re selling. The discount is his way of
encouraging that.”

Thea’s eyes went a little glassy. “I’d work for free for that discount.”



I chuckled. “Well, you don’t have to. Come on. I'll get you the
application.”

She followed me into the greenhouse and toward the counter. As we got
closer, my steps faltered. Something about the counter was different.

“You didn’t,” I muttered.

“What’s wrong?” Thea asked, concerned.

I instantly hurried around the counter to find my egg sandwich wrapper
on the ground and a pup licking his lips. “Dog!”

He instantly laid his head down between his paws.

“Don’t look all ashamed and make me feel bad for you. You ate my
breakfast.”

A soft giggle sounded behind me as Thea surveyed the scene. “Maybe
you should name him Biscuit. He’s obviously got a taste for them.”

Dog’s head lifted at that, ears twitching.

I couldn’t help my laugh. “I think he likes it. You want to be called
Biscuit?”

He barked in answer.

“Either that or he wants another one,” Thea said.

I shook my head. “He’s probably going to be sick as it is.”

She winced. “Not a fun cleanup.”

“No kidding.” T pulled open the filing cabinet drawer and found the
folder for our applications. Grabbing one and a pen, I handed them to Thea.
It was only a single sheet with some basic information and a section for
experience and why you wanted to work at Bloom, but Thea scrutinized it
as if it were the SATs.

She swallowed hard as she rolled the pen between her fingers. “Do you
think...I mean, would it be possible for Duncan to pay me in cash?”

I studied Thea for a long moment. It wasn’t that we never got the
request, but it was usually because someone didn’t have a green card. As
long as the person was a hard worker, Duncan found his way around those
cases, paying them out of the till each week. But I didn’t think that was the
case for Thea. So, why did she need things done that way? She didn’t seem
the type to try for tax evasion.

“Duncan’s usually pretty good about working with those kinds of
requests,” I said finally.

Thea’s grip on the pen loosened a fraction, and she began scrawling her
information across the page. “Great. Thank you.”



In less than five minutes, she was done and handing it back. I quickly
scanned the sheet. Her phone number, email, and address were blank.
Between that and the cash request, my stomach started to twist.

“We just need a phone number or email so we can contact you about an
interview,” I said softly.

Thea licked her lips. “I don’t have either. Not really a tech person. But I
can check in tomorrow or the next day and see if Duncan’s interested.”

No phone or email. I didn’t know anyone without both. Even Lolli, who
was always going on and on about the evils of technology, had a cell phone
and email—even if she only used that email for ordering diamond art
supplies and weed.

“Sure,” I told Thea. “That’s not a problem at all.”

“Thanks, Rho.” Her cheeks flushed. “You’re a really good person.”

I opened my mouth to say something, anything, but Thea was already
turning to leave. I watched her thread her way through rows of plants until
she slipped out the door. But even after she disappeared, I couldn’t stop
wondering what the heck she was hiding from.

As I sLOWED to a stop at the last traffic light in town, I rolled my shoulders,
trying to relieve some of the tension there. Duncan and I had spent hours
rotating displays this afternoon. Between that and doing heavy lifting first
thing, my body was paying for it. I really needed that hot bath and some
ibuprofen.

The light changed from red to green, and I eased off the brake. I stole a
quick glance at the newly painted sign for The Mix Up and wished like hell
they were still open. I would’ve done bad things for their spinach and
artichoke grilled cheese right about now.

Biscuit stuck his head over the hammock, resting it on my shoulder.
Everything inside me twisted at the simple action. He was coming out of his
shell more and more.

I scratched the side of his jaw as I guided my SUV toward home. “We’ll
just have to settle for my grilled cheese creation and kibble for you.”

I swore I could see Biscuit glaring at me in the rearview mirror.



“Don’t give me that look. You already had one sandwich today. We’re
lucky you didn’t have the Hershey squirts all over the nursery. Dunc never
would’ve let you back in after that.”

Biscuit let out a huff of air, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

In a matter of minutes, I was turning onto my drive. My drive. To my
house. It was all still a little surreal. That familiar twitchiness came over me
—the feeling of my skin being too tight for my body, making it itchy.

I forced myself to take a deep breath.

In. Two. Three.

I took in the stunning view as I inhaled. The rock formations. The
mountains. The place my family had loved.

Out. Two. Three.

I tried to release the edge of panic as I exhaled. Some part of me
worried that if I ever truly put down roots again, something awful would
happen to take it all away. But I couldn’t let that ugly fear win. It would
mean the fire had won. And I wasn’t about to let that happen.

I slowed my SUV as I reached the makeshift parking area in front of the
Victorian. Owen was chugging a bottle of water, and Silas and Carlos were
shoving gear into the backs of their trucks. I rolled down my window,
sending them a grin. “Working hard or hardly workin’?”

Silas shot me a wide smile. “Just calling off for the day. You want to hit
the bar with me?”

A chuckle slipped free as I shook my head. “Hitting the bar with you
means dealing with death glares from your many adoring fans.”

Silas mimed a dagger to the heart. “Killing me. You know I’d send ‘em
all packing for you, dream girl.”

Carlos snorted, smacking him on the back of the head. “You want Shep
to tan your hide?”

Silas just laughed. “Gotta shoot your shot.”

Owen sent Silas a glare. “Or you could try something new and leave her
the fuck alone.”

Oh, hell. 1 didn’t know what it was that made Owen think he needed to
play the protective brother role when I had four of them already. Maybe it
was because we’d been classmates since I moved to Sparrow Falls, and
he’d worked for Shep since getting out of high school.

Only it was hardly necessary when it came to Silas’s antics. We’d been
running this back-and-forth forever. But it seemed to get on Owen’s nerves



more and more lately.

It wasn’t like any of this was new. Silas had been a player since puberty,
moving from one girl to the next in rapid-fire succession. He wasn’t the
type that promised more, but still somehow managed to leave a trail of
broken hearts in his wake.

Owen had his share of romantic partners, but not nearly as many. He
struggled to commit to anything. He came and went from Shep’s crew with
a frequency that made me dizzy. And his temper was one of legend.

Carlos was the only one of the three of them to settle down. He had a
wife and an adorable baby girl named Gabby now. Maybe he’d rub off on
the other two someday. And from the look he flashed them both right now,
he’d be giving them an earful later.

“Chill, dude,” Silas said, frowning at Owen.

Owen laughed, but the sound didn’t quite ring true. “Just givin’ you
shit.”

Silas didn’t join him in laughing.

Carlos broke the awkward silence by moving toward my truck and
tapping the open window. “Good day in the plant biz?” Before I could
answer, Biscuit let out a low growl, and Carlos stepped back. “You sure that
one’s safe to have at your place?”

I scratched under Biscuit’s chin, easing his snarls. “Just not partial to
people of the male variety.”

Carlos snorted. “My wife would say he’s smart.”

“You said it, not me. Have a good night, guys,” I said with a wave as |
eased off the brake. I kept the window down as I headed for the guest
cottage. Shep’s truck was gone, and the only other one by the Victorian was
a familiar black one. I couldn’t help but stare at it a little too long.

Anson had felt like a ghost this week. I rarely saw him, but I felt his
presence. It was as if the air moved differently when he was around.

I tore my gaze away from the truck and focused on the drive that curved
around the main house and toward the cottage. Pulling to a stop in front of
my temporary home, I cut the engine. Biscuit let out a deep woof.

I reached back and scratched under his chin. “You happy to be home?
You had to do a lot of peopling today.”

And Biscuit had done remarkably well until just now. He’d let out a low
growl or two at men who’d come to check out, but having the counter



between him and them had allowed Biscuit to feel safe while getting used to
the gender.

Hopping out of my SUV, I moved to the back door. I opened it and
quickly hooked on Biscuit’s leash. When he jumped down, I shut the door
behind him and led him toward the cottage.

My muscles ached as I walked. Maybe I needed a bath before food. My
stomach rumbled in protest. Apparently, that was a no.

I trudged up the steps to the front porch, slowing as I spotted something
lying on my welcome mat. I squinted as I crouched down.

The moment I caught sight of the image, it was as if all the air had been
knocked out of me. The photograph was charred around the edges, the
image itself a bit warped from the heat. But I could still make out what it
was.

My family. Happy. Carefree as we sat having a picnic at the creek not
far from here. My eyes were shining in the photo, my mouth open in a half
laugh, half yell as my dad tickled my side. Mom’s arms were around
Emilia, squeezing her tightly and making her grin.

I hadn’t wanted to take the photo. It was why Dad was tickling me,
trying to get me to smile. Why had I been such a brat that day? Why hadn’t
I appreciated what was right in front of me? Why hadn’t I soaked up every
minute [ had with them?

My breaths came faster and faster, each one tripping over the previous
in an effort to get out. My lungs burned like they had that night as I
breathed pure smoke. The sensation, so embedded in my brain, only spurred
the panic on.

Biscuit let out a whine as I struggled to get even a shred of oxygen into
my system. Black dots danced in front of my vision, and I knew I was going
down.



11

ANSON

I warcHED her from the moment her vehicle hit the drive. It was like I had
some damn radar for Rhodes. One I couldn’t turn off, no matter how hard I
tried.

So, I watched through the soot-stained window like some sort of creeper
as she stopped to talk to Owen, Silas, and Carlos. I watched as Silas tried
his most charming smiles on her, but none of it worked. Rhodes brushed
him off in a way that told me she’d done it countless times before. And
while Silas took it in stride, Owen looked pissed the hell off as they all
headed for their trucks.

But I didn’t stop watching her.

My gaze tracked Rhodes as she parked in front of her guest cottage. As
she climbed out of her SUV and helped the dog out of the back seat. Even
the damn dog looked up at her adoringly.

There wasn’t a person who crossed Rhodes’ path that didnt seem
transfixed by her. It only annoyed me more that I’d become one of the
horde.

My back teeth ground together, but I didn’t look away.

Rhodes slowed as she reached her front door, not pulling out keys or
anything else. She just stared down.

I lifted my hand, scrubbing at the glass with my palm. The soot barely
shifted.

Rhodes bent down and picked something up. A prickle of unease, that
sixth sense I had, skated over me. I was moving toward the side door of the



house before I even had reason to.

The moment I stepped outside, I ripped off the N95 mask I'd been
wearing to protect my lungs from any toxins the fire had left behind,
keeping my eyes locked on Rhodes. Her shoulders rose and fell in rapid
succession, but the movements were shallow.

Shoulder breathing instead of from her diaphragm. Her skin was pale,
and she wobbled just a bit.

Fuck.

I picked up speed. Whatever was going on, it wasn’t good.

I reached the front porch just as Rhodes’ knees buckled. I dove forward,
catching her before she hit the wooden planks.

But it was as if Rhodes didn’t even register the action. Her breaths
rushed in and out so fast I knew she wasn’t getting the oxygen she needed.
If she didn’t slow her breathing, she would end up passing out.

Slowly, I lowered us both to the porch, leaning against the railing as I
held Rhodes against me. The dog’s gaze went back and forth between us. I
expected him to snarl or even lunge; instead, he let out a keening sound. He
knew something was wrong.

“Rhodes,” I said, my voice gruff. It held a command that I hoped would
break through her panic.

Her head turned so she looked in my direction, but her eyes were glassy
and unfocused. I knew she wasn’t really seeing me.

I cupped the side of her face. Her skin felt incredibly soft, so in
opposition to my torn and callused palms. “Look at me,” I ordered.

Rhodes blinked, her eyes still unfocused, but I could tell she was trying
to come out of it. Attempting to fight.

“You need to slow your breathing,” I told her.

Nothing about Rhodes’ breathing changed. If anything, it worsened.

I let out a stream of curses. If she didn’t slow down, she’d end up
unconscious for sure. I threaded my fingers through her hair, pulling it tight.
Another sensation for her to focus on, something other than panic.

Rhodes blinked again, her eyes flicking back and forth as she registered
the tug on her hair.

“That’s it,” I encouraged. “You feel that? That means you’re here. Feel
the wood beneath you. Feel me.”

Rhodes shifted as if feeling the things around her for the first time.



I kept up the tiny pulls and releases on her hair. “You’ve got this. I want
you to follow me. Breathe in for four.”

I squeezed her arm in a one, two, three, four beat.

“Now, hold it in for a count of seven.”

I counted off seven in the same way.

“Now, out for eight. Nice and slow. Don’t let the air out all at once.”

My hand counted off for her again.

Rhodes couldn’t last the full eight, but her breathing became slower
overall. I started us back at the beginning and walked her through it four
more times before her eyes truly focused on me.

She blinked a few times, finally taking me in. “Anson?”

Rhodes was confused and didn’t seem to know how she’d gotten where
she was or what had happened.

I tugged my fingers from her hair, instantly missing the feel of the silky
strands. “Gotta stop meeting like this, Reckless.”

“I— What happened?” she asked as the dog licked her hand.

“You tell me. Saw you through the window. You picked something up
and then started having a panic attack.”

Rhodes looked up at me. “How’d you know it was a panic attack?”

The truth nearly slipped from my lips, but I caught it just in time,
grunting instead. “Know the signs.”

She frowned at me, something telling her that wasn’t the whole truth.

“What’d you pick up?” I pressed, steering her away from me but also
toward the information I needed.

Rhodes’ head jerked at that, and she pushed off me, scanning our
surroundings. Her gaze stopped on something a few feet from us. She
leaned over and snatched it up. “I wasn’t sure if I’d imagined it.”

I looked down at the piece of paper. No, the photograph. The corners
were curled, and the image was warped. Black soot smeared it in places.
But you could still make out the people in the picture.

Something about the woman was familiar. Her dark, wild hair and
tanned skin. But I stopped dead on the eyes. They were so similar to the
ones that had haunted my thoughts for the past week—that mossy green
with flames of golden fire throughout.

That had me quickly scanning the rest of the photo and landing on a
girl. She couldn’t be more than twelve in the shot, but the wildness and



recklessness were still there. A living, breathing thing that made Rhodes
more real than anyone I’d ever met.

“It’s my family,” she whispered.

My gut churned. I knew Rhodes had been a foster placement with the
Colsons, but that was it. There weren’t typically good reasons for ending up
in foster care, but I hadn’t let myself wonder why she’d been put there.
Because I hadn’t wanted to think about Rhodes at all.

Every thought that worked its way into my brain held a price I couldn’t
pay. So, I’d done everything I could to keep her out. I couldn’t let myself
care. Not in any way.

I’d turned away from her. Hadn’t wanted to see her pain. And what an
asshole that made me.

But now, I couldn’t ignore it. Not as Rhodes stared down at the distorted
picture, agony in her hazel eyes.

“What happened to them?” The question was out of my mouth before I
could stop it. Now that I truly saw her, a desperate need to know more
coursed through me. A need to understand all the pieces that came together
to create the woman before me.

Those captivating hazel eyes flashed in surprise. “Shep didn’t tell you?”

Another prickle of unease skated over me. “No.”

Rhodes’ throat worked as she struggled to swallow, her gaze shifting to
the Victorian. “This was my house.” She traced the structure with her eyes
as if filling in the burned parts from memory. “Until it wasn’t.” She bit
down on her lip, and I struggled to keep from pulling the flesh out of her
teeth’s clutches. “They didn’t make it out of the fire.”

Fuck.

No, I needed a word a hell of a lot stronger than fuck. But I wasn’t sure
the English language had one.

Everything shifted, like one of those tricky images within a picture. You
thought you’d figured it out, but then your vision changed, and everything
came into crystal-clear focus.

The request to rehab instead of gut the place and start fresh. Rhodes’
need to go into the house while no one was around. The way Shep tiptoed
around her and constantly checked in. Rhodes was facing her demons here.

My gut twisted. “Where were you when the fire happened?”

I didn’t offer her platitudes or I’m sorries. Because none of that did any
good. It didn’t comfort. It didn’t ease. Nothing could. Not in the face of that



kind of loss.

Rhodes didn’t turn away from the house. “In my bedroom.”

A fresh slew of curses slid through my brain. “You got out.”

I wasn’t sure why I said it; she obviously had if she was sitting here
today. But the words somehow reassured me it was true.

Rhodes nodded shallowly. “Tried to climb down the drainpipe outside
my balcony. It worked until the fire exploded a window and me with it.”

Everything in me stilled. Everything except my eyes. They tracked over
her, searching for any signs of the injury. It was then that I saw it. The
slightest bit of scarring peeking out from the shorts that stopped at mid-
thigh. Shorts that had been taunting me this past week. I’d been so caught
up in trying to ignore the toned legs that I’d missed something I never
would’ve at any other time.

The proof of her agony had been everywhere, and I hadn’t seen it
because I’d been so caught up in my bullshit. The skin was no longer red. It
was a kaleidoscope of tan and pale. It looked as if her skin had been painted
in staccato brush strokes.

“I don’t try to hide them,” Rhodes said coolly.

My gaze jumped from her leg to her face. My eyes locked with those
haunting hazel ones, something I’d been trying to avoid. But I didn’t look
away. “Good.”

My voice was rough, even to my ears. It sounded like I'd just chain-
smoked half a pack and chased it with whiskey.

Rhodes’ eyes flared in surprise.

“You shouldn’t hide a damned thing, Reckless. Especially not
something that proves how strong you are.”

She stared at me for a long moment. Something passed between us.
Some sort of understanding without words. Finally, Rhodes shoved to her
feet. I followed, reaching out to steady her as she wobbled.

“I’m good,” she promised.

I didn’t call her a liar, even though she was. I glanced down at the
photo. “Who left it for you?”

Rhodes frowned. “What do you mean?”

My jaw worked back and forth. “You didn’t leave it for yourself, I’'m
assuming. So, someone else had to.”

She glanced back to the house. “Probably one of the crew. Most of them
grew up around here and know the story. They probably figured I’d want it



but didn’t want to give it to me directly. It’s not like most of them are great
with the feelings stuff. Tears terrify them.”

Rhodes was trying to joke about it, but something didn’t sit right with
me. The area of the house we were currently working on was completely
burned out. There were no photos that weren’t entirely ash. So, someone
must have nosed around before we started the work. I hadn’t seen a single
soul over at the guest cottage after we started at nine. But things were busy
enough that I could’ve missed it.

Rhodes’ eyes narrowed on me. “What?”

“Nothing,” I clipped. “You need to go inside and eat. Think you can
stay upright long enough to do that?”

Instead of being annoyed with me, Rhodes just smiled. It was far too
wide for the situation.

“What are you doing?”

“You like me.”

My whole body stiffened. “I do not.”

Rhodes’ smile only widened more, making the gold in her eyes spark
and swirl. “Do, too.”

“What are you, five?” I snapped.

She laughed, and the sound hit me somewhere in the vicinity of my
chest, digging in and spreading through me. That pins-and-needles
sensation you got when a numb limb finally regained feeling. I fucking
hated it.

“Anson.” Her tongue wrapped around my name in a languid stroke. “If
you hated me, you would’ve left me alone in my panic attack. You
would’ve ignored the fact that I was hurting. But you didn’t. You helped.
You’re not the bad guy you want people to think you are.”

The pins-and-needles feeling intensified until it was just shy of pain.
“You don’t know me,” I croaked.

Something passed over Rhodes’ expression. “No, I don’t. But I’d like
to. Because I think you could use a friend.”

Friend.

The urge to scoff was so strong. Friends wasn’t something I could be
with Rhodes. For many reasons. A friend didn’t think about shoving the
other against a wall and driving into them so hard they couldn’t breathe. A
friend didn’t imagine wrapping the other’s hair around his fist as he fucked



her mouth. A friend didn’t picture what the other would look like sprawled
across his sheets while he ate her until she screamed.

“Anson?” Rhodes said, breaking into my spiraling thoughts.

“Go inside, Reckless.” That rasp was back, but this time, it wasn’t pain
lacing my tone. It was need.

Her brows pulled together. “Are you—7?”

“Inside.” My command wasn’t harsh. I couldn’t find it in me to push her
away in that manner anymore. Not when I knew the truth about what she’d
been through.

As if Rhodes saw that I was at my breaking point, she nodded slowly
and tugged the dog toward the door. But as she slipped her key inside the
lock, she turned. “Thank you, Anson.”

Hearing her say my name was the most beautiful kind of torture.

I didn’t reply. Didn’t trust what might come out of my mouth.

Finally, Rhodes turned back and opened the door, slipping inside with
her faithful companion. I stood there for a moment, unable to move. A deep
woof from inside finally spurred me into motion. The last thing I needed
was to still be standing here if Rhodes came back outside.

I stalked off the porch and headed down the driveway. I pulled my keys
out of one pocket and my phone out of the other. While I beeped the locks
on my truck, I tapped a few icons on the screen of my phone. I hit my
favorites list. It was embarrassingly short. Shep topped it, being the person I
talked to the most. Followed by my friend, Lawson, who had refused to let
me disappear from his life. He’d blackmailed me into bi-monthly check-ins,
telling me if I didn’t answer, he’d come to Sparrow Falls for proof of life.
And lastly, a contact at the bureau. I hadn’t used that one in over a year.

I hit Shep’s name. He picked up on the second ring. “What’s wrong?”

“Jesus,” I muttered.

“You don’t call unless something’s wrong,” Shep defended. “Unless
you’ve suddenly developed a taste for pleasant chitchat.”

“Fuck off,” I muttered.

“You called me,” he shot back.

Fair enough. I worked my jaw back and forth. “Why didn’t you tell me
the house belonged to Rhodes’ family?”

Shep was quiet for a moment. “I didn’t hide it. I just figured it wasn’t
something you’d want to hear about.”



He wasn’t wrong. I hadn’t exactly been champing at the bit to hear
others’ sob stories. I’d been too caught up in mine. Couldn’t handle feeling
any more pain. God, it was time to pull my head out of my ass. “Well, it
might’ve kept me from stepping in it if I'd known.”

“What’d you do?” Shep demanded.

“I didn’t do anything. But someone left a picture of Rhodes and her
family on the guest cottage’s front porch. She had a panic attack.”

“Hell,” Shep muttered. “Where is she now? Is she okay? I’m on my
way.”

“Take a breath,” I ordered.

“You just told me my sister had a panic attack,” he growled.

“She’s okay,” I assured him. Even if that wasn’t the case, at least not
entirely, I knew Rhodes would get there. She was too tough not to. “Walked
her through a breathing exercise, and she was able to get through it.” I left
out the part about me catching her. Holding her. Even though the memory
was burned in my brain.

The sound of an engine starting up came over the line. “Thanks, man. I
know—"

“She matters to you. I wasn’t going to walk away.” But that wasn’t
entirely true. I hadn’t run across the gravel drive because of some sense of
duty to Shep. I’d charged over because I couldn’t stand the thought of
Rhodes in pain or danger. And that meant I was screwed.

I hurried to change the line of conversation. “You need to have a word
with the crew. No more surprise gifts.”

“I will,” Shep clipped. “I’m sure they thought they were doing the right
thing, but...hell, she wasn’t ready for that.”

Endless questions filled my mind. My profiler brain wanted to put all
the pieces of the story together, but I had no right to a lot of those pieces. I
stuck with the ones that were fair game. “It was electrical, right?”

“Yeah,” Shep said, his blinker sounding in the background. “Someone
on the fire crew found frayed wiring while doing cleanup. An antique lamp
that never should’ve been plugged in.”

My jaw clenched, the muscles along it popping. A damn lamp. A piece
of decoration someone had bought because they thought it added character.
Something they never would’ve done if they’d known what it was capable
of.

I cleared my throat. “She said she was hurt in the fire.”



Shep went quiet again. I couldn’t tell if it was because of surprise or
him taking time to choose his next words carefully. “She was in the hospital
for a month. Skin grafts, rehab, the works. Toughest person I know, fighting
through that kind of pain.”

An invisible fist shoved against my chest. Twisted. “How old was she?”

“Just turned thirteen.”

So damn young. Way too young to endure that kind of loss and trauma.
But I knew better than most that the Universe didn’t pull any punches when
it came to pain. It could lash out when you least expected it. And take out
the most undeserving in its wrath.



12

RHODES

A warwM, furry body pressed against my leg as I sat perched on a stool at the
Bloom counter. I looked down into pleading eyes. “Biscuit,” I warned. “Egg
sandwiches are for people.”

He let out a short but piercing bark.

My eyes narrowed on him. “That is not how to get what you want.”

Biscuit plunked his butt on the floor, his tongue lolling out of his mouth.

“That’s better.” I broke off a piece of bacon sticking out of my breakfast
creation. “Down.”

Biscuit immediately dropped his belly to the concrete.

I let go of the piece of bacon, and the dog caught it easily.

“You’re going to give that dog bad manners,” a deep voice warned.

At the sound, Biscuit was instantly up, snarling and barking. He put his
paws on the counter, trying to see over it to the other side.

Trace simply arched an eyebrow, his sheriff’s star shining as he shifted
to get a better look. “At least you’ve got an early warning system now.
Thinking about keeping this one?”

“I foster them. The whole point is to get them ready for their forever
families.”

Trace leaned against the counter, his gaze still on Biscuit, who had
finally stopped growling but was sticking close. “You don’t want to be a
forever family?”

Twitchiness swept through me, but I did my best not to show it. Trace
saw too much as it was. “I like helping them on their path. If I had a pet at



home, they might not get along with my fosters. It could create all sorts of
problems.”

Trace made a humming noise in the back of his throat.

“So,” 1 said, searching for something—anything—that would deflect
Trace’s analytical focus on me. “You talk to Arden lately?”

I was the worst sister ever. Throwing Arden under the bus was lower
than low. But everyone was always a little worried about her. Maybe
because she was the youngest, maybe because of what she’d been through.

Trace stiffened. “Something wrong? Someone bothering her—?”

I shook my head quickly. “No, no. Nothing like that.” Shit. I should’ve
known our most protective sibling would freak. “I just haven’t seen her in a
while. I need to go over there. Maybe I’ll bring her a plant.”

Trace relaxed, the tension bleeding out of his muscles. “You know
you’re not going to see her unless you go over there.”

That was a bit of an exaggeration, but it was true that Arden rarely left
the guesthouse on Cope’s massive property. She served as a sort of
caretaker for the place while he was up in Seattle playing hockey, but it was
a mostly made-up position. A way to give her someplace safe and quiet to
make her art.

But she did venture out for family dinners or to go into town for
supplies. Just not much else.

“I’ve been falling down on the whole sister gig,” I muttered.

Trace reached over, squeezing my shoulder. “Never. But you are falling
down on letting us know what’s going on.”

It was my turn to stiffen.

Trace pinned me with that all-too-knowing stare. “You had a panic
attack.”

I blew out a breath. Who knew that Anson, a man who could barely
string two sentences together, had such a big mouth? But I knew it wasn’t
actually him. He’d told Shep, and Shep would share it with anyone he
thought needed to be in the loop.

“As you can see, I’'m just fine. It was a surprise, that’s all. But I have to
get used to seeing photos and mementos. It won’t be long before I can get
into the house to go through things.”

Concern swept over Trace’s face. “You don’t have to do this, Rho.”

I met his gaze, forcing myself not to look away. “I know that. But I
want to. I miss them.”



Being brought into the Colsons’ fold had been a beautiful thing. Some
foster kids didn’t like the idea of being a part of a new family, but I'd
welcomed being surrounded by their care and love. While I didn’t call Nora
Mom, she knew she would always be that to me in all the ways that
mattered. I’d slipped easily into thinking of Cope, Shep, Trace, and Arden
as siblings. Even Kye, who’d come to live with us later. And I’d always
thought of Fallon as a sister.

But that didn’t mean I missed my family any less. Their absence was an
ache I felt each and every day. We’d shared things that I’d never have with
anyone else.

Sympathy swept across Trace’s face. “Of course, you do. But they
wouldn’t want you to put yourself through something that could affect your
mental health.”

I gripped the edge of the counter, letting it press into my palms. “I want
to remember them.” I’d boxed them away for so long because I couldn’t
deal with the reality of them being gone. I was ready now. I didn’t want to
pretend like they never existed anymore.

I felt more than a small amount of guilt about that. But I knew none of
them would want that. They’d want me to go at my own pace. When I felt
overwhelmed growing up, my dad would bend down to meet my eyes and
say, “You can only do what you can do.”

Trace sighed. “Okay. But I don’t want you doing it alone. And I don’t
want people leaving damn photos on your porch. It’s like a sneak attack.
Shep’s having a word with the crew.”

I groaned. “He doesn’t need to have a word. I'm a grown-up. I can
deal.”

“Maybe so, but you’ve also got family who cares about you. You’re not
alone in this.”

Knowing that was the most beautiful pain. Knowing that I’d been given
this amazing ragtag group of humans because I’d lost my family. I took in a
lungful of air, letting the scents of flowers in the greenhouse fill my senses.
It grounded me and reminded me to be grateful for the here and now.

“Thanks, T,” I said softly.

“Anytime.” He pinned me with another of those Trace stares. “You tell
me if any more shit gets dropped on your doorstep.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled.

“I’m serious, Rho. I don’t like someone nosing around.”



A shiver raced across my skin at the thought, but I shoved the sensation
away. “It’s just someone on the crew trying to be helpful.”

Trace grunted. “Either way, I want to know.”

“Okay,” I promised. “I'll tell you.”

“Thank you.” Trace tapped the counter twice. “I’ll check on you later.
Keep that dog close.”

I rolled my eyes but waved to him. Bending down, I scratched Biscuit
between the ears. “He’s kind of overbearing, huh?”

Footsteps sounded, and I looked up to see Duncan approaching.

“Saw Trace stop by in uniform. Everything okay?” he asked, little lines
appearing between his brows.

“Totally fine. Just checking in big-brother-style.”

Duncan didn’t seem convinced. “He doesn’t usually do that when he’s
on duty. Are you sure everything’s okay?”

I fought the urge to scream. “They’re all just being a little extra attentive
now that I'm back at the Victorian.” I couldn’t bring myself to say home.
Not yet.

“Rho.” Duncan’s entire face morphed into sympathy. He reached across
the counter and took my hand in his. The action was so startling I had to
fight the urge to jerk back. Duncan and I were friendly but not touchy-feely.
We hugged once in a blue moon, but that was it. He squeezed my hand.
“Maybe it’s too much. Maybe you should stay in the cottage in town.”

I tugged my hand out of his grasp, shoving it beneath the counter.
“There’s already another tenant there.”

“There are plenty of other places to stay. You know you’re always
welcome in my guesthouse. For as long as you want.”

Duncan’s offer was more than kind, but it annoyed me somehow. “I’m
good where I am. It’s where I want to be.”

He opened his mouth but then closed it again, sighing. “All right. But
my offer doesn’t have a time limit.”

“Thank you,” I said, my voice stiff.

Duncan shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Your friend came by while
you were on break.”

I frowned. “My friend?”

“Thea.”

I brightened at that news. “Did you interview her? What’d you think?
She’s super nice and knowledgeable about plants.”



Duncan chuckled. “I offered her the job, and she took it.”

“That’s amazing! Thank you so much. I know she’ll be an asset to the
team.”

Duncan scrubbed a hand over his cheek. “She knows more than a lot of
people we currently have on staff.” He paused for a moment. “You know
what the request to be paid in cash is all about?”

I shook my head. “No clue.”

“It’s weird. She said to go ahead and report it to the IRS, gave me her
social and everything, but just asked that I not store anything
electronically.”

I frowned. “She said something about not being a fan of technology.
She doesn’t have a phone or email.”

Duncan let out a low whistle. “Can’t imagine not having my cell.”

It was my turn to laugh. “You mean you can’t imagine not being able to
play Candy Crush on your breaks.”

Color hit his cheeks. “Truth. Speaking of, I’'m about due for my fix.”

“Enjoy,” I called as he headed toward the door.

I made quick work of finishing my sandwich, giving in to Biscuit’s
pleading eyes twice. “I’'m hopeless,” I muttered as I slid off the stool.

Biscuit just licked his lips in answer.

I headed down each aisle of plants, taking inventory of how everything
was doing. I paid close attention to the seedlings, as it was easy for them to
go the wrong direction—and fast—but they were thriving. I swore they’d
grown an inch since yesterday.

“Hey, Rho,” a masculine voice greeted.

I straightened and turned to face the man. Same tanned skin, amber
eyes, and kind smile. That smile would always remind me of simpler times
when I thought a kiss was the answer to all my hopes and dreams. “Hi,
Felix. How are you?”

He smiled wider. “Good. Just picking up a few things for my mom.
She’s determined to outdo Ms. Cathy next door with her pots this year.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Well, given everything I pulled for her
earlier, she shouldn’t have any problems. It’s all in the loading area, but I
can ring you up in here.”

“Thanks. That’d be great.”

I led the way to the counter. At the sound of approaching people, Biscuit
scrambled up. He let out a low growl as he caught sight of Felix.



“Easy, Biscuit. He’s a friend.”

Felix took in the dog. “New foster?”

I nodded as I went in search of Mrs. Hernandez’s invoice. “Not the
biggest fan of men, but we’re working on it.”

“You’ll get him fixed up,” Felix assured me.

I tugged the piece of paper out of a file folder. “I hope so. That’ll be six
hundred thirty-six dollars and thirteen cents.”

“Jesus,” he muttered. “She really went to town.”

I bit back my laugh. “I hope you brought your truck.”

Felix handed me his credit card. “I have a feeling that’s why she asked
me to run this little errand for her.”

“She always was a smart woman.”

I could feel Felix’s eyes on me as I punched in the amount on the credit
card machine without looking up.

He shuffled his feet, his boots scraping against the cement floor. “Heard
you’re back at your parents’ place.”

“Small towns,” I muttered. “Nothing’s secret.”

Felix chuckled, the sound warm and easy. “I’m glad for you. I know it
has to be a mixed bag, but I think it’s good you can finally go home again.”

I lifted my gaze to his. “Thank you.” I was pretty sure he was the first
person to tell me he was happy for me. And, God, I'd needed that more than
I realized.

Felix took his credit card back from me. “If you need an extra set of
hands for anything, just let me know.”

“Will do.”

I watched as he headed out of the greenhouse, his words swirling in my
head. It’s good you can finally go home again.

It was good. I just had to make it through the hard to get to that good.
Panic attacks and all.
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ANSON

“You surk THIs drywall has to come out?” Owen asked, his voice raised to
carry through his mask.

I jerked my head in a nod. “It’s all gotta go.”

“Fuck, man,” he whined. “It’s gonna take us all day tomorrow. There’s
not even fire damage.”

Annoyance ate at me. It was always the same with Owen. He wanted to
cut corners or thought he knew more than everyone else. I sure as hell
wouldn’t want him working on my house without supervision.

I picked up my crowbar and placed it between the seams of drywall. I
freed the panel with two hard cranks and tossed it to the side, revealing the
framing. It was covered with soot and who knew what other things from the
fire. Leaving this sort of thing behind could mean serious health risks to the
residents of the home. Not to mention the fact that we needed to make sure
there hadn’t been actual damage to the frame.

Silas let out a low whistle as he crouched low to examine the framing.
“I can’t believe the smoke made it all the way to the other side of the
house.”

“It’s just smoke,” Owen grumbled.

“Smoke that can mean serious health implications if it’s not cleaned
properly,” I snapped.

“Whatever. It’s five. I’'m calling it.” He headed for a side door without
asking if it was okay.



That was part of the problem with Shep’s company getting so busy. He
wasn’t always around, and Owen didn’t follow the rules unless Shep forced
him to.

Silas pushed to his feet. “Don’t worry about him. He has a hangover
from hell today, that’s all.”

I didn’t care what the reason was. I cared whether Owen did his job. “I
want you on treatment tomorrow. Owen can pull drywall.”

Silas’s brows lifted. “He’s gonna be pissed.”

“Don’t care,” I clipped. “He’s proven time and again that I can’t trust
him.”

Silas sighed. “Fair enough. You need anything else before I head out?”

I shook my head. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“You got it, fire man.” He headed for the door with a half-hearted wave.

I made one last pass through the downstairs. We’d made good progress
over the past week or so, but this job was a true marathon and not one we
could rush.

After giving everything a last once-over, I slipped out the back door and
locked it behind me, pulling off my mask. Now that people in town knew
we were rehabbing the place, we ran the risk of more lookie-loos. Locking
up was good, but I wondered if I should talk to Shep about installing some
cameras.

Laughter caught on the breeze, light and free. The sound was so pure it
almost hurt to listen to it. Yet I couldn’t stop myself from searching out the
source.

Rhodes sat with her toned legs on either side of a blue pot while her dog
danced toward her and then away, something in his mouth. Her head tipped
back again, laughter set free as her wild mahogany hair spilled down her
back—strands I wanted to sink my fingers into as I took her mouth and
swallowed that laughter whole.

I moved toward her without thought, as if she held me in some sort of
trance, that laughter her siren’s song.

“Biscuit,” she chided, eyes shining.

The dog just kept dancing, and as I approached, I saw he had a trowel in
his mouth.

Rhodes dove for him, but he danced out of her grasp yet again. The
exchange only made her laugh again.

That damn sound. I’d never get it out of my head.



As she straightened, she caught sight of me. “Anson.”

I didn’t say anything. Couldn’t. Didn’t trust whatever words might
come out of my mouth.

She was too fucking gorgeous for her own good, all tumbling waves and
tanned skin. Curves peeking out of shorts and a tank top. And those hazel
eyes. Witch eyes that entranced with their golden flames.

Her brows pulled together. “Everything okay?”

I forced my gaze away from her face, taking in everything around her—
the pots, the flowers. I scowled. “Everything’s so bright.”

Another laugh burst out of Rhodes, but this one was stronger, wilder. It
hit me like a freight train, nearly making me stumble back a step.

She grinned up at me, the second blow in a one-two punch. “Says the
king of anti-color.”

My scowl just deepened. “King of anti-color?”

That grin morphed into a full smile as she gestured behind me. “Black
truck with not even so much as a bumper sticker.”

Of course, there were no stickers on my vehicle. That kind of thing just
gave people insight into who you were.

Rhodes drew a circle in the air between us. “Gray T-shirt.” Her hand
lowered. “Dark-wash jeans. I guess there is a little blue in there, but barely.”
Then she pointed to my shoes. “Even your boots are black. What did color
ever do to you?”

“Reminds me of what I lost.” The words were out of my mouth before I
could stop them. I blamed those hazel eyes holding me hostage.

All the amusement fled Rhodes’ face in an instant. I braced for an
onslaught of questions, but they didn’t come. Instead, she kept her gaze on
me, not looking away from the pain I was sure was carved into my face.
“I’m sorry. For whatever you lost.”

So many people were uncomfortable with agony. They couldn’t stand to
see others in the throes of grief because it reminded them of what was at
stake in their lives. That they, too, could lose everything in a flash.

Rhodes kept those hypnotizing eyes on me as she took a deep breath. “I
know it’s hard to have the reminders around. It’s easier to lock them away.
But sometimes you need to just take the first step.”

Pain pulsed deep in my chest, the memory of my sister still beating
there. Greta’s vibrancy. Her laugh. She would’ve loved Rhodes on sight.



Rhodes patted the ground next to her. “Maybe you start with one pot of
flowers.” She shot me a smirk. “I’ll even give you my most boring pot.
Least amount of color.”

I scanned the pot between her legs. It was deep indigo blue. Not the
brightest of the bunch, but its variegated tones were still more than I was
used to. Everything in my life was about necessity and nothing more. No
extra comforts or luxuries. Maybe that was part of my self-inflicted
punishment.

Even knowing all of that, I couldn’t find it in me to reject Rhodes’ offer,
couldn’t quash the hope in her eyes. “You want me to help you pot
flowers.”

She smiled full-out again, that punch of light, life, and beauty. “Yes. For
your front porch.”

I stiffened. “It’s your pot. Your flowers.”

“Ever heard of a gift, Anson?”

I glared at her. “I don’t need any gifts.”

Rhodes rolled her eyes. “It’s flowers, not a diamond tennis bracelet. I’ve
got more of these than I know what to do with.”

I didn’t respond, simply kept staring, caught in the battle between risk
and reward.

“Stop being such a grump and sit down. It’ll take five minutes.”

Something about the exasperation in her tone had me obeying. I
lowered myself to the patchy grass, but I made a fatal error.

I was too close.

Close enough to smell the mix of sunscreen with the hint of sweet peas.
I knew what those flowers looked like because they’d been one of my
mother’s favorites. But they weren’t anywhere in the bunch surrounding us.
That meant it was Rhodes’ perfume, or worse, her body lotion. Just thinking
about her working that into her legs, her arms, her—I shoved the thoughts
from my head as I shifted uncomfortably.

A snort sounded beside me, and I jerked my head up.

Rhodes was full-on grinning. “You look like you’re about to be tortured,
not plant a few flowers.”

“I do not,” I grumbled.

She grabbed the cell phone lying next to her in the grass, and the shutter
sounded. “A picture is worth a thousand words.” She showed me the screen.



I winced. I looked like I’d been sucking on a lemon. Jesus. I needed to
get a grip. “It’s been a long day,” I defended.

“Mm-hmm,” Rhodes hummed, not sounding at all convinced. “Maybe
these poppies will put you in a better mood. They’re one of my favorites.”

I glanced at the plastic pots next to her, taking in the riot of colors.
“They’re pink.”

Rhodes raised her brows in a challenge. “Not man enough for a little
pink on your front porch?”

My back teeth ground together. “Let’s just pot them already.”

The dog moseyed over and dropped the trowel next to me as if in
agreement.

“Good job, Biscuit,” Rhodes praised, giving him a treat.

“Biscuit?” I asked.

“He’s got a penchant for them.”

“Shouldn’t be giving him human food.”

Rhodes sent the dog a sidelong look. “You hear that, Biscuit? He
doesn’t think I should give you any bacon.”

I swore the damn dog understood every single word. His head swiveled
around, and he glared at me with accusing eyes.

“Throw me under the bus, why don’t you?”

A soft chuckle escaped Rhodes. She had so many different kinds of
laughs, and I was starting to get addicted to finding each new one. Her
hazel eyes shone as they connected with mine. “It’s only fair that Biscuit
knows who he’s dealing with.”

I shook my head. “Better if you don’t give him a taste of the good stuff.
He could get used to it.”

“A little of the good stuff never hurt anyone.”

Not unless you lost it.

As if sensing my shifting mood, Rhodes turned to the flowers. “I
already prepped the pot with gravel at the bottom and a good, rich soil.
Now, we just have to create space for these babies.”

I picked up the small shovel that Biscuit had dropped. “How many holes
do you need?”

“Three,” she instructed.

I got to work moving the soil around to create homes for the poppies.

Rhodes leaned forward, examining my work. I felt her more than I saw
her. The shift in the energy in the air, the scent of sweet peas teasing my



nose.

“You’re pretty good at that,” she said.

“Done it a time or two.” Whenever my mom had badgered me into it.
Maybe I would’ve done it more often if I’d known I’d lose her and my dad
along with Greta. My mom wasn’t six feet under, but she might as well be
for all she wanted to do with me.

Rhodes didn’t press with questions; she simply placed one of the poppy
plants into a hole I’d created. With gentle fingers, she pressed them into the
soil, covering their roots with some excess.

“No gardening gloves?” My mom had been religious about wearing
them, never wanting the dirt to stain her fingers.

Rhodes shook her head. “I can’t feel what I need to with gloves.”

I frowned as I watched her place the next two bundles of blooms. “What
do you need to feel?”

She shrugged, the action sending some of that wild hair into her face.
“The give of the soil. Whether there’s resistance or not. If the plant works
where I’m placing it.” A small smile played on her lips. “Might sound woo-
woo, but I swear the soil talks to me. There’s an energy to it. I never want to
miss what it tells me.”

Rhodes lifted her head, brushing the hair out of her face and leaving a
smear of dirt behind.

I lifted my hand without conscious thought, my thumb swiping across
her cheek. “It is fucking woo-woo. But it’s you.”

Our gazes locked, and those golden flames swirled in her mossy green
depths. Rhodes’ breath hitched, making her chest rise as her lips parted.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

I jerked my hand back as if I’d been burned. I didn’t think I’d ever
gotten to my feet faster, and that included when a suspect unexpectedly
started shooting at my team. “I gotta get home.”

I expected to find rejection, even hurt in Rhodes’ eyes, but there was
something entirely different. Understanding. She just smiled easily and
inclined her head toward the pot. “Don’t forget your poppies. They need
full sun. Water them about once a week. You can stick a finger in the soil to
see if it’s dry.”

I didn’t waste my time arguing with her. I didn’t trust my restraint. I just
bent, grabbed the pot, and took off for my truck without so much as a
muttered thank you. God, I was an asshole. But what else was new?



I Took a pull of my ginger beer and glared at the pink flowers on my porch
steps. Having them there made me realize just how devoid of color the rest
of the cabin was. It had come furnished but without linens. Apparently,
everything I'd bought had been in shades of gray. Even the damn
Adirondack chair I was sitting in.

Forcing my gaze away from the accusatory blooms, I returned to my
crossword. It wasn’t cutting it today. I’d gotten too many too easily. Five-
letter word for pirate’s woman. Really? Wench wasn’t exactly a stretch.

I shifted in the chair, setting down my bottle. Rho’s face kept playing in
my mind—such light, even though she’d walked through so much darkness.
What was it that allowed people to keep that light? Whatever it was, it was
clear I didn’t have it. But it only made me more curious.

It also made me realize why people called her Rho. Rhodes, as pretty as
the name was, was too formal. Too, fancy. Rho felt more salt of the earth.
More her.

With an annoyed grunt, I dropped my crossword book and pen to the
ground and reached for the laptop on the table next to me. I flipped it open
and signed into my virtual private network. The bureau had some of the
best hackers in the country on their payroll, and I’d picked up a thing or two
from them over my years there. I wished like hell I’d heeded their warnings
back then, but I took it seriously now.

You left breadcrumbs in your wake every time you ventured onto the
internet. Now, I made sure the path I left could never be traced back to me.

Opening a browser, I typed in fire, historic home, Sparrow Falls,
Oregon. A slew of articles populated the screen, and it didn’t take me long
to find one that hit.

Stirling Family Killed in Blaze.

My brain kicked into focus, that speed-reading class I'd taken as part of
my training coming in handy. People didn’t think about the amount of
research in profiling. Reading crime scene reports and case files, not to
mention shrink records. It wasn’t always chasing bad guys in dark alleys. In
fact, it rarely was. Because the bad guys were often the people you least
expected.

A few sentences stood out in my perusal.

Thirteen-year-old daughter in critical condition.



Fire started by faulty wiring.

Victims killed by smoke inhalation.

There were small mercies in the fact that none of them had been burned
alive. Everything about it seemed fairly typical. Accidents happened. But
something didn’t sit right with me. Why hadn’t a smoke detector woken
them in time? At least enough time for the parents to get a call out.

That prickle of warning scratched at the back of my skull. I opened a
different browser window and typed in a new search. Fire, Sparrow Falls,
Oregon.

Countless results popped up. I narrowed them to the few years before
and after the fire that killed Rho’s family. A bunch of the hits were for a
wildfire the year after. I added wildfire to the negative search terms.

Bingo.

My gaze narrowed on the refreshed results. I clicked on one that caught
my eye.

Series of Downtown Dumpster Fires Remains Unsolved

I quickly scanned the article. Half a dozen fires had cropped up over a
series of weeks a few months before Rho’s fire. They were always at night,
and they’d had no luck in catching the perpetrator.

Security cameras weren’t as prevalent fourteen years ago, especially in
small communities like this one. There was no way shops and restaurants
would’ve been able to afford them.

I navigated back to the search page, skimming over the results again.
My gaze halted on another article from the local paper. My gut churned as I
clicked on it.

Fire at Middle School, Prank Suspected

Reading the article as quickly as possible, I gleaned a few important
facts. It had started in the girls’ locker room while various sports teams
were practicing. It was quickly contained but looked to have been started by
fireworks lit in a trash can set on one of the benches.

The prickle of warning turned into an inferno. Something wasn’t right
here. What if the fire crew had missed something in Rhodes’ house all those
years ago? What if it hadn’t been an accident? What if someone had set that
fire?
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RHODES

I HoisTED the bag of soil out of the Gator and onto the pile for sale. My
back, thighs, and arms burned with the strain, but it was a good burn, the
kind that reminded you what your body was capable of. And for me, it
meant that I was still alive to feel the strain.

I lost myself in the repetition of it all. The back and forth, up and down.
But a single face played in my mind as I did. The dark blond hair, the thick
scruff. Those haunting blue-gray eyes. And I heard Anson’s words over and
over in my head. “Reminds me of what I lost.”

A sharp ache carved itself into my chest. I was familiar with the
sensation. It created a hole so deep nothing could ever fill it. You just
walked around the world with this gaping wound that left you with a
permanent grasping sensation at your very core. Because you were missing
something fundamental to who you were.

What was Anson missing?

Some variation of the question had been playing in my mind since
yesterday. When 1 left for work this morning, I’d seen the king of anti-
color’s black truck, but no sign of the man. Sometimes, I thought he was
part ghost. Or maybe he was just an expert at avoiding me.

Because we’d had a...moment. And I got the sense that Anson didn’t
allow himself to have those with anyone. He didn’t even really seem to let
his guard down around Shep, and my brother was his best friend. It made
me sad for Anson because that had to be one lonely existence.



A beep sounded, bringing me out of my Anson-obsessed thoughts. I
looked up to see Thea backing up another Gator stacked high with bags of
soil.

“This is the last load,” she called over the sound.

“Thank the plant gods,” I said, raising my hands to the sky.

Thea laughed as she climbed out of the vehicle. “I feel like Duncan
might owe us hazard pay for this one.”

“He at least owes us a beer,” I muttered.

The work at Bloom was always physical, but today had been on another
level. A delayed delivery had finally shown up on top of another that had
come early, and that was all in addition to the two deliveries we’d been
expecting.

I sent Thea a smile. “Have I told you lately how glad I am that you
started working here?”

She snorted as she hoisted a bag of soil onto her shoulder. “I definitely
don’t need any fancy gym membership.”

I arched a brow. “Did you have one?”

Thea tossed the bag onto our growing pile. “Definitely not. Although I
wouldn’t mind sitting in a hot tub after a day like today.”

“Same,” I said with a groan. “I think I need to talk to my brother about
what it would take to put one in at my place.”

Thea moved back to the Gator for another bag of soil. “Does he sell
them or something?”

I shook my head. “He’s a contractor. Runs Colson Construction.”

Her eyes widened a fraction. “I’ve seen some of his builds. They’re
incredible.”

I beamed with pride. Shep had worked hard to grow his business. And
while he didn’t have an architecture degree, his designs were incredible. He
often drew up his own plans, complete with an infinite number of high-tech
gadgets, and had an architect friend look them over and sign off. It was
incredible to see people appreciate everything he did.

“Shep is pretty amazing. He’s doing a restoration project for me right
now on a historic home, but I’m thinking I might need some updates when
it comes to the backyard.”

Thea tossed the next bag of soil onto our pile. “If that includes a hot tub,
I think you’re a genius.”

I chuckled. “I promise to invite you over if it happens.”



A little of Thea’s smile slipped then, as if the idea of coming over
wasn’t something she was all that comfortable with. She didn’t have any
close friends, at least as far as I could tell, and that had to be hard.

“Rho,” a voice called out.

I turned and fought a groan as I saw Davis heading toward me. He
looked so out of place in his slacks and Gucci loafers. I was sure he’d be
madly cleaning the dirt off the expensive shoes the moment he got back into
his car.

It was so opposite of the boy I’d known in high school. That one had
favored hiking boots and Carhartts. Now, all he seemed to care about was
computers, money, and status.

Why I’d said yes to that date a couple of months ago was beyond me. I
should’ve seen the changes in him and run as fast as my legs could take me.
But Nora had kept asking me those carefully couched questions about
whether I was interested in anyone. And suggested I should sign up for one
of those online dating services. She didn’t mean to be pushy, but she wanted
all her kids to be happy and taken care of. And I’d felt the weight.

“Hey, Davis,” 1 greeted, trying to keep things cordial. “Looking for
some plants?”

He scowled as if flowers were somehow offensive to him. “No, but I
need to talk to you. Away from that brute.”

Brute? Since when did Davis use words like that? “You mean Anson?”

I had to admit, seeing Anson put Davis in his place had been more than
a little amusing.

Davis’s eyes narrowed. “Who is he anyway? I’ve never seen him
before. I hope Shepard didn’t hire some random off the street. He should let
me run a background check.”

Annoyance stirred. That was something else Davis had started doing in
the last couple of years. Calling everyone by their full name, even if they
clearly preferred their nickname. “Anson is Shep’s best friend from college.
So, I hardly think a background check is necessary.”

Davis visibly stiffened at the revelation. “Then why haven’t I met him
before? I asked around about him, and it seems like no one knows much
about him.”

My annoyance began bubbling over into anger. “Why do you care? He
has nothing to do with you.”

“He’s around you. That matters to me,” Davis gritted out.



Oh, hell. This was the last thing I needed. Some sort of pissing contest
between Davis—a man I wanted nothing to do with—and Anson, a man
who wanted nothing to do with me.

I felt heat at my side and glanced to my left to see Thea moving in a bit
closer. Her face had gone pale, and she’d fisted her hands at her sides. “Do
you want me to find Duncan?”

Shit.

More of the pieces of the Thea puzzle fell into place, and I wanted to
junk-punch Davis for triggering her.

“Excuse me,” Davis bit out. “This is a private conversation.”

I expected Thea to cower or retreat, but she surprised me. Her cheeks
pinked, and she squared her shoulders. “Then maybe you shouldn’t be
having it in public, at Rho’s place of work. Or maybe you shouldn’t be
having it at all because it sounds like none of this is your business.”

Davis’s jaw went slack as he stared at her for a moment. Then his gaze
cut to me. “This is who you’re choosing to spend time with? She clearly has
boundary issues and is prone to inappropriate outbursts.”

Thea’s fists clenched at her sides again. “Looks to me like you’re the
one with boundary issues, buddy.”

“How dare—?”

“Davis,” I cut him off. “We aren’t dating anymore. We were never
serious or exclusive. I don’t need you poking into my life or questioning
who I spend time with. I think it’s best for both of us if we keep our
distance for a while. I hope you find the person who will make you happy.”

“Spend time with?” he gritted out.

God, was that all he heard?

“You need to leave,” I said. My voice was calm and firm, but a trickle
of unease slid through me at Davis’s persistence. It felt completely out of
proportion given the time we’d spent together.

His eyes narrowed. “You’ll be begging to make this up to me in a few
weeks.”

Thankfully, he turned on his heel and stomped off, just like a toddler
throwing a tantrum.

I sighed, my shoulders slumping as I collapsed onto our soil display.
“I’m so sorry. I swear I’'m not usually a drama magnet.”

Thea’s gaze was still locked on Davis’s retreating form. Finally, she
forced her focus away from him and toward me. “You need to be careful.”



“He’s annoying but harmless,” I assured her. “He’s just used to women
in our town falling at his feet.”

She shook her head, her hair spilling over her shoulders. “You don’t
know that. Just promise me you’ll be careful.”

The panic in her eyes had me hurrying to agree. “I will. If he keeps
bothering me, I’ll talk to my brother.”

Thea’s brow furrowed. “The contractor?”

I chuckled. “No. But Shep would put the fear of God into him if I asked.
I have three other brothers. The oldest, Trace, is the sheriff. He’d be more
than happy to give Davis a little warning.”

Thea’s entire body stiffened at the word sheriff, but she turned to grab
another bag of soil, fighting through her reaction. “That’s a lot of siblings.”

I could tell she didn’t want to stay on the subject. Something about it
had stirred up demons for her, and I knew how that was. I pushed off our
pile and grabbed another bag. “Four brothers and two sisters. Since I was
thirteen, anyway.”

Thea stilled, a bag halfway to our pile. Her eyes asked countless
questions, but she didn’t voice them.

I appreciated that she didn’t want to push. I didn’t especially like
dwelling on that time in my life. But maybe if I opened up to Thea, she’d
eventually feel comfortable enough to tell me what she was running from.
“My family passed away in a fire when I was thirteen. I didn’t really have
any remaining relatives—not any that wanted me anyway. My best friend’s
family took me in. They were already fostering others.”

Empathy washed over Thea’s expression as she dropped the bag of soil
onto our pile. “I’m so sorry, Rho. I can’t imagine how hard that must’ve
been.”

“It was. But I am incredibly lucky that I landed with the Colsons. They
gave me a family when I needed it the most, and that has never stopped. A
lot of foster kids aren’t nearly as lucky.”

Her lips rolled over her teeth as she nodded. “I’m glad you had that.”

Thea jerked, her eyes going wide as someone grabbed me from behind,
pinching my side.

I shrieked, whirling to find Shep’s lopsided grin peeking out from below
his ballcap. “You were in another world,” he said with a chuckle.

I smacked his chest. “It’s rude to sneak up on people.”



“Just keeping you on your toes.” Shep’s gaze moved from me to Thea,
who had taken a few steps back. His eyes roamed over her face, stilling on
her mouth for a beat longer than necessary. “Hi. I'm Shep.”

Thea swallowed hard, her throat working with the action. “Hi.”

There was no warmth or welcome in her tone. Her voice might as well
have been a stone wall.

Shep frowned in confusion. “I’'m Rho’s brother.”

Thea nodded, turning back to her work without another word,
completely ignoring him.

Awkward.

I had to fight a chuckle. Shep was so used to the women of Sparrow
Falls clamoring for his attention. Or at the very least, being receptive to his
golden retriever personality. Not the case this time.

“Thea’s our newest hire, and I’'m thanking my lucky stars Dunc brought
her on.”

Shep didn’t look away from her as I spoke. “That’s great. Where’d you
move from?”

There was the slightest hitch in Thea’s movements at the question. “The
Midwest,” she mumbled.

Shep’s frown only deepened. He opened his mouth to ask another
question, but I grabbed his arm, distracting him.

“What are you here for?” I asked, trying to rescue Thea.

He finally looked my way. “Decided to fill in more of the backyard up
on Hillhurst.”

“The back fence line?”

He nodded. “You were right, we need more shrubs and grasses.”

I laughed. “Hold on, let me get my phone. I want to record that you’re-
right part.”

“Shut up,” Shep grumbled, giving me a little shove. “Duncan’s having
everything pulled right now, but I thought I’d come say hi.”

I threw my arms around him and squeezed hard. “I’m glad you did.”

He ruffled my hair. “Have to make sure you’re not getting into too much
trouble.”

I ducked out of his grasp. “Good luck with that.”

He chuckled. “I’d better go move the truck around. I’ll be at the
Victorian later.”

“Sounds good.”



Shep glanced in Thea’s direction. “It was nice to meet you.”

She made a humming noise and gave him a brief nod but didn’t say a
word.

Shep’s frown was back, and I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep
from laughing. Someone was throwing his whole world off-kilter.
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ANSON

Sounps from outside the Victorian had me glancing out the window and
scanning the makeshift parking area. It was just two of our guys shooting
the shit on their break. Still no Shep.

“Dude.” A voice broke into my thoughts. “What’s your deal today?”
Silas asked.

I sprayed the mix of chemicals on the framing that would help
counteract the scent the smoke had left behind, even after all these years.
“Just need to talk to Shep about something.”

Silas’s brows pulled together as he stopped his work. “Everything
okay?”

I nodded with a grunt. But everything was far from okay. I’d found a
string of five fires around the time of the one here at the Victorian that had
me on edge. It was too many for a small town like Sparrow Falls.

“He probably just wants to crawl up Shep’s ass a little more,” Owen
grumbled from the other side of the room.

He said it loud enough that he knew I’d be sure to hear it, which took
some doing when we were all wearing N95 masks. My eyes narrowed on
Owen. He’d made it clear he wasn’t happy with my being in charge or his
assignment of pulling drywall. But it was getting old, fast.

“Stop acting like a two-year-old who had his binky taken away,” I
snapped. “You don’t want to do your job? Quit. It would probably make this
restoration go quicker.”



Owen straightened, the red on his cheeks peeking out from around his
mask. “I can’t have an opinion now? You’re wasting our fucking time
working on areas that don’t need work.”

My back teeth ground together. It was the same argument we’d been
having all day. “Next piece of drywall you pull, take off your mask and
smell the damn framing. Then tell me if you still think it doesn’t need to be
treated.”

“Whatever,” Owen mumbled, turning back to his work.

Carlos shook his head as he pulled a sheet of drywall. Lowering his
voice, he said, “This restoration stuff isn’t his gig. He’s more into building
from the ground up.”

“Then he should walk,” I snapped.

God, I was a prick. Everything about my discoveries from last night had
set me on edge. I was probably the one who needed to walk away from the
site today.

The sound of tires on gravel had me looking up. Shep’s silver truck
headed down the driveway. Finally.

“I’ll be back,” I told Silas and Carlos.

Silas gave me a chin lift in answer and turned back to his work.

I picked my way through the house, making sure to be careful where I
stepped. Much of my path was pulled-up flooring that revealed the
framework below. We’d placed boards that we could walk across, but you
still needed to be cautious.

When I made it outside, I yanked off my mask and sucked in the fresh
mountain air. A slight hint of smoke clung to it, likely stirred up by all our
work. As Shep climbed out of his truck, I strode across the parking lot
toward him.

“How’s it going?” he asked as I approached.

“It’s going. It’d be a hell of a lot quicker if Owen wasn’t moaning and
complaining the whole time.”

Shep winced. “Sometimes, he’s a great worker. Others, he’s a liability. I
don’t get it.”

“Control issues,” I muttered.

Shep raised a brow in question.

Sometimes, I hated that I couldn’t turn off the profiler part of me. The
piece that analyzed everything and everyone. “He does well when he has
tasks he feels in control of. When he has autonomy. But he just doesn’t



know enough to get those assignments on a restoration. So, he’s throwing a
fit.”

Shep frowned as he stared at the house, almost like he could see Owen
through the walls. “I could move him to another project. We’ve got plenty.”

“Might be a mistake. He’s gotta learn to do the things he doesn’t want to
do.”

“True enough,” Shep mumbled and then looked at me. “Something
else?”

He always knew when I had something on my mind. I didn’t typically
hover and didn’t seek out conversation. I liked to do my work in silence. It
was almost meditative. I could pound out the demons while working this
job.

“Did Rhodes play a spring sport in middle school? Before the fire, I
mean.”

Shep blinked a few times, confusion clear on his face. “Uh, yeah. She
and Fallon played lacrosse in the seventh grade. They were both awful.”

I wanted to smile at that. I could so clearly see her all smiles and trying
with everything she had but being an absolute disaster on the field. But the
fact that she would’ve frequented that locker room around the time of the
fire swallowed all my humor in a single second.

“Did she spend a lot of time downtown around then, too?” I pushed.

Shep stiffened. “What’s this about?”

“Just answer,” I pressed. I didn’t want to put any ideas in Shep’s head
before he answered me.

He scowled in my direction. “I don’t know. All of us hung out
downtown when we were growing up. Nine times out of ten, it was there or
at the river. It’s not like there’s a lot to do around here.” Then something
shifted in his expression as if he were trying to grab hold of a memory.

“What?” I clipped.

“She and Fallon. They had this volunteer gig. All middle schoolers have
to complete a certain number of hours. They helped the town landscaping
crew that spring, replanting the beds by each crosswalk.”

I wanted to let a million different curses fly. I’d seen those beds at each
intersection. I'd seen crews revitalizing them just a few weeks ago in
preparation for spring.

“Why are you asking?” Shep ground out.



“There were other fires around the time of this one,” I said, gesturing to
the house.

Shep frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“The one in the middle school girls’ locker room.”

“Sure,” he said with a nod. “The firework prank. The principal was
pissed.”

I didn’t argue with him. Not yet. “There was that series of dumpster
fires downtown that weren’t solved.”

“Okay,” Shep agreed.

“And then the fire in the bathroom at the river trailhead.”

Shep’s jaw worked back and forth as everything came together in his
mind. “All places Rho frequented.”

“Exactly.”

“But other people did, too. Fallon and probably half a dozen others,” he
argued.

“They didn’t have their house burned to the ground and their family
killed.”

Shep stared at me long and hard. “That’s a stretch. Fires happen, and
this one was an accident.”

“Maybe,” I muttered. “But I still want to see the fire reports.”

My friend blinked at me. “And you want me to get them. How the hell
am I supposed to do that? Unless I tell Trace you’re ex-FBI with a sick
hunch.”

Just the idea of that piece of my history coming to light had pressure
settling on my chest, making it hard to take a full breath. “You’ll think of
something. Get creative.”

“Trace isn’t exactly going to believe that I'm suddenly some sort of
criminal version of A Beautiful Mind.”

“Tell him something isn’t sitting right about the fire here. That you did
some digging. That’s believable.”

The urge to run fast and far was strong. I wanted to get the hell away
from anything that had to do with fucked-up minds and evil of any sort. If
someone had been setting fires at places Rho touched, they were definitely
both of those things.

Shep cursed. “I’ll do my best, but this means he’ll start sticking his nose
into this, too. He’ll be around more.”



I swallowed the aversion to having law enforcement anywhere in my
vicinity—too many bad memories. Because if someone had been targeting
Rho, that was exactly what she needed.

As I sTEPPED OUTSIDE into the early evening breeze, I ripped off my mask
for the final time. God, I hated those things.

The rest of the crew did the same, heading for their various vehicles.
But Owen hovered, not moving toward his beat-up pickup.

I finally glanced in his direction.

He crushed his mask in his grip, his gaze dropping to the gravel. “You
were right.”

I didn’t speak, just let him get out whatever he needed to.

“About the fucking framing. It smelled like smoke,” Owen grumbled.

I didn’t get the urge to chuckle often these days, but I wanted to right
now.

Finally, Owen’s focus lifted. “Sorry I was a dick. I hate this meticulous
stuff. It’s why I’m crap at finish work, too.”

“I get it,” I said, letting him off the hook. “It’s a hell of a lot more fun to
see big strides every day.”

“Yeah.” He glanced back at the house. “I just get twitchy staying in the
same spot for too long.”

My brow furrowed as I thought about some other signs I’d seen from
Owen. He might have ADHD. It would make working on a single task for
long periods more than challenging. “I’ll switch you up every couple of
hours tomorrow. They may not be jobs you’re excited about, but at least
you won'’t be stuck in one for too long.”

Owen looked back at me. “That’d be chill. Thanks.”

“No problem.”

“Me and Carlos are heading to the bar. You wanna join?”

I shook my head. “I’m good. But thanks.”

Owen grinned, all teeth. “Why am I not surprised? You’re real
committed to that loner vibe, boss.”

I scowled at him, which only made Owen laugh.

“See ya tomorrow,” he called with a wave as he headed for his truck.



I didn’t bother answering. I wasn’t sure what was worse: the childish
Owen or the friendly one.

The sound of laughter pulled me around the side of the house until the
guest cottage came into view. But the moment it did, I stopped dead.

Rho had set up a sprinkler on the patchy, sort-of grass, likely to help the
seed take root to even things out, but Biscuit clearly had other plans. The
disproportioned dog barked in happy glee as he attacked the jets of water.

“Biscuit!” Rhodes yelled, no animosity in her voice. “Come!”

The dog ran toward her but then darted away. She dove at him, trying to
catch his collar, but she missed and landed directly in the sprinkler’s path.

She shrieked as the surely cold water blasted her, then dissolved into
more laughter. “This was exactly what you wanted, wasn’t it?”

Biscuit barked in answer.

Rho leapt over the sprinkler to chase him. The two slipped into some
sort of game of tag where only they knew the rules. Rho’s wild brown hair
was slicked down, and her tank and shorts were plastered to her body. But
she looked...happy.

A foreign feeling shifted through my chest, one I didn’t particularly
welcome. But I couldn’t help but be drawn closer—toward that light and
chaos.

Biscuit barked as he caught sight of me, then ran in my direction. He
stopped just shy of me and shook. I wouldn’t have thought it possible for a
dog that wasn’t all that large to have that much water in his fur, but I was
soaked in a matter of seconds.

Rho’s hand flew to her mouth, her gasp quickly turning into giggles as
she took me in.

“Are you laughing at me?” I gritted out.

She smiled wide. “I’d never.”

I scowled at her, my eyes narrowing. “If you trained your dog to obey
your commands, this would’ve never happened.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yes,” I clipped.

In a move so swift I didn’t have a prayer of escaping, Rho bent, grabbed
the sprinkler, and pointed it directly at me. “What about this? Could I have
trained this away from happening?”

Biscuit barked and leapt in the air, loving the new game.



The freezing water streamed over me, and I found myself running
before I could think about it.

Rho shrieked as I dove for her, grabbing her around the waist and
forcing her into the sprinkler jets. “It’s freezing!”

“You think?” I yelled.

“Uncle! Uncle!” she screamed.

I hauled her out of the water but kept my grip firm.

Rho shoved her wet hair from her face, her hazel eyes locking with
mine. Her breath hitched, and her gaze dropped to my lips.

Her breasts rose and fell with each inhale and exhale, pressing against
my chest—so much heat despite the fact that we’d both been doused with
ice water.

I needed to let her go. Step back. But I couldn’t. All I could do was stare
into those witch eyes. “You don’t know what kind of game you’re playing,
Reckless.”

It was one that could leave us both in ruins.
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RHODES

ANsON’s vOICE was pure grit and warning, but the feel of it sent delicious
shivers skating over my skin. I didn’t look away from his icy stare. “Seems
like a fun game to me.”

His gaze dropped to my mouth. He was so close I could taste him in the
air between us.

A bark sounded, and Biscuit launched himself against us, wanting in on
the fun.

With an oof, Anson stumbled back a step. I instantly felt the loss of his
heat, the air turning cold around me.

“He’s got some surprising strength,” Anson muttered.

Biscuit was probably forty-five pounds, but it was a muscly forty-five.

“Sorry about that,” I said, my cheeks heating. God, had I been about to
kiss him? Somehow, I didn’t think that would have gone over especially
well.

I motioned toward the cottage. “Come on. Shep left some workout gear
here in case he wanted to go for a run. You can borrow something of his.”

“I don’t need—"

I pinned Anson with a stare. “You really want to climb into your truck
soaking wet and ruin the leather?”

He glanced over his shoulder at his vehicle as the few remaining others
headed down the drive. “No,” he muttered.

I nearly laughed. Boys and their toys. “You’d think I asked you to walk
the plank. I don’t think you’ll die if you step inside my house.”



Anson didn’t say a word, just scowled as he headed for the door. He
walked inside without asking but slipped his boots off on the porch. I
followed behind him, doing the same with my flip-flops and holding the
door for Biscuit, who’d shaken off most of the water.

Anson made his way down the hallway, coming up short in my living
room that opened into the small kitchen. He gaped at the fireplace. “Is that a
dick?”

He sounded so appalled that I couldn’t help but burst out laughing. “It’s
my dick flower, if you must know.”

His head whipped around in my direction. “Why?”

A genuine smile spread across my lips. “Lolli made it for me.”

The appalled look morphed into one of understanding. “I like her.”

“Well, the feeling is mutual, but watch yourself. She wants your mouth
busy doing things other than talking.”

An expression of true fear swept over Anson’s face, and I couldn’t help
laughing again. He shuddered. “She’s also terrifying.”

“A healthy fear of Lolli is smart.”

Anson merely grunted in agreement.

“Give me a sec. I’'ll get you those clothes.” I headed for the hallway
linen closet where Shep had stored a few pairs of shorts and tees. Grabbing
one of each, I headed back to the living room and kitchen.

Anson studied everything around him, taking in every detail, and spoke
without looking up. “It’s not you.”

My brows pulled together. “What do you mean?”

He slowly turned to face me. “The space. No explosions of color. No
plants. No...you.”

I swallowed hard. If I'd thought Trace was good at seeing the details, he
had nothing on Anson. “I’m still getting settled.”

He stared hard at me as I handed him the clothes. His gaze called
bullshit, and I fought the blush wanting to rise to my cheeks.

I cleared my throat. “There’s a bathroom in the hall. I’'m going to get
changed in my room.”

I spun around, hurrying ahead of him so I didn’t have to look at those
blue-gray eyes that asked so many questions. Biscuit followed closely
behind me. Shutting the door, I hurried to pull off my soaked clothes and
went in search of fresh ones.



But as I did, I couldn’t help but study my bedroom. It was the same
setup I'd had for the past five years. Pale green duvet cover, a throw over
the end of the bed. Nightstands I’d gotten on sale at a local furniture store
that matched the dresser I pulled sweats and a tank out of.

Anson was right. None of this was especially me. Not even the print on
the wall. It was pretty, a black-and-white photo of a lily. But it had no soul.
Why would it when it was something I’d grabbed off a wall at Target,
where it hung with countless others?

When I thought about changing it up, about making it mine, my heart
started beating faster, and my breaths came quicker. My palms dampened as
my stomach twisted. I closed my eyes.

In. Two. Three.

Out. Two. Three.

I repeated the process over and over until it felt like I had my body more
under control.

What the hell was that?

The beginnings of a panic attack. Overthinking decorating a space in a
way that fit me? That was ridiculous.

I hurried to pull on the soft sweats and simple tank, then tugged on my
favorite fuzzy socks. I gave Biscuit a little scratch before heading down the
hall. Part of me expected Anson to be long gone; instead, he was hovering
in my kitchen.

“You’re nosy, you know that, right?” I said.

He glanced in my direction, arching a brow.

“First, you analyze my living room, and now you’re poking around my
kitchen.”

Anson shrugged, the action pulling the T-shirt taut across his broad
chest. His feet were bare, and something about that was sexier than it
should’ve been. Did I have a foot fetish now?

He lifted a copy of The Little Princess. “Reader?”

“One of my favorites.”

Anson nodded slowly, fingering the bookmark made of pressed flowers.
“You’re almost done.”

I moved deeper into the kitchen and toward the Crock-Pot I'd set to
cooking before I went outside. “Finished this morning before work.”

He frowned. “There are still three chapters left.”

Heat hit my cheeks. “I don’t like to read the endings.”



Anson gaped at me, his jaw going slack. “You don’t finish books?
Ever?”

That twitchiness skated over me again. “I don’t like the finality. Even if
it is happy. I like thinking the story could go on forever.”

He studied me for a long time, his fingers still toying with the
bookmark. “Seems like a waste to go on that whole journey and not get the
final payoff.”

“But isn’t it better to just enjoy the journey? Really take each moment
in for what it is?”

Anson made a humming noise in the back of his throat as he stared at
me. Something about his gaze told me he’d put together too many of my
pieces. It only made the twitchiness worse. So, I focused on the Crock-Pot
instead.

“It smells good,” he said, taking pity on me. “What is it?”

The timer said five minutes to go. “Chicken tacos.”

Anson gave another of those grunts.

“Want some?” I asked before I could stop myself.

He stiffened, just realizing that he’d backed himself into a corner. “I’'m
good—"

“It’s just tacos, not torture or a marriage proposal. Plus, you’ll get to eat
in the ambiance of Lolli’s dick flower. Unless you have something against
tacos and dick flowers?” I challenged.

Anson’s lips twitched the tiniest bit. It was so slight I would’ve missed
it if I hadn’t been focused on his face. He glanced at the Crock-Pot. “I like
tacos.”

“Good to know you’re not a monster,” I said. “Grab some plates.
They’re in the cupboard up—~

But Anson had already opened the exact right cabinet.

“You really were snooping, weren’t you?” I accused.

He shook his head, placing two plates on the counter. “This was the
most likely spot for them. Between the oven and the fridge. This counter
space is obviously your workstation when you cook, so...”

I stared at him as I reached for the fridge handle. “Are you some sort of
house psychic?”

Anson barked out a laugh—or something that resembled one. It was
gritty and sounded rusty. “A house psychic?”



Opening the fridge, I peeked inside to find the things I needed. Salsa,
sharp cheddar, lettuce. “You just seem to know all these things about my
house without me telling you. Maybe it’s because you build them for a
living.”

“Maybe,” he agreed, but his voice had lost the edge of humor.

I handed him the cheese and a grater. “Think you can handle this?”

Anson scowled at me. “You and your brother never think I can feed
myself.”

I snorted. “Shep thinks it’s his job to take care of everyone in his orbit.
I, on the other hand, just want to make sure you’re not going to maim
yourself on my cheese grater. Not sure my homeowner’s insurance covers
that.”

He let out a huff of air and set to work shredding some cheese for us.

I washed the lettuce and began chopping. It was nice having someone
else in my space, even if he was quiet. The energy of another human being
was comforting.

“This enough?” Anson asked.

I peeked over and nodded. “You can put it in a bowl. You probably
know where those are, too.”

Anson got the cabinet right on the first try.

“Freaky,” I muttered.

He brought down two bowls, putting the cheese in one and setting the
other next to my cutting board. His arm brushed mine—the hazards of a
tiny kitchen. Just that faint touch of skin against skin sent a pleasant shiver
skating over me.

Anson lifted the jar of salsa, frowning. “What brand is this?”

I stilled. “Brand?”

He nodded. “T’ve never seen it before.”

I set the knife down on my cutting board and turned to face him, an
appalled look on my face. “Anson Bartholomew Cattigan.”

That lip twitch was back, a little stronger this time. “You know that’s
not my name, right?”

“Well, I don’t know your full name, and I needed three names for
emphasis.”

“It’s Anson Sutter Hunt.”

It was my turn to scowl at him. “God, that’s a good name. But that’s not
the point. We do not eat store-bought salsa in this house.”



He smirked at me. Smirked. It wasn’t a smile, but it was somehow
better, the slight curve of those lips beneath his thick scruff. I wondered
how that scruff would feel when he kissed you, how it would feel if he—
nope, nope, nope. I was not going there.

I took the salsa jar from Anson’s hand and opened it. “This was made
with tomatoes, peppers, and onions from Nora’s garden. And a blend of
spices that Lolli has been perfecting for years.”

Anson reached out and dipped his finger into the jar.

My jaw went slack. “You didn’t.”

He popped that finger into his mouth, and I shut right up. His brows
lifted. “Damn, Reckless. That’s good.”

I swallowed hard, averting my gaze from that mouth. “Told you.”

The timer dinged, saving me from making an utter fool of myself. I got
to work pulling the tortillas out of the warmer and plating them so we could
assemble our tacos. “You want a beer?”

“Don’t drink.”

I glanced at Anson as I handed him his plate. “Oh. I’ve got Coke, too.
Water, milk, OJ.”

“Coke’s good,” he muttered as he took the plate.

I grabbed a soda for him and a Corona for me, then paused. But before I
could change my plan, Anson cut me off.

“You can have one. Not gonna send me on a bender or anything.”

I bit my bottom lip but grabbed the beer. “I didn’t want to be rude or
unkind.”

Anson lifted the lid on the Crock-Pot. “Went through a rough patch.
Leaned a little too heavily on the bottle, so I just cut it out. Then it’s not a
risk.” He motioned for me to go before him.

I grabbed the serving fork and quickly shredded the chicken, placing
some on my two tortillas. “That takes some serious strength.”

Anson merely shrugged as he served himself. “Don’t miss it most of the
time. The moments I do are exactly why I cut it out. Do ginger beer
instead.”

I studied Anson as I slid onto a stool at the island. There was so much I
wanted to know yet couldn’t bring myself to ask. “It’s easy to try to numb
yourself when you’re going through something painful.”

He took the stool next to mine, cracking his Coke. “You sound like
you’re speaking from experience.”



I loaded my tacos with cheese, lettuce, and salsa, using that as an excuse
to avoid meeting his eyes. “Not substances or anything. But I had to turn
everything off after my family died. I couldn’t look at pictures or see
mementos. I had to pretend like they never existed at all.”

It was the first time I’d actually said that out loud, admitted that I'd
erased my family in my mind for so many years.

Anson was quiet. The silence swirled around us like a living, breathing
thing.

Finally, I forced myself to look at him. I expected disgust or maybe
judgment; instead, I found understanding in those blue-gray eyes.

“Sometimes, the only way to stay alive and breathing is to pretend it
never happened. Over time, you can let it in, piece by piece, but if you do it
all at once, you could drown in the grief.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to ask what he’d lost. Who. But I didn’t
want to ruin the gift Anson was giving me right now. Understanding. The
feeling of not being alone.

I’d spent the last fourteen years surrounded by people. The Colsons’
home was never quiet. People were always everywhere. But a small part of
me still felt alone. As if no one really understood what I’d been through.

But the pain swirling in Anson’s eyes told me he understood. The fact
that I could spill the thing I was most ashamed of, and he got it? That was
one of the greatest gifts I’d ever received.

I took a sip of beer, trying to clear the lump in my throat. “I still feel
pretty guilty about it.” That and the fact that the last few moments I’d
shared with Emilia had been spent fighting about a stupid shirt.

Anson studied me for a long moment. “Is that what the house is?
Atonement?”

I took a minute to really think about his question. To be honest with
myself, even if I didn’t like the answer. Finally, I shook my head. “It’s my
search for peace.”

That was the real truth. Restoring the Victorian was me trying to finally
put my family to rest, but at the same time, carry them with me. It was
trying to truly have a home.

Anson nodded slowly. “There’s no greater gift than peace.”

His words were simple, but they carried weight. Because they were
spoken by a man who clearly hadn’t found it yet—not for any length of
time anyway.



I picked at my tortilla, trying to get up the courage to ask my next
question. “Do you get that peace anywhere?”

Anson stilled, his taco halfway to his mouth, his eyes cutting to me.
“Sometimes. Working on a house, losing myself in the physicality of it all.
Or for a few minutes in the quiet at the cabin. There’s something about
Sparrow Falls. It helps.”

Every word he spoke felt like a treasure. Because I knew he didn’t give
this sort of thing to just anyone. Probably not even Shep.

“That’s good. Hold on to those things,” I whispered.

Anson grunted in what I thought was agreement and set to eating his
dinner. I took that as a sign that chatting time was over. We ate in silence,
but the comfort was still there. Both in having Anson here and knowing it
was good for him to have the company, too. I couldn’t imagine how lonely
it was to live your life so cut off from others. And getting these true
glimpses of him...it killed that he lived his life that way.

When we finished eating, Anson immediately set to cleaning up.

“You don’t have to do that,” I said.

He cut me off with a shake of his head. “You cooked. I clean.”

His tone was so gruff I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing. “It was
a team effort, so why don’t we clean together?”

Anson arched a brow at me. “I grated cheese.”

“It still counts,” I argued.

A soft whine sounded from the threshold of the kitchen. Biscuit looked
up at me with pleading eyes.

“Oh, all right.” T plucked a piece of leftover chicken from my plate.
“Sit,” I commanded.

Biscuit plunked his butt on the floor, and I tossed him the chicken. He
caught it on the fly and dashed to his bed.

When I turned around, Anson was shaking his head. “You’re gonna
spoil that dog.”

“He deserves a little spoiling,” I defended.

Anson muttered something under his breath that I couldn’t quite make
out.

“Just hand me those plates,” I groused.

We fell into an easy rhythm. Anson rinsed the dishes and then handed
them to me to put into the dishwasher. There was something about watching



his hands in the suds as he scrubbed. Long, strong fingers bending and
flexing, his forearm muscles pulling taut as he moved.

I forced my gaze away as I took the last plate, placing it in the
dishwasher. As I straightened, I nearly smacked into Anson, not realizing he
was still standing at the sink. “Sorry, [—”

My words cut off as my breath hitched. He was so close. I could smell
the hint of sweat still clinging to his skin from the day’s work, the tinges of
sawdust and sage.

His eyes swirled, the blue disappearing completely into the stormy gray.
“Thanks for dinner.”

My gaze dropped from Anson’s eyes to his mouth, the lips surrounded
by scruff. The ache to know what they would feel like pressed to mine
flared hot and bright. The need to know what he tasted like surged.

“Reckless,” he growled.

My focus shot back to his eyes. They flashed, blue streaking through the
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He cut me off with a single look. “This isn’t that. I don’t do
relationships.”

Pain flared somewhere deep, the agony of rejection making me start to
pull away. But Anson grabbed my arm. His grip managed to be both gentle
and firm. But his fingers burned, the contact searing into me.

“It’s not you,” he gritted out. “I don’t do relationships with anyone. Not
friendship, not more. Wouldn’t want to saddle a single soul with the fucked-
up shit that’s me. But you keep looking at me with those kiss-me eyes, all
green and sparking gold, and it’s killing me. Doesn’t matter how much I
want to drown in your taste. How much I want to know what it would be
like to sink into that sweet heat. I can’t. I wont.”

And then he was gone. Striding out of the kitchen before I could say a
word.

The slamming of the door jolted me out of my haze.

My skin buzzed with the phantom energy Anson had left in his wake. I
could still feel his fingers wrapped around my arm. Could hear his words
echoing in my head.

I was too hot, my skin felt too tight for my body. I squeezed my thighs
together on instinct, trying to relieve a little of the ache—one Anson had



put there and refused to do a damned thing about.
I was so screwed. And not in a good way.

My FEET POUNDED against the floorboards of the Victorian as I raced down
the hallway, screaming for my parents, for Emilia. My throat was raw as
smoke choked me, but I only screamed louder. No sound came out.

I was almost to my parents’ room. So close. They would be in there.
They would keep me safe.

But just as I took the next step, the floorboards gave way with a horrific
crack. Suddenly, I was falling, the flames swirling around me and
swallowing me whole.

I jerked upright with a cough and sputter, breathing heavily. Biscuit
whined next to me, his front paws up on the mattress.

“It’s okay. I'm okay,” I soothed as I patted his head. Or maybe I was
reassuring myself.

I tried to even my breaths and slow the inhales and exhales, but
something tickled my nose as I did. Fear slid through my veins, freezing me
to the spot as my gaze jerked to the open window.

Smoke.

I leapt from the bed, grabbing my phone and rushing from my bedroom,
Biscuit right by my side. No smoke alarms were going off in the guest
cottage, and I’d replaced all the batteries when I moved in. It had to be from
outside. A forest fire?

Quickly hooking Biscuit’s leash to his collar, I stepped outside.

A gasp slipped from my lips, and my hand flew to my mouth. The
house. My house. It was engulfed in flames.
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ANSON

I rLIPPED over onto my back, staring at the ceiling. No position seemed
comfortable tonight. Sleep wasn’t typically a friend, but it wasn’t usually
this bad either.

Letting out a growl of frustration, I punched my pillow. Rho’s face
played in my mind on repeat. It was like a slideshow of torture. The first
image was those gorgeous hazel eyes full of hurt. But the second was far
worse. Want made the gold in them spark and swirl as need parted her lips.

“Fuck.”

I never should’ve said yes to dinner. I should’ve blown her off and shut
that door fast and hard. But I hadn’t. And she’d somehow managed to slip
past the defenses I’d so expertly built over the past two years.

My phone rang from the nightstand. The first tone had my blood turning
to ice. The device rarely rang, and sure as hell not at three in the morning.

I grabbed it, jerking the charger cord free. Seeing Shep’s name on the
screen only drove my panic higher as I struggled to hit accept.

“What happened?” I demanded.

“Need you at Rho’s.” I heard the strain in my friend’s voice. He was
trying to hold back whatever emotion was trying to break free.

“Talk to me,” I ordered but was already moving, pulling on joggers and
a tee.

“There was a fire at the Victorian.”

“Tell me she’s okay,” I growled.



“She’s fine,” Shep assured me. “It didn’t get close to the cottage. The
fire department has it out now. It was pretty contained to the part of the
house that was burned before, so it didn’t spread.”

My footsteps faltered as I reached for my keys. It was hard to get
something that had been burned before to burn again. It didn’t make any
sense. And that had my gut churning. “Be there in ten.”

I hung up before Shep had a chance to answer. Slipping on my sneakers,
I jogged out to my truck.

I made the typically fifteen-minute drive to Rho’s in eight. Fire trucks
were everywhere, along with sheriff’s department vehicles and Shep’s
familiar silver pickup. I parked next to him, jumped out, and slammed the
truck door behind me.

Striding across the gravel drive, I ignored every firefighter and cop,
searching for one person only. The moment my gaze locked on her, all the
air punched right out of my lungs.

Rho had a blanket wrapped around her shoulders and Biscuit’s leash
looped around one hand. Her face had gone completely pale, devoid of any
color at all as she stared at her surroundings. But she wasn’t truly seeing. It
was as if she was in a trance.

I crossed to her on instinct. Not a damned thing could’ve kept me away.
I came to a stop in front of her, but Rho still didn’t react. Lifting a hand, I
squeezed her neck gently. “Look at me, Reckless.”

She blinked a few times, her focus finally coming to me. “Anson?”

“There she is.” I searched those hazel eyes, so much duller than I was
used to. “You okay?”

Rho nodded. “We’re fine. I just—what are you doing here?”

“I called him,” Shep cut in.

My hand dropped instantly as I turned toward my friend.

Shep’s eyes narrowed on me, but he quickly shifted his focus to Rho.
“Thought it wouldn’t be bad to have our fire-restoration expert on hand.”

Rho’s brow furrowed. “It’s the middle of the night. You shouldn’t have
woken him up.”

“Yes, he should’ve,” I growled.

Her gaze cut to me, and a little fire returned to those eyes. “It’s
ridiculous. It’s not like you can do anything about this tonight.” Her
shoulders slumped. “Maybe the house is cursed.”



Shep moved in then, putting an arm around her shoulders and pulling
her into his side. “It’s not cursed. We’re going to figure out what’s going on
and fix it.”

My back teeth ground together as heat prickled my skin. But it wasn’t
from the fire that was out now. This felt a lot like jealousy. Because some
part of me wanted to be the person with his arm around Rho. Even though I
knew I couldn’t be.

Just then, another truck pulled up, and Nora and Lolli were out in a
flash, running up the porch steps. They surrounded Rho, pulling her into
hugs and then guiding her and Biscuit inside the cottage.

The moment the door closed, Shep crossed to me. “Trace is waiting for
word from the fire chief. Come on.”

I didn’t say anything as I followed him toward the hulking sheriff and
the officers surrounding him. Something about Trace always set me on
edge. He had the kind of perceptiveness the Behavioral Analysis Unit was
constantly on the lookout for. That meant my guard always had to be up
around him.

Trace’s gaze cut to us as we approached, his eyes narrowing as they
landed on me. “Anson,” he greeted. But my name somehow managed to be
a question at the same time.

“Wanted him to take a look once the fire crew is done,” Shep said.

A muscle along Trace’s jaw fluttered. “He may not be able to. We’re not
sure what we’re dealing with yet.”

That prickle at the base of my scalp was back. Our crew was careful
with cleanup, and I’d been the last person in the Victorian last night. I knew
nothing had been left behind. And with the electricity to the home still
turned off, there was only one likely answer. Arson.

“Come on,” Shep clipped, annoyance lacing his tone.

“This isn’t something to fuck around with,” Trace gritted out. “We
move through our official processes.”

Shep opened his mouth to argue, but I held up a hand to stop him. “Let’s
just see what the fire chief says. No one’s going near the house until they
clear it anyway.”

Shep finally jerked his head in a nod.

Trace looked back at me, his assessing stare asking all the questions I
didn’t want it to.



“Colson,” a man who looked to be in his late fifties called as he strode
toward our group.

Trace turned to face him. “What’d you find, Chief?”

The older man nodded at a younger guy in full turnout gear at his side.
The younger man dipped his head. “No question. It’s arson. The whole east
side of the house reeks of gasoline. Trailers lead outside where someone set
it.”

Shep let loose a dozen or so curses, but Trace remained completely
quiet. The only sign of what he was truly feeling was a spasm in his jaw.
Trace’s gaze flicked to the fire chief. “When can I get my team in there to
work the scene?”

“As soon as you’d like. It looked worse than it was. It was confined to
the room on the northeast corner. There wasn’t a lot for the fire to burn,
even with the accelerant,” the chief answered.

Trace jerked his head in a nod, turning to one of his deputies. “I want
the county crime scene techs here now.”

The younger guy nodded quickly and pulled out his phone.

“Would you mind if I took a quick look?” T asked. I tried my best to
keep my tone casual yet respectful.

The fire chief turned to me, his eyes narrowing. “Who the hell are you?”

Shep stepped in. “Greg Nelson, meet Anson Hunt, my fire-restoration
specialist.” He turned to me. “Nelson’s our fire chief.”

He knew I’d put together that much already but made the introductions,
nonetheless.

“You won’t be able to do a damned thing until Trace’s boys are done
processing the scene,” Nelson clipped.

“And girls,” a female deputy in the circle muttered.

Nelson flicked a look in her direction. “Relax, Beth. I know you’ve got
bigger balls than all of them.”

Beth snorted. “And don’t you forget it.”

Trace ignored the back-and-forth between the two, his focus centered on
me. “What are you hoping to see?”

I didn’t answer right away. I needed to tread carefully and choose just
the right words. Instead, Shep spoke for me. “Anson knows fire. He’s been
studying it for years now. He might see something that’s helpful.”

Trace’s gaze had stayed firmly locked on me while his brother spoke.
“If you go in, you go with me, and you don’t make a single move without



my okay.”

I jerked my head in a nod. “You got PPE gear?”

“In my SUV,” Trace clipped.

I’d seen the guy be warm and funny, but it was clear he wasn’t going to
be my number-one fan. That was all right. Good, even. I didn’t need the
liability of a friend.

I followed Trace to his vehicle, Shep at my side. In a matter of seconds,
we were all donning the Tyvek suits and N95 masks that made us look like
we were entering a chemical spill. And in a lot of ways, we were. None of
us needed to be breathing the gas fumes, and you never knew what toxins a
fire could expose to the air.

Trace reached out a gloved hand to open one of the back doors to the
kitchen. He paused at the threshold. “Stay behind me.”

A couple of firefighters still roamed the home, triple-checking that they
hadn’t missed any embers.

Trace led us down the hall and toward the library. As we moved through
the space, I frowned. Something was off. My sixth sense flared to life. But
Trace kept right on moving.

He stopped at the entrance to what had once been an office. The
temperature shifted, heat still brimming from the space, even though the fire
was out. “No farther. Not until my guys process it.”

I didn’t say a word, simply stepped to the side to get a better view. The
room was charred beyond recognition, as if someone had thrown already
burned logs onto a fire and turned them to ash.

“We’ll have to rebuild this whole wing,” Shep said quietly.

It would’ve been a lot worse if we’d been farther along in the
restoration process. But maybe someone didn’t want us getting that far. The
thought had me retracing my steps to the library.

The space had been partially burned in the last fire but hadn’t caught in
this one. I pulled my mask down for an inhale. Gas. Everywhere.

I slipped my mask back into place and surveyed the room, trying to
figure out what had tripped my radar. I began moving around the space,
searching. There were still some books on the shelves that were in relatively
good shape. A few knickknacks, too. Even a painting on the wall that
looked only slightly discolored from its exposure to smoke.

“What the hell is he doing?” Trace muttered.

Shep pushed his brother back a step. “Just give him a minute.”



I slowed in front of the bookcase. It wasn’t a built-in, but it was nice
quality. Mahogany if my guess was correct, maybe even African koa. The
bottom third was cabinets, and above was all shelving.

The last cabinet door was open. I crossed to it, my Spidey sense tingling
the closer I got. I crouched down and peeked inside. It was too dark.

“Flashlight?” I called.

Footsteps sounded, and then Trace handed me one. “Here.”

I took it and pointed the beam inside. There was a stack of what looked
like papers, but they didn’t show any signs of fire damage.

A familiar unease settled over me. “May I retrieve?”

“Yes,” Trace clipped. “I’ve got an evidence bag.”

I reached a gloved hand inside to remove the stack. Rising, I set the
flashlight on a shelf that looked steady, facing the beam of light up so we
could better see. What I saw was newspaper clipping after newspaper
clipping, all with coverage of the fire. They weren’t new either. The corners
were yellowed with age.

A smear of red caught my eye. Ink. Not blood, I reminded myself.
Someone had circled text on the article. The Stirlings’ thirteen-year-old
daughter is still in critical condition. It is uncertain if she’ll survive.

The two sentences were circled twice over, but the word survive was
underlined three times. The action made my jaw clench as I turned to the
next article. A different sentence was circled this time. A firefighter wishing
to remain anonymous said it was a miracle the young girl survived the fall
from her balcony. Again, the word survive was underlined repeatedly.

I flipped through article after article, each with the same refrain. When I
reached the last one, nausea rolled through me. The word survived was
underlined yet again, but this article had a photo. Clearly Rhodes’ minor
identity was no longer being protected.

It was a family shot that had likely been taken for a Christmas card or
something similar. The group was posed in the field behind the Victorian,
the mountains framing them. Only there were countless red circles around
Rho’s face. Over and over until the newspaper had torn in places. And
below it was one thing.

MAYBE YOU DIDN’T DESERVE TO SURVIVE.
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“DRINK YOUR TEA,” Nora urged, pushing the mug closer to me.

Fallon squeezed my knee under the table. “Want some whiskey in it?
That might help take the edge off.”

“Fallon Rosemary Colson. She does not need liquor right now,” Nora
chastised.

Lolli fumbled in her purse. “What about one of my gummies? I just
upped the potency of the blend.”

“Mom!” Nora snapped. “Do not try to get her high. There is law
enforcement right outside, including your grandson.”

Lolli just kept right on looking. “Pot’s legal now, dear. And Rho has
been of age for quite some time. In fact, she had one of my brownies at—"

Nora held up a hand. “I don’t want to hear this.”

A laugh slipped from my lips and, God, I needed it. The release of
pressure, of all the pent-up emotion.

Arden turned from her spot at the window, eyeing me carefully. As if
she was worried I was cracking. And maybe I was. The fact that our sister,
who barely left Cope’s property, was here in the middle of the night told me
I should be concerned.

Her hand dropped to Biscuit’s head, and she stroked him softly. The
animals always found their way to her. It was as if she spoke some language
only they understood.

“You can stay at Cope’s if you want,” Arden said, her soft voice
carrying a hint of a rasp. “With the season, he won’t be back for at least a



month or two. And even if he was, he wouldn’t mind.”

I didn’t miss that she didn’t offer up her place. Arden liked her solitude,
but even suggesting our brother’s place was a sacrifice on her part. The only
way it worked for her to even live on Cope’s property was because hockey
meant he was rarely home. Holidays and a few weeks during the offseason,
that was it.

I smiled at Arden, trying to reassure her. “I’ll be okay. Thank you,
though.”

“Just text if you change your mind. There are always guest rooms
ready.”

“I will. Promise.”

Nora’s hand stroked my hair as she stood behind me. “I think you
should come stay with me and Lolli. At least until they know what caused
this. It’s too dangerous.”

I tried to fight the grimace that wanted to rise to my lips. I appreciated
Nora more than I could say, but the last thing I wanted was to be hovered
over.

Lolli sent me a wicked grin. “I’ll make you some more of those
brownies...”

“Lolli, I was hallucinating for hours. No, thank you.” When she offered
me one a few years ago, I’d had no idea what her special recipe entailed.

She frowned. “I might’ve made that batch a little too strong.”

Fallon snorted. “You think? Rho said the flowers in the garden were
talking to her.”

The front door opened, and Biscuit let out a series of barks and growls
as he charged toward the group of men.

“Oh, crap,” I muttered, jumping to my feet. The last thing we needed
was Biscuit biting someone.

But Anson quickly moved in front of Trace, dropping low. As he
crouched, he held out a hand. Biscuit slid to a stop.

“Easy, B,” Anson said. “No one’s going to hurt you.”

Biscuit let out a low growl as he eyed Shep and Trace.

“They’re friends,” Anson assured the dog. He inched closer to Biscuit
and scratched under his chin, then behind his ear. Biscuit’s back leg
thumped wildly.

“You got a leash?” Anson asked.



I grabbed one from the hooks on the wall and fastened it to Biscuit’s
collar. “It’s okay, buddy. Everyone here is nice.”

Trace looked from the dog to Anson. “You’ve got a way with him.”

Anson shrugged. “Won him over with treats.”

Shep chuckled, but the humor didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Food is
always the way.”

I looked at all three of the men standing in my entryway. “You found
something.”

Trace wore his careful mask, the one that didn’t show too much of
anything. “Why don’t we sit down?”

My stomach twisted, but I tugged Biscuit back toward the living room.

“Here,” Arden said. “I’ll take him.”

I handed off the leash, everything feeling a bit hazy. My gaze swept the
room, looking for a place to sit. The space wasn’t exactly large and there
were so many people.

Arden kept her spot near the window, off to the side—whatever place
she could watch the room from best, keeping an eye out for any shift or
change. Just like always. Lolli and Fallon were at the dining table, but their
gazes were locked on Trace. There was no mischievous grin for Lolli, and
no soft smile for Fallon. Nora stood, wringing her hands as if sitting was
too much.

I lowered myself to the couch. There was a chair and an ottoman where
someone could sit, but that was it. As if reading my anxiety, Shep crossed to
the couch and took the seat next to me. He patted my knee. “We’re going to
get it fixed. Don’t worry about that.”

I couldn’t look at him. My eyes had locked on Anson’s steely blues, and
I couldn’t look away. I tried to read something in his expression, but I
couldn’t pin anything down.

Trace cleared his throat and took a seat on the ottoman across from me.
“There’s evidence of arson.”

I sucked in a breath. The inhale was so fast it hurt, my muscles seizing
on instinct. “Someone tried to burn the house down?”

My voice didn’t sound like mine. It was as if some other being had
taken over my vocal cords.

Trace hid any reaction from his expression. But that was his gift—a
terrifying one. He could turn off his emotions in any situation and just go
totally and completely blank. “They did.”



Nora was on the move then, crossing behind the couch. Her hands
landed on my shoulders as if she needed to assure herself I was okay. “But
who would do something like that?”

Trace’s focus lifted to her for a moment. “We’ve got crime scene techs
in there now. We’re hoping we’ll find prints or something that will lead us
to the perp.”

I felt Anson’s stare before I saw it, the probing heat of a single-minded
focus. I lifted my gaze to lock with those blue-gray eyes again. They were
almost all gray now. That was my only hint that there was more.

“We found something else,” Trace went on, but I didn’t look away from
Anson.

“What?” Nora demanded.

“Some clippings, writing. Things that tell us this person is fixated on
Rho.”

I tore my gaze from Anson and looked at Trace. “What were they?”

Trace shook his head. “You don’t need to know the details.”

“She does.” It was Anson who spoke, his voice low and steady.

Trace’s head snapped in his direction. “You don’t know what my sister
needs.”

Anson didn’t show any signs of reacting. He simply stared at Trace.
“She needs to know the seriousness. Needs to know so she’s careful. And
she needs to know because it’s her damned life.”

The last sentence had a bit of a growl to the words, an edge that
challenged.

That muscle in Trace’s jaw ticked wildly. “She doesn’t need this shit
messing with her head.”

“Trace,” I said quietly. He turned slowly back to me. “It’s my life.” I
echoed Anson’s words. “I deserve to know everything you do.”

Trace’s jaw worked back and forth. “There were clippings of the
coverage from the first fire.” He took a deep breath. “One had a photo of
you with your parents and sister. Your face was circled, and below it—"

His words cut off, and I struggled to swallow. “Below it, what?” I
whispered.

A muscle fluttered right in the spot where Trace’s jawbone connected to
his cheekbone. “Below it, someone wrote, MAYBE YOU DIDN’T
DESERVE TO SURVIVE.”



A series of gasps and curses rose around me, but I could barely take
them in. My ears began to ring as my breaths came faster. My tongue stuck
to the roof of my mouth as I struggled to speak, but I couldn’t get words out
—not that I had any idea what to say.

A million what-ifs circled my brain. And most of all, I tried to think of
someone who hated me enough to wish me dead. I couldn’t come up with a
single person. Obviously, my radar was off because someone clearly did.
“Do you have any idea...who...I mean, are there suspects?”

“We’re not sure. Not yet,” Trace said. “But we will find out. I promise.”

Anson took a step toward me. “But until you get one hell of a security
system in here, you’re not staying alone.”
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“Tais 1s ripicuLous.” I couldn’t help the exasperation as sleeping bags
were strewn across my living room floor.

Fallon wrapped an arm around my waist and squeezed hard. “It’s this,
or Mom moves you in with her and Lolli.”

That had me snapping my mouth shut. Thankfully, I’d talked Nora,
Lolli, and Arden into going home, but only after Trace and Shep promised
they’d stay.

“Deal with it, Rho,” Trace said, pinning me with a stare.

“What about Keely?” I pressed. “I’m sure her sitter doesn’t want to stay
all night.”

He shook his head. “She’s at a sleepover.”

My shoulders slumped. “That floor is going to be ridiculously
uncomfortable.”

“Then go see what’s taking Shep so long with the air mattresses,” Trace
grumbled.

I huffed out a breath, extricating myself from Fallon’s hold and heading
for my front door. The fire crew was gone, but the crime scene techs were
still working. By the time Shep had gone to get camping gear and everyone
else had left, it was almost five a.m. Sleep would be futile.

Tugging open the front door, I came up short as I took in Shep and
Anson speaking in hushed but clipped tones. Anson’s head jerked up at my
flicker of movement. I swallowed hard. “Everything okay?” I thought
Anson had taken off an hour ago.



Shep scrubbed a hand over his face. “Just making a plan for tomorrow.
Need to move the crew to a different job for the day.”

Shit. This was screwing up more than my life. I had to remember that.
“Sorry, Shep.”

He crossed to me then, two camping mattresses under one arm. He used
the other to pull me into a half-hug. “None of this is your fault.”

I eased into his side. “I’d like to junk-punch whoever did this.”

Shep chuckled, but the sound didn’t ring true. “I think that’s more than
fair.”

Anson watched us in the glow of the porch light. “Be careful. This isn’t
someone you should be taking on.”

I swore there was worry in Anson’s tone, giving away that he might
care more than he wanted to. Or maybe that was just wishful thinking. “I’ll
be careful. And it’s not like anyone’s going to make it through my two
bodyguards.”

“Three bodyguards.” A voice cut through the dark as Kye’s motorcycle
boots hit the walkway up to the guesthouse. Even in the low light, I could
see that his face was paler than normal, worry creasing his brow. “I’m sorry.
My phone was on silent. I just saw all the texts and calls. You okay?”

He didn’t move to hug me. That wasn’t Kye. But I could see the true
concern in his eyes. Guilt gnawed at me. This second family I'd found all
carried their own scars, and here I was, triggering the hell out of them with
this close call.

I did my best to force a smile. “Well, Lolli tried to get me high in an
attempt to help, so it’s not all bad.”

Kye’s lips didn’t even twitch. “Rho.”

My shoulders slumped. “I’m all right. Really. But Fallon was worried
when you didn’t answer. You should tell her you’re okay.”

Kye muttered a curse. “Yeah.”

He headed inside without saying a word to Anson. It wasn’t that he was
trying to be rude. His head was just elsewhere.

Anson cleared his throat. “I’m going to head out.” He glanced at Shep.
“I’ll touch base in the morning.”

Shep gave him a chin lift in response. “Thanks, man. I really appreciate
your help.”

There was something about Shep’s tone. There was a gravity to it that
didn’t quite make sense. But then again, I wasn’t sure why Shep had called



Anson in the first place. There wasn’t anything he could do to help tonight.

Anson simply nodded, and then his gaze swept to me. I froze.
Something about that look held me in place as it glided over me. It was as if
he was checking for injuries, making sure that I really was okay.

“Be safe, Reckless,” he gritted out.

It was my turn to nod because my vocal cords didn’t seem to want to
work. But Anson didn’t wait for my response, he just took off for his truck.

Shep gave my shoulder another squeeze and then released me. “What’s
the deal with you two lately? I can’t tell if you still hate each other or if you
have some sort of weird friendship happening.”

I grimaced. I wasn’t sure Shep would appreciate the knowledge Anson
had imparted on me earlier tonight. So, I kept it to myself. “I think we
understand each other in a way.”

Shep stilled, his gaze landing on my face. “What do you mean?”

I shifted from foot to foot. “He hasn’t told me what happened to him or
anything, but I know he’s experienced loss. He gets what I went through.
Some of the things that are hard to say. It doesn’t make him less of an ass,
but he’s an ass I understand.”

Wariness spread across Shep’s expression. “Just be careful.” He worried
the inside of his cheek. “The shit Anson’s dealt with...it’s dark. Darker than
anything we’ve seen. I don’t want it to pull you down, too.”

My stomach twisted viciously. Given what all my siblings and I had
been through, we’d seen some of the worst of the worst. At least, I thought
we had. What was darker than that?

“No, we NEED NUTELLA AND BERRIES.” A voice cut through my groggy
mind.

“Lolli,” Nora hissed. “I think the whipped cream is enough.”

“The girl’s house nearly got burned down, and she’s got a creepy
stalker. I think she’s earned some chocolate,” Lolli shot back.

A groan sounded beside me, and then Fallon’s elbow landed firmly in
my gut.

I let out an oof as I rolled to my back. “I’m too old for this.”

“Sorry,” she muttered, struggling to sit up. “You need a bigger bed.”



“I didn’t plan on having sleepovers at age twenty-seven,” I grumbled.

Fallon arched a brow at me. “I think you need to be having some
sleepovers of the grown-up variety.”

I glared at her. “You’re one to talk. When’s the last time you went on a
date?”

She snapped her mouth closed.

“That’s what I thought.” I scrubbed at my face. My eyes burned as if
they’d been stewing in acid all night. Only I hadn’t been asleep nearly that
long. I glanced at the clock. Eight-fifteen.

Pots and pans clattered from the kitchen.

“Quiet,” Nora hissed.

“Too late. Everyone’s up within a three-mile radius,” Kye called back.

Lolli giggled. “Sorry. But we’ve got waffles.”

I couldn’t help it, I smiled. God, my family was amazing.

Tossing off the covers, I sat up and slid my feet into slippers. I didn’t
bother changing out of my PJs, just made a quick stop in the bathroom to
brush my teeth. By the time I made it to the living room, Keely was running
down the hallway.

She hit me full force, looking up at me with accusing eyes. “You had a
sleepover without me?”

“It wasn’t planned. I swear.”

Keely kept right on staring as though deciding if I was telling the truth
or not. “Well, you better have another one when I can come.”

I chuckled. “Fair enough. How about I make it up to you with waffles?”

“With Nutella,” Lolli called from the kitchen.

“Yes!” Keely cheered and ran in that direction.

“Shoot,” Lolli muttered. “I forgot the sprinkles in my car.”

“We don’t need sprinkles,” Nora insisted.

“Of course, we do! They’re unicorns,” Lolli argued as she bustled by
me and then Trace.

Kye stretched as he stood from the couch, intricate ink peeking out from
his tee. “You need a better couch, Rho. It’s lumpy as shit.”

“Language,” Nora called.

“I think I’'ll keep my lumpy couch to deter sleepover guests,” 1 shot
back.

Kye just grinned at me. “Good thing I’ve slept on way worse.”

“I bet,” Fallon grumbled.



To say Kye had a bit of a rebellious streak in high school was an
understatement. Nora said he’d given her more gray hair than all her other
kids combined.

Kye glanced at Fallon, frowning. “What’s wrong?”

She bit her bottom lip. “You didn’t answer your phone. You always
answer. I was worried.”

He always answered for her, was what Fallon meant. Because they had
a bond that none of the rest of us had ever managed with Kye. He cared in
his own way, but a way that enabled him to keep us at arm’s length. But that
wasn’t the case with Fallon. He always let her in.

Kye winced. “Sorry. I forgot I had it on silent.”

She stared at him for a long moment, something that looked a lot like
hurt passing over her face before she turned back to help Nora with the
waffles.

A hand landed on my shoulder, and I glanced up into Trace’s green
eyes.

“You holding up okay?” he asked.

“Other than some internal bleeding courtesy of sharing a bed with
Fallon, I’'m good.”

Trace chuckled, the faint lines around his eyes deepening. “She’s tiny
and quiet but secretly violent.”

“Truer words have never been spoken.” I studied him for a moment,
trying to choose what I said next carefully. “Is there anything new?”

The amusement slid from his face. “Too soon. We need to run a bunch
of tests, and that’s not exactly a quick process. But I called in a favor at the
lab, and I’'m hoping they push you to the front of the line.”

“You didn’t have to do that—"

Trace squeezed my shoulder. “Rho. You matter. You mattered when you
were just Fallon’s annoying sidekick. But you’re my sister in all the ways
that count. I’d do anything for you.”

My throat constricted, and I threw my arms around his waist in a hard
hug. “If you make me cry before breakfast, I’'m gonna be really mad.”

Trace choked on a laugh. “God forbid we have a hangry situation on our
hands.”

“Someone feed her. Quick,” Shep called as he handed a plate to Keely
and then Arden. “I don’t want to lose an eye.”

“Shut up,” I yelled.



“Look who I found,” Lolli called from the doorway, mischief in her
voice.

I peeked around Trace to find a deer-in-the-headlights Anson being
dragged behind my eighty-three-year-old second grandma. His eyes were
comically wide as he took in all the people.

Keely climbed up onto a stool at the counter to get a better look. “Are
you my supergran’s new boyfriend?”

Kye choked on a sip of orange juice as Nora let out a strangled sound.
Fallon covered her mouth to try to hold in her laughter, but Shep just
snorted as he glanced their way.

“What a catch, A,” Shep called.

Color hit Anson’s cheeks, but Lolli just cackled as she patted his chest.
“I’m not sure I could keep up with this one.” She winked at him. “But I"d
sure like to try.”

“Someone please bleach my brain,” Trace begged.

Lolli smacked him upside the head as she passed. “I don’t need any of
that sass, young man.”

We all filed into some sort of chaotic line to get breakfast. All my
siblings teased Anson mercilessly but were soon distracted by the spread
that Nora and Lolli had put together. There were waffles with all the
trimmings. Blueberries, raspberries, and strawberries. Nutella, whipped
cream, and sprinkles. Maple and marionberry syrup. And, of course, bacon
and sausage.

We scattered across the living space, taking up every available surface
to eat on. At least four different conversations had erupted, with all the
distractions under the sun. Yet I kept seeking out one person.

Anson hovered near the outskirts, perching a plate on the end of the
kitchen island. He watched the scene play out as if it were a movie. But as
each moment went by, more and more shadows gathered in his eyes.

Shep’s words echoed in my head. “The shit Anson’s dealt with...it’s
dark. Darker than anything we’ve seen.”

Anson quietly slid his plate into the sink before slipping down the
hallway. No one seemed to notice, as if he were practiced in moving like a
ghost. But I saw him.

Pushing to my feet, I followed him down the hall. T quickly slipped on
shoes and headed out into the sunshine.



Anson was already halfway across the lot, and I jogged to catch up.
“Anson,” I called.

His shoulders stiffened, but he slowed, turning around to face me.

I came to a stop just in front of him. I didn’t say anything; simply
searched his face, trying to uncover the secrets he’d buried so deep.

Anson’s gruff voice cut through the early morning light, so in
opposition to the sunshine. “You should get back to your family.”

I frowned at him. “You’re hurting.”

He opened his mouth as though he were about to argue, then closed it
again, his gaze drifting toward the mountains. “I’m always hurting. I’'m
used to it.”

I reached out, my fingers curling around his. I felt the bumps and ridges
of calluses, maybe a scar. Anson jerked, shocked at the simple touch. But I
didn’t let go. When was the last time someone had touched him with simple
kindness? I didn’t think I wanted to know the answer.

I looked up into those swirling, fathomless eyes. “You shouldn’t be
alone in it.”

A muscle fluttered in Anson’s cheek. “Alone is the only way it doesn’t
taint someone else.”
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ANSON

HEer HAND BURNED. The feel of those long, slender fingers curved around
mine seared me to the spot. It had been so long since I’d felt any sort of
comfort like this—the feeling was completely foreign.

Rho looked up at me, those hazel eyes swirling. “Pain can’t taint others.
That’s not how it works.”

She was wrong. The ugliness I’d faced wasn’t any sort of normal pain.
And the events of last night had stirred it all up again.

Rho squeezed my hand, bringing me back to her. To the here and now.
“But someone can help you carry the load. Whatever you’ve been through,
I know it’s heavy.”

My throat constricted. Some part of me wanted to lay it all at Rhodes’
feet. To tell her every fucked-up detail. But I couldn’t stand the thought of
seeing disgust in those gorgeous eyes.

“Anson!”

Shep’s voice pulled me from my swirling thoughts, and I jerked my
hand from Rho’s hold. I didn’t miss the flicker of hurt in her eyes. This was
why I stayed away. Because I was already doing damage.

Shep jogged over to us. “You find everything we needed?”

I jerked my head in a nod. I’d been at the only electronics store in a
hundred-mile radius that opened at eight. They’d had the kind of equipment
that would at least tide us over until Shep could order more of the good
stuff his tech-obsessed brain loved.

“They had the basics. You order the rest?” I asked.



“It’ll be here the day after tomorrow. But this’ll let us at least get the
core system installed,” he said.

Rho looked back and forth between us. “What are you guys talking
about?”

Shep slowly turned toward his sister. “I know you’re not crazy about
alarm systems, but—"

“Shep,” she growled. “You are not putting one of those ridiculous
systems in my house. It’s too much. I’ll never remember the code. One of
my foster critters or I will trip the sensors you love so much. And one of
Trace’s deputies will be out here every few hours. No.”

He pinned her with a stare. “You need a system. It’s this or you move in
with one of us.”

Defiance lit in Rho’s eyes, making the gold dance. “Don’t order me
around, Shepard Colson.”

He winced. “Rho. Someone set your house on fire last night. They left
behind a very clear threat. You need protection, and you need it now.”

All the air went out of her on a whoosh. “Trace is already assigning me
to the drive-by route.”

“Which means deputies will be out here every couple of hours. A lot
can happen between those visits.”

My gut soured at the thought, but I knew Shep was right. It only took
seconds for your whole world to crumble.

Rho worried her bottom lip. “Alarm system, cameras outside, but no
crazy sensors or anything.”

“We have to install sensors on your doors and windows. That’s how an
alarm works. But I promise, no motion detectors,” Shep vowed.

“Fine. But you’d better make the code numbers easy for me to
remember,” she grumbled.

“My birthday, then,” Shep joked.

Rho stuck her tongue out at him. “You’re getting socks for your next
birthday and that’s it. And I’m telling Lolli you want another shirtless elf
diamond painting for your collection.”

Shep’s jaw went slack. “You wouldn’t.”

Rho just arched a brow in challenge. “That depends on if you keep your
security system word. And that includes you not turning my house into
some freaky robot home.”



I choked on a half laugh, half cough, and Shep sent me a dirty look. His
specialty was building homes with elaborate tech. Speakers built into every
room for both stereo systems and intercoms. All appliances, lighting, and
locks that you could control with your smartphone. He loved every nerdy
detail, but it was clear that Rho did not.

“Some people would appreciate me bringing their homes into the
twenty-first century,” Shep groused.

“Then find those people. I do not want some possessed Al taking over
my space and murdering me in my sleep.”

Shep just shook his head at her. “You gotta stop going to those horror
movies with Fallon.”

Rho pinned him with a stare. “It could happen. You don’t know what all
that crud is capable of.”

“It’s capable of whatever I program it to do,” he argued, looking at me
for help.

I held up both hands. “I like the security, but I can leave the rest of that
stuff. I like turning on the lights with a good old-fashioned switch.”

“See?” Rho asked.

“You’re hopeless. Both of you.” Shep motioned me toward his truck.
“Come on. Let’s get started on the install.”

I knew I needed to follow him, but I couldn’t help stealing one more
glance at Rho. To get another hit of that light. But she was already staring
right back at me. Gone was the teasing expression she’d had for Shep. In its
place was raw vulnerability.

“If you ever decide to let someone shoulder the load with you for a little
while, I’'m here.” She didn’t wait for me to answer; simply turned around
and headed back to the guesthouse, taking her light with her as she left.

I watched her go for too long, as though I could see the particles she left
in her wake. I wanted to grab each one and hold them close. But they were
like fireflies. If you kept them captive, they’d die. All you could do was
relish having them swirl around you in the moments they graced you with
their presence.

As the door to the guest cottage closed, I forced myself to turn around.
Shep waited at my truck, but his gaze was locked on me. His eyes weren’t
exactly hard, but they were wary.

A few colorful curses flew around in my brain, all of them directed
squarely at myself. This wasn’t me. Staring after some woman I barely



knew and feeling like I was missing some fundamental part of myself when
she walked away.

Except that wasn’t exactly true. While I didn’t know the ins and outs of
Rho’s day-to-day, her favorite color or food, we had shared my only real
moments of truth since Greta’s death. She was the only one I'd let see even
a hint of my pain.

Because I hadn’t felt like I deserved to let others in on my suffering.
Not when the pain was my fault to begin with. But somehow, in those tiny
stolen moments with her, Rho had shattered the walls I’d constructed
around that pain. She’d made it okay to let some pieces free.

“Tell me what you’re thinking,” Shep said as I approached.

God, he did not want to know the honest answer there. That I couldn’t
stop thinking about his sister. A woman who was eight years my junior.
Someone he was more than a little protective of.

“I think we need to get a system in place with a world of cameras,” 1
muttered.

“Anson...”

There was so much there in just my name. A weight I wasn’t sure |
could shoulder.

“I need you, man. We need to know what we’re dealing with. If you
give Trace your credentials, he’ll let you consult—"

“No.” The word cracked like a whip. “No one knows.”

It was a minor miracle that no one had figured it out yet. There’d been
articles written about me. Primetime interviews. Not to mention the books
I’d written on the intricacies of the criminal mind. Only the fact that I’d
gone by my middle name as my last had saved me from simple Google
searches.

It hadn’t saved me from far darker forces.

“This is my sister,” Shep ground out. “Some sick fuck burned her house
and left a threat. We need to find out who did this.”

That weight settled on my chest, the familiar tightness that made it hard
to grab hold of even one solid breath. “I’m not sure you want me trying to
figure it out.”

Because I'd failed before—when it counted the most.

But even as the thoughts swirled, I knew I wouldn’t be able to look
away. Because Rho mattered. Even though I didn’t want her to.



My brain was already trying to put together the pieces. It was searching
for patterns and behaviors, triggers and responses. And I couldn’t stop it.

Shep stared hard at me. “You’re the best hope we have.”

Fuck.

That was not what I wanted to hear. I didn’t want to be anyone’s hope.
Not with my track record. But I still found myself saying, “Get me the fire
crew’s report. Have Trace pull any other fires in the year before or after that
weren’t wildfires. I know there are at least three. But dont tell him I asked.”

“He’s already getting me the report for the few you requested earlier,
but I’ll ask for any others.”

My jaw worked back and forth. I knew it was a tell. I used to be better
at hiding them, but emotion was riding me too damn hard. “What reason did
you give?”

“Told him that some of what we were seeing in the rehab didn’t match
up with an electrical fire. Wanted to make sure we hadn’t missed anything.”

It was a good excuse. It also wasn’t a lie. The fire didn’t make sense.
Not the fact that the smoke alarms didn’t wake the family in time to escape,
and not how quickly the blaze had spread.

Facts strung together in new connections, like a web of stars in the
darkness of my mind.

“What?” Shep asked, instantly on edge.

I shook my head. “I don’t know. Not yet.”

But I couldn’t help but wonder. What if someone had set that fire all
those years ago? And what if they’d come back to finish what they started?
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RHODES

AFTER MUCH PRODDING FROM ME, most of our breakfast crew took their
leave. Trace had required my promise of texts every time I moved from one
place to another, in addition to me enabling a danged app that let him track
my location. But no matter how stifling, I knew it came from a place of
love. Just as I knew Fallon’s hovering did.

I leaned a hip against the counter. “You’re going to work now, and so
am [.”

Duncan had texted early this morning, telling me to take the day off, but
I’d assured him I’d be in, just a little later than usual.

Fallon’s face screwed up. “I think you should rest today.”

“If I lie around here all day, I’m just going to stew about everything that
happened. I need to keep busy.”

Her lips pursed as she seemed to mull over my words. “Then I’ll come
with you. Hang out with you and Biscuit.”

The pup lifted his head at the sound of his name.

“Fallon, are you trying to play bodyguard?” I asked, a smile tipping my
lips.

She let out a huff. “I can be intimidating if I want.”

The laugh bubbled out of me before I could stop it.

Fallon scowled in my direction. “Well, that was just rude.”

I held up both hands. “I have no doubt you could kick a man in the balls
when he least expected it, but you don’t exactly give off menacing vibes.”



Fallon radiated the gentlest energy of anyone I knew. Because she was.
An empath through and through, she took on the emotions of everyone
around her. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t tough. If you hurt someone she
cared about, watch out.

“Do I need to get Kye to give me a face tat?”

I choked on another laugh. “Maybe a dagger by your left eye?”

Her lips twitched. “How about kill in big letters across my neck?”

I pulled her into a hug. “I love you. You know that, right?”

Fallon hugged me back, hard. “I was so scared when Mom called me
last night. It was just like all those years ago.”

Shit. T hadn’t thought about how this might be triggering for Fallon, too.
She’d almost lost me back then, and this would have brought it all back. I
squeezed her tighter. “I’'m okay. Promise. Trace’ll figure this out, and
everything will go back to normal.”

I said the words as much for myself as for Fallon, needing to believe it,
too.

“You’re right. He won’t stop until he finds this asshole. And I'm going
to bust his balls when Trace brings him in.”

I released Fallon, my brows raising. “Vicious little thing, aren’t you?”

She grinned. “See? Intimidating.”

I chuckled. “Come on. I’'ll walk you out.”

I wasn’t giving Fallon any other options because she needed to go to
work. She had a ridiculous caseload with Child Protective Services, and
even one day out would mean her working triple-time the next day.

“But—"

“Nope.” I wrapped an arm around her shoulders, guiding her toward the
door. “You are going to work. I'm going to work. No one will worry
because Trace has me basically implanted with a GPS tracker.”

Fallon grumbled something indiscernible under her breath but let me
push her along. As we made our way outside, I came up short.

I’d thought Arden was long gone, but there she stood at the base of my
porch steps, a tiny ball of fur in her hands. Silas stood next to her, holding a
box and looking at her with a gentleness I didn’t think I’d ever seen on his
face before.

Oh, shit. The last thing we needed was the town playboy setting his
sights on Arden. She wouldn’t have the first idea what to do about that. Her
life had been too guarded. Not by her choice, but out of necessity.




I cleared my throat, and Silas’s focus jerked from Arden to me.

“Hey. I was just coming to find you,” he said.

I arched a brow. “Were you, now?”

His face heated. “Yeah. Uh, someone dumped some kittens at the other
jobsite. I thought maybe your rescue thingy could take ‘em. I don’t want to
take them to the shelter.”

I crossed to him and Arden. The kitten she held was cuddled beneath
her chin as she stroked its patchwork fur. Peering over the side of the box, I
frowned. They were so tiny. My best guess put them at just over three
weeks. They’d need to be bottle-fed every four to six hours, but they’d be
able to go to the bathroom on their own.

“You’ll take them, won’t you?” Arden asked. I didn’t miss the worry in
her voice. Any creature that received an especially difficult set of
circumstances always tugged on her heartstrings. “I’d take them, but I don’t
know how Brutus would do with them.”

As sweet as Arden’s massive dog could be, mixing him with three-
week-old kittens probably wasn’t a good idea.

“Let me call Nancy. If Biscuit isn’t good with them, she’ll probably be
able to keep them.”

The tension bled out of Arden. “Good. They should have a safe place to
call home.”

Silas glanced at her, his brow furrowing before he forced his gaze back
to me. “Thanks, Rho. All these critters are lucky to have you.”

I took the box from him, staring down at the sleeping pile of fur. “Well,
I get paid in cuddles.”

Fallon grinned at me. “The best kind of payment.”

It really was.

I carRrIED the new box with fresh blankets and a hot water bottle toward
Duncan’s open office door, hoping my boss was in a magnanimous mood.
He was leaning over his laptop, frowning at the screen. Lines of strain
creased the area around his eyes as he frowned.

“Crunching numbers again?” I asked.



Duncan jerked upright. “Jesus, Rho. Make a little noise when you walk,
would ya?”

I chuckled. “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to be quiet. You were just in super
focus mode. Mathing again?”

He shook his head, quickly shutting the laptop. “It never makes my
head hurt any less.” His gaze roamed over me, taking stock of every detail.
“You okay? You didn’t have to come in.”

“I’ll be better if I keep busy. And I’m all right.”

A frown pulled at Duncan’s mouth. “Trace called this morning. Wanted
me to keep an eye out for anything suspicious while you’re working.”

I fought the urge to curse. It wasn’t that I’d planned on lying to Duncan,
but I certainly hadn’t intended to give him every detail of the truth. “He’s
just being extra careful.”

“Exactly as he should be,” Duncan clipped. “This is serious, Rho. He
said someone left a threat behind.”

I bit the inside of my cheek, worrying the tender spot. “I know, I know.
But we’re being careful. Trace has a tracker thing on my phone, he has his
deputies doing drive-bys, and, as we speak, Shep is installing some security
system that would be better suited to NASA.”

I expected at least a lip twitch at that last part, but there were no signs of
amusement on Duncan’s face.

“Worried about you,” he said finally. “Are you sure you don’t want to
stay at my place? There’s plenty of room.”

I shook my head. “I’m good, really. I can stay with Nora and Lolli if I
get spooked.”

Duncan’s mouth pressed into a hard line. “I’m not trying to be some
sexist pig but staying with two women of retirement age doesn’t really
make me feel any better.”

“Don’t let Lolli hear you say that. She’ll whoop your butt.”

“I’m serious, Rho.”

I sighed. “Fine. If I get spooked, I'll stay with Shep or Trace.”

“That’s a little better,” Duncan grumbled. “Now, you gonna tell me
what critter you have in that box that you want to keep in my office while
you’re working?”

I pasted on my brightest smile, but before I could utter a word, a mewl
sounded from the box.

Duncan groaned. “Kitten season?”



I winced. “Kitten season. They’re super sweet. But I can’t leave them
home alone just yet.”

“First the dog, then the cats. Before long, this will turn into an animal
shelter.”

“We have gotten some cuties adopted out of here. That has to count
toward your angel points,” I said, giving him my best hopeful look.

Duncan pinched the bridge of his nose and groaned. “Fine. Tell me what
you need.”

After I got the kittens all set up in Dunc’s office and gave them each a
bottle, I headed out to find Thea so I could help with the watering. I waved
at Heather behind the counter as I passed. “Thanks for watching Biscuit!”

“He’s the best male company I’ve had in months,” she called back,
bending to give his head a rub.

I chuckled as I headed out the door and into the sunshine. I couldn’t
help but sweep my surroundings, looking for anything out of place. I hated
that this was my instinct. And what did I think I would see? Some ominous
figure holding a lighter? Someone in a hoodie making a throat-slitting
motion across their neck?

Letting out a sound of frustration, I headed toward the far greenhouse. I
forced myself to take in the good things. The scent of ponderosa pine in the
air. The way the light caught on the blooms all around me. The feel of
lavender between my fingers as I passed.

There was so much beauty. So much to be grateful for. I just had to
pause to let it all in.

My phone dinged just as I reached the greenhouse. Pulling it out of my
back pocket, I glanced down at the screen, and my good mood fled.

DAVIS
| told you messing around with that old house was a mistake.

My stomach twisted like the grasses to my left spiraling in the wind.
The moment I’d told Davis about my plan to rehab my old home, he’d been
against it. Having grown up here, too, I’d thought he would be supportive,
but he was dead set against it from the beginning.

All he had was a laundry list of reasons why it was a horrible idea. He’d
wanted me to sell instead, to invest the money in stocks and buy something
new. Something he’d hinted at us living in together. He’d never understood
why I wanted to do this as part of my healing.



And when I’d used the Victorian as another reason for why I didn’t have
time for dating, he’d hated it even more. But did he hate it enough to try to
scare me this way? And if he did, what else was he capable of?
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ANSON

I sTARED at the guest cottage’s front door like it was some sort of video
game nemesis I had to defeat. And maybe it was. To pass or not to pass.

Shep had taken off hours ago, called to another jobsite when someone
hit a pipe that wasn’t where it should’ve been. So, he’d left me here to wrap
up the install. He’d handled the actual security system, but I'd finished up
the cameras. That piece of things wasn’t difficult; it was just the sheer
number of devices Shep had wanted put in.

The door to Rho’s house mocked me. I should’ve taken the burst pipe,
even though I knew next to nothing about plumbing. I flipped my cell
phone between two fingers, swinging it in circles.

The door opened, and Rho filled the entryway. I spat out a curse. Her
brown hair was tamed into pigtail braids, but a few wisps flew free, needing
to remind the rest of her hair of its wildness. She wore a tank top that
hugged her curves in a way that told me she had no bra underneath. And
those damned shorts. They looked like ones she maybe slept in—soft, worn,
and way too fucking short for someone battling temptation like me.

Rho arched a brow. “You gonna come in, or you just gonna stand there
glaring at my door all night?”

My lips twisted into a scowl. She burst out laughing.

God, that sound. There was so much pleasure in it, the tone hurt to take
in. Sheer amusement at my surliness.

That was the thing I was starting to realize about Rho. She wasn’t afraid
to show the world how she felt. Happy, sad, anything in between. She just



let those emotions fly.

There was bravery in that freedom. And I admired the hell out of it.

“Come on, you broody ass. I’ve got baked chicken, potato-leek
casserole, and a salad just about done. You can scowl while you’re being
fed.”

That scowl only deepened. “What the hell is potato-leek casserole?”

Rho held the door open for me. “Only the best thing you’ll taste this
side of heaven.”

“Bold claim,” I challenged.

She shrugged. “I’ll let you be the judge.”

As we walked into the open-plan living room and kitchen, Biscuit
scrambled up. He charged over to me, but there was no bark or growl;
instead, there was just a wag of his tail. “Hey,” I greeted, giving his head a
rub.

A chorus of meows sounded from a box near Biscuit’s bed. He let out a
whine in answer.

Rho moved quickly, grabbing a tiny bottle from the counter. “Don’t
worry, buddy, I hear ‘em.” She glanced at me with a smile. “He’s taken it on
himself to mother them.”

I slowly moved closer, watching as Rho helped the tip of a bottle into a
tiny kitten’s mouth. Its meowing stopped instantly. It sucked ferociously,
and Rho gave it her fingers to knead. It all looked effortless, but I knew
there was no way it was. “How often do you have to feed them?”

She stroked the kitten’s head with one finger. “Every four to six hours.
Makes for some rough nights for a while. It would be more like every two
to three hours if they were any younger.”

I winced. “Most people wouldn’t sign up for that sort of thing.”

Rho shrugged as the kitten finished its bottle, and she set it down. “I
know what it’s like to need a safe place to land.”

Of course, she did. She knew better than anyone what it was like to be
in the worst state imaginable and to feel like she had no one.

As Rho stood to get another bottle, my gaze slid to the scars peeking out
from her shorts. I hated the pain they were evidence of. Hated that she
carried that kind of reminder with her.

I watched as she fed kitten number two, marveling at how she’d dealt
with it all. T hadn’t paid nearly the price Rho had, yet she seemed to handle
it all so much better than me.



“Gonna tell me what you’re thinking about so hard over there?” The
question was easy, casual. There was no pressure behind it. I knew if I said
no, she’d leave it be. But I found myself wanting to answer.

“You,” I finally said.

Her gaze flicked to me for the briefest moment. That swirl of green and
gold mesmerized. Tonight, the gold looked like sunflowers in a field of
grass. “Putting all the pieces of the puzzle together?”

It was a little too close to the truth of how my mind worked. “You take
the bad and turn it into good.”

Rho switched kittens again, feeding the third, a little black-and-white
one with an especially potent wail. Once the bottle was in its mouth, she
turned to me, those eyes searching. “I’'m not one of those people who thinks
everything happens for a reason.”

All T could do was grunt in response. If everything happened for a
reason, we were all walking around rocking some seriously horrendous
karma. But I was surprised that Rho felt that way. She seemed like the kind
of person who put meaning behind everything.

“Sometimes, absolutely horrible things happen. Things where no silver
lining can justify the pain.”

An invisible fist locked around my chest at her words, a reminder of the
kind of agony she spoke of.

Rho’s eyes locked with mine. “But good can come, even out of those
darkest depths. It doesn’t mean we’re glad we went through it. It just means
we won’t let it change us for the worse.”

She didn’t look away as I kept going. “I’ve realized lately that because I
lost them, I never take one second with the Colsons for granted. Because
my mom can’t see her garden bloom each summer, [ take extra time
breathing mine in every year. Because my dad won’t ever get to read the
new John Grisham, I'll read it for him and appreciate the twists that much
more. And because Emilia won’t ever get to grow old, I’'m going to
embrace every wrinkle and age spot.”

Rho took a deep breath as she set the black-and-white kitten down. “It
doesn’t mean I’m glad they’re gone. It doesn’t mean I miss them any less.
But I’m going to let that loss teach me, not harden me.”

Every inhale felt like breathing fire. Flames scalded my throat and
lungs. It was torture just to stay alive. That’s what it had become.

“I don’t think I’m as strong as you,” I rasped.



Rho stared hard at me, not looking away in the face of my weakness.
“Everyone has their own path to get there. Yours doesn’t have to look like
mine. You just can’t stop walking it.”

Blood roared in my ears. I hadn’t let myself remember Greta. Because I
was scared shitless that if I let myself remember the pain of losing her, of
being responsible for her death, it would swallow me whole. I only let
myself have tiny glimpses of her. It was all I could handle.

“You’re not alone, Anson. Plenty of people would keep you company
on the path if you asked. Me included.”

Hell. She slayed me. That simple, bold kindness. So unafraid.

I opened my mouth, unsure what would come out of it, and then the
kitchen timer went off.

This time, it was Rho who cursed, a creative one that somehow
managed to be both sunshiny and bold, just like she was.

She climbed to her feet and crossed to the oven. Grabbing two mitts, she
pulled out something that looked like a heart attack in a baking dish and
smelled even better.

“Holy hell,” I muttered.

Rho grinned. “No sense in wasting a meal on bad food. Make it count.”

I was starting to realize that Rho lived every part of her life that way—
not wasting a single moment.

I pushed to my feet. “What can I do?”

“Plates and drinks, please.”

I circled the island and crossed to the cabinet that housed the plates.
Rho bent, pulling out what looked like baked chicken, but I barely noticed
the food. My eyes slid to her ass like it had its own gravitational pull. Her
hips swayed from side to side as if moving to her own internal beat.

Images flashed in my mind that I had no right to. Fingers biting into her
hips as I took her from behind. Her head tipped back, lips parted, begging
for more.

“Anson?”

I jerked out of my lust-fueled stroke. “Sorry. Spaced.” I quickly handed
her the plates.

Rho frowned at me, then bit her lip. I wanted to nip it with my teeth.
Know what it was like to taste her on my tongue, all sunshine and
recklessness.



Opening the fridge, I stilled. There, on the top shelf, were six ginger
beers. I didn’t say a word; simply took one and let the kindness and
knowing burrow into me. “Soda or beer?” I croaked.

“Coke, please,” she called back.

I tried to get it together as I straightened, but dinner was an exercise in
temptation. Every sound Rho made as she ate, every flick of her tongue to
catch an invisible crumb, the way her lips closed around her goddamn fork.
By the time I helped her clean up, I had a case of blue balls that would take
me weeks to recover from.

Rho wrung her hands as she followed me to the door, an invisible
energy almost making her vibrate. I slowed, taking her in. Rho always had
vitality running through her, but this was something different. I let that
other piece of my brain slide into place.

Breaths shallow and quick. Gaze darting in quick movements. Pulse
thrumming. Worrying the inside of her cheek.

Damn it all to blue-balled hell.

She was nervous. Not some fighting attraction nerves, but fear nerves.
Of course, she was. Someone had set fire to her house and all but threatened
to burn her with it.

One call to Shep, and he’d be over. I’d just have to explain why the hell
I was having dinner with his sister. But as I studied the woman opposite me,
I knew she’d just send him away. Not because she was embarrassed to be
scared but because she didn’t want her family to worry.

I cleared my throat. “Why don’t I stay on your couch tonight?”

Rho’s gaze jerked to me. “What?”

“Give it a night to make sure the new security system’s working like it
should. Just to be on the safe side.”

Her phone had gone off no fewer than half a dozen times during dinner,
all with different siblings checking in. Her brother, Cope, had offered to
send a full security detail to patrol the premises. I knew she wouldn’t truly
be alone, but she was clearly feeling that way. That was all that mattered.
Because, for some damn reason, the idea of Rho in any sort of discomfort
was more than I could bear.

“You won’t get a good night’s sleep on my couch,” she mumbled.

Just the fact that she didn’t blow me off outright told me she didn’t want
to be alone. That was enough for me.



“Your couch is just as comfortable as my lumpy-ass mattress back at the
cabin.”

Those teeth tugged on her bottom lip. “I could go stay with Shep or
Trace.”

“Or you can give me a blanket, and I can crash on your couch. I’ll be
out before your head hits the pillow.”

Hazel eyes tangled with mine, those witch eyes pulling me in and
putting me under their spell. “Might be nice to have someone here for one
more night.”

I didn’t look away, couldn’t have even if I tried. “Then here’s where I’ll
be.”

I LAY ON MY BACK, staring at the ceiling as the early morning sun peeked
through the curtains. I’d strung together maybe three hours. Every sound
had me kicking off the blanket to walk the tiny house, rechecking locks and
latches.

Except when I heard Rho. Her mattress creaked every time she tossed
and turned. She hummed as she cared for the kittens in the middle of the
night. And I swore she whispered as she dreamed.

Images of her tangled in sheets just feet from this damn couch haunted
my every waking thought and taunted the little sleep I’d managed to get.
Dreams of Rho. All curves and glowing skin, damp with sweat as I—

The sound of a door opening jerked me out of my thoughts. I sat up,
pushing to my feet as I heard the shower turn on. She haunted me even now
with images of water running down her neck as she washed her face, of that
tangle of hair I wanted so desperately to get my hands on.

I stalked down the hallway, pissed as all hell. At her. At me. At the fact
that my fucked-up brokenness meant that Rho was someone I should never
touch with my tainted fingers.

She slipped out of the bathroom and came up short, lips parting.
“You’re awake.”

I didn’t answer. Simply stared.

Rho’s hair was in a tangle she hadn’t tried to tame yet. That tank top
still taunted me, her nipples pressing against the fabric, beckoning me



closer.

My back teeth ground together so hard I’d probably need a root canal.
“Go back to your room,” I gritted out.

A little furrow appeared on her brow. “Why—?”

“Because I’m holding on to my last shred of humanity, and if you stand
here in those goddamn shorts for another ten seconds, it’s going to snap.”

Rho’s breaths came quicker, her chest rising and falling with each one.
Every inhale brought those curves closer—to my hands, my tongue. “What
happens if you snap?” she whispered.

“I fuck you so hard you’ll feel me for weeks. I’ll ruin you, Reckless.
You think I can’t taint you with my pain and the darkness that lives inside
me, but you’re wrong.”

Defiance swept into those witch eyes. “One.” She licked her lips.
“Two.”

“What the hell are you doing?” I snarled.

“Counting down to the snap,” Rho challenged. “Three.”

Everything about her set my blood on fire, from her strength to her
beauty to her fearlessness.

“Four...” she goaded, slipping one strap of her tank top down. “Five.”
The other fell free.

“Fuck it.”

I was on her in two long strides. One hand sank into her hair, hauling
her mouth to mine. The other dropped to her ass, pulling her flush against
me.

Rho gasped into my mouth as my dick pressed against her. I swallowed
that gasp, taking it all, every ounce of shock and need. My mouth tore from
hers, tracing her jaw until I reached her ear.

“Is this what you wanted? To know that you’ve been torturing me in
those fucking shorts?” I squeezed her ass, and Rho’s thighs clenched in
response. “In that damned tank top that shows me these pretty little nipples
standing at attention?”

My hand moved from her ass, trailing up her waist to the most perfect
breast. Palming it, I traced the peak with my thumb, and Rho shuddered.

My dick pressed against the zipper of my jeans so hard the metal would
probably leave a mark. I didn’t give a damn. I welcomed the bite of pain.

I tugged down the cotton of her tank and dipped my head. My mouth
latched onto the bud, pulling it deep. Rho moaned, arching into me. Her



fingers dug into my shoulders, nails clawing, everything drawing me closer.

I felt her need seeping into me, and I wanted it all. Every ounce she had
to give me.

My hand dipped between her legs, stroking her through the soft cotton
of her shorts, the fabric damp with need already. I released her nipple, and
Rho let out a whimper as her nails dug deeper into my shoulders.

“Need something, Reckless?”

Her eyes flashed that molten gold. God, I wanted to see it spark and
swirl as she came. Wanted to watch every flicker of movement in her face
as she shattered. I needed that more than another breath.

“Anson,” she gritted out.

I couldn’t help it, I smiled. The feeling was so foreign my muscles
barely recognized it.

Rho’s thighs tightened around my hand, trying desperately for release.

That heat. It was the kind of flame you never recovered from.

My fingers teased her through the cotton. “Aching?”

She let out a little growl of frustration.

“Ask. Ask me to make you come. Beg.”

Another flash of gold—that defiance I loved so much. “Or I could go
back to my bedroom, get the toy from my nightstand, and finish the job
myself if you’re not up to the task.”

A million images flashed in my mind, and my own growl left my lips. I
cupped her between her legs, pulling her closer. “Wanna watch that,
Reckless. Watch how you make yourself come. How you tease and toy. The
way your breaths trip and tumble. Do you tweak your nipples, too?”

I twisted the peak with my free hand, and Rho arched into me, those
perfect breasts pressing against my chest.

I couldn’t wait. I needed to feel her, that wetness, the heat. My hand
slipped into her shorts, gliding down to the apex of her thighs.

“Fuck,” I groaned.

Like stroking silk. And that heat...

I slid two fingers inside, and Rho’s head dropped to my shoulder. I
stroked, curling my fingers. She bit down on my shoulder to keep from
crying out.

“Gonna brand me, Reckless?”

Rho’s head pulled back, her hazel eyes swirling. “More.”



I loved that she wasn’t afraid to ask. No, not ask. Demand. To tell me
what she wanted. What she needed.

I slid a third finger inside her heat, and Rho’s legs began to tremble. I
thrust, in and out, curling each time.

Rho grabbed my arms, holding on like I was her life raft on a stormy
sea. “Anson.”

My name on her tongue. Heaven and hell all at once.

I circled her clit with my thumb, and Rho’s eyes closed as her mouth
fell open.

I tweaked her nipple. “Eyes on me.”

Those hazel beauties flew open, locking with mine.

“Want to see everything when you shatter. Don’t want to miss a fucking
thing.”

My fingers thrust deeper, finding that spot that would bring Rho to her
knees. She clamped down around my fingers as her lips parted on a quiet
gasp. My thumb pressed down on that bundle of nerves as I stroked each
wave that hit her. Again and again.

I watched the gold dance in her eyes as she struggled to keep them
open. To keep them on me. The green all but disappeared, and Rho was
only gold. Pure fire.

As the last wave hit her, her legs gave out. I caught her around the waist
with my free arm, holding her to me, not wanting to let go. I didn’t want to
leave the warmth and life that was Rho.

A horn honked outside, and she jolted.

I cursed, pulling my fingers free.

Rho’s eyes widened as she hurried to pull up her tank top. “Shep.”

Oh, hell.
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RHODES

A wave of sheer panic hit me like a freight train. “I forgot. Shep said he was
coming early to show me how to work everything with the new system.
Um, I’ll just, uh—"

“Get dressed, Reckless.” Then Anson licked clean the fingers that had
just been inside me.

I gaped at him. “You didn’t.”

“Get dressed,” he growled.

I startled, bobbing my head in a rapid nod before glancing down at
Anson’s crotch. “But, uh, you. Um.”

“Fuck. Don’t look at it. Makes it worse. I need to think about dirty gym
socks or something.”

I choked on a laugh. “I’m sorry. I really did forget he was coming over
early. I just need to turn off the shower. I think we’ve let the water run too
long already.”

Anson scrubbed a hand over his face. “Please, for the love of God, get
dressed. I’ll deal with the shower and your brother.”

I bit my lip.

“Don’t do that either,” he snapped, pinching the bridge of his nose.
“Clothes. Please. Preferably a parka.”

“I’m going.” I hurried into my bedroom, finally letting my laugh free.

“My blue balls aren’t funny,” Anson called through the door.

“Maybe just a little bit,” T yelled back.

I heard a muffled curse.



Biscuit lifted his head as if to ask what all the ruckus was about.

I covered my mouth with both hands. What the hell had I done?

My skin buzzed, and my muscles all but vibrated. I’d had a handful of
relationships, even a couple of one-night stands in college, but I had never,
not once, felt anything like what I’d just experienced in the freaking
hallway.

We hadn’t even had sex. But, God, I wanted to. I wanted to know what
it would be like to have Anson moving inside me, to—nope, nope, nope.

“Get it together, Rho.”

Biscuit cocked his head to one side.

I shook off my lust-induced haze and hurried to get changed. I put on
khaki shorts and my usual work shirt with Bloom & Berry arched across the
chest.

A soft mewl came from the box on the floor, and Biscuit was instantly
on alert, heading over to nose at the Kkittens.

“Don’t worry. I’ll get them fed.” Lifting the box, I headed toward the
sound of muffled voices. “Anson, can you grab Biscuit? He needs to go
out.”

Anson let out a whistle, deterring the pup from snarling at Shep, and set
to work taking him out on the leash. Back to communicating without words,
I guessed.

Shep’s gaze cut to me the moment I stepped into the living space, and
my brother did not look happy. I winced. This would not be good.

“Morning,” I greeted, trying to keep my voice as nonchalant as possible.
I crossed to the kitchen, setting down the Kkittens and getting to work on
their bottles.

Shep followed me, standing on the other side of the small island and
staring me down.

Double crap.

“Want to help feed them?” I asked as if I had no idea he was giving me
the death glare.

“Why didn’t you call me?” Shep demanded.

I flicked my gaze to him as I mixed the kitten milk replacer with water.
I always kept the stuff on hand because I usually ended up with babies this
time of year, and if they were dehydrated, you had to move quickly. “About
what?”

“If you were scared to stay alone, you should’ve called me.”



The hint of hurt in Shep’s tone had me stilling and guilt settling in. The
last thing I wanted to do was cause anyone in my family pain. “Is that what
Anson said?”

A muscle in Shep’s cheek popped. “No. He said that he wanted to make
sure the system was up and running properly before you stayed alone. But I
would’ve stayed here. You know that.”

I did. God, did I ever. I looked up at Shep, making sure he really saw
me. “Not everything is your responsibility.”

Shadows flickered in his amber eyes. “You’re my sister in every way
that matters. I just want to make sure you’re safe.”

But it was more than that. Shep carried the weight of the world, and I
was starting to really worry about him taking on that sort of pressure. “It
means everything that you care so much about me, but I can take care of
myself. Sometimes, that means asking a friend to stay because I realized I
wasn’t quite ready to be on my own.”

I wasn’t sure what Anson and I shared could be classified as friendship.
It was more. But something undefinable. The kind of bond that made you
feel truly seen for the first time.

The fluttering in Shep’s cheek intensified. “A friend?”

I let out a huff. “You asked me to cut him some slack. I did.” I sent Shep
a pointed stare. “He needs people. And I like his grumpy ass.”

Shep scoffed. “Grumpy is an understatement.”

My lips twitched as I lifted the first kitten out of the box to feed her.
“True. But I find it kind of funny now.”

Shep studied me for a long moment before finally lifting the black-and-
white baby to give him another bottle. “You’re right. He does need people.”

“We all do. It’s just harder for some to let them in.”

Shep went quiet as he fed the kitten. “Your new coworker that way?”

My gaze flicked to him. “Thea?”

He nodded. “I’ve seen her at the bakery a few times. She’s pretty
abrupt. I feel like maybe I did something to piss her off, but I’'m not sure
what.”

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling. Shep was wonderful
in so many ways, but he was also used to women in this town falling at his
feet. Between his golden-boy reputation, the successful business he’d built,
and the Colson family name, he was a catch. But he might’ve gotten a little
too used to the status.



I set the patchwork kitten back in the box and picked up the orange tiger
stripe. “I get the sense she hasn’t had it easy. She’s guarded with me, too,
but we’ve gotten friendlier as time has passed. Just don’t push it.”

Shep tensed. “What do you mean she hasn’t had it easy?”

I sent up a mental curse. I never should’ve put it that way. That sort of
thing set off Shep’s white-knight complex. “As far as I know, she’s good
now. I can just tell she’s been through some things.” I glanced up at him.
“You know how it is. We’ve got a radar for people with scars.”

There was no way we couldn’t when our siblings had been through so
much. You developed a sort of alert system for people who had been
through trauma. And I wasn’t sorry about it. It had given us all empathy that
most people didn’t have.

Shep scowled down at the counter. “She shouldn’t be dealing with
whatever it is alone.”

I smiled at him. “You’ve got the best heart, you know that, right?”

Redness crept into his cheeks. “I just meant she needs some friends.”

“I know. But I love that you think that way.”

The front door slammed shut, and Biscuit pulled Anson down the
hallway, panting happily. As Anson came into view, my eyes widened. He
had dirt streaked across his cheek and down one side of his jeans.

“What happened?”

Anson glared at Biscuit and then me. “He saw a bunny and thought it
would be fun to chase it. He dragged me a good six feet through the dirt.”

I rolled my lips over my teeth to keep from laughing.

“Do not laugh,” Anson growled.

“I’m not,” I said, barely holding it in.

“I see it in your eyes,” he accused. He scowled at Biscuit. “No more
treats until you get some proper training.”

Biscuit just looked up at him with adoring eyes.

“Damn it,” Anson muttered.

Shep chuckled as he set the black-and-white kitten back with its
siblings. “You’ll last an hour, tops, before giving that dog a treat. Even if
you do look like you took a dirt bath.”

Anson turned his glare on Shep. “I’m going to work.”

He dropped the leash and headed for the door.

Shep and I shared a look, and then both burst out laughing.

“I heard that!”



I puLLED into a parking spot outside The Mix Up. A few cars were nearby,
but it was still early enough that the big breakfast crowd hadn’t descended,
and thankfully, the mornings were still cool enough that I could leave the
critters in my SUV while I ran in.

My phone buzzed in the cupholder, and I swiped it up.

TRACE

Had a word with Davis. He’s got an alibi for the night of the fire,
but it's thin. Still waiting on prints to come back from the crime
scene, but we have his from a drunk and disorderly during
college. We'll be able to compare.

I let out a long breath as I stared at the screen. Davis was the only
person I could think of who had real anger when it came to me. I also
couldn’t imagine him wanting me dead. It seemed like a big leap. But I
didn’t have any better ideas.

ME

Thanks. I'm running to The Mix Up and then work. You need a
caffeine and sugar hit?

TRACE
I’m good. Text me when you get to work.

I sent him a salute emoji in response, then gripped the wheel and closed
my eyes for a second. I forced myself to think about the good stuff. The
things that weren’t fire or threats or hatred. I thought about cute kitten
mews. Biscuit dragging Anson through the mud. Anson’s hand between my
—nope.

My eyes flew open. That was a dangerous game. Better to think about
whatever bakery treats I was about to indulge in. Much safer to everything
except my cholesterol. Cracking the window, I turned off my engine and
hopped out in front of the newly painted sign for The Mix Up.

The new owner had taken over less than a month ago but had already
turned the place upside down in the best way. The previous owner had done
a decent job with the baked goods, but the décor hadn’t been anything
special. Sutton had taken everything to the next level.

There were homemade breads, pastries, and treats on top of breakfast
and lunch offerings. But her specialty was cupcakes. The creations she



concocted were unlike anything I’d ever seen before. Everything from
unicorns to monsters in every imaginable color.

But I wasn’t looking for a sugar coma, just a pick-me-up to get me
through the first few hours of work. The bell over the door tinkled as I
stepped inside, the incredible smells wrapping around me. The space had
white walls with dark, exposed beams overhead. Shabby-chic chandeliers
hung, giving the place a feminine feel. And the accents of teal in the
banquette seating and counter gave it a vibrant energy.

A woman with piercing, almost turquoise eyes smiled widely at me.
“Morning, Rho.”

“Morning. It smells amazing in here,” I greeted as I made my way
toward the counter. There were only two other patrons, both of whom were
enjoying breakfast and their papers, so you could hear the soft strains of
country music coming through the speakers.

“Always love hearing that,” Sutton said, her eyes lighting. “What are
you thinking this morning?”

I glanced up at the chalkboard behind the counter. The antique frame
and curlicue writing only added to the charm of it all. My gaze landed on a
new addition. An egg sandwich with caramelized onions and fresh greens.
“Oooooh, I want the special to go.”

“Perfect choice.”

“I’m a sucker for anything with caramelized onions.”

“It’s the whole salty-sweet thing. What about to drink?” Sutton asked.

“I’ll do a hazelnut latte.”

“You’ve got it,” Sutton said, turning toward the kitchen. “One special.”

“Coming right up,” an older voice called.

Sutton set to work on my coffee as I tapped my credit card against the
reader. Then I moved down to the bakery case to admire some of her work.
I just shook my head as I took it all in. There were cupcakes that looked like
adorable buckets of popcorn, ones with strawberries cut to look like
flowers, a few penguins, and her signature rainbow unicorns.

“I can’t believe you can make all this,” I muttered.

Sutton chuckled. “It’s kind of an addiction. I love coming up with new
ideas.”

“Well, I’d say you have a gift.”

“Moooom,” a little boy called as he charged out of the kitchen.



Sutton gaped at him as he skidded to a stop in front of her. “Did you eat
some of the frosting I was working on?”

The little boy’s eyes shifted to the side. It would’ve been a dead
giveaway of guilt if blue stains weren’t already all over his face.

“Luca.”

He grinned up at her. His teeth were blue, too. “The blue’s the best
kind.”

Sutton shook her head. “Go wash your face in the bathroom. We need to
head to school, and I can’t take you looking like you’re about to audition
for The Blue Man Group.”

His face scrunched. “What’s blue man group?”

She ruffled his hair. “Musicians who dunk themselves in blue paint
before every performance.”

Luca looked thoughtful for a moment. “I’d try out if they dunked me in
blue frosting before every performance.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Me, too. Blue is the best.”

He grinned at me. “Mom’s working on the cookie monster cupcakes
right now. She’ll give you one if you ask real nice.”

“Thanks for the tip.” I winked at him, and he charged for the bathroom.
“How did you make such a cute kid?”

Sutton laughed. “His cuteness makes up for all the mischief he gets into.
I swear, I need ten of me to keep up with him.”

Her words had me taking stock of the strain on Sutton’s face. She
covered it well. Concealer hid the worst of the dark smudges beneath her
eyes, and a wide smile disguised the lines of tension around her mouth. But
I could only imagine what it took to run a bakery and be the solo parent to a
six-year-old son.

“I bet. He looks like he has triple the energy I do.”

“More like quadruple,” Sutton said with a shake of her head.

“Order up,” a man with white hair and a lined face said as he exited the
kitchen. He grinned at me. “Thought it was you, Rho. How’s Lolli?”

“Gettin’ up to all sorts of trouble, per usual.”

“You ask her when she’s gonna marry me, will ya?”

I chuckled. “You know she’s impossible to pin down, Walter.”

He placed a hand over his heart as he handed me the to-go box. “It’s the
chase that makes it so fun.”

“I’ll see if she has any plans to let you catch her.”



“You do that.”

I gave Sutton a wave. “Thank you. And good luck with your own little
cookie monster.”

“I’ll take it,” she called. “Thanks for coming in.”

I headed out into the early morning sunlight but came up short as a
figure stalked toward me. Davis’s lip curled as he glared at me. “You sicced
your foster brother on me?”

Oh, shit.

I’d shared with Trace the text that Davis had sent yesterday because, as
much as I didn’t love all the brotherly interference in my life, I wasn’t an
idiot. That text was cruel at best, threatening at worst. And the fact that
Davis was stressing the word foster only pissed me off more.

He’d never seen my family as true siblings. Never understood our bond.
Once, when I was heading to Nora and Lolli’s for dinner, he’d asked why I
spent so much time with people who weren’t actually my family when I
could be spending time with him. That had been the end of things for me.

I rolled my shoulders back, reminding myself that people were just
inside the bakery. “I didn’t sic anyone on you. But I did share the text you
sent with my brother, also known as the sheriff. Because he’s trying to find
out who set that fire you were oh so concerned about.”

Davis’s jaw went hard as granite. “Are you insinuating something,
Rhodes?”

“No. I’'m just sharing the facts. And you can lose my number. If you
don’t, I’ll make sure to let Kye know just how intent you are on getting in
touch.”

Davis’s face paled.

Guilt flooded me. Not that I’d scared Davis, but that I’d used Kye’s
reputation to do it. People saw the tattoos, knew his past, and put him in
that dangerous category when he was anything but. But they didn’t see how
gentle he could be: with Fallon, with his niece, with every animal I took in.

“I don’t know why the hell I ever thought you were worth it. You’re
nothing but a glorified gardener with a nice ass. I’ll find better in two
seconds,” he snarled, charging down the street.

“Thanks for saying I have a nice ass,” I called after him.

But a chill skated down my spine because I’d seen real hatred in Davis’s
eyes.
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My TRUCK HIT ANOTHER POTHOLE, and I cursed—the potholes for still being
there, even though Shep had put in numerous calls to our guy who typically
handled grading our drives; my truck for not handling them better despite
only being a year old; and most of all, myself.

Because here I was, driving back to Rho’s house despite working on
another site all day. Despite the fact that it was the last place I should go.
Because I was weak when it came to her. Maybe Rho’s reckless spirit was
catching.

As I approached the guest cottage, it was to find Rho outside, damned
shorts in full display and wearing fucking cowboy boots with colorful
flowers all over them. She was bent over, perfect ass in the air, trying to
pick up Biscuit.

I pulled up next to her SUV and climbed out.

“Thank God!” Rho huffed. “Can you please help me?”

“What exactly is going on?” I asked, my lips twitching.

“Don’t laugh at me!” Rho grunted as she tried to haul Biscuit up. “I’ve
been trying to get him into the car for thirty minutes. We’re going to be late
for his vet appointment.”

I watched as Biscuit simply went limp as she tried to lift him. “I’ve seen
you get him into your SUV at least a dozen times. He just jumps in.”

Rho sent a scathing look my way. “It’s like he knows. I didn’t even say
the V-word, but the moment we got outside, he wouldn’t get closer than ten
feet to the SUV.”



The laugh tore free from my throat, the sound rusty like the action. But,
God, it felt good.

Rho straightened, her expression softening. “Laughter looks good on
you, Hunt.”

The sound faded, but the heat it sparked stayed as I stared at Rho.

She motioned me forward. “If you get his back end, and I take his front,
we should be able to get him into the back seat. He’s heavier than he looks.”

I crossed to the dog, who still lay on the ground, sending me an over-
your-dead-body stare. “How are you going to get him out of the SUV once
you’re at the vet?”

Rho clasped her hands beneath her chin and sent me a pleading look. “If
you help me take him to his appointment, I’ll make you dinner.”

I groaned but knew I wouldn’t be able to say no. “Come on.”

I bent, hauling Biscuit into my arms. “What the hell have you been
eating?” I grumbled.

The dog let out a grunt as he tried to spring out of my hold.

“Told you,” Rho said.

“No more treats for you, pal,” I said as I held on to the squirming dog. I
managed to awkwardly get him into the SUV and shut the door. I leaned
against it, breathing heavily.

Rho scowled. “It’s annoying how easy that was for you. I carry heavy
things all day.”

I chuckled. “Pretty sure it’s a muscle mass issue, plus the fact that I've
got almost a foot on you.”

“I’m still annoyed,” she grumbled as she moved toward the driver’s
door.

We both climbed into the SUV, and she backed out of the makeshift
parking spot. Biscuit let out a mournful howl.

I glanced over my shoulder. “Dude, have some pride.”

“Let him express his feelings,” Rho chided.

Of course, she would want her dog to embrace the same freedom she
had, letting everything fly. Biscuit howled again in answer, and I just shook
my head.

Rho slowed as she reached the end of her gravel drive, putting on her
blinker. Biscuit didn’t miss the opportunity. He launched himself over the
divider and landed hard in my lap.



Pain flared, hot and bright. I let out a strangled sound that didn’t
resemble anything human.

“Biscuit!” Rho scolded. She winced as she took in my face. “Are you
okay?”

“I’ll never have children, but other than that, dandy,” I rasped.

She sent me a strained smile. “I can try to get him in the back again.”

“Just leave him here. If he does that again, you’ll be taking me to the
hospital instead.”

Rho rolled her lips over her teeth to keep from laughing. “I sincerely
apologize to your balls.”

“Don’t say that word. They’ve had enough abuse from you today.”

A pink blush stained her cheeks. “About that—"

“Nope,” I said, cutting her off. “If we talk about that, I’'m gonna get
hard. I get hard right now, and I’ll rupture something. Talk about something
else. Anything else.”

Rho bit her lip. “How about them Yankees?”

I sent her a sidelong look. “Are you a closet baseball fan or something?”

“I thought you all talked about sports when you were fighting off
chubbies.”

“Good God,” I muttered.

“I’m trying,” she snapped.

“You’re good at a lot of things, Reckless, but not turning me on isn’t
one of them. Try being a little less fucking cute and not talking about my
dick.”

This time, Rho let the laugh free. It swam around us, creating a sea of
sound that was better than any song I’d ever heard. Biscuit must’ve thought
the same because he tipped his head back and howled.

He kept it up for the next ten minutes until Rho pulled to a stop in front
of the vet.

“Stay there,” she instructed. “I’ll come around.”

Rho rounded the SUV and opened my door. Biscuit made no sign of
movement.

“Come on, buddy. It’s just an exam and one little shot,” she encouraged.

As if he knew what the word shot meant, Biscuit climbed me like a
damn tree.

Cursing, I unfastened my seat belt and wrapped my arms around the
dog. “This is embarrassing for both of us.”



I maneuvered my way out of the vehicle, half-blind as Biscuit held on to
me for dear life.

“I’1l get the door,” Rho called, running ahead.

I did my best not to trip over anything as I carried the way-heavier-than-
he-looked dog into the vet’s office. The moment the receptionist caught
sight of us, her eyes widened comically. “Oh, dear. Why don’t you just
come straight back? We’ve got a room ready.”

“Thanks, Ruby,” Rho said. “We appreciate it.”

“Dr. Lutz. We’ve got a nervous patient for you,” Ruby said as a red-
haired woman stepped into the hallway.

“I can see that,” the middle-aged woman said, humor lacing her tone.
“Why don’t I see him next? Right this way.”

I followed the vet into an exam room, Rho on our heels.

“Just set him right here,” Dr. Lutz instructed.

I tried putting Biscuit down, but he just jumped right back into my arms.

“Looks like he’s bonded to you,” she remarked.

“I think he’d bond to anyone who might get him the hell out of here,” I
muttered but stroked the dog’s fur. “It’s okay.”

“Rho, why don’t you take this sweet boy’s front half? Your friend here
can stand behind him so he doesn’t fall off the table.”

Rho moved in, taking Biscuit’s front legs. Together, we maneuvered
him onto the table. Rhodes cooed and reassured, stroking his ears. He
shoved his face into her neck as I held his back hips to keep him steady.

Dr. Lutz moved as quickly as possible during the exam. “He’s actually
in pretty good shape, all things considered. I wouldn’t mind him putting on
a little more weight.”

“More?” I barked.

She smiled as she felt his abdomen. “His short legs are deceiving. I
think he’s got some mastiff in him. Needs a few more pounds.”

I shook my head. “Gonna need a full crew to get him back here.”

Dr. Lutz stepped back to retrieve a syringe from the counter. “Keep a
hold of him. He might feel a little pinch, but that’s it.”

As she moved in to grab the scruff of Biscuit’s neck, her eyes widened.
“Oh, no. He’s pooping.”

And then, I felt it.
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“SToP LAUGHING,” I said through gritted teeth as I climbed out of Rho’s
SUV.

She rolled her lips over her teeth, doing her best to hide her amusement.
But her eyes said it all. “Come on, he didn’t mean it.”

I just glared at Rho as she moved to open the back door for Biscuit.
“That shirt will have to be burned. Look at what I’'m wearing.”

Rho couldn’t hold in her laughter this time, not as the absolute absurdity
of my T-shirt came into view. It was bright pink with an airbrushed kitten
and rainbow on it. Not to mention the fucking sparkles.

Her laughter came harder as Biscuit jumped out of the SUV. Tears
streamed down her face. “It was like projectile pooping. I’ve never seen
anything like it.”

“You won’t be laughing when you get his back end next time,” I
mumbled.

Rho patted Biscuit on the head. “We’ll get you a diaper next time.
Didn’t know you were a nervous pooper.”

A diaper. Jesus.

“Come on,” Rho said. “You can borrow Shep’s running stuff again.”

“I’ve got something in my truck.” I didn’t want to look too closely at
the fact that I’d stopped at my place to fill a bag just in case Rho wanted me
here.

“Well, you can use my shower while I feed the kittens and make
dinner.”



Her shower. Images of Rho joining me in said shower filled my mind.
Hell. I needed to rein it in. One taste of her, and she was all I wanted. All I
could see.

A million different alarms went off in my head. All the reasons why
everything about this was a horrible idea. But I followed her inside anyway.

Heading for the bathroom, I turned on the water as cold as it would go.
I’d freeze that need right out of my system. I ripped off the goddamn
sparkly kitten shirt, tossing it to the floor. That thing needed to be burned,
too.

I shucked the rest of my clothes and stepped under the spray. The curses
I let loose would’ve made a sailor blush, but I didn’t move out of the way. I
let the ice-cold water hit me over and over again.

I made quick work of cleaning up before stepping out and toweling off.
I changed into joggers and a fresh tee, scowling as I picked up the pink
atrocity from the floor. I stuffed my belongings back into my duffel and
headed toward the sound of humming.

As 1 reached the edge of the kitchen, the humming shifted to soft
singing as Rho echoed the strains of a song I didn’t recognize. It was
beautiful, raw, and real, with a hint of imperfection that just made it more
captivating.

“You’ve got a voice, Reckless.”

She glanced up, a smile teasing her lips. “If you think I do, you should
hear Arden.” She whistled. “She’s incredible.”

I leaned a hip against the kitchen island. “Sounded pretty damn good
from where I was standing.”

“Well, thank you. I’ll reward your compliment with this.” She set some
sort of bowl on a placemat on the island.

“What is it? Smells amazing.”

“Mexican grain bowl. Got some leftover chicken, corn, black beans,
sauteed red pepper, and onions. You can add salsa and guac if you want—
homemade, of course.”

I chuckled as I crossed into the kitchen. “Of course.” I glanced around
the space. “Trash can under the sink?”

“Yup,” Rho answered, then frowned. “Why?”

I held up the pink T-shirt. “I’m getting rid of this atrocity.”

She snatched it from my hand. “You are not.”

I arched a brow at her in question.



Rho hugged it to her chest. “It’s a memory.”

“Of me being shat on,” I grumbled.

She giggled. “Yes, but also of you helping me when I needed it. We’re
not throwing it away.”

“All right. Do whatever you want with it.”

“I’ll wash it and use it as a nightshirt.”

Oh, hell. I didn’t need that image in my head.

I did my best to shove it down. I hadn’t let myself dwell on the
consequences of this morning’s encounter. Wouldn’t let myself go down the
road of what it could mean. But I couldn’t stop remembering the feel of
Rhodes strangling my fingers, the breathy moans, the mark she’d left on my
shoulder. And her taste. That taste would haunt me for the rest of time.

Get ahold of yourself.

I tried switching my focus to helping Rho with dinner. Tried not to look
at any one part of her for too long while we ate. Because, somehow, any
part of her was dangerous. From the tips of her toes to the ends of her hair.

Despite my obsession with Rho’s goddamn toes, dinner felt normal. All
a little too routine. As if we’d been doing this for years.

Even the cleanup. We worked in tandem, rinsing dishes and placing
them into the dishwasher. It was a silent dance we’d somehow already
memorized the steps to.

“You get any updates from Trace?” I asked as I wiped down the kitchen
counters.

There was a slight hitch in Rho’s movements as she put the detergent
into the dishwasher. “Nothing, really. He’s interviewing people. Still
waiting on results from the lab.”

I’d heard pretty much the same from Shep, but we still hadn’t gotten the
fire reports. Something told me Trace was holding back on handing them
over because he knew they’d end up in my grasp, and he didn’t quite trust
me.

“You notice anyone hanging around who shouldn’t have been the past
couple of days?” I couldn’t seem to stop myself from asking all the
questions I would’ve asked in my former life. Couldn’t keep from trying to
help, even if I’d failed spectacularly at it before.

Rho’s eyes stayed focused on the dishwasher, but she didn’t answer
right away.

I stiffened, my hand stilling on the counter. “Reckless.”



She straightened. “My ex is being a douche canoe, that’s all. Trace
talked to him because of our history, and Davis didn’t handle it all that
well.”

My hand tightened on the paper towel. “What. Did. He. Do?”

“Anson.”

“Tell me, Reckless.” Just knowing he’d been in her space, causing her
grief after everything she’d been through in the past couple of days, made
me want to rip out his jugular.

Rho worried the corner of her lip. “I ran into him outside the bakery,
and he made it known he wasn’t pleased that I’d sicced my foster brother on
him.”

A muscle along my jaw jumped. “You mean your brother.”

She let out a huff. “He always tried to lessen my connection to them.”

Sounded like an abuser in the making, trying to isolate Rho from her
loved ones. “If he approaches you again, call Trace and then me. You might
want to consider an order of protection, too.”

Her brows lifted. “That’s cop-speak.”

Shit. I needed to watch it. “I’ve watched my share of Law & Order. Just
promise me you’ll tell us if he approaches you again.”

Rho’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t want it to be him.”

My chest constricted. No one wanted to think that someone close to
them could do horrendous things. I moved into Rho’s space, unable to resist
the pull of her pain. I wrapped my arms around her. “Might not be. But you
should keep your distance either way.”

She nodded into my chest.

We stood there for longer than was safe, and if I stayed a moment
longer, I’d end up doing something really stupid. So, I forced myself to
release Rho. But I didn’t make a move to head for my truck. I simply got
the blanket out of the hall closet and headed for the couch.

It seemed ridiculous after the moment we’d shared in the hallway this
morning, but I couldn’t risk getting any closer to Rho than I already was.

Rho hovered in the hall, worrying her bottom lip. “You don’t have to
stay.”

“I know, I don’t.” I was anyway. Couldn’t get myself to leave her alone
here with everything that’d happened. Even if I knew sleeping mere feet
from her would be torture.

A little of the tension bled out of her shoulders. “Thank you.”



“G’night, Reckless.”

“Goodnight, Anson.”

Her lips around my name had everything in me winding tight again, but
I shoved it all down. Counted to one hundred as she carried the box of
kittens down the hall. Biscuit followed her toward the bedroom, and the
lights went out. I stared up at the ceiling, listening to every tiny sound from
down the hall.

The opening and closing of drawers, the rustling of bedding, the switch
of the light. I lay in the dark, listening for anything else. Rhodes tossed and
turned a few times, and then there was nothing.

I relaxed a fraction at the lack of sound. She was asleep. It eased
something in me, knowing she was at peace. And I didn’t want to look too
closely at that.

I thought sleep would be elusive, but it pulled me under, thanks to the
lack of it the night before. Dreams swirled in my mind. Some good. Some
bad. But all of them had one common thread...Rho.

She haunted me in my waking hours and in my sleep. I couldn’t escape
her. And maybe I didn’t want to.

I didn’t know how long I’d been out when a whine sounded by my ear. |
shot up to sitting, my heart pounding against my ribs.

Biscuit let out another whine.

“What’s wrong?” But I was already moving, heading straight for Rho’s
room.

The sound of whimpering reached my ears before I’d even rounded the
corner. When I hit her doorway, I saw Rho thrashing in the sheets. She was
running for her life somewhere deep in her subconscious.

I made it to the bed in three long strides. “Rho,” I whispered, hands
going to her shoulders. “Wake up. You’re okay.”

She jolted, her eyes flying open. The moment she took stock of me,
those hazel orbs filled with tears, and she threw herself against me.

I caught her with an oomph, arms encircling her. “Easy, now. You’re
okay.”

“It was so real. I was trying to get out, but I couldn’t. And Emilia was
screaming for help. I couldn’t find her.”

Agony ripped through me at the fear and grief in Rho’s voice, at how
desperately she clung to me. I held her tighter against me. “You’re safe. I
promise.”



But I knew that was a promise I couldn’t keep. Because I’d failed
before, and it was always the people closest to me who paid the price.
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THE MIXTURE of memory and imagination was so potent, so brutal, I
couldn’t catch my breath. The only thing I knew was that Anson was here.
The feel of him against me was the one thing I knew I could count on. The
steady beat of his heart against me. His strong arms engulfing me.

“Breathe, Rho. You’re going to slip into a panic attack.” Anson’s hands
squeezed my shoulders. “Follow me. In for four.”

He waited as I attempted to follow.

“Hold for seven.”

Trying to lock my breaths down felt like swallowing fire, but I battled to
do it anyway.

“Now, out for eight.”

He walked me through it four more times, squeezing my shoulders with
each count. Slowly, I came back to myself, bit by bit. I pulled back, taking
in Anson’s worried face.

He brushed some hair out of my face, his fingers lingering in the
strands. “How do you feel?”

“Okay,” I rasped. “Where’d you learn how to do that?”

Even in the dark, I saw the shadow of something pass over Anson’s
eyes.

“I’ve known people who suffer from anxiety attacks. Sometimes, that
breathing technique helps.”

I studied him for a long moment. There was so much more to Anson
than I knew. Because the man I’d seen didn’t let anyone in. So, who had he



known well enough to help them with panic attacks?

“Well, it clearly works,” I said, pulling my knees up to my chest.

Anson’s fingers stroked up and down my arm. “You wanna talk about
it?”

I dropped my chin to my knees as I gripped my legs tighter. “It was the
fire again. But different. Usually, I’'m a kid, but I was an adult this time.
Emilia was screaming. So scared. And I was trying to get to her, but there
were flames everywhere. Burning me.”

Anson leaned into me then, his face going to the crook of my neck as if
he, too, needed reassurance that I was all right. I leaned into him, soaking in
his strength and the fact that I wasn’t alone. His fingers trailed up and down
my spine through the thin cotton of my nightgown. “The fire stirred
everything up.”

I nodded against him. “It always does. Even if it’s just a wildfire in the
summer, [ always have a hard time sleeping after. The scents, the sirens, it
brings it all back.”

“You’re so fucking strong,” Anson whispered against my skin.

“I don’t feel that way,” I admitted. “I feel weak. Like the guilt could eat
me alive. Why didn’t I hear the fire alarm earlier? Why didn’t I try harder to
get to them?”

“Rho,” Anson croaked, pulling back. “Do you think they would’ve been
okay losing you for a chance to get out?”

Tears brimmed in my eyes, spilling over and tracking down my cheeks.
“No. But sometimes, I wish they hadn’t left me behind.”

Anson pulled back, his hands cupping my face and raising it off my
knees. His roughened thumbs swept across my cheeks, clearing away the
tears. “Sometimes, being the one who’s left behind is the heaviest weight.
But it doesn’t mean you stop fighting.”

I stared into those blue-gray eyes. There was pain there. Not just
because I was hurting but because he truly understood. And I knew then
that he’d been there. “Anson,” I croaked.

Agony streaked across those beautiful eyes. “I lost my little sister. My
fault. Might not have dealt the death blow, but it was on me just the same.
Worst pain imaginable. Would give anything to take her place.”

Oh, God.

We were so different. Vibrant color and shades of gray. Bursting blooms
and the darkest night.



But we were also the same. Older sibling to someone we’d lost,
someone we always wanted to protect. We carried the scars of that. And we
were both doing our best to make it through.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered into the dark. The words weren’t enough,
not even close, but they were all I had to give to him. Those and one more
thing. “She wouldn’t want you to trade places with her.”

Blue flashed in Anson’s irises. “You didn’t even know her.”

“But I know you. You’re worth the life flowing through you. And I
know she would think the same.”

His jaw clenched and flexed as if each word were a physical blow.

I placed a hand over his heart. “You matter, Anson. You’re a good
man.”

“Reckless.” The word was more rasp than syllables.

“A good man. No matter how much you try to hide it.”

His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “You need to go back to
sleep.”

I would’ve smiled if I weren’t hurting so badly for him. Anson would
do anything to avoid praise. But he deserved it. He was the kind of man
who stayed, even when it risked the walls he’d built. The kind of man who
helped, even when it was inconvenient. The kind of man who didn’t look
away in the face of pain. And that was the greatest gift of all.

I stared into those swirling eyes. “Stay with me?”

His stubbled jaw flexed again. “Okay.”

I shifted, scooting over to give Anson room. He didn’t move fast or
slow, but methodically. And as soon as he was beneath the covers, he pulled
me to him, my back to his front.

“Sleep, Reckless. I'll keep the demons away.”

And he did.
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HEAT SWIRLED AROUND ME. But this wasn’t a warmth that brought fear. This
was a heat that was pure comfort. The kind I wanted to swim around in and
never leave.

I burrowed deeper into the sea of warmth, settling in to stay a while.

An arm tightened around my waist.

I froze.

An arm. Around my waist. One that wasn’t mine.

My eyes flew open as memories came flooding back. The nightmare.
Anson.

He’d stayed. Of course, he had. Because that was who he was.

Anson nuzzled my neck and mumbled something in his sleep.

A smile teased my mouth at the adorable innocence of it. But then he
shifted, pressing something very not innocent against my backside.

A little moan slipped from my lips as my thighs clenched.

Anson’s arm tightened around me. “Morning.”

His voice was pure sandpaper and grit, and, God, it did something to
me. I might need some sort of brain scan. Maybe I had a tumor. Because a
man’s voice shouldn’t have wetness gathering between my thighs.

Anson’s fingers traced circles on my belly through the delicate fabric of
my nightgown. “You sleep okay?”

“Better than I have in years,” I said honestly. There was a touch of rasp
to my tone, as well. I hoped I could pass it off as sleepiness and not the
turned-the-hell-on truth.



His hand slid lower, the circles turning to nonsensical designs.

I shifted, my thighs rubbing together as nerve endings sparked to life.
But it didn’t help. An ache had rooted itself inside me, and there was a
desperate edge to it.

“You keep moving like that, and we’re gonna have a problem.”

I stilled, swallowing hard. “What if I want a problem?”

Anson’s fingers halted their absent swirling. “Such a temptress.” His
hips rolled, pressing into me from behind, his dick nestling between my ass
cheeks. “Fuck.”

My breaths came quicker, one after the other in a tempo like sending
some sort of Morse code message.

His fingers slipped lower, beneath the fabric of my nightgown, trailing
up my thigh. He traced the mottled skin of my scars. Most guys I’d dated
had avoided them, not knowing what to say or do, but not Anson. His
fingers moved over the raised flesh as if he were memorizing it.

“So fucking strong. Beautiful. Brave.”

His words hit like tiny, beautiful barbs, embedding themselves in my
skin. But they were also dangerous, making me want to reach for more with
a man [ wasn’t sure could give it.

Anson’s fingers skimmed higher, and my lips parted. “Been dreaming of
your taste for the last twenty-four hours. Want to drown in it. To burn it into
me so it’s all I have on my tongue.”

This time, I whimpered. I was too wrapped up in need to care that it
gave me away.

“Gonna give me that taste, Reckless?” His fingers hovered just shy of
where I wanted him the most.

“Yes,” I breathed.

Anson closed the distance, but his fingers stilled at the apex of my
thighs. “No fuckin’ panties?”

The smallest giggle slipped free. “I don’t wear underwear to bed.”

Anson moved in a flash, his hands going to my hips. He hauled me up
and over him until my legs straddled his shoulders. “Grab the headboard.”

“Anson,” I squeaked.

“My reckless girl,” he growled. “Been dying for this. Now, grab the
headboard and ride my face.”

My heart skittered and skipped, each beat tumbling over into the next as
I gripped the white, wrought iron headboard.



Anson gripped my hips, slowly lowering me to him. Each millimeter
twisted every fiber inside me tighter, a rope being spun in circles until it
was twisted so tight it might fray in an explosion of need.

His tongue flicked out, barely teasing my flesh, but the groan Anson let
loose sent vibrations sweeping through me. That rope twisted tighter,
desperate for more, for relief, for him.

“Killing me, Reckless.” Anson’s fingers dug into my hips, pulling me
down more.

His tongue teased and toyed, circling the places I needed him the most.
My hands gripped the headboard tighter, the metal details biting into my
palms. The tip of his tongue grazed my clit, and I couldn’t help the whimper
that left my lips.

Anson’s fingers on my hips tightened to the point where I thought they
might leave bruises. But something about that had more heat flushing
through me—the thought of Anson leaving his mark on me.

“Need more?” Anson growled.

“Yes.” The word tumbled out without restraint.

There was no pretense or warning. Anson’s tongue drove into me, and I
cried out. God, it was heaven. Yet hell, too. Because I wanted more. Wanted
to know what it would feel like to have all of him.

Anson filling me, stretching me. Taking me over and over.

His tongue curled, and my mouth fell open on a gasp.

He swirled it inside me, and my thighs started to tremble. Each swipe
and circle drove me into mountaintop highs and valley lows. My hips
moved with him, riding each high and low as if I could read his mind.

Anson’s tongue disappeared, replaced by his hand. But his mouth
wasn’t gone for long. That dangerous tongue circled my clit as his fingers
pumped in and out of me. But it wasn’t enough. It was a torturous game of
almost.

“Please,” I begged.

Anson chuckled against my flesh, his fingers still moving, teasing,
thrusting. “Now you know what it’s like, watching you move around in
those fucking shorts. Making me dream of having you but knowing I can’t,
shouldn’t.”

I let out a growl of frustration. “Looks like you’ve got me now.”

His fingers curled. “You make me break all the rules.”



Anson’s lips closed around that bundle of nerves, sucking deeply as the
tip of his tongue worked my clit.

There was no prayer of holding back. As his fingers pressed that spot
somewhere deep inside, I shattered. The little pieces of tape and glue I'd
used to hold myself together fractured in a heartbeat.

The only thing that existed was feeling. Wave after wave of sensation. I
lost myself in it, finally letting go completely.

Just as I thought I was coming down, Anson built me back up. But it
was only to let me crash again in a cascade of light and color.

Finally, his ministrations eased, his tongue retreated, and he lifted me
from above him. My chest heaved, but it was more. Something had shifted
inside me. Something fundamental. As if I’d realized I was still holding
back from life in certain ways. But Anson made me want to smash those
walls.

He stared at me, his eyes still hazy with lust and need. “One hell of a
breakfast.”

I gaped at him, then grinned. I reached for the waistband of his joggers,
but then my doorbell rang. I froze.

Anson groaned. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

A laugh bubbled out of me as I scrambled off the bed, grabbing my
robe. Biscuit was already barking his head off from the living room.

“Rho,” a voice called.

“That’s Owen,” Anson grumbled as he got out of bed. “Cockblock.”

I glanced down at Anson’s obvious hard-on. “You might want to stay
back here, buddy. You could put someone’s eye out with that thing.”

Anson only scowled. “I’m gonna kill him.”

I patted Anson’s chest. “Let’s try to save murder for after seven a.m.,
okay?”

He didn’t say anything, but I headed for the door. Biscuit was instantly
at my side as I pulled my robe on. I scratched his head. “It’s okay. Just a
friend.”

Biscuit let out what sounded like a grumble.

I held his collar with one hand and opened the door with the other.

Owen frowned down at Biscuit, his gaze roaming over my robe-covered
frame. “Sorry. Did I wake you? You’re usually up and going by this time.”

I did my best not to flush. “Little bit of a later start.”



“Have you seen Anson? His truck’s here, but I can’t find him
anywhere.”

I cleared my throat. “He crashed on my couch last night. He’s just
grabbing a shower.”

Owen’s expression went blank as he took me in with new eyes. And I
knew what he likely saw: the hair a mess, flushed cheeks. Hell. I hoped he
didn’t say anything to Shep.

A muscle fluttered in Owen’s jaw. “Right. Well, tell him the rest of the
crew is arriving. We’re supposed to start at seven-thirty.”

He turned on his heel and stalked off toward the Victorian.

Biscuit let out a low growl at my side. I tugged him back inside,
groaning. Sometimes, knowing just about everyone in your small town was
the worst. Shep’s whole crew saw me as a little sister they thought they
needed to protect.

I released Biscuit and headed back down the hall to find Anson had, in
fact, taken a shower. He was dressed again, a tee pulling tightly across his
broad chest—an expanse my fingers itched to roam over. His hair appeared
darker in its wet state, and the glower on his face had him looking every
inch the avenging angel.

I bit my bottom lip. “How was the shower?”

The scowl deepened. “Cold.”

I couldn’t help it, I laughed. “You could’ve waited for me. I would’ve
helped you with your...situation.”

“For the love of God, Rho. Please, don’t talk about my dick before I
have to go work with about a dozen guys who are going to wonder why the
hell T have a hard-on.”

I only laughed harder. “I’m sorry.”

That scowl shifted to an accusing glare. “You’re not sorry at all.”

I grinned at him. “No. I’'m really not.”

Anson moved in a flash, pinning me to the wall and pressing his hips
into me. “You’re gonna pay for this, Reckless. I'm going to tease you until
you’re begging, pleading. And then maybe, if you’re really good, I’ll fuck
you senseless.”

Then, he was gone.

And I was left just as desperate as he was.
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ANSON

THE DAY WAS NEVER-ENDING. Part of it was the fact that we had to start over
in more than a few areas of the house after the fire. Redoing work we’d
already completed felt like Sisyphus and that damn rock.

Another piece was that Owen was in a mood. Back to his petty shit and
testing my authority. The rest of the crew was giving him as wide a berth as
possible.

And Shep kept looking at me. Not staring, exactly, but every so often
he’d glance my way with a furrowed brow. It made me twitchy and feel
more than a little guilty.

What the hell was I doing?

Rho was the last person I should’ve been getting involved with in any
capacity. I gripped the crowbar tighter as I moved to the next section of
drywall. I should tell her it was a mistake, that it couldn’t keep happening.

The thought had me wanting to heave the crowbar into the wall and
destroy everything around me. Because the moments I was with Rho, when
I heard her laugh, drowned in the feel of her, they were the only times since
Greta died when I felt true peace.

I couldn’t give that up. Even if I should. I guessed that made me a
greedy bastard. But what else was new?

I moved to the next section of wall but was so distracted I nearly
knocked into Silas. Cursing, I moved out of his way. “Sorry,” I muttered.

Concern seeped into his expression as he took me in. “Everything all
right?”



He pitched his voice low so no one else on the crew could hear. I
should’ve appreciated that and the worry, but I was too pissed at myself to
let it land. “Fine,” I clipped.

Silas held up his hands. “Just asking before one of us takes a crowbar to
the back of the head or Owen suffocates one of us behind the drywall.”

I sighed. I was an ass. “Sorry. Not the best week.”

Silas nodded, then cracked his neck. “I feel you. Must be something in
the atmosphere.”

I studied him closer and saw the shadows rimming his eyes. “You need
anything?”

Who the hell was I? Offering help wasn’t exactly my M.O. But
spending time with Rho was changing that.

Silas shook his head. “I’'m good. Just been helping a friend with a
project and not getting enough sleep.”

But as I really took him in, I wondered if it was more. I remembered
Shep saying he hadn’t had the best homelife growing up. That kind of thing
could have long-term effects, and not all kids were lucky enough to land
with the Colsons. Some just had to endure their nightmares the best they
could.

“Lunch,” Shep called, breaking into my thoughts. “Got subs delivered.”

There were a few cheers from the crew as everyone stopped what they
were doing and made their way toward the front of the house. I let them go
first, taking a moment to get my head right.

Finally, T headed outside. The moment I stepped into the sunshine, I
ripped off my mask. The pine air rushed through me in a welcome,
cleansing breath.

But the relief was short-lived as Shep stepped into my line of vision. He
frowned at me. “What’s with you today?”

My jaw worked back and forth. Hell.

“You’re edgy or something. Everything okay?”

I was edgy because I wanted another hit of Rho. I’d gotten a taste and
was dying for more, only I had to hide that because I worked with her
brother.

“The princess probably didn’t sleep well since he crashed on Rho’s
couch,” Owen bit out.

The look I sent him should’ve made Owen shit himself, but he
apparently hadn’t grown out of his stupid phase.



Shep’s gaze jerked back to me. “She was still freaked?”

I shifted uncomfortably. I didn’t know how to explain that it was
impossible for me to leave her alone in that guest cottage. That wondering
if she was okay would’ve been torture and something I couldn’t deal with.
“She’s not quite one hundred percent steady.”

It wasn’t a lie. Rho’s easy acquiescence meant she wasn’t ready to stay
alone. But I was still throwing her under the bus.

Shep muttered a curse. “Thanks for staying with her. I don’t know why,
but it’s easier for her to ask you than one of us. Probably because we’ve
been hovering.”

“She doesn’t want you guys worrying about her,” I told him. I knew that
was the truth. Rho didn’t want to put her fears on anyone else’s shoulders.

Shep lowered his voice. “Is she okay?”

I nodded. “The fire stirred up a lot for her, but she’s dealing.” I wasn’t
going to tell him about the dream. It was too personal. If Rho wanted to
share that, she could.

Shep slapped me on the shoulder. “Appreciate you looking out for her.”

Guilt niggled again. I was a crap friend.

“You’ve gotta be shitting me,” Owen groused. “You read us all the riot
act about leaving your sisters alone, and then you’re just cool with him
sleeping there?”

Shep turned to Owen, his expression taking on a hardness I knew meant
he was at the end of his rope. “I told you to treat my sisters with respect.
Which Anson is doing.”

I winced. I wasn’t sure if this morning could be classified as respect, but
then again, worshiping Rho’s body had some reverence to it for sure.

“This is a bunch of bullshit,” Owen clipped. “You treat that prick like
he’s the Second Coming. Then he’s a grade A dick, bossing us around.
Wasting time when we could be making real progress.”

Shep’s jaw worked like he’d taken a chaw of tobacco. “That’s enough.”

“What, we can’t speak our minds now?” Owen snapped.

“You could if you were being respectful. But you never are, Owen. You
act like a three-year-old throwing a tantrum when you don’t get your way.
And I’m done with it.”

Owen stiffened. “You firin’ me?”

Shep stared him down. “I’m giving you one last shot. You get your shit
together, don’t cause problems or drama, and do the tasks you’ve been



assigned...well. That, or you ship out.”

Owen glared at Shep before finally throwing up his hands. “Fuck this. I
can get a job with a crew who knows what the hell they’re doing.”

“Good luck with that,” Silas muttered.

Owen made a dive for him, but Shep caught him by the shirt. “Keep
moving to your truck,” Shep said, giving him a shove.

“Get off me,” Owen barked. “I’m going.”

He stalked toward his beat-up pickup, climbing inside and slamming the
door behind him. The fact that it took three tries to get the vehicle going
diminished a little of the effect. But he gunned the engine to make up for it.

As gravel spat, Carlos shook his head. “Tiny dick disease.”

Shep barked out a laugh, and the rest of the crew joined him. “Let’s get
some grub and then get back to work.”

The crew headed for the boxes and coolers of food in the back of Shep’s
truck, but I waited for him. “Sorry about the drama.”

He shook his head. “It’s not on you.”

“The guy never liked me.” And I wasn’t sure why. I’d been pretty
inobtrusive in terms of additions to the team. And crew members were
always coming and going. That was the nature of the work.

But as I watched Owen’s truck fishtail onto the two-lane highway, I
knew this was more than simple dislike. Owen was pissed as hell that I’d
come out of Rho’s house this morning. And that set me on edge.

Shep sighed. “Should’ve fired him a long time ago. He’s always been a
loose cannon. I just hoped he’d get his shit together.”

Shep wanted to help everyone, give them chance after chance—even if
they didn’t deserve it. Especially if he had a tie to them. But that sixth sense
of mine was starting to prickle. “He grew up here, right?”

Shep nodded. “Went to school with Fallon and Rho.”

Hell. My brain flashed back to the fire at the middle school. Then the
ones downtown and the river trailhead. “He spend a lot of time with them?”

Shep’s eyes narrowed on me. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m taking a look at everyone who’s been in Rho’s orbit.” It was the
truth. I hadn’t been able to stop myself, even if I knew it was a dangerous
road for me to go down. Rho’s douche of an ex was first on my list, but I
was adding Owen.

I should’ve taken a second look sooner. Owen had a number of
narcissistic traits, including believing that everything was someone else’s



fault, never his. But he wasn’t the only one. That was the problem with
looking at everyone as a profile. You realized more people than not were
capable of doing very bad things.

“You think I should float his name to Trace? Have him take a look?”
Shep asked, concern bleeding into his tone.

My jaw worked back and forth as I tried to get the muscles to loosen.
“Wouldn’t be a bad idea. Just tell him he’s been combative lately. He knows
the layout of the Victorian well. He’d be able to move through the space
quickly if he set the fire.”

Shep cracked his knuckles. “Half the town knows the layout of this
place, being here for cookouts and holiday parties back in the day.”

My back teeth ground together. You’d think Sparrow Falls being a small
town would mean a smaller pool of suspects. But it was the opposite.
Everyone seemed to open their homes to the entirety of the town’s
population, and everyone was connected. It made pulling a single thread
nearly impossible.

“Just have Trace run his alibi. It’s a start.”

Shep jerked his head in a nod. “I’ll text him.” His gaze bored into mine.
“Thank you. I know this isn’t easy for you—"

“It’s nothing,” T cut him off. I didn’t want to dwell on the realities of the
road I was going down, and I couldn’t handle Shep’s gratitude.

He shook his head, reading the no-go zone. Instead of pressing, he
slapped me on the shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get some food before those
mongrels eat it all.”

I chuckled, moving to follow him, but my phone buzzed in my back
pocket. Frowning, I tugged it out and stared at the screen.

The number flashing there had my blood turning to ice. It was one I
hadn’t seen in way over a year.

I swallowed the bile trying to make its way up my throat. “Be right
there.”

Shep kept moving, and I turned to face the mountains as I hit accept on
the call. “Hunt.”

“Anson, it’s Helena.”

The familiarity of her voice washed over me—that smoker’s rasp she
could never kick, just like she’d never been able to kick the cancer sticks
themselves. Our job had held too much stress to give her a prayer of
breaking free.



“What happened?” My voice didn’t sound like my own. Too detached.
Too empty. But I knew she wouldn’t be calling for anything good.

In true Helena fashion, she didn’t beat around the bush. “He’s back.”

The ice spread, moving from my veins to my muscles and then to my
organs. Everything froze to the point of agonizing pain.

“Got a note addressed to you. Opened it. Same fuckin’ clues.”

A million images flashed in my mind. The word games he loved to play
with me. Box lettering that disguised his handwriting. But no fingerprints.
No DNA. The guy was a ghost.

“It’s a copycat. It has to be.” There was no reason The Hangman would
be back. Not now. Not when I’d stayed gone. Lived completely under the
radar.

“It’s him,” Helena pushed. “There are too many details we never gave
the press.”

My gut churned, sickness taking hold. I’d played by his rules. I’d
stopped hunting him. I’d hidden away. But now he was back anyway, as if
he had some sort of radar that told him I’d found a flicker of happiness.
Something that gave me peace. And he couldn’t have that.

“We need you, Anson. You gotta come back,” Helena said, transforming
her voice into that gentle tone she used with victims.

“No.” It was the only thing I could say. Nothing in this world could drag
me back into the hell that returning to the FBI would be.

“Anson—"

“No,” I clipped.

“He’ll keep killing.”

I knew he would. Now that he’d started again, nothing would stop The
Hangman until death found him. And that would just be another scarred
mark on my soul. Another thing I’d blame myself for. But what was one
more? | was already drowning in guilt anyway.
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RHODES

I starReED down at my phone. The unanswered text message glared up at me,
taunting.

ME

How about dinner in exchange for you helping me wrangle
Biscuit into a bath? Steak and roasted potatoes... Maybe
something else for dessert? ;-)

“What’d that phone do to you?”

Thea’s voice broke into my staredown. I quickly locked my screen and
shoved the phone into my back pocket. “Boys are stupid.”

She arched a brow at that as she lifted another shrub from the back of a
Gator and placed it in our display. “You say that like it’s a new discovery.”

I snorted. “You’ve got a point there.”

Thea paused as she reached for another plant, really taking me in. “Is
that guy bothering you again?”

My brows pulled together. “Which guy?”

“Fancy-pants. Nice shoes, expensive watch.”

“Oh, Davis? No.” I hadn’t seen him since that scene outside The Mix
Up. “Different troublemaker, and a whole different kind of trouble,
actually.”

One corner of Thea’s mouth kicked up as she lifted another shrub.
“Sounds like you might like that kind of trouble.”



I grunted as I reached for another pot. “I like it a little too much, I
think.”

I wasn’t sure I’d ever been this invested. And it made me twitchy.

A hint of worry swept away the amusement on Thea’s face. “Is he
playing games?”

I shook my head. “He’s not a game player.” Anson wasn’t the type. But
the fact that he hadn’t texted back had a niggle of worry working its way
into the back of my brain. Did something happen? Had he changed his
mind? Or was he just busy working and didn’t have his phone on him? It
was the middle of the day.

Setting down the shrub, I shoved it into position. “I’m not used to caring
this much.”

Thea placed her pot next to mine. “You’re used to keeping it casual?”

“Not exactly.” I'd dated before, had a handful of relationships. But this
felt different. I realized something as I thought back to the guys I’d been
with in any capacity. “I think I’ve always picked men I knew didn’t have
the potential of forever.”

Thea moved back to the Gator but glanced my way. “That’s a hell of a
thing to realize.”

I chuckled. “I’m more of a mess than I thought.”

She stilled. “We’re all a mess, Rho. We all have our baggage. It’s how
we deal with it that counts.”

I forced myself to keep moving, to keep lifting and sorting as if that
would help the realizations not hurt quite so much. “I think I’'m scared of
forever. Of anyone who could mean that much to me.”

Maybe I avoided reaching for forever the same way I avoided reading
the ends of books. Because I knew that, sometimes, forever got ripped right
out from under you.

“Duncan told me about the fire,” Thea said softly.

I fought off a twinge of annoyance at that. I hated people talking about
what had happened to me behind my back—or in front of my face, for that
matter. But I knew it wasn’t malicious. Duncan was likely trying to look out
for me by giving Thea the information.

“That kind of loss and trauma messes with your head,” I admitted.

Thea was quiet for a minute. “Sometimes, it feels safer to just keep
everyone out. Removes the potential to be hurt again.”



My movements slowed as I looked Thea’s way. Shadows swirled in her
deep brown eyes. “Sometimes, it does,” I agreed.

She swallowed hard. “But it can be lonely.”

“Look a little happier, would you?” Duncan called, striding toward us,
his camera raised.

Thea jolted, her spine snapping straight. “What are you doing?”

He frowned. “We’re updating the website. Needed a few shots of the
grounds and the staff working.”

The blood drained from Thea’s face, turning her olive skin unnaturally
pale. “Did you take any of me?”

“Sure. You and Rho unloading the shrubs. But you guys looked about as
happy as a kid who didn’t get any ice cream.”

“Delete them,” she snapped. “You have to delete them right now.”

Confusion swept over Duncan’s face. “You look fine—”

“Please,” she begged. “You can’t put me on the website or social media
or anywhere else. Please.”

The panic in Thea’s voice had true worry settling deep. She was
terrified.

I grabbed the camera from Duncan. “I’ll delete them. He’s not going to
put your picture anywhere. Right, Dunc?”

“No,” he said, dropping his voice low. “We’ll make sure of it.”

Thea set the shrub she was holding down, and I didn’t miss the way her
hands shook. “Thank you. I-I’m just going to grab some water.”

“Sure,” Duncan agreed quickly. “Why don’t you take your break?
You’re due.”

Thea nodded but didn’t say a word as she hurried off.

I quickly deleted any photos of Thea, but there were only a couple.
There were more of me.

Duncan muttered a curse. “She’s running from something.”

I handed his camera back. “Yeah.”

“She tell you anything?”

I shook my head. “Only hinted at it.” My gaze followed Thea until she
disappeared into one of the greenhouses. “I think we just have to give her a
safe place. Maybe she’ll open up eventually.”

Duncan sighed. “You’re right. But I feel like an ass for freaking her

»

out.



I reached out and patted his shoulder. “You didn’t know that taking a
picture would spook her.”

“Hey,” a new voice called.

I looked up to see Felix striding toward us, a bright smile on his face. I
tried to answer it with one of my own but worry for Thea hung in the back
of my mind. “Back again so soon?”

He chuckled. “My mom is on a tear this year. She said she needs more
dahlias.”

The look of confusion on his face had a flicker of a smile finally
reaching my lips. “Lucky for you, we’ve got plenty.”

“Thank God. Because if she keeps talking my dad’s ear off about it, I
think they might be headed for divorce.”

“Come on, I’ll show you.” I glanced at Duncan. “I’ll finish these in a
few. That okay?”

He nodded absently, waving me on. “Sure. I’ll be in the office if you
need me. Want me to feed the kittens?”

“That’d be great. You’re the best, Dunc.”

His expression softened. “No problem.”

I turned back to Felix. “Let’s go save your parents from divorce.”

He chuckled. “You’re doing the plant gods’ work.”

“I need that on a T-shirt.”

Felix was quiet for a moment as we walked, but I could feel his eyes on
me. “You hanging in there? I heard about the fire.”

I twisted my work gloves, my fingers needing a task. “I’m fine. Didn’t
touch the guesthouse.”

“Silas and Carlos said the cops think it was arson.”

I would have to ream those two for being gossips. “They’re still trying
to put the pieces together.”

Felix drummed his fingers against the side of his thigh as we walked.
“You need to be careful, just in case. Keep your circle small. Your most
trusted people only.”

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from snapping at him. I didn’t need
another protective male in my life. “I'm good. Swear. Now, let’s go get
those dahlias.”



As I rReacHED My SUYV, I arched back and then bent over to touch my toes.
The muscles around my spine protested. I’d overdone it just a tad today.

Tonight called for a bath with a heavy dose of Epsom salts. As I
straightened, I pulled out my phone. It looked like that bath would be
decidedly lonely.

I tried not to let the lack of response from Anson sting. But it did. Too
damn much.

Beeping the locks on my SUV, I opened the back passenger door for
Biscuit. “There you go.”

He jumped up but looked a little mopey.

I scratched behind his ears. “I know you miss your kittens, but Thea
wanted them tonight.”

It was more than that. I thought she needed them. I could tell she was on
edge for the rest of the day, the photo incident sticking with her. Maybe
cuddling a few kittens for the evening would help.

Closing Biscuit in, I moved to the driver’s door and opened it. I hopped
in and dumped my phone into the cupholder. I couldn’t help but scowl at
the device. Maybe Thea had it right with the no-technology thing. There’d
be fewer disappointments.

My phone buzzed, and I fumbled to grab it. A wave of disappointment
hit me when I saw my brother’s name on the screen. Fast on
disappointment’s heels came guilt.

COPE
How about a trip to Seattle? I've got an extra playoff ticket.

I sighed, my fingers flying across the screen.

ME
Thanks, but I've got work and stuff with the house. But I'll be
watching from here.

COPE

Come on Rho-Rho. Come hang with your favorite brother for a
week.

ME

You mean my favorite doofus? Sorry, can’t. But | know what
you're trying to do, and | appreciate it.



COPE
Worried about you.

Another wave of guilt hit me, but I couldn’t stay stashed away just
because my family was worried.

ME
I’'m being cautious. Promise. Love you, doofus.

COPE
Love you, too, dorkus.

I dropped my phone back into the cupholder and pressed the button to
start the engine. Carefully, I backed out of my parking spot. The nursery
was already empty, but you never knew what random detritus could be in
your path.

In a matter of seconds, I’d navigated to the property’s exit and flipped
on my blinker. One of the things that I loved about working out here was
the commute. I wasn’t sure if you could classify fifteen minutes on winding
country roads a commute, but I claimed it as one.

Every season brought a new landscape. Fall had crisp skies and forests
occasionally dotted with orange and red. Winter produced stark, snowy
landscapes and breathtaking ice-capped mountains. Spring ushered in the
endless beauty of wildflowers. And summer gifted the land with the ripple
of golden fields against the majestic Castle Rock.

The wildflowers were just beginning to pop up now—my very favorite
season. Before long, the meadows I drove by would be dotted with color.

I was so distracted by searching for those hints of blooms that I didn’t
notice the SUV behind me until it was right on my tail. Black and oversized
with a massive grille, the driver gunned its engine.

I scowled into my rearview mirror and tapped my brakes in warning.
Freaking tourists. They were always in a hurry to get somewhere. Usually,
the mountains or Castle Rock. Or maybe Crystal Lake, a couple of hours
north.

The SUV didn’t heed my warning, only inched closer.

My heart rate sped up, those quick, tiny beats like a hummingbird’s
wings. “Idiot.” He was going to get someone killed. Not that I could see
through the sun’s glare on the windshield to tell if it was a male. But the
vehicle screamed I have a small penis and must overcompensate.



I put my foot on the brake, slowing so he could—and hopefully would
—go around me. But instead, the person behind the wheel gunned it and
slammed into the back of my SUV. My head snapped forward, hitting the
wheel with a force that had me seeing stars.

Biscuit let out a yelp from the back seat, but thankfully, the fabric
divider kept him from doing a header into the front.

I pressed harder on the brake as my SUV slid to the side of the road,
hitting gravel. I did my best to course correct, not wanting to slide down the
steep embankment on my right. It wasn’t horribly deep, but it wasn’t
shallow either, and I didn’t want to find out what damage it could do.

Behind me, an engine revved again, and I cursed.

My gaze flew to the rearview mirror to see the SUV backing up and
then jolting into drive. Panic seared me, and blood roared in my ears. I
pressed down on the accelerator, trying to find a route that would get me out
of the black SUV’s path. But there was nowhere to go. Two lanes and a
ravine on either side.

The world slowed. Everything happened in snapshots. The beat of my
heart, the click of the shutter.

The SUV slammed into me, and then we were spinning. Round and
round, so fast the world blurred. And then, I was going over.
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I HEAVED the damaged drywall into the dumpster with a grunt. My arms and
back burned with the effort, but I welcomed the bite of pain. I bent and
picked up another panel, tossing that into the dumpster, too.

Shep did the same, grabbing another sheet from the pile. “Would’ve
thought you’d be in a better mood with Owen gone.”

I just grunted in response, tossing more drywall. We’d made good
progress today. Partly because I was determined to drown out everything
around me. I’d done Owen’s work and mine. Probably another chunk, too.

Shep kept on working and talking. “Gotta admit, I don’t miss his
moaning and complaining.”

If I’d been able to take anything in this afternoon, I probably would’ve
noticed the change in the air with Owen’s absence. But I hadn’t. The only
thing I could do was lose myself in the work. The same way I had when I’d
first come to work for Shep. The physical strain, the repetition, it all helped
to fight back the demons.

The only problem was that Helena had set them free today. Every jerk
of my crowbar, every heave of damaged material had all been some futile
attempt to battle them back into their cage.

I let out a growl of frustration as I threw one more drywall panel into
the dumpster. I turned to reach for another, but there was nothing there.
We’d finished a pile that should’ve taken us well into tomorrow morning’s
work hours.



That was when I glanced around for the first time. The sun had dipped
low in the sky. The only two vehicles in the lot were Shep’s silver truck and
my black one. Everyone else was long gone.

I looked down at my watch. Five-forty-five. Hell.

“You should’ve left by now,” I muttered.

Shep just stared at me. “You think I’m going to leave your ass when
something has you this tweaked?”

My back molars ground together. “I’m fine.”

“You’ve been a broody asshole of epic proportions this afternoon.”

I kicked at a rock with my boot. “I’m not a ten-year-old girl. I don’t
chitchat and gossip. I’m here to work.”

Shep arched a brow at me from beneath his ballcap. “Well, you were
tearing that house apart like a man possessed. Pretty sure the crew’s
planning an exorcism for tomorrow.”

“We needed to make up for Owen,” I defended.

Shep took a step toward me, making sure to meet my eyes. “Anson, it’s
me. Don’t bullshit. Who was on the other end of that call? Your mom?”

I recoiled as if I’d been slapped. “No. You know I’m the last number
she’d ever dial.”

“Then who the hell was it? I haven’t seen you this bad since you first
got here.”

My throat worked as I struggled to swallow. “Someone from my old
team. They think The Hangman’s back.”

Shep went stock-still. “Anson.”

“They got another note. Could be a copycat.” But even as the words left
my mouth, I knew it was a lie. Helena wasn’t one to jump to conclusions. If
she thought it was The Hangman, then it was.

Shep blew out a long breath. “No wonder you’re a mess.”

I scrubbed my hand through my hair. A mess was an understatement.
Memories clawed at the walls I’d created to keep them out. Each one
reminded me of why I couldn’t have a normal life. Why I didn’t deserve the
tendrils of happiness that had woven themselves around me with Rho.

“What are they doing to find him?” Shep asked.

It was a simple question, but he didn’t know how loaded it was. “They
have to find the body first.”

Each time a note had been delivered to us, we’d known what it meant.
Someone, somewhere, had lost their life. But I hadn’t let that truly register.



Not really. I’d been too caught up in the unsub and trying to put together all
the clues.

I’d always had a thing for word games, so my boss had set me loose on
each and every note. I could untangle the web the quickest. Each hint gave
us a letter of the location, and every clue was branded in my brain. But it
was all a game to him. A fucked-up version of hangman.

But I’d gotten a charge out of being the one to figure out the riddles the
fastest. I felt a surge of pride in leading the team toward the next piece of
the puzzle. I’d been so determined to be the one to stop his reign of terror
that I hadn’t realized he was weaving me into his web.

“Do they have any idea where?” Shep asked, breaking into my
memories.

I shook my head. “I didn’t ask.”

I didn’t want to know. I knew too much already. Someone, somewhere,
had lost the person who meant the most to them. A daughter, wife, mother,
sister. And they would be tormented by that loss compounded by notes from
the bastard who’d taken her.

Just thinking the word sister had agony shredding my chest. God, I
missed Greta. The way she’d give me shit on our weekly phone calls.
“How’s the nerd squad doing this week?” Always laughing at her big
brother. But she’d also been proud of my work and the life I was building.

It was just that neither of us knew how empty that life could be. Not
until it was too late.

Shep studied me carefully. “Does your team think you’re at risk?”

“Not sure. They were asking me to come back.” Just saying the words
aloud was like spitting acid.

Shep’s brows just about hit his hairline. “You thinking about it?”

“No.” The answer was instant. Final. “I don’t want that life anymore.
Wouldn’t be able to handle it even if I did.”

Empathy swept over Shep’s face, making me want to look anywhere but
at him. “It wasn’t your fault, Anson.”

“Don’t,” I clipped.

Something in my tone had Shep backing off. “Okay. Why don’t we get
some takeout? Bring it back to my place.”

I was about to open my mouth to decline, but the ringing of Shep’s
phone cut me off.



He pulled it out of his back pocket and swiped his finger over the
screen. “Yep?”

Everything slowed as I watched the color drain from Shep’s face.

“Where?” he barked.

There was a brief pause.

“On the way.”

Shep was already moving, but I was at his side, some part of me taking
on his panic. “What?”

He glanced over at me. “It’s Rho. She was in an accident.”
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I winceD as the EMT swiped something that felt very much like an alcohol
pad over the gash on my forehead. Biscuit growled from his place on the
gurney. He’d refused to leave my side since they’d pulled us from the now-
trashed SUV.

“Sorry,” the young EMT said, her face sympathetic. “Gotta make sure
it’s clean.”

“It’s okay, Susie,” I assured her. The other EMT, Shawn, hadn’t been
able to get close, thanks to Biscuit’s defensiveness.

“You need to go to the hospital,” Trace gritted out.

Biscuit let out another low growl at my brother’s tone.

I shook my head quickly. Hospitals were not my thing. Not since I’d
spent so much time in one all those years ago. “No.”

That muscle along Trace’s jaw fluttered wildly. “You have a
concussion.”

“A small one,” I argued. “And Susie can put some of that fancy glue on
my forehead to get me all stitched up. Right, Susie?”

She looked back and forth between Trace and me as if scared to speak.

“She’s not supposed to,” Shawn muttered. He was older, in his late
forties, with some salt and pepper in his hair and beard.

Susie, on the other hand, was younger than me and in PA school. Which
meant she knew all about this sort of stuff. I would totally be her practice
dummy if it got me out of going to the hospital.



A blacked-out truck skidded to a stop outside the fray. Its sleek lines
and faint design detailed in black on black were familiar.

Fallon jumped out of the passenger seat, running toward me as Kye
followed quickly behind. “Are you okay? What happened? Someone forced
you off the road? What the heck, Rho?”

Kye’s hands dropped to her shoulders, squeezing gently. “Breathe, Fal.”

She closed her eyes for a moment, inhaled deeply, then opened them
again. “Are you okay?”

I nodded, instantly regretting the action as it pulled on my wound and
made my head ache. “I’m fine, promise.”

Fallon scowled at me. “You’re bleeding from the head. That’s not fine.
And let me guess, she’s refusing to go to the hospital?”

Trace jerked his head in assent. “Stubborn as hell.”

Fallon huffed out a breath. “I knew you would, so I picked up Dr. Avery
on the way.”

I glowered at her. “You kidnapped a doctor?”

Kye’s lips twitched, but I still saw a hint of concern and maybe even
fear swirling in his eyes. “She’s slightly terrifying when riled.”

“I’ll agree with that,” Dr. Avery, a man in his early sixties, said. He’d
been my doctor since we moved here when I was a kid, just like he was for
most of the rest of town. He moved purposefully through the crowd of
emergency services. “Rhodes, I don’t like meeting like this.”

My mouth curved. “You and me both.”

Biscuit let out a low growl as Dr. Avery got closer.

The doctor eyed my protector. “We might need to have him moved
first.”

“Good luck,” Trace muttered. “He’s like her bodyguard now.”

“Think he’ll come with me?” Fallon asked.

“We can try,” I said, scratching behind Biscuit’s ears. “You gotta go
with Fallon for a minute, okay? I’ll be right here.” God, I was glad he was
all right. It could’ve been so much worse, but we both seemed to have
escaped without any major injuries.

Fallon took Biscuit’s leash and lifted him to the ground with a grunt. “I
gotcha. Gonna give you all the cuddles while your mom’s getting fixed up.”

The moment Biscuit was out of his path, Dr. Avery got to work. He did
the little penlight test and examined my wound. “This would be a lot easier
at my office,” he mumbled.



“Better to just get it done,” I said quietly. Even being in his office was
hard for me. Checkups were one thing, but something like this? Just seeing
some of the instruments he pulled out of his travel bag had my breaths
coming faster.

Dr. Avery frowned down at me. “I can close this with medical glue, but
you’ll need to keep it dry for at least four days.”

“I can do that.”

Dr. Avery glanced at Susie. “Would you like to assist?”

She nodded enthusiastically.

They worked in tandem as I tried to let myself float away and not feel
the pain of Susie holding my wound together or the glue being placed
across my flesh. I hummed to myself, keeping my eyes closed.

The screech of tires had my eyes flying open. I quickly spotted Shep’s
truck, but it wasn’t him my gaze landed on. It was Anson. He stalked across
the pavement, his eyes wild. His dark gray T-shirt was pulled taut across his
chest as it heaved with his ragged breaths. Everything about him was
swirling darkness, as if shadows clung to him somehow.

The sea of emergency services personnel parted for him as if sensing the
darkness. He prowled toward me, something in his movements more animal
than human. His blue-gray gaze swept over me, assessing anything that was
out of place in a matter of moments.

He slowed just as he approached the gurney, and I opened my mouth to
tell him I was okay, but I didn’t get a chance. He pulled me into his arms,
the move heartbreakingly gentle and forceful all at once.

I felt each heave of Anson’s chest against mine. Each inhale and exhale
felt jagged as if they caught on tattered pieces of his heart. “Reckless,” he
choked out.

My arms went around him, and I held on tight. “I’m okay.”

“You’re not,” he growled. “There’s a goddamn gash on your forehead,
and someone drove you off the fucking road.” Anson’s arms shook around
me, vibrating with fury, and maybe even fear.

I gripped him tighter, trying to assure him with my body as much as my
mind that I was okay. “The doctor already fixed my head. I’'m okay,
Biscuit’s okay. I just need to go home and have a long soak in a bath.”

Anson kept holding on. “Someone tried to hurt you.”

The words were barely audible, more sound than syllables. Tortured and
coated in barbed wire.



The reminder had my body trembling. It hadn’t been an accident.
Whoever it was had wanted to harm me. I wished I could believe that it was
a random tourist experiencing a blast of road rage, but I knew that wasn’t
true.

Someone had tried to burn my house down a couple of nights ago,
leaving behind what might as well have been a death threat. And I hadn’t
wanted to deal with the reality of that. But now, I had no choice.

Someone out there hated me. Hated me so badly they wanted to hurt me
in the worst ways possible.

Anson pressed his face to my neck. “Nothing can happen to you.”

I wanted to reassure him that nothing would, but I wasn’t so sure I
could.

“What the hell is going on with you two?” Trace’s deep voice broke into
the bubble surrounding Anson and me.

As I tried to pull back, I remembered that we had an audience, and
every pair of eyes was now glued to us.

Oh, shit.
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I rFELT EYES ON ME. Could sense the heat of them boring into my back. But I
couldn’t look at anyone but Rho. While the damage to her forehead had
been dealt with, I could still see the angry gash—something violent,
something that had torn at her flesh.

The thought had nausea sweeping through me, fury fast on its heels.
Because someone had tried to hurt Rho. Someone had tried to snuff out the
only tiny pinpricks of light I had in my life.

Shep had shared what little he knew on the ride over. Someone had
forced Rho off the road and down the side of a ravine. God, it could’ve
been so much worse. It could’ve meant the sort of damage that was
permanent.

Rho worried the corner of her lip, but my fingers flashed out, gently
pulling it free. I couldn’t stand the thought of her being in any more pain,
even the slight kind brought on by a nervous habit.

“What the hell is going on?” Trace barked.

That had me whirling on him. “Don’t speak to her in that tone.”

The menace lacing my words had Trace’s eyes widening. If I wasn’t
mistaken, a hint of respect entered his expression. His face quickly resumed
its careful mask.

“Let’s just dial it back a notch, everyone,” Rho said. Her voice was a
balm to my overheated skin. She laid a hand on my back, the feel of her
palm branding me, even through the cotton of my T-shirt. “Anson and I
are...friends.”



“Friends,” Trace huffed.

“This isn’t important,” I snarled. “What’s important is finding out who
the hell did this to Rho.”

Trace straightened, reading the accusation in my tone. “We’ve got an
APB out, and I’ve got officers scouring the area. An SUV matching the
description Rho gave was reported stolen from a trailhead.”

“Where?” I clipped.

“About ten minutes south of here. Within walking distance of
downtown.”

My mind swirled, trying to put the pieces together. The fire, in the past
and now, the photo left on her porch, the newspaper clippings, and now this.
Everything was reactive. A balance of gifts and punishments.

Shep moved into my line of sight. “What are you thinking?”

He knew I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from analyzing the
circumstances, even if I didn’t want to. “Whoever this is, they’re impulsive.
They don’t think about long-term consequences. But the photo left on Rho’s
doorstep shows a level of manipulation.”

Trace’s eyes narrowed on me, but he didn’t say a word. I could feel Rho
stiffen at my back, even though I couldn’t see her, as if the air shifted with
her rigidity. But Shep kept pressing. “What does it mean?”

I pushed to my feet, clawing panic forcing me to move. I didn’t want to
put the pieces together. Didn’t want what I was thinking to be true.
“They’re all signs of psychopathy.”

Trace’s jaw worked back and forth. “And how would you know what
those signs are?”

My gaze flicked to Rho. Her expression was wary. I tried to tell myself
that was good. She should be careful around me—around anyone who hid a
part of themselves so well.

I forced my focus back to Trace. “I used to be FBI. Worked for the
Behavioral Analysis Unit.”

Surprise lit in Trace’s eyes. “Profiler?”

I nodded.

“And now you work construction...” He was trying to put the pieces
together.

My throat worked as I swallowed. “It wasn’t for me anymore.”

My gaze shifted to Rho, and everything in me tensed. Her face, usually
so wide open, like a projector screen of all her emotions, was closed down.



I couldn’t read a damned thing other than the echoes of hurt in those hazel
eyes.

Rho glanced at a middle-aged man standing near the gurney. “Can I go
now? I’d like to get home.”

The quiet whisper of her voice killed something in me, and guilt like a
boa constrictor wrapped itself around my insides and squeezed.

The man nodded. “Someone needs to stay with you so they can wake
you up every two hours and ask you simple questions. If you seem at all
confused, they need to take you to the emergency room.”

“I’1l stay with you,” Shep offered.

“No,” Rho clipped. “Fallon will.”

Fallon looked between them as if assessing a standoff. “Of course.”

“Rho,” I said softly as she slid off the gurney.

“No,” she bit out.

Pain flared hot and bright, like what I imagined being gut shot felt like.
I couldn’t stop myself from moving toward her. She was still a beacon of
light for me, even knowing I’d done something to dim it.

Rho let out a long breath. “You don’t owe me your secrets. I know this
isn’t...that. I just—I need to go home.”

But some part of me knew I did owe it to her. I’d been playing a game
of deception, and she got burned. “I didn’t want anyone to know,” I said,
my voice low.

That gold in her eyes dulled as her gaze flicked to her brother and then
shifted back to me. “I bet Shep knew.”

“Because I’ve known him since college,” 1 explained. “He’s always
known. And when I needed a place to go where no one knew my past, he
gave me that.”

She nodded, understanding filling her expression. But it didn’t drown
out the hurt. “I get it. I really do. But it doesn’t change that I told you
everything, and you only gave me crumbs.”

Each syllable was a slice to my skin, flaying me open and pouring acid
in the wound. “I told you more than I’ve told anyone.”

Rho just shook her head, but as she did, more pain flared in her eyes. “I
can’t do this right now.” She turned to Fallon and the tattooed behemoth
near her. “Can you take me home?”

Fallon was at her side in a second, gently wrapping an arm around her
shoulders as she held Biscuit’s leash in her other hand. “Of course. Come



»

on.

I didn’t move. Not as Rho walked away. Not as she climbed into the
darkened SUV. Not as the vehicle pulled out and left. I just kept staring.
Watching as the one thing that had made me happy for even the briefest
moment disappeared right out of my life.
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I PULLED THE THICK, fuzzy blanket over me as I looked up at the starry sky
from the chaise lounge on my back deck. My head thrummed in a steady
beat, but the dose of Tylenol had helped cut back the pain. It hadn’t done a
damned thing for the ache in my heart, however.

“More ice cream?” Fallon asked hopefully.

She wanted to fix it and make everything better. But since I’d remained
tight-lipped on the ride home and for the past hour or so, ice cream was the
best she could offer.

“If I have another bite of double chocolate fudge brownie, I’ll explode.”

“We need to work on your ice cream-eating skills,” Fallon mumbled as
she set her bowl on the table between us.

I chuckled, and it felt good to let the sound free. But it didn’t take root
the way my laughter usually did.

We were both quiet for a moment before Fallon spoke again. “Are you
okay?”

I leaned my head back to look up at the sky. Thanks to my concussion,
the stars were a little blurrier than normal, but I knew that wasn’t what
Fallon meant. I teased the corner of the blanket, my fingers looking for any
signs of a loose thread I could pick at.

“I knew he had secrets.”

Fallon made a humming noise in the back of her throat. “Mister king of
the brood? Of course, he did. Those eyes scream secrets.”



I turned on my side to face her. “So, why did it kill so much to find out
what one of them was? It’s not like I have a right to know everything about
the man.”

She studied me for a minute. “What’s going on with you two? The way
he stormed through people to get to you today...that’s not just friends.”

I let out a huff of air. It wasn’t cold enough to see the expulsion around
me, but I could feel it hanging there. “I don’t know how to explain it. We
understand each other in a way I’ve never had with anyone else. He gets
what I went through.”

I didn’t miss the tiniest flicker of hurt in Fallon’s eyes. She’d
experienced her own loss. Her dad and brother. But it was different. While I
knew she was always there for me, I hadn’t been able to show her the parts
of myself that I was most ashamed of. The pieces I’d set out so easily for
Anson.

Fallon pulled back the hurt, shoving it away so she could be there for
me. “I’m glad you have that. That he gave you that.”

I licked my lips. “And there’s a pretty potent attraction.”

One corner of her mouth kicked up. “Is there, now?”

Heat rose to my cheeks. I was sure Fallon could see it, even in the dark.
“He’s made me come harder than I ever have in my life.”

Fallon let out a hoot that made Biscuit howl in response from inside.
“Why is this bad? Emotional connection. Physical connection. Sounds like
a relationship to me.”

“It’s not. He’s not—" I didn’t know how to explain it.

“He’s not a relationship kind of guy?” Fallon asked.

“He said he doesn’t do them. And I’m not talking a he’s-sleeping-with-
everything-that-moves-and-doesn’t-want-to-settle-down type of thing. He
doesn’t want to care about anyone. He even holds back from Shep, and
that’s his best friend.”

She was quiet for a long moment. “He might not want to care about
anyone, but he does. He cares about you. You were there tonight. Anson
was out of his mind seeing you hurt. It scared the hell out of him.”

“I hate that,” I whispered. “I don’t want to be a source of pain for him.”
Even hurting as much as I was right now, I never wanted to inflict that sort
of agony.

Fallon stared at me through the darkness. “You can’t truly live without
some sort of hurt. If you’re so focused on avoiding discomfort, you end up



living a half-life. You might get to skip the lowest lows, but you don’t get
the highest highs either.”

God, she was right. And I’d been doing that. Even though I tried to
appreciate each moment as the gift it was, all the things in my life that I was
grateful for, I’d held myself back from letting new good into my life.
Nothing that was permanent anyway.

Rental houses and foster pets. Even the flowers I favored tended to have
finite timelines, ones that bloomed once instead of every year. And all of
that was especially true when it came to relationships. I dated guys there
was no chance of a future with, and kept the ones there might be something
with at arm’s length. I was doing the same thing Anson was, just in a less
obvious way.

“I’ve been scared,” I finally admitted to Fallon.

She sat up, crossing her legs beneath the blanket and taking me in. “I
know.”

Tears burned the backs of my eyes. “Of course, you do.”

Fallon chuckled. “I love you, Rho. You’ve always been the sister of my
heart. But that doesn’t mean it hurts any less that you lost Emilia. Or your
parents. You lost your family in one of the most horrific ways imaginable.
It’s completely understandable that you’d be a little gun-shy about starting a
family of your own.”

My heart picked up speed, my ribs tightening around my lungs. “I have
you, Nora, Lolli...our whole brood.”

She sent me a sad smile. “You didn’t have any choice with us. And I
think you still hold back a piece of you, even from us. Keeping that
somehow makes you feel safe.”

The tears came then, spilling down my cheeks. “I’m so scared of losing
one of you. I don’t think I could take it.”

“Rho,” Fallon whispered hoarsely, then kicked off the blanket and
crossed to my chaise, wrapping me in a hug. “I know. It’s terrifying. But
don’t let it stop you from loving fully while we’re all here.”

I hugged her as tightly as I could, my arms aching with the action. As
though if I just held on tight enough, I wouldn’t lose her, too. “I love you,
Fallon.”

“I love you, too. More than you could possibly know. And I'm here for
you, for the good and the bad, however messy the feelings.”



I laughed through my tears. “I’'m glad, because I’m pretty sure I fell in
love with a guy I don’t even really know.”

Fallon released me so she could take in my face. Easing back onto the
edge of her chaise, she grinned at me. “On the upside, it sounds like he was
a pretty badass FBI agent.”

I couldn’t return her smile. “It’s that he had this whole other side of
himself that he didn’t share with me. And I showed him the things I don’t
give anyone else.”

The grin slipped from Fallon’s mouth. “I know that had to hurt like hell,
but I think you need to talk to him. Give him a chance to tell you why he
kept it from you. Because it would be a shame to lose someone who makes
you feel seen.”

It was more than that. Anson saw the dark, twisted parts of me and
understood them. They didn’t scare him away or make him see me
differently. And just maybe, he even cherished those parts because they
were part of who I was.

“I don’t know if he’ll be back.” I spoke the fear I hadn’t realized was
floating around in my brain. Now that everyone knew this piece of Anson
that he’d been so desperate to hide, he might bail. Find a new town to
disappear into, where no one knew the scars he carried.

A small smile pulled at Fallon’s lips. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”

A floodlight switched on at the side of the house, and I jerked up.
Anson was illuminated in silhouette. He’d obviously showered and changed
at some point, but deep ravines were carved into his hair as if he’d run his
fingers through it countless times.

Fallon stood, sending me a grin. “I’m going to let you guys talk. I’ll get
a ride home with Kye.”

My gaze flicked quickly to her. “Thanks, Fallon. For everything.”

“You know I always have your back.”

“Love you,” I whispered as she headed for the front of the house.

“Love you, too,” she called through the darkness.

My eyes were already locked back on Anson, taking in every inch of his
ravaged expression.

“Can’t handle being away from you,” he croaked. “Especially not when
you’re hurting.” He swallowed hard. “I didn’t want to care about anyone.
But you shot that all to hell.”



My heart hammered against my ribs, butterfly wings dying to break
free.

A muscle fluttered in Anson’s cheek. “You didn’t sneak past my
defenses, you bulldozed them. Reckless to the bone. And maybe you made
me brave enough to be reckless, too.”

I threw off the blanket, moving before I even realized I’d commanded
my legs to do so. I ran across the deck, jumping the two feet down, and hit
him full force. He hauled me into his arms. I didn’t care that my muscles
ached or that my head thrummed. Because Anson had me in his arms. And
he was letting me in.
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IT Took everything in me to keep my hold on Rho gentle. Today had been
countless torturous lifetimes of her slipping through my fingers, from
others’ vicious actions and my own stupidity. But having her in my arms
again, feeling the beat of her heart against my chest, melted the worst of
that away.

“You shouldn’t be running,” I rasped. “Or jumping.”

“Shut up,” Rho mumbled, shoving her face into my neck and breathing
me in.

Keeping Rho in my arms, I climbed the two steps up to the deck and
crossed to the back door. Opening it, I stepped inside. I kicked the door shut
with my boot and flipped the lock. Darkness swirled around us as I strode
down the hall and into the living room. Lowering to the couch, I cradled her
against me, not bothering to turn on the light. She burrowed into me, and I
trailed my fingers up and down her back, relishing the feel of each vertebra
in her spine, the rhythm of it, the vibration.

“Thanks for coming back,” Rho whispered.

My fingers stilled. “Told you. Can’t stay away. You clawed yourself
inside. Walking away would be like tearing out a part of myself—even if it
would be the smart move.”

She shifted then, moving so she could straddle me. It wasn’t sexual; it
was pure dominance as her eyes narrowed on me. “Why?”

I knew I’d have to tell her. Knew that coming back here meant only one
thing. Telling Rho everything.



That oppressive weight resettled on my chest, the icy dread seeping in.
But then Rho slid her fingers through mine, grounding me in the here and
now. Her touch was better than any damn breathing exercise or anti-anxiety
med. “You can tell me anything. I promise.”

My eyes burned as I stared at Rho through the dark. Even in the
shadows, her beauty stopped me dead. The wildness of it, the freedom. I
didn’t want to lose the way she looked at me. And I knew telling her the
truth might do just that. But there was no other choice, no place left to go.

“After college, I went straight into an accelerated doctoral program in
psychology.”

“So, you’re a shrink?”

“Technically. But I never went into practice.” This was the easy part, the
clinical piece, but even it seemed to stick in the back of my throat. “One of
my professors had ties to the bureau and suggested I apply to their
Behavioral Analysis Unit.”

Rho studied me, not letting go of my hands. “And what does that unit
do, exactly? Trace said profiler, but I don’t think I’ve ever heard the term
outside movies and TV.”

My thumbs traced designs on the backs of her hands, and I used the feel
of her skin to keep me steady. “We’re the law enforcement nerds, honestly.”

She gave me a droll look. “You’re hardly a nerd.”

“Don’t be so sure. I’ve got an IQ of one-forty-four.”

Rho’s brow lifted. “Interesting. So, I’'m shacked up with a genius.”

“I prefer nerd.”

“Okay, I can go with nerd. Do you have any black-framed glasses to
complete the effect? I think I could be into that.”

I shot up, kissing her. My tongue swept in, stroking and teasing but not
taking it any further. Not until she knew the truth. I pulled back to find
those hazel eyes slightly unfocused. “I’'ll bring my reading glasses next
time.”

Rho stared down at me, waiting.

I sighed. “Profilers are sort of like analysts. We take all the facts from a
series of crimes and build the image of a suspect. Age, sex, race, personality
traits.”

“How do you get your cases?”

“We have to be invited by local law enforcement, or another arm of the
FBI could ask for our help when crimes cross state lines.”



“That’s a lot of moving around with no real roots,” Rho mused.

“We were on the go a lot. Living out of hotels.”

She looked down at me, adding shades of color to the image she had of
me in her mind. “How long did you work there?”

“Almost five years.”

Rho gripped my hands tighter. “You probably saw a lot of awful
things.”

My mouth went dry, but I forced the words out anyway. “I did. But I
didn’t see enough.”

She frowned, curiosity brimming in those soulful eyes.

“I didn’t let it in. I should’ve. But I turned off that part of myself. I saw
crimes as data and not the human beings behind it.”

“That makes complete sense. How could you? If you let yourself truly
see that day in and day out, you’d drown in grief. It was a self-protection
mechanism.”

That was Rho. Always seeing the best in everyone, in me. But she gave
me too much leeway, too much grace. “I’m sure that was part of it. But
there’s an ugly piece, too.”

Rho kept a grip on my hands and didn’t look away.

It took everything to hold her gaze as I continued. “I thought I was hot
shit. It was like my mind was made for profiling. I saw connections no one
else did. Things that led to more case closures than people with a decade or
more on the job.”

I gripped her hands harder, needing to feel the contact with the here and
now. “I got cocky. Wrote a few books. Got some press attention. Kept
working cases.”

“Anson,” Rho said quietly. “There’s nothing wrong with being good at
your job.”

“Maybe not. But I was a dick. Thought I knew everything.”

“And something happened,” she whispered.

I moved my head up and down in the barest nod. “We started working a
case of serial murders that crossed state lines. Everywhere from the
Southwest up the coast to the Pacific Northwest. All women. Restrained.
Ligature marks on their ankles, wrists, and necks. But the cause of death
was always the severing of their carotid.”

There was the tiniest jerk of Rho’s hands. A jolt of shock. “He slit their
throats.”



“Yes. But every time he did, he mailed a letter to local law enforcement.
A clue. A game.”

Rho’s expression was everything I should’ve felt about the case but
didn’t. “That’s awful.”

“He gets a thrill out of it. It’s almost sexual for him, that cat-and-mouse
back-and-forth. Each note had a word game. Clues that gave a letter, and
the letters gave a location. They started calling him The Hangman.”

“And that location was where the body would be,” Rho finished for me.

“Yes.” I traced more circles on the backs of her hands, a swirl of my
callused fingertips against the smooth silk of her skin. “I was good at his
game. Too good. We gave one press conference, and something I said
during it tipped him off that I was the one solving his riddles.”

Rho gripped my hands so hard I’d likely have bruises tomorrow. “He
fixated on you.”

My throat worked as I swallowed. “The clues started being sent to the
BAU and addressed to me. I should’ve known he’d dig. He sent letters to
the victims’ families afterward, notes that told us he’d watched them.
Interviews, social media posts. He tracked them because he got off on their
pain. The emotional torture of the loved ones was as much of a high as the
physical.”

She shuddered against me. “Anson...”

“I was stupid thinking I wouldn’t end up as a target, that I was out of his
reach. I’d used my middle name as my last when I published my book and
never went public with my last name at press conferences. I thought that
would be enough.”

Fear swirled in Rho’s eyes, dulling the gold to a deep amber. “What did
he do?”

“Found my family. My sister. Grabbed her outside the hospital she
worked at in Portland. Kept her for twenty-four hours. Then he sliced her
throat and sent me the clue to find her. We didn’t even know she was
missing. She always worked crazy shifts as an ER nurse. I didn’t know that
he was terrorizing her for a full day, slicing her throat, because I was too
caught up in my own bullshit.”

“Anson,” she rasped. “Tell me they got him. That they put him away for
the rest of his life.”

I shook my head, the agony digging deeper at yet another failure. “No
idea where he is. Cases are still open, but he went quiet when I quit the



bureau.” I swallowed hard, trying to choke back the pain. “I’d already
gotten my sister killed, and when my father had a heart attack three months
later, I knew I killed him, too. My mom thinks so. Said as much at Dad’s
funeral.”

Rho only held my hands tighter, not wavering. But tears brimmed in her
eyes. “You didn’t do this, Anson.”

“I might not’ve held the blade or stopped the heart, but I may as well
have,” I bit out.

She shook my hands this time, nails digging into my skin. “You were
trying to stop him.”

I had tried. Before Greta died and I realized it was all pointless, I'd
given it everything. Nights of barely any sleep so I could keep digging
when the bureau moved us on to other cases. Endless phone calls and flying
back to crime scenes on my own dime. But was it obsession more than
anything? I didn’t know. Maybe it was that ego-driven need to defeat him
more than dedication to the greater good.

Rho released one of my hands and brushed the hair away from my face,
her fingers lingering there. “None of us is just one thing. We’re not all good
or all bad. We’re a blend of shadow and light. And those sparks only shine
because of the darkness.”

My throat constricted, air barely getting through.

“I hate that this happened to you. That you lost people you loved. That a
monster ripped away so much from you. But you are a beautiful person,
Anson. A good person. And you are that way because of what you’ve been
through.”

Rho’s eyes bored into me. “You are the kind of person who takes time
with a terrified dog to show him that all men aren’t bad. The kind of person
who sleeps on a lumpy couch because you knew I was too proud to say I
was scared. And you’re the kind of person who made it safe for me to say
some of the things I was most scared to give voice to.”

Her fingers trailed down my neck to my shoulder. They dug in there,
squeezing as if to ask if I was really paying attention. “You made me feel
seen, Anson. Understood when I always felt like a bit of a freak. Do you get
what a gift that is?”

“Rho.” Her name was more plea than anything else.

“So, you had a big head. Maybe you were a cocky prick. So what? You
think that means you deserved to have your life shredded? To have your



sister killed?”

My jaw clamped shut, teeth grinding.

“Guess what? It wasn’t about you. It was about some sick asshole and
his obsession. You didn’t do it. He did.”

Something about what Rho said, the ferocity with which she said it,
penetrated. For possibly the first time. It wasnt about you.

She was right. If I hadn’t been at the bureau then, the unsub would’ve
fixated on someone else. It could’ve been anyone, for any reason. It just
happened to be me.

“Sometimes, it feels like the guilt is going to swallow me whole,” 1
admitted.

A few tears spilled over Rho’s lids, dropping to my chest. Her hand slid
down, covering the spot where they’d fallen. “I know. I’d give anything to
take it away for you. Anything. But I can’t. All I can say is that I know.”

And she did. Rho knew, unlike anyone else ever could. The
circumstances were completely different, but the weight was somehow the
same. The price we paid for still breathing amidst the loss.

“The only thing we can do is let them teach us how to live,” Rho
whispered.

I stared up at her, those wild brown locks swirling around me, blocking
out the rest of the world.

“We know there are no guarantees. So, we live life to the fullest. We
don’t miss a second. And we appreciate all the things they loved so much.”

A lump formed in my throat, a boulder I had to clear before I could
speak. “Greta loved flowers.”

Rho’s fingers clamped down on mine.

My mouth curved the slightest bit. “But she was awful at taking care of
them. We talked every week, and she would moan about killing another
one. She would’ve loved your back deck.”

Even in the dark, I could see all the color out the back doors—more pots
than I could count. Red, yellow, pink, purple. So much life.

I looked back at Rho, the same swirl of color, of life, in her eyes. “I
wanted to climb into the grave with her.”

“I know,” Rho whispered. “But she wouldn’t want that.”

“No,” I croaked. “She wouldn’t.”

Rho bent, lowering herself slowly until her lips were just a breath away
from mine. “So, live.”



And for the first time in two years, she made me want to.
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RHODES

THE sTorM cLouDs rolled through Anson’s eyes as I waited, blue and gray
battling for dominance. He needed both, the shadow and the light, just like
I’d said. But right now, I prayed the blue won and those flickers of life took
hold.

“You make me want to reach for things I thought were dead and buried.
You make me feel again,” Anson said, his hand gliding up my thigh to my
waist. “Even if it’s pissing me the hell off.”

A laugh bubbled out of me. “Sometimes, we need a little anger to
remind us there are still things we care about.”

Anson’s fingers slipped under my T-shirt, sliding across the bare skin of
my belly. “I care about you, Rho. I didn’t want to, but I didn’t have a
choice.”

I scowled down at him, and Anson burst out laughing. God, the sound
was beautiful. Rich and deep with a rasp that had goose bumps rising on my
skin in a way that told me all my nerve endings were paying attention.

“You know,” I began, my fingers tracing a figure eight over Anson’s
heart, “some people might take exception to you saying that you didn’t
want to care about them.”

He grinned, his teeth a flash of white in the low light as his hand
skimmed higher, playing over my rib cage. “Or you could take it as a
compliment. Not just anyone could smash through those walls.”

Warmth spread through me at that, a buzzy heat intensified by Anson’s
exploring fingers. “But you have to want me there now,” I said softly, fear



edging into my words. I wouldn’t force this on him. He had to want me to
stay.

Anson’s eyes sparked. “Here is the only place I want you. And the only
place I want to be.”

His hand skated higher, palming my breast. He groaned. “What is it
with you and no underwear?”

I started to laugh, but it died in my throat as Anson found my nipple, his
roughened thumb circling. My lips parted on a quick inhale. “Why would I
wear the torture device that is a bra when I’m in my own home?”

“Fair point,” Anson said, his voice deepening.

It seemed he wasn’t in any rush, content to just revel in the feel of me. I
arched deeper into his hand, needing more pressure, more contact.

“Even your skin’s responsive,” he murmured, transfixed. He skated a
fingertip over the swell of my breast. “The way it pebbles when you like
something.” His thumb swiped around my nipple again. “The way it
tightens, trying to get closer.”

My breaths came quicker—short, staccato pants.

“I could watch your body react for hours on end just to figure out the
pattern.”

I stared down at him. “Profiling me?”

Anson chuckled, low and throaty. “Maybe. I could get behind this sort
of breakdown.” He stared at his hand working beneath my tee. “Do you like
this?”

He kneaded my breast, not too hard, but not too soft. The kind of
pressure that made you sit up and pay attention.

“Or this?”

His thumb and forefinger twisted my nipple.

A gasp left my lips as I rocked my hips against his on instinct.

“She likes a little pain with her pleasure,” Anson growled.

I licked my lips, which suddenly felt as dry as a desert. “It’s always that
delicate balance, isn’t it? The pain drives the pleasure higher.”

Anson’s hand slipped from mine, and he grabbed the hem of my T-shirt,
pulling it up and over my head and sending it floating to the floor.
“Wouldn’t mind exploring that with you.”

The cool night air sweeping in through an open window only made my
body feel hotter, the juxtaposition acute.



Anson simply stared at me, taking in every detail. His fingertips traced
over my breast and down my sternum. He took a detour to my side, tracing
the scars the fire had left behind. “Your beauty scalds, Reckless. Anyone
who’s ever had the pleasure of looking at you will never be the same.”

Breath caught in my throat. “Anson.”

“Everything about you is made to burn into a man’s brain. And I’'ll
never get tired of staring.” He rose, coming closer. “Or tasting.”

Anson closed the distance, taking my nipple into his mouth and sucking
it deep. I ground into him, feeling him hardening beneath me. It was a surge
of power, knowing that my touch and taste made him react this way.

Anson’s teeth grazed the bud, and I let out a whimper. He smiled against
my flesh as he released me. “Wonder if I could make you come just like
this. Just teasing these pretty nipples over and over, bringing you to the
brink.”

I rocked my hips against him as wetness gathered between my thighs.

He let out a growl, his hands dropping to my hips. “Reckless...”

A devilish smile rose to my lips. “You play, I get to play.”

Anson’s breaths sped up as I rocked, my eyes fluttering closed and then
open as I moved. He appeared in my vision in beautiful snapshots. Such
adoration there. Reverence, even. And my traitorous heart hoped for more,
even if [ wasn’t sure he could give it.

“Rho,” he groaned.

I reached down, grabbed his T-shirt, and tugged it off. The moment I
tossed it behind me, my hands were on him. I hadn’t gotten the chance to
explore before. Not really. My fingers ghosted over tanned skin.

His chest rose and fell in rapid pants as I traced his nipple and ventured
lower. The ridges of his abdominals should be illegal. But the fact that they
came from hard work instead of hours in the gym only made me want to
worship them more.

“You keep touching me like that, and I’'m gonna come in my pants like a
thirteen-year-old,” Anson growled.

There’d be a certain power in that, but it wasn’t what I wanted. Not
what I needed.

I stood then, letting the cool air hit me. My fingers dropped to the
waistband of my sweatpants, and I slowly slid them down. There wasn’t
even a flicker of unease or uncertainty. Because Anson made me
comfortable showing him everything.



I slid one leg out and then the other. Then I simply stood there, letting
him look his fill.

Anson stroked a hand over himself through the thin cotton of his
joggers, just watching. “Dreamed of getting all of you. Never dreamed it
would be this good.”

I took one step and then another.

Anson moved in a flash, shucking his joggers and then reaching out for
me. He lifted me as if I weighed nothing until he was lying back on the
couch, and I was hovering over him. Then he cursed. “Condom.”

I grabbed his arms. “I’m on the pill. And I’ve been checked.”

His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “There hasn’t been anyone
in a long time. And, fuck, I want to feel all of you. Everything.”

God, I wanted that, too.

So, I moved, hovering over him, so close I ached.

Anson’s fingers tightened on my hips, guiding me down.

The first hint of him had everything in me tightening, yearning for
everything to come, for all of him. And then there was more. My eyes
watered as I sank down, the stretch a delicate balance of pleasure and pain.

And I only wanted more.

Anson’s hand slid up my body to my neck and finally tangled in my
hair. His grip was gentle and forceful all at the same time. And I wanted
more. More of both. More of him. The darkness and the light.

As I sank fully onto him, a gasp left my lips. So full. So everything.

“Heaven and hell,” Anson gritted out. “Never felt anything better.”

My hips began to rock, and he groaned.

“Killing me.”

Anson gave me control, letting me find my rhythm in my time, to adjust
to all of him and find my way back to us.

My hands moved to his chest, using it for purchase to slide up and
down. I took him deeper with each pass, my back arching.

He met me then, in the gray that was us, the mixture of light and dark.

Anson’s restraint snapped, and he gripped my hips so hard I'd carry
marks tomorrow. Marks I craved. I met him thrust for thrust, taking him
deeper than I thought possible.

My thighs burned, and my muscles quaked as I reached for more.
Anson groaned as he arched into me, hitting the spot that had light dancing
across my vision. My inner walls tightened, beckoning him.



“Rhodes.” His hold on me seized. “Eyes on me. I need it.”

So, I gave it to him. Forcing my eyes open, I locked them on Anson. I
watched everything play across his face as my hips shifted. I didn’t lose him
as everything in me shattered. As I spasmed around him, taking all he had
to give.

Anson came on a shout, pounding into me as I met him in every
moment, every shadow. And as I collapsed onto his chest, I knew that all I
would ever want was the murky gray in this twilight of us, where the sparks
of feeling shone brighter than the sun on a summer day.
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ANSON

THE FAINT BEEPING of an alarm sounded. Faint because I was pinned to the
mattress by a tiny yet surprisingly strong starfish.

Rho groaned. “Make it stop.”

I chuckled as she burrowed her face deeper into my neck. “What’s your
name?”

“‘I’m gonna kick your ass if you ask me one more time’ is my name.”

I grinned into her hair. It smelled sweet, something floral, which
shouldn’t have surprised me, given Rho’s love of plants. I’d also learned
that she loved her sleep. She’d been like a snarling kitten every time I woke
her during the night for her concussion protocol.

Struggling to extricate my arm from beneath her, I reached for my
phone and shut off the alarm.

“Better,” she grumbled.

I stroked my hand up and down her spine. “How do you feel?”

Rho made a humming noise against my neck. “Good.”

Her voice was like liquid heat spilling over me.

“Reckless...”

“My head hurts a little.” She levered up so she could look into my eyes.
“But the rest of me feels great.”

Rho shifted so she was straddling me, my body coming awake beneath
her. My hands ran up her thighs beneath the oversized T-shirt she wore—
that damn airbrushed kitten shirt from the vet’s office. But even the
ridiculous top couldn’t dull my need for Rho. I was insatiable.



The need clawed at me from the inside out, and I knew it would never
stop. The flicker of an alarm bell lit in my brain, but I shoved it back. As
my fingers slid higher, Rho’s back arched. But as it did, she caught sight of
something and froze.

“It’s seven a.m.?” she shrieked. And then she was off me in a flash.
“I’m going to be late.”

My dick throbbed in an angry beat. “You can’t work today.”

“Of course, I can.” Rho was already grabbing clothes from drawers as
Biscuit lifted his head from his bed. She slid on a pair of pink panties with
daisies on them, giving me a shot of her delectable ass that only made my
dick angrier.

“You have a concussion. You need to rest,” I argued, sitting up.

“A mild concussion. I won’t do any lifting. I'll just sit behind the
counter. But I’m supposed to open in thirty minutes.”

I pushed to my feet, grabbing the clothes I’d discarded last night. “Call
your boss. I’'m sure he’ll cover for you.”

Rho pulled on some sort of bra thing with a million straps crisscrossing
her tanned back. The view had me imagining different kinds of straps tying
her down while I—shit. I needed to get a hold of myself.

“I don’t like missing work,” Rho muttered as she stepped into shorts.

I moved into her space as I pulled on my T-shirt. “Rho.”

She looked up as she tugged a tank top over her head. “I’m fine.”

I wrapped my arms around her, the move so easy, as if there’d never
been a time when I hadn’t done this. She fit in my hold, my body molding
to hers. “You were in a car accident last night.”

Rho shivered against me, and I hated myself for even bringing it up. But
she needed to remember to take it easy. She rested her chin on my sternum
and looked up at me. “I know. And if I lie around here all day, all I’ll do is
think about it. If I go into work, I’ll at least have distractions.”

Just the thought of her being out of my sight had anxiety and fear
clawing at my insides. Someone had forced her off the road yesterday. Hurt
her. Was maybe even trying for worse.

Her thumb stroked back and forth over my spine. “I’ll be with people all
day,” she assured me as if reading my thoughts. “You can drive me, and I’ll
have someone give me a lift home.”

“I’1l drive you home,” I argued.



Rho huffed out a breath. “Fine. But we need to go, or I’'m going to be
late.”

“All right,” I grumbled.

She stretched up onto her tiptoes, kissing the underside of my jaw. “I
gotta brush my teeth.”

We both went through an abbreviated morning routine, and Rho grinned
as I used her toothbrush. I rinsed my mouth as she took the brush and put it
back in the holder.

I shook my head. “Not like my mouth hasn’t been plenty of other
places.”

Rho stuck her tongue out at me. “I know. But I like you using my
toothbrush. Makes this feel real.” She stilled then. “It is, isn’t it? This
wasn’t some one-time freak-out because I could’ve died, and now you’re
going to get all weird on me sort of thing, right?”

An ache wrapped around my chest. I’d injected that doubt into Rho with
all my back-and-forth bullshit. I pulled her gently into my arms and brushed
my lips across hers. “This is real. I’'m probably going to fuck it up a million
times over, but I won’t stop trying.”

Rho melted against me. “I’d rather have you and your fuckups than
anyone else.”

I chuckled, kissing her forehead. “Lucky me.”

“Come on,” she said, heading for the door and whistling for Biscuit. “If
Sonny’s already at the café, I’ll con him into making us breakfast.”

My stomach rumbled at that. I followed Rho as she hooked Biscuit’s
leash to his collar and opened the door. As we stepped outside, her steps
faltered. The crew was milling around the Victorian, ready to get started on
the day.

“They’re all seeing you come out of my house,” Rho whispered.

They already knew I’d spent the night before, so it wasn’t exactly new
information. I could pass it off as me looking after a friend when they’d
been through something horrible, but I didn’t want to lie. Didn’t want to
deny what Rho was to me.

I wrapped an arm around her and pulled her into me, my lips close to
hers as I stared into those green and gold eyes. “No more hiding.”

Those eyes flared. “No more hiding,” she whispered.

I dipped my head, my mouth taking hers. My tongue stroked in, her
taste exploding in my mouth. God, I could drink her in for an eternity. But I



forced myself to pull back.

Rho’s focus was a little hazy as I did, making me grin. But when I stole
a look at the crew, they were all frozen, staring. A few had slack jaws. Then
one of them whistled. A few others hooted or shouted something I didn’t
want to hear. Shep just stared hard at me.

Shit.

I owed him a conversation. But right now, I needed to get Rho to work.
“Come on,” I said, guiding her gently toward my truck.

She paused to let Biscuit do his business, and then I lifted him into the
cab before helping Rho into the passenger seat. I turned to meet Shep’s
angry gaze after closing her door.

Apparently, the conversation couldn’t wait. “Shep—"

“Tell me you’re not messing with her.”

My jaw hardened as I struggled to keep my temper in check. “You know
me better than that. If I needed to blow off steam, I sure as hell wouldn’t do
it with your sister.”

He kicked at a piece of gravel. “Hell.”

“I care about her.” That word seemed so lacking, but it was the best I
had right now.

Shep’s shoulders slumped. “You’ve both been through so much. I don’t
want either of you to get hurt.”

I saw it then. His genuine care for us both. His worry. Shep carrying the
world on his shoulders yet again. “The fact that we’ve been through so
much is what bonded us. I told her. Everything.”

And, God, such a weight had been lifted by doing that. Giving Rho my
greatest shame and knowing that she accepted me anyway.... That she
understood me.

Shep’s eyes widened. “You told her about Greta?”

I nodded. Hearing Greta’s name aloud wasn’t as painful this time. It was
almost...good. I needed to pull her out of the dark and bring her back into
my life. Remember her. Not just the guilt that surrounded her death but also
the amazing life she’d lived.

Shep’s gaze flicked to the truck and then back to me. “Then I’m glad for
you. You needed to let someone in.”

He extended a hand, and I took it in a shake. “Thanks, Shep. For
everything.”



“I’ll always have your back.” His grip on my hand tightened, and he
jerked me forward. “But if you hurt her, I’ll bury your body under one of
my construction sites, and no one will ever know.”

“Shit,” I muttered, trying to extricate my hand from his grasp.

The passenger door opened. “If you two are done having a pissing
contest over my virtue or whatever this is, can we go? I’m going to be late
for work.”

Shep released my hand. “Be careful today. And take it easy. Trace said
he’ll have deputies hanging around the nursery.” Shep glanced at me. “He
wants to talk to you at some point, too.”

That familiar weight settled in. Of course, he did. I was sure Trace
wanted to know why I’d hidden my past, and if I had any insights on what
was happening. I wouldn’t have any choice in the matter because I'd do
whatever it took to keep Rho safe.

“Yeah,” I muttered. “I’ll talk to him.”

Shep slapped me on the back. “Then get your ass back here because
we’ve got work.”

Rho watched me as I rounded the truck and climbed inside. She didn’t
say anything as I backed out and headed toward town. It was only when I
was pulling into the nursery that she finally spoke. “You don’t have to help
Trace.”

I turned off the engine and looked over at her. “I’m not helping Trace.
I’m helping you.”

Rho shook her head, her hair swishing around her shoulders. “I don’t
want you to cause yourself pain to do it.”

I reached over, sliding a hand across her jaw. “I’d go to hell and back
for you.” I already was. Because diving back into the world that had
destroyed me before would be like walking through fire. But I’d always do
that for Rho.

“I don’t want you to have to,” she mumbled.

My thumb stroked her cheek. “We’re going to find who’s doing this.
Whatever it takes.”

Rho leaned forward, resting her forehead against mine. “Promise you’ll
let me be there for you while you do this. I don’t want you to be alone in it.”

“I’m not. Not anymore.” Rho had given me that. It had been so long that
the feeling was foreign. But, damn, it was good, too.

She quickly pressed her lips to mine. “Good.”



And with that, she hopped out of my truck.

I followed behind, helping Biscuit out and handing Rho his leash. The
nursery was quiet; no one else seemed to be around yet. “When does
everyone else get here?” I asked.

“It’ll explode in about fifteen minutes,” Rho said, pulling keys out of
her pocket. “We get lots of early morning traffic.”

I’d stick around until then.

As we approached the main greenhouse, Rho’s steps slowed. “That’s
weird. We don’t carry cut flowers here.”

I followed her line of sight, my body instantly on alert. There, in front
of the door, was a massive bouquet of flowers. Rho bent to pick them up,
but I quickly grabbed her shirt, tugging her back. “Don’t,” I clipped.

She looked at me, frowning. But I was already scanning the area. There
wasn’t any sign of anyone.

“Don’t move,” I commanded. “Don’t touch anything.”

I jogged back to my truck, rustling through the contents in the bed until
I found a box of gloves. Pulling out a pair, I quickly donned them.

Rho’s face went pale as she took me in. “You think it’s him?”

“I don’t know, but we need to be careful either way.”

I leaned over and plucked up the note that rested on the flowers.
Scrawled across the envelope in jagged block letters was RHO. Just seeing
her name had nausea rolling through me.

I opened the envelope and tugged the card free. Written in the same
jagged handwriting was a single word.

SORRY.
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“RHuo, hand to God, this is better than anything I have ever tasted,” Carlos
said as he shoved a mouthful of the balsamic chicken pasta into his mouth.

Silas nodded. “I gotta be honest, I wasn’t sure when we pulled up. It
looked like fancy food. But, damn, it’s good.”

I couldn’t help laughing at that. Apparently, pasta containing spinach
and goat cheese was suspect to a construction crew. But I’d won them over.

“I’d never steer you wrong,” I said with a grin.

“Thanks, Rho. You’re spoiling us rotten,” Shep said, getting another
helping from the massive aluminum baking dish I’d used.

“I like having the project,” I said, leaning back in the folding chair.

Busy. I’d needed to stay busy. Because after the flowers, I hadn’t been
allowed to go anywhere alone. At first, Trace had stationed a deputy at the
nursery. But it was really more of a bodyguard. They followed me
everywhere I went, and it scared customers.

I’d finally asked Duncan if it would be easier if I took some vacation
time. He’d hemmed and hawed but eventually admitted it might be a good
idea. It killed, stepping away from my job, even temporarily, but it was the
right thing to do.

So, I’d worked on my garden at the guest cottage. After a week, the
whole thing was brimming with so much color and foliage I didn’t have
room for a single new plant. Then, I’d moved on to cooking. Every day,
Anson dutifully drove me to the grocery store, and I loaded up on



ingredients. The crew acted as my test dummies. I’d made elaborate meals
for the past week and change, getting more and more intricate as I went.

But it wasn’t enough. I was still twitchy. There’d been no more notes,
threats, fires, or collisions. Instead, it felt like a creepy waiting game.

A hand slid over my thigh, squeezing gently in silent reassurance. I
looked over at Anson. He still wore a mostly blank expression around the
crew. But around me, he smiled more. Even laughed. And I soaked up all of
it.

He leaned over and brushed his lips across my temple. “Best one yet.”

His touch eased the worst of my fraying nerves, but the frenetic energy
still pulsed through me. The need to get up and do something. Maybe 1
needed to train for a marathon. That would tire me out.

An image of half a dozen deputies running with me filled my mind.
Because that was what Trace would require if I started jogging. My
shoulders slumped.

Silas sent me a hopeful look. “You make dessert tonight?”

Carlos cuffed him on the back of the head. “Don’t be greedy.”

Shep chuckled. “When it comes to food, he’s always going to be a
greedy bastard.”

Silas patted his stomach. “Takes a lot of energy to look this good.”

I just shook my head but stood and pushed my chair back. Dashing into
the kitchen, I grabbed the baking dish sitting on the counter and headed
back outside.

Lifting the baking dish into the air, I grinned. “Chocolate peanut butter
poke cake.”

Silas groaned. “Chocolate, peanut butter, and cake? All of my favorite
things in one.”

Carlos just started clapping.

At least I had my community amid all the upheaval in my life. People
who made me smile and laugh, who were there in good times and bad. And
when I really thought about it, that’s what you needed in life: people who
helped you make the best out of any circumstances.

We demolished the cake. The guys told stories of ridiculous things that
had happened on past jobs. I laughed to the point of tears. And then they all
helped me clean up.

One by one, they left for the day, until only Shep and Anson remained.
“Hey,” I said, glancing at Shep. “What happened to Owen?”



It wasn’t unusual for him to disappear for a few days. He’d take off on
his bike and ride, probably end up shacked up in a roadside motel with
whatever woman he could talk into bed. But I hadn’t seen him in weeks.

Shep winced. “I had to fire him.”

My eyes widened. “Seriously?” It wasn’t that I didn’t think Owen had
earned that with his behavior over the years, but I never thought Shep
would actually pull the trigger.

“It was time. I wanted to give him a chance to grow up, to change, but it
just never happened.”

I wrapped my arms around Shep in a hug. “You’re a good one.”

Shep hugged me back and then ruffled my hair. “So are you. Thanks for
the incredible food.”

“Anytime. I’m thinking Mediterranean bowls tomorrow.”

Shep chuckled. “Can’t wait to see what they think of that.” He gave
Anson a chin lift. “See you tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” Anson echoed.

Shep headed out the back door, and Anson locked it behind him. I hit
the start button on the dishwasher and closed it, peeking over the island to
make sure Biscuit was still sleeping in his bed. Since the dinners had
started, he’d come around the crew. They played fetch with him and gave
him scratches now. It wouldn’t be long before he was ready for adoption.

Anson’s hands landed on my shoulders, kneading the muscles there. I
let out a moan. “I’ll give you forever to stop doing that.”

He chuckled. “Gonna tell me what’s going on in that beautiful brain of
yours?”

I turned to face him, leaning into his body. “What do you mean?”

“You’ve been off. Going a million miles a minute, hardly sitting down
for more than a handful of seconds, never calming.”

I scowled at him. “You know, there are downsides to dating a profiler.
You see too much.”

Anson grinned and brushed his lips over my temple. “Not a profiler.
Just a guy who works construction.”

“Fine,” I huffed. “There are downsides to dating a handyman with a
genius brain.”

He nipped my earlobe. “Talk to me, Rho.”

I sighed. “I feel like I’'m crawling out of my skin. I like being
productive. Having a purpose. I’m just spinning my wheels with too much



energy to burn. I’ve been half-tempted to ask Shep to give me a job.”

Anson slid his hand up my spine, his fingers curling around the back of
my neck and squeezing. “I think you’d look pretty damn hot rocking a tool
belt.”

I grinned up at him. “The one time I tried to help with something, I
broke my thumb with a hammer.”

Anson winced. “Maybe we keep you away from the tools, then.”

“Unfortunately, that’s probably a good idea.”

His fingers slid into my hair. “I can think of a few other things that
might burn away a little of that energy.”

All the minuscule nerve endings in my body woke up at Anson’s words.
“Can you now?”

A sly smile spread across his face. “You wanna play, Reckless?”

My skin began humming with the promise of what was to come, already
knowing the pleasure Anson could bring. “Yes.”

He moved then, taking my hand and tugging me toward the bedroom.
The moment we were inside, he shut the door behind us. It closed with a
quiet snick, but the noise sounded more like a cannon in the silent room.

“You sure you want to play?” Anson asked, grit and need coating his
voice.

I swallowed hard. “Yes.”

“Strip.” The single word was a command. The force behind it had a
shiver skating over my skin, but there was nothing unpleasant about it.

I kicked off one flip-flop and then the other, stepping onto the lush
carpet in my bedroom. My gaze dipped as I moved for the hem of my tank
top, but Anson wasn’t having that.

“Eyes on me,” he ordered.

My focus shot to him. The blue in his eyes sparked and swirled, need
blooming there. I didn’t look away, and my fingers hooked in the cotton.
Tugging it up and over my head, I lost sight of Anson for the briefest
moment. And then he was there again, eyes blazing.

I reached behind my back, fingers unfastening the clasp of my bra.

“Slowly,” Anson gritted out.

My pace eased, and I felt everything. The way my breathing quickened.
The sensation of the lace skating across my skin. And maybe that was what
Anson was after. For me to be in the here and now.



As my bra fell to the floor, Anson’s hand lifted. His thumb grazed his
bottom lip as he stared at me, the sun streaming in. “Could look at you for
years and still see something new every time.”

My pulse thrummed in my neck as he took one step toward me and then
another.

“Like this little freckle.” He bent, his lips grazing the mark resting just
below my collarbone.

My breath hitched.

Anson straightened, everything in his body tight, restrained. “Climb on
the bed.”

I licked my lips. “I thought I was supposed to strip.” I was still wearing
my shorts.

“Such sass,” Anson muttered. But then he moved. So fast I gasped. He
grabbed hold of my shorts and underwear, yanking them down. He stared
up at me as the movements slowed, lifting one leg out and then the other.
“Now, you don’t have to.”

I certainly didn’t.

Anson’s gaze didn’t waver. “Climb onto the bed.”

My heart hammered as I took one step back and then another. When I
hit the edge of the mattress, I turned, climbing on just as he’d instructed.

An audible breath sounded behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and
locked eyes with Anson. He stroked himself over his jeans. “That ass.
Gonna kill me.”

Heat rose to my cheeks—not embarrassment, but pleasure.

“Lay on your back. Arms above your head,” Anson gritted out.

A flicker of nervousness shot through me, but I obeyed. Nestling into
the pillows, I lifted my arms.

“Grab the headboard.” Anson’s voice was more growl than anything
else, the sound sending a fresh wave of shivers coursing through me. My
fingers curled around the wrought iron bars.

Anson took a step forward, unbuckling his belt. He tore the leather from
the loops on his jeans in one fluid movement, and my jaw went slack. He
kicked off one boot and then the other, then climbed onto the bed.

There was something about being completely naked while Anson
hovered over me, still fully clothed. It heightened everything in my body.
The feel of the breeze through the open window. The way the soft cotton of
his shirt brushed my nipples.



Anson reached above me, weaving his belt through the bars and around
my wrists. My pulse kicked into overdrive as he fastened the leather and
gave it a testing tug. His face was close to mine but not touching in any
way. “Too tight?”

I gave my head a tiny shake. “No.”

“Good.”

Then he was off me and the bed. He moved to my nightstand, opening
the top drawer and pawing through the contents.

“Hey,” I protested. “What’re you doing?”

Anson shot me a wicked grin. “That first day in the hallway, the time
you left me with the worst case of blue balls known to man?” I just gaped at
him in response. “You threatened me with a toy. And I think it’s time for a
little retribution.”

“You’re not,” I said through gritted teeth.

He opened the second drawer, and his eyes lit up. “Bingo.”

Anson pulled out a black velvet drawstring bag. Opening it, he retrieved
a compact, gold bullet vibrator.

My face flamed. “Anson,” I growled.

He rolled it between his fingers, testing the weight and then turning it
on and testing the speeds. “Perfect.”

He moved to the end of the bed. “Spread your legs. Time for me to give
you a little of the torture you’ve given me.”

Oh, hell.

Heat and wetness pooled in my core. But I wanted to obey. Wanted to
be at this man’s mercy.

Slowly, I parted my legs.

“Such a beautiful sight,” Anson murmured, his gaze fixed on the apex
of my thighs.

He lifted one knee onto the bed and then the other, settling between my
legs.

“Already glistening for me.”

My hips rocked against the mattress, needing some sort of contact,
anything.

“My greedy girl,” Anson cooed.

He trailed a single finger up my thigh to my center. That finger circled
my opening, teasing, toying. I whimpered, trying to shift my hips to get
more of him.



Anson’s other hand whipped out, sending a stinging slap across my
thigh. “Still.”

The sting of one hand crashed against the pleasure of the other in a
delicious stew of sensation. All I wanted to do was move. Get more. But |
stilled. My hands tightened on the headboard’s metal bars.

“Good girl,” Anson murmured and slid two fingers inside me.

I let out another whimper, my legs and hips dying to move.

“Let’s see how still you can stay.” Anson’s fingers slid in and out of me,
over and over. It was a torturously slow pace, completely unhurried.

My mouth opened and closed, trying to back my demands for more.

“So perfect,” he crooned, and then his fingers curled in a come-hither
motion.

I moaned. It was loud and desperate, but I didn’t even care. Anson
hadn’t said a damn thing about being quiet.

“I love the noises you make. The whimpers and moans. The way you
suck me in, desperate for more.”

I bit the inside of my cheek so hard that the metallic taste of blood filled
my mouth.

“How about now?” Anson twisted the vibrator until a buzz filled the air.
“Think you can stay still now?”

The cool metal of the bullet almost made me jump as he touched it to
my skin. Then the vibration lit through my muscles.

“Anson...”

“So beautiful when you beg,” he growled, circling my clit with the
bullet as his fingers thrust in and out of me.

“I can’t,” I whimpered. “I have to move.”

“You can. Hold it, Reckless.”

I gripped the metal bars harder, the belt biting into my wrists. The tiny
flicker of pain helped, but it also drove me higher.

Anson slid a third finger inside me as he circled the vibrator closer to
that bundle of nerves. “Such a good girl.”

Tears filled my eyes. Ones of a desperate need to let go—of all these
sensations, but also everything I’d been holding in. The stress, the fear, the
anger.

“Anson,” I pleaded.

“Almost. You’re almost there. A little more.”



My thighs shook from the effort it took to keep from moving them. My
wrists ached from pulling against my bonds. Everything inside me trembled
as black dots danced across my vision. Peaks and valleys swept through me
as I tried to hold back the full force of them.

“Now,” Anson commanded.

My hips arched into him as he pressed the bullet to my clit, his fingers
driving in and pressing down on my G-spot. Everything hit me all at once:
the hint of pain and the tsunami of pleasure.

I cried out as I shattered. Wave after wave engulfed me. Anson coaxed
and corralled each crest and break, playing my body like a master musician.
Just when I thought he was done, he’d wring another out of me, over and
over until I collapsed onto the mattress, unable to move.

Anson shifted, shutting off the vibrator and moving to lay next to me,
his fingers tracing a million different designs on my bare skin. “What’s in
that beautiful brain now?”

“Nothing,” T muttered, barely coherent. “Absolutely nothing.” And it
was glorious.

“Good.” Anson unfastened the belt, rubbing each wrist as he freed it.
“Never seen a more beautiful sight than watching you shatter.”

I curled into him and the beautiful, heady haze he’d given me. Three
little words played on my tongue, but I held them back. “Thank you,” I
whispered.

“I’1l always give you what you need, Reckless.”

And Anson had. Because now I was floating in that afterglow bliss
where everything was just a bit fuzzy in the very best way.

But then his phone rang and ruined everything.
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I MUTTERED a curse as I shifted to pull my phone from my back pocket. The
name on the screen had my blood turning to ice, but not answering wasn’t
an option. Because the what-if would be even worse.

Hitting an icon on the screen, I pressed the cell to my ear. “Hunt.”

“We’ve got two more,” Helena said, not wasting any time.

The wave of nausea hit me hard and fast.

“And he’s getting closer to you.”

That had me sitting up, then standing, needing to move. “Where?”

“First vic was in Montana. A waitress at a roadside diner. Next two
were in Idaho, only an hour’s drive apart.”

The ice was back, the kind of cold that was so frigid it hurt. “He’s
escalating.”

“Something’s pissing him off,” Helena agreed. “I gotta ask, Anson...has
anything in your life changed?”

I stilled as Rho came into view. She’d gotten dressed in sweats and a
tee, lines of concern etched into her beautiful face. Fear slammed into me.
No, it was more than fear. It was terror. “I’m seeing someone.”

Helena cursed. “He’s still got eyes on you.”

Those eyes were just virtual. We’d been able to piece together that he
watched our victims’ families and loved ones after killing the women. His
notes to them made that much obvious. And we knew he must have hacked
into my computer to get information about Greta. But he’d never left any
traces that our tech team could find. He was too good.



But I was more careful now. The security on my laptop was top-notch. I
locked down my digital footprint. But there were crumbs. Texts between
Rho and me. A few photos of her on my phone.

Had he gotten access to those?

“Anson,” Helena clipped.

“I know,” I said. God, I sounded defeated. Because no matter what I
did, this monster found ways to steal the best things in my life. But I wasn’t
about to let him steal Rho.

I heard Helena moving through what I guessed was a police station. The
din and occasional snippets of conversations were familiar. Finally, the
noise lessened as a door closed. “My guess is that he’s making his way to
you.”

“Know that, too.” The urge to bolt was strong. But I knew there was
nowhere I could go that he wouldn’t find me. Nowhere he wouldn’t rip my
world apart, piece by piece.

“We want to take you into protective custody. You can assist with the
case if you want, or you can pretend none of this is happening.”

“No.” My answer was instant. The only thing protective custody would
do was delay the inevitable.

“Don’t be an idiot, Anson. He’s never killed two people this close
together before. He’s unraveling, and you know what that means.”

It meant that his patterns could change. His M.O., too. He could come
for me as easily as he did his typical female victims. “I’m tired of running,
Helena.”

“I know. We’re gonna get him. I feel it in my bones. But I'd still like
you to be breathing when we do.”

I went quiet.

She sighed. “Promise me you’ll at least think about it.”

“Okay,” I agreed, knowing it was the best way to get her off my back
right now.

“Do you want updates?”

I mulled that over for a moment. “Yeah.” I was in it now whether I
wanted to be or not.

“Okay. Be safe.”

“You, too,” I answered.

She hung up without a goodbye. Maybe that’s where I’d gotten the trait.
Goodbyes were too final for people like us.



I lowered the phone, gripping it tightly. Rho stared at me, so much
worry in those beautiful eyes. “Who was it?”

“One of my old team members. The Hangman killed two more women.”
There was no point in holding back. Rho deserved to know what she was
mixed up in, what I’d put her in the path of. Because it wasn’t enough that
she already had one twisted person after her. I’d added the potential of a
second.

She reached for my hand, weaving her fingers through mine. “You’re
not alone.”

“I should be.”

Rho’s fingers spasmed around mine. “Don’t.”

“It’s the truth. I knew this bastard had ways of getting information on
me, ways of finding out who was important. But I still let myself get mixed
up with you.”

She gripped my hand tighter. “Anson.”

I swallowed hard as my back molars ground together. “No one’s more
important to me than you, Rho. You’re everything. And he probably knows
that. Which means there’s no one he’d rather hurt than you.”

Every word burned on the way out of my throat, scarring the flesh as
they entered the air.

Rho yanked my arm so hard the force had me stumbling forward. “You
are not bailing on me.”

“Rho,” I croaked.

“You try and bolt, and I'll hunt your ass down.”

My lips tried to twitch, but they couldn’t quite get there. “I worked for
the FBI. I think I could evade you.”

Rho arched a brow. “You don’t know my skills. I found out my college
roommate’s boyfriend was cheating on her five states away with nothing
more than a first name and the color of his car.”

This time, my mouth succeeded at curving.

“So, I’'d find you. And then I’d kick your ass for trying that BS. So,
don’t. Or if you do, take me with you. I’ll run wherever you want. We’ll
make here wherever you need it to be.”

My throat burned; so much emotion was building there. Maybe I should
say yes to protective custody, take Rho with me, and stay until Helena got
The Hangman, and Trace caught whoever had Rho in their sights.



I pulled Rho into my arms, dropping my forehead to hers. “You’re with
me. If I leave, if I stay, wherever the hell the path leads, you’re with me.”

Rho’s hands fisted in my tee. “Always. Whatever comes our way.”

But I knew how dark and twisted whatever could be. And you never
knew when it might strike.
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I sTRETCHED, my arms reaching toward the sun and loosening the muscles
that wove around my spine. The new flower bed was officially turned over
for planting. Because that was what you did when you ran out of space but
were desperate for a project.

A horn gave two short honks, and I turned to see the familiar truck with
Bloom & Berry on the side. Duncan navigated over the pothole-riddled
gravel drive until he reached the side of the guest cottage. Biscuit lifted his
head from his spot on the deck where I’d placed his bed in the sun, but he
didn’t growl. Progress.

Duncan slid out of the truck as I made my way toward him. The
moment [ was within arm’s reach, he pulled me into a hug. “I’ve missed
you.”

I hugged him back hard. “Me, too. I’'m hoping I can come back soon.”

Duncan released me, his gaze sweeping over me in assessment. “L.ooks
like that gash is healing.”

It was just an angry red line instead of a scabby wound now. But I was
sure I’d have a scar. Just one more to add to the bunch.

“It’s totally fine.”

“Good.” He shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Trace have any
leads?”

I sighed. “Not yet. They found the stolen SUV that ran me off the road,
but it was wiped clean of prints.”



Duncan’s jaw tightened. “You’d think they’d have found something by
now.”

“Maybe it’s over, and whoever it was moved on.” But as soon as the
words left my lips, I knew they were a naive dream. Whoever had been
toying with me was likely just biding their time. Because these days,
nobody left me alone for even a moment.

Between what had happened to me and The Hangman, no one in my life
was taking any chances. Anson stayed every night, with Trace ordering
drive-bys every couple of hours. During the day, the crew was here, but I
also had frequent visitors. Nora came by to help clean an already spotless
house. Lolli brought over a kit so I could make my very own diamond art
dick flower. I’d gotten countless texts from Cope, checking in between
games and practices. Fallon brought buckets of ice cream, and Arden even
made a few stops to check in.

The only one who hadn’t been by was Kye. But I understood. He didn’t
handle people he cared about being at risk well.

Duncan toed a piece of gravel with his boot. “Maybe they have.” He
looked around my outdoor space. “You’ve certainly put your time off to
good use.”

I grinned, following his line of sight. The entire garden was brimming
with color. My mom would’ve absolutely loved it. To her, a garden should
always be rainbow chaos. “It’s been fun to have some time to really bring it
to life.”

“I’ve got everything else you asked for and a few hours to help you get
it plugged in.”

I glanced at Duncan in surprise. “You never take off in the middle of a
workday.” In fact, I would’ve thought he’d send someone else to make the
delivery.

Duncan bumped my shoulder with his. “Told you. I missed you.”

Warmth spread through me at that. I had an incredible community
around me. And that was more than enough to be grateful for.

“Let’s get started,” I said with a grin.

We set to work unloading the truck and then positioning the plants
where I wanted them. It took a few rearranging attempts and talking things
through, but we finally got things laid out in a way we were both happy
with. I’d forgotten what great instincts Duncan had when it came to garden
planning.



Before long, we had everything plugged in and were carefully watering
the new additions. They were beautiful and melded into the gorgeous views
beyond of the mountains and rock faces.

Duncan shut off his hose. “Do you mind if I take some photos for the
website? It’d be great to have people see some end results.”

“Of course, not.” It was a great idea for a selling tool.

I kept watering the new plant babies until I heard a click and looked up.

Duncan grinned. “Action shot.”

I stuck my tongue out at him. “Living my best model life.”

He chuckled. “We could make you the Bloom mascot.”

I snorted at that. “I think I’'m good with my usual dirt-covered
existence.”

The sound of tires on gravel had me looking up to see a familiar BMW
sedan making its way toward us. A trickle of unease slid through me. I
hadn’t seen any sign of Davis for almost a month now, but I should’ve
known I couldn’t escape him entirely.

Duncan frowned. “What’s the douche doing here?”

“Your guess is as good as mine.” But I braced. Trace said he’d been
keeping a close eye on him. So far, nothing linked him to the things that had
happened to me.

Davis climbed out of his sedan in his now-typical preppy look, and I
couldn’t really picture him getting his hands dirty to set a fire. He frowned
as he walked toward us, taking in my current state. “You’re covered in dirt.”

“Good to see you, too,” I muttered, turning off the hose.

“I’m sure you could hire someone to do this for you.”

I sighed. This was why he and I never would have worked. “I don’t
want to hire someone else. I like doing this. Actually, I love it.”

Davis’s frown only deepened, but he shot a look in Duncan’s direction.
“Would you please give us a moment?”

Duncan looked at me in question.

I nodded. “It’s okay.”

Davis bristled at that but controlled the slight flare of temper as Duncan
walked toward his truck. “Rhodes.”

It was my turn to bristle. “Rho. Everyone calls me Rho. It’s what I
prefer.”

He opened his mouth to argue and then snapped it closed. “Rho.” I tried
to ease my posture at his acquiescence but couldn’t quite get there. “I



wanted to apologize.”

My eyes flared. I wasn’t sure Davis had ever apologized to me for
anything. Even for being a dick of epic proportions.

“I was upset after Trace paid me that visit. My reputation is very
important to me. But I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. I’'m sorry.”

I knew how much it likely took for Davis to actually admit to
overreacting. “Thank you. I appreciate it. Water under the bridge.”

It eased something in me to have us on better terms. Because in a town
this small, Davis and I would always run into each other.

He smiled then, a flash of white against his perfect complexion. “Good.
I’ve been worried about you. I heard about the accident.”

“I’m okay, really. My SUYV is toast, but a replacement’s being delivered
tomorrow morning.” Thankfully, the insurance was covering the lion’s
share of that.

Davis’s mouth thinned as his gaze skated over my forehead. “That’s
going to scar.”

I shrugged. “Not the end of the world.”

“Why don’t you come stay with me for a while? It’d be safer than you
staying here all alone.”

Well, crap.

It didn’t surprise me that word hadn’t gotten around about Anson and
me because we weren’t actually spending time together in public places—
not with everything going on. I didn’t want to give Davis false hope, but I
didn’t want to hurt him either.

“I actually haven’t been staying alone. My boyfriend’s been staying
with me.” Calling Anson my boyfriend felt ridiculous, but I wasn’t sure
what other term to use.

Davis stilled, a flush creeping up his neck. “Boyfriend?”

I swallowed hard. “Yeah. We’ve been seeing each other for a few weeks
now.”

“Who?” Davis demanded.

I did my best not to wince, but a flicker of the movement slipped free.
“Anson. You met him the last time you were here.”

“The interfering prick?” Davis snapped.

“Don’t,” I shot back. “He’s a good guy, and we aren’t doing anything
wrong. You and I haven’t been seeing each other for over a month now.”



Davis’s chest rose and fell in quick, angry pants. “We were in a
relationship, and you jump into bed with the first moron behemoth to crook
his finger at you? I should’ve known you were nothing but a cheap slut.”

I reeled back as if he’d struck me.

“What. Did. You. Just. Call. Her?” Anson growled.

Davis whirled on him, his face paling. “I called her what she clearly is.”

Anson prowled toward him, his panther-like grace in full effect. “I
warned you to stay clear of her. And now you show back up and insult her
at her own home? I don’t think you’re learning, Davy.”

“M-my name is Davis.”

“No. Davis is a man’s name. But you aren’t a man, are you?” Anson
challenged.

Davis straightened his shoulders. “You don’t know me.”

Anson grinned, but it had a slightly terrifying bent. “But I do, Davy. I
know you didn’t leave your job in Silicon Valley because you were
swimming in cash. You got fired.”

My eyes widened. Davis had told me and everyone else who would
listen that his stock options had meant he could take a ridiculously early
retirement.

“Fired because you were harassing a woman at your company,” Anson
pressed.

Davis’s face had gone fire-engine red. “She was a liar. She was just mad
that I rejected her.”

Anson chuckled, low and menacingly. “Hardly. But you couldn’t handle
the rejection, so you came back here and played the part of rich tech king.
Only you aren’t rich, are you, Davy?”

Davis’s teeth ground together, his fists clenching at his sides.

“You’re drowning in debt. In fact, that BMW is two weeks away from
repossession, and that house of yours is about to go into foreclosure. So, no
wonder you were so determined to move in with Rho. It was her or back in
with your parents.”

I gaped at Davis, remembering how hard he’d pushed me to sell the
house and move into a modern build together. It had been way too early, but
he wouldn’t stop bringing it up.

“I could sue you for slander,” Davis snarled.

Anson shrugged. “It’s only slander if it’s a lie, Davy. And I have all the
proof I need to back this up.” His eyes narrowed on my ex. “And I can keep



digging. I have resources you can only dream of. And you and I both know
there’s more dirt to uncover.”

A muscle in Davis’s cheek fluttered wildly, telling me that was true.

“So, leave,” Anson ordered. “And don’t come back. If you see Rho in
town, you’ll keep right on walking. She does not exist for you. Crawl back
into your pathetic hole, and don’t come out. Because if you do, I will rip
apart your life, piece by piece.”

Vitriol shot from Davis’s eyes. “You two deserve each other.”

Anson simply grinned at that. “Thanks, Davy. So nice of you to say.”

Davis just glared before turning on his heel and stalking back to his car.

Duncan lifted both hands from where he leaned against his truck and
started to clap.

I burst out laughing.

Anson stalked toward me, pulling me into his arms and kissing me
deeply. His tongue stroked mine, demanding better access as if he were
desperate to sear my taste into his memory.

When he finally pulled back, I struggled to catch my breath. I searched
his stormy gaze. “You okay?”

“I hate that prick.”

I brushed a strand of hair away from his forehead. “You didn’t say
anything about looking into him.”

Anson’s mouth thinned. “Because I’'m looking into everyone in your
orbit.” I shivered at that, and he pulled me tighter against him. “I’m not
taking any chances. You mean too much to me.”

I wanted to mean something to Anson. Relished that. But I hated the
price he had to pay for it. Because I knew going down this road meant he
had to face every demon that lurked there. And the price might be too high
for him to pay.
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ANSON

I sToop at the back doors, looking at the beautiful garden Rho had created
and taking in the landscape beyond it. The sharp mountain peaks, the
intricate rock faces. It was beyond stunning. But it was more. Somewhere
along the line, it had started to feel like home.

Arms wrapped around my waist from behind as Rho pressed her cheek
to my back. “Hi.”

My mouth curved as I covered her hands with mine. “Hi.”

We stood like that for a long time, neither of us needing to say a word.
The comfort was in the easy silence.

Finally, I twisted in Rho’s hold, wrapping my arms around her, as well,
and dropping a kiss on her forehead. Then I really took her in. God, she was
gorgeous. Her mahogany hair fell in waves over her shoulders, but she’d
taken pieces on either side of her head and braided them into a delicate
Crown.

She wore a hint of makeup. Rosy cheeks. Something that made the
green in her eyes pop. And a gloss on her lips that had me wanting to nip
the bottom one.

“You’re beautiful.”

Rho’s expression softened, a tender smile pulling at her mouth. “It’s rare
for me to get cleaned up these days.”

“Maybe we need to find a few more excuses to do that.” Hell, I hadn’t
even taken Rho on a proper date.



She worried her bottom lip between her teeth, and I reached up to gently
tug it free. “Don’t.” I toyed with a strand of her hair. “What’s got you
worried?”

“Is this going to be too much?” Rho asked softly. “I don’t want to push.
Too much. Too quickly.”

I pulled her tighter against me. “It’s not too much. I want to get to know
your family better.”

She winced. “We’re a lot on a good day. Maybe you should do one or
two at a time instead of all at once.”

I chuckled. “You sound like I’'m going to be fighting to the death, not
attending a family dinner.”

“You never know. Battles have occurred over mashed potatoes before.”

I skated a thumb up and down her back. “I want to go. I may not be
good at it, but I want to try.”

Socializing was a rusty skill that I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to
sharpen, but I didn’t want Rho to feel like she had to compartmentalize her
life either.

She stretched up onto her tiptoes, brushing her lips across mine. “I like
you just the way you are. Broodiness and all.”

I grinned against her mouth. “Even if I never wear color?”

“One day, you’re going to rock the hell out of a pink shirt.”

I grunted. Not likely.

My phone buzzed in my back pocket, and I tried not to stiffen.
Releasing Rho, I tugged it free. Helena’s name flashed across the screen,
but I couldn’t quite make myself hit accept.

There’d been no news from her for the past week, so we’d lived waiting
for the other shoe to drop. Maybe it had.

“Answer,” Rho whispered. “I’m right here.” She slid her fingers into my
front pocket as if to link us somehow.

I tapped the screen and pressed the phone to my ear. “Hunt.”

“We’ve got another one,” Helena said. “Just over the border into
California.”

I frowned. That didn’t make any sense. Montana, then two in Idaho.
Washington or Oregon should’ve been next. He should’ve been closing in
on me. “You’re sure?”

“It’s him. Note’s a match. Woman found at a campground just off I-5
southbound.”



“So, he...what? Drove right past where I am and kept on going? That
doesn’t seem likely.”

A door shut on Helena’s end of the line. “I think there are two
possibilities. One is that he feels us closing in. We know his usual hunting
grounds—near freeways and highways. Always snatches young women
alone. We have more manpower looking for him now. Maybe he got
spooked. Moved along.”

“The other?” I asked.

“He doesn’t know where you are. Doesn’t have access to your tech.
Maybe there was another stressor in his life that got him killing again. You
know these guys don’t just stop.”

That much was true. Unsubs with the psychological makeup of The
Hangman couldn’t turn it off. Killing was a compulsion. He might be able
to shut it down for a while or change his M.O., but he’d never be able to
stay away forever. Just like he couldn’t stop playing the game.

“So, what’s the plan?” I asked.

“Sit tight. We’re running everything now, but the ME’s best guess is that
she was killed yesterday. He’s likely still close by. Maybe we can get him.”

I wasn’t holding my breath, but I also wasn’t about to shoot down
Helena’s hope. You needed it in that kind of work. “Thanks, Helena. Stay
safe.”

“You, too. If anything tweaks you, call.”

“I will.” T hit end and shoved my phone back into my pocket.

Rho looked up at me with expectant eyes. “So?”

“He killed someone in California.”

“Poor woman,” she whispered.

I pulled Rho into my arms again. “Helena thinks he may not know
where I am. That another stressor got him killing again.”

Her brow furrowed as she stared up at me. “What do you think?”

“It’s possible. I think it would be really hard for someone like him to
keep his distance if he knew where I was. The temptation would be too
great.”

Rho’s muscles eased beneath my hands. “I’m glad. Maybe that makes
me awful because he’s obviously going to keep killing until someone stops
him, but I don’t want him to know where you are.”

I brushed my lips across her temple. “That doesn’t make you awful. It
makes you human.”



Rho burrowed into me. “I can call Nora and tell her we can’t make it.
She’ll understand. I could use a quiet night in to finish my book anyway.”

I arched a brow at her. “You mean read until the second to last chapter?”
Rhodes had read countless books in the past few weeks, but I hadn’t seen
her finish a single one.

She stuck her tongue out at me. “It’s my process.”

I wrapped an arm around her, pulling her into me. “I know, but we can
save the non-finishing for another night. Family dinner is exactly where we
should go.” Just saying the word family was a struggle. I hadn’t been a part
of one in years, and the idea of letting those sorts of relationships grab hold
had a familiar weight settling in.

Rho looked up at me. “Should we have a code word in case you want to
leave?”

My lips twitched. “Code word?”

“You know, like...fuzzy pink bunny. Or the eagle lands at noon.”

I barked out a laugh. “How am I supposed to work that into casual
conversation?”

“I don’t know. You could get creative.”

“How about I just squeeze your hand four times if I need out?”

Rho laid a hand over my heart. “I guess that works, too.”

“Come on, let’s go. I’ve been eating lukewarm Nora meals for a year
and a half. I’'m dying to have one hot out of the oven.”

We took Biscuit out one more time before leaving him with a bone to
gnaw on, then climbed into my truck and headed for Nora and Lolli’s. I
could feel Rho’s nerves. It was also evident in the tap of her fingers against
my thigh, and the slightly increased rate of her breathing.

I laid a hand over hers as we pulled up to the massive ranch house. “I’'m
going to be fine.”

Rho looked over at me. “Are you sure?”

I nodded. “Know how I know?”

“How?”

I weaved my fingers through hers. “Because you’re with me.”

Rho’s eyes glittered in the low light of the evening. “I worked very hard
on this makeup, and if you make me cry right now, I'm going to be really
mad at you.”

I chuckled. “Never.” I kissed her quickly as I released her hand. “Let’s
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go.



Sliding out of the truck, I rounded the hood to open Rho’s door.

“Such a gentleman.”

“Sometimes,” I said, taking her hand.

She sent me a mischievous smile. “Oh, trust me. I know how wicked
you can be.”

My dick twitched at the husky promise in her words. “If I have a hard-
on walking into dinner with your family, I’'m going to spank your ass.”

Rho only smiled wider. “Promises, promises.”

“Hell,” I muttered.

She tugged me toward the farmhouse, a skip in her step that came from
knowing she was torturing me. The little witch.

I tried to focus on the house itself. It was huge with white siding in
immaculate condition. A porch wrapped around the entire building with
countless rockers and two porch swings. It looked like the house out of that
old show The Waltons. Picture-perfect with sprawling pastures surrounding
it and a barn.

Just as we reached the top step, the door opened to reveal Lolli. She
wore a billowy dress with an accompanying shawl made of so many colors
I couldn’t identify them all. Necklace after necklace looped around her
neck, and I was pretty sure one of the chains had a pot leaf dangling from it.

Her blue eyes sparkled as she took in our joined hands. “Finally,
someone is testing out the brooding god’s goods!”

“Mom!” Nora shouted from inside.

“Oh, hush, child. Don’t ruin my fun,” Lolli called back. She turned to
me. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist my Rho for long. Now, I hear
you were a Fed. Please tell me you aren’t one of those anti-marijuana
sticks-in-the-mud who thinks missionary position is the only way anyone
should ever have sex.”

“Lolli!” Her name was shouted by at least three people at once,
including Rho.

Fallon appeared then, wrapping an arm around the older woman. “I’m
so sorry, Anson. You’ll have to excuse Lolli. She’s going a little senile.”
Fallon gave her a stern look as if to punctuate the point.

Lolli just made a pfft noise and waved her off. “I’'m not going to let my
granddaughter be stuck in missionary position for the rest of her life.”

“Do not talk about Rho and sex in the same sentence. Please,” Trace
said with a shiver. “It’s just wrong.”



Lolli rolled her eyes as we followed her and Fallon into the house.
“How did I get stuck with such a prudish family? Sex is a natural thing.”

Kye shot her a grin from his spot on an overstuffed chair. “Not all
prudes, Lolls, don’t you worry.”

“At least I raised one of you right,” she harrumphed.

Rho burrowed into my arm, trying to stifle her laughter. “If she only
knew what you can do with a bullet vibrator and a determined tongue.”

Fire swept through me. “I’'m going to make you pay for putting that
image in my head right now.”

Her laughter came free and easy. “Well, welcome to Colson chaos. I
always knew it would be a hell of an introduction.”

One of the doors at the back of the massive living space swung open,
and Keely raced inside, Arden following behind her. “We rode for a full
hour! We even galloped!” she cried.

Trace sent Arden a warning look. “You said no galloping.”

Arden winced. “It was more like a fast canter.”

The little girl ran right past her dad and skidded to a halt in front of Rho
and me. Her eyes went wide as she took me in. “You’re not Supergran’s
boyfriend, but are you Auntie Rho’s?”

Shep choked on a laugh. “Not sure you call someone a boyfriend when
they’re thirty-five, Warrior Princess.”

Her brows pulled together as she frowned up at me. “Man friend?
Grown-up friend?”

Kye started coughing from his spot in the corner. “That’s what I’'m
going to start calling it now.”

“How about you just call me Anson?” I asked the little girl.

“I gots to call you Mr. Anson because my dad says that’s having
manners. But you can call me Keely,” she said easily.

Rho leaned into me, patting my chest. “I don’t know, I’m kind of partial
to grown-up friend.”

I sent her a scowl and mouthed the word spanking.

The ringing of a phone cut through the air, and Trace stood, pulling his
cell out of his pocket. He frowned down at the screen. “Sorry. Give me a
second.”

He disappeared down the hall, but my sixth sense was already tingling.

“Anson,” Nora said, crossing to me. “I’m so happy you could make it.”
She didn’t waste a moment, simply pulled me into a hug.



I patted her back awkwardly, not used to the easy affection. “Thanks for
having me.”

She smiled warmly as she released me. “You’re welcome any Sunday
and whatever other days we manage to get together.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that.”

“We’ll just ignore the fact that you rejected my offers for the past year
and a half,” Shep goaded.

Rho stuck her tongue out at him. “Don’t be jealous that I have the
touch.”

Shep shook his head. “Don’t think Anson is interested in my touch.”

“Jesus,” I muttered. This family was sex obsessed.

“What does that mean?” Keely asked, full of innocence.

Nora gave Shep a glare. “Nothing, baby. Want to come help me finish
dinner in the kitchen?”

She nodded easily, following her grandmother out of the fray.

Just as they disappeared, Trace strode back into the living room. I
recognized his expression instantly. The hard set of his jaw, the tight grip on
his phone. Whoever had been on the other end of the call, and whatever
they’d said, it wasn’t good.

Rho saw it, too. “What happened?”

Trace strode toward us, his face warring between pissed off and gentle.
“That was the station. We got a call about a dead body.”

Rho sucked in a sharp breath. “Who?”

“I’m sorry, Rho. It was Davis.”



41

RHODES

ANsoN wrAPPED a blanket around my shoulders, gently tucking one end
beneath the other, making sure I was as warm as possible. But I still
shivered. It was the kind of cold that seeped into your bones and was nearly
impossible to get out.

Davis. Dead.

The two words were so incongruent. They didn’t fit. I’d seen him two
days ago, being a total and complete douchebag. Even with the stunt he’d
pulled, I never wanted anything like this.

Anson lowered himself to the spot next to me on the couch and pulled
me to him. He didn’t say everything would be okay or give me any other
platitudes that felt incredibly false. He just held me.

We didn’t have a lot of information. Davis’s body had been found next
to the dumpster behind the bar. The Sagebrush wasn’t a place he typically
frequented, but he could’ve been nursing his wounds after Anson’s verbal
assault.

“What the hell is happening?” I whispered as I stared out the windows
into the darkness outside. “This is supposed to be a quiet town. Safe. Now
the fire, getting run off the road, murder.”

Anson gripped me tighter, practically pulling me on top of him. “When
I was digging into Davis, I found some things.”

I stiffened. I hadn’t missed how Anson had pulled Trace aside before we
left Nora’s. How he’d spoken in hushed tones. I had to assume it was about
this.



“He’s got ties to a loan shark who works out of Portland. If Davis
wasn’t paying that guy back, there’s always a chance this was done to set an
example.”

My stomach twisted. So, chances were Davis had gotten himself killed.
And for what? Image? Prestige? “What a waste,” I muttered.

Anson’s lips ghosted over my temple. “I’m sorry you’re hurting.”

“He wasn’t always like the person you met. He used to be funny, a little
cocky, but kind deep down. I don’t know what happened to him.”

“It could’ve been a million different things. That’s the thing about life.
Events and circumstances have the power to mark you. Change you.”

I burrowed deeper into Anson’s hold. “I don’t ever want to let those
difficult things change me into a hard person.”

He brushed the hair out of my face. “You won’t.”

I looked up into those blue-gray eyes. “You sound so sure.”

Anson stared down at me. There was so much tenderness in his
expression. “I am. You’ve faced more hardship than almost anyone I’ve
known. But you’ve never let it harden you. That’s a miracle, Rho. You let
those things make you better instead of worse. There’s no way you won’t
live the rest of your life that way.”

My heart pounded against my ribs. Those three little words swirled
around my mind and teased my tongue, but I swallowed them back.
“Thanks for believing in me.”

“There’s no one on this planet I have more faith in.”

It wasn’t an I love you, but I would take it. I moved in to brush my lips
across Anson’s when Biscuit let out a low growl.

I straightened, twisting to find the pup. He’d crossed to the windows
and was baring his teeth at something through the glass.

Anson instantly pushed up from the couch, moving to a bag he’d
brought in from his truck—the same duffel he’d taken to carting back and
forth with him as he came and went.

“Biscuit,” I called. But the dog didn’t respond; simply kept growling at
the glass.

Anson pulled a metal box out of his bag, quickly pressing in some sort
of code. The lid popped open, and he retrieved a metal object.

I gaped at him. “Is that a gun?”

He glanced at me quickly as he wrapped his fingers around the grip and
moved to the windows. “Yes.” He pulled one curtain and then the other as



Biscuit kept growling.

“You brought a gun into my house?”

“Rho, I always have a gun within reach. It’s a safety measure. I’'m
trained. I don’t put them anywhere a child or someone untrained has
access.”

My stomach roiled. Anson always had a gun within reach because he
never truly felt safe. The thought was enough to make me sick.

He moved quickly around the room, shutting every blind and curtain.
“Hand me your phone.”

I stood, handing it over. “It was probably an animal.”

“You’re probably right, but let’s be safe.” He took the device from me
and punched in my code.

My jaw went slack. “How did you know my code?”

His lips twitched the barest amount. “I was a profiler, remember?”

Damn him.

I waited as he opened the security camera app, twisting my fingers in
my sweatshirt as nerves took hold. Too much had happened lately for me to
be anything more than jumpy.

Anson cursed.

I couldn’t help but jolt as he shoved the phone back at me. “Call Trace.
Tell him someone’s lurking around your place. Tell him I’'m in pursuit and
armed.”

I fumbled the phone and then reached out, grabbing Anson’s shirt. “You
can’t go out there.”

His face was a mask of barely restrained fury. “We’re ending this. Now.
If we wait for the cops to come, he’ll probably be long gone. Stay here,
keep the windows covered.”

“Anson...”

He tugged me toward him, kissing me fast and hard. “I’ll be back.”

My stomach dropped as he stalked silently toward the front door. He
locked it behind him, leaving me alone except for Biscuit. I quickly tapped
my phone screen, hitting Trace’s contact. He answered on the second ring.

“You all right?”

I could hear voices in the background and wondered if he was still at the
crime scene. “Anson saw someone on the cameras outside my house. He
went after them. He said to call you and tell you he was in pursuit and has a
gun.”



Trace cursed. “Idiot. Should’ve waited for backup.”
“He’s out there, Trace,” I croaked.

“I’m on my way. I’ll inform dispatch,” Trace said. “Rho, stay where you
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“I will. I—”

A crack pierced the air. Like a clap of thunder but fainter. A gun. A
bullet.

I was already running, promises be damned.

dre.
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ANSON

I raceDp through the field behind Rho’s house, the figure in front of me
nothing but a dark outline in his hoodie and jeans. “Stop!” I barked.

The figure didn’t listen; he kept right on running. It was a damn good
thing I'd been running out my demons on the trails near my cabin;
otherwise, this guy would’ve easily left me in the dust.

That in and of itself gave me information. Young. Able-bodied. Likely
an athlete or at least someone who stayed in shape.

A list of suspects began building in my mind. I hadn’t wanted to ask
Rho about any of the people on my short list because I hadn’t wanted to put
doubts in her mind about people she knew. Not when the unsub could’ve
just as easily been someone she’d never even talked to.

People could fixate without any true relationship. They would build
something out of nothing in their mind. And it could so easily be twisted.

The figure in front of me caught his foot on a log and cursed.

More information. Definitely male. Not that my half-completed profile
suggested anything else.

I gained on him, my muscles burning as I pushed harder.

Something flew in my direction as I ran. I ducked just in time as a rock
whizzed past me, grazing my cheek. I couldn’t help the curse I spat.

How the hell had he managed to get his hands on a rock? When he
tripped?

At least that told me he likely didn’t have a weapon. But he was also
desperate, so who knew what he’d do?



My mind moved through countless psychological equations. A million
different possible outcomes based on the circumstances. There was no way
I could know for sure how he’d react to any given stimuli. I just had to take
my best guess.

We were fifty yards from the tree line, give or take. It was now or never
because he’d soon have coverage.

I stopped dead in my tracks and lifted my weapon. I aimed at the tree
ahead of the figure and squeezed the trigger. The release of the bullet sent a
crack through the air.

The recoil was familiar, the bite into my muscles.

The man spat a slew of curses but didn’t stop. He only ran faster.

Hell.

I’d hoped it would spook him enough that he’d turn himself in. But my
wager had been wrong.

I started after him again, refusing to lose sight of the figure. He didn’t
get to terrorize Rho. Hurt her. That familiar surge of fury gave me a dose of
adrenaline, helping me gain on the man.

“Cops are en route. There’s no way out of this,” I yelled.

He only kept running, reaching the trees and disappearing into the
thickest foliage.

“Damn it,” I muttered, slowing.

I stopped for a brief second to listen.

The snap of twigs to my right told me where he was. I followed the
sounds as quietly as possible. The task was nearly impossible, with the
moon providing the only light. I picked my way through brush and trees,
but then the noises stopped altogether.

I slowed, trying to see into the dark.

A fist crashed into the side of my face out of nowhere. The force of it
had me stumbling back a step and seeing stars, but instinct had me blocking
the next blow and returning the strike.

The man grunted as my left fist connected with his jaw. It was his turn
to fall back. I couldn’t make out a face, just shadows beneath the hood of a
black sweatshirt.

I raised my gun. “Don’t fucking move.”

But the man wasn’t in his right mind. “You’re not going to hurt her!”

He charged.

I fired.



The shot clipped the man’s shoulder just before he collided with me. He
screamed out in pain but kept right on going.

We hit the ground with enough force to knock the wind out of me.

He pressed his forearm into my neck, cutting off my air supply. So, I did
the only thing I could. I punched him right in the bullet wound.

He cried out in agony.

It distracted him enough that I was able to clock him with the butt of my
gun. The man went down like a ton of bricks.

I shoved him off me, struggling to my feet just as someone crashed
through the trees. I whirled, aiming my weapon.

Rho skidded to a stop in front of me, her eyes going wide. She stood
there in tie-dyed sweats, her hair wild, and her feet fucking bare. Tears
glimmered in her eyes. “You’re okay?”

“Where are your shoes?” I barked.

She didn’t say a word; simply threw herself at me. “You’re okay.”

Her arms ran up and down me as if checking for wounds. “You’re
okay,” she said again.

“I’m good, Reckless.”

She shuddered against me, her head bobbing up and down in a staccato
nod. She let out another breath. “Where is—? Oh, God.”

Rho jolted as she took in the figure out cold on the ground.

I pulled back, trying to take in her face. “You know him?”

Her eyes cut to me, and I saw so much hurt there. “Felix. The first boy I
ever kissed.”
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RHODES

I couLpN’T seEM to make myself let go of Anson. I clung to him like a
barnacle, affixing and never letting go. Not when Trace interviewed us or
the EMTs gave Anson a once-over. He’d likely have a shiner where Felix
clocked him one, but the cut from the rock thankfully hadn’t needed
stitches.

Anson’s hand trailed up and down my back, but the entirety of his arm
kept me close as we sat on my porch steps. It was as if he needed the
nearness as much as I did.

“How’s your head?” I asked. I was sure the continual flashing lights
from the various emergency services vehicles weren’t helping.

“I’'m good.” He skated his free hand over my legs, which he’d
positioned on his lap. “How are your feet?”

The moment the EMTs arrived, Anson demanded they look at my feet,
despite the fact that he was the one with the head injury.

“They’re fine,” I said. He’d tried to get me inside once before, but I
wasn’t going without him. The truth was, my feet ached and stung. I'd
scraped them up and gashed one on an especially sharp rock. But they’d
heal. Probably in less time than it took for my heart to mend.

Felix.

The man I’d always thought of as a sweet boy. As if I'd frozen him back
in the time of that first kiss. But that picture wasn’t the truth. Maybe it
never had been.



Trace stalked across my gravel drive. He wasn’t trying to hold tight to
his mask tonight. He was letting the whole world know how pissed off he
was. He crossed to us and crouched so he was at eye level with me. “How
are you feeling?”

“I’m fine. What do you know?”

Trace’s jaw worked back and forth, taking a moment to speak. It was
then that I realized he was holding back. The anger making itself known on
his face was the fury that had slipped past the walls he typically guarded so
well.

“Felix regained consciousness in the ambulance, but he’s not saying a
word other than lawyer.”

Anson grunted, making his opinion on that perfectly clear.

Trace pushed on. “We found his truck a ways down on the main road.”
Trace’s jaw moved side to side again as if he were struggling to voice his
next words.

“You found something,” Anson said, sitting up. It wasn’t a question. He
was certain.

Trace jerked his head in a quick nod. “Storage box in the bed was a
treasure trove. Gas and rags I’'m guessing will be a match to the fire here.”

I grabbed Anson’s arm, needing to ground myself in the here and now.

“Newspaper articles covering the recent fire and the fires from fourteen
years ago, including the one here. And photos. So many goddamn photos.”
Trace’s voice took on a smoker’s rasp as he spoke, knowing how much his
words had to hurt.

“You think he started them all?” I croaked.

“It’s still early,” Trace said. “But one thing’s clear. He’s fixated on you.
There are photos of you from afar. At work. In town. At home. It looks like
they were taken with a telephoto lens.”

My stomach roiled, and I suddenly felt dirty, like I needed to take a
shower.

Anson’s arm tightened around me. “You said he was your first kiss.”

Bile swirled in my stomach, but I nodded. “The night of the fire.”

He tensed and shared a look with Trace. “Escalated things. He didn’t
want anyone around who might come between him and Rho.”

That muscle in Trace’s jaw fluttered again. “But he just as easily
could’ve killed Rho.”



I felt Anson’s struggle to keep his hold on me gentle—the readjusted
grip, the deep inhales and exhales.

“He probably thought she’d have plenty of time to get out. Her room
was on the opposite end of that hallway. A thirteen-year-old kid isn’t going
to be a fire wiz, no matter how much he’s been playing with it. And an old
house will catch quicker than a new build.”

Trace nodded and then scrubbed a hand over his face. “I didn’t see it.
Not for a single second.”

“Neither did I,” I whispered, unshed tears burning the backs of my eyes.
“Why start it all up again?”

Anson went rigid. “Because of me. You haven’t ever been serious about
anyone, but I’'m sure word’s gotten around that we’re together. If he’s been
watching or talking to people on the crew, he knows I’ve been staying
here.”

Bile surged again. “It’s not your fault.”

“No, it’s not. But I’m still fucking sorry,” he gritted out.

I twisted, pressing my face into Anson’s neck. “Don’t let him get inside
your head.”

Anson stroked the side of my face. “You’re right.” Letting out a long
breath, he turned to Trace. “Get this fucker.”

Trace jerked his head in a nod. “I’ll lock him down. You take care of my
sister.”

Asking Anson to step in was like a nod of approval from Trace. And
Anson didn’t miss it.

“I’d do anything for her.”

Trace pushed to standing. “Good. Call if you need anything. I’'m going
to put a rush on the evidence we found.”

And then he was gone.

But my world was left spinning.

Anson didn’t wait. He lifted me into his arms and carried me inside.
Biscuit rushed to meet us, letting free a little whine, but I was too dazed to
even let it register.

Did this mean someone had killed my family? It wasn’t an accident. It
was pure hatred. And for what? Some sort of twisted obsession?

The tears came then—one sob and then another, ragged and brutal as
they tore from my body.

“I got you,” Anson whispered.



He lowered me to my bed as more sobs racked my body. He curved
around me, cocooning me in his warmth. “Let it out. I’m right here.”

So, I did. I released all the pain, anger, and grief, knowing Anson would
be there to catch me.

THE suN sTREAMED down from high in the sky as I stood on my back deck,
the rays catching the shimmery threads on my cowboy boots. I’d needed the
bright spot, even if it was just in my footwear. Everything felt so eerily
quiet compared to the chaos of last night. No lights. No sirens. No deputies
traipsing all over my yard.

I frowned at a flower bed that had gotten the worst of the officers’
carelessness. I’d have to run out to Bloom to get some replacement plants. I
wouldn’t be working. Duncan had told me, in no uncertain terms, that if I
showed up at the shop, he’d fire me.

Instead, I was standing outside, twiddling my thumbs and about ready to
crawl out of my skin. I glanced down at my phone. Eleven-thirty.

I still needed to kill fifteen minutes before Fallon showed. She’d wanted
to eat here, but I needed to get out of the house. Away from the ghost town.

I missed the noise of the crew, but they’d been told to halt work until
further notice just in case the main house needed to be reexamined. So,
they’d switched to a different jobsite. Anson had gone in hours late and
practically kicking and screaming. And only after a deputy was stationed in
his vehicle outside my house. He wasn’t taking any chances with The
Hangman still at large.

At least, this was some time away from Anson’s watchful gaze. Time to
try to process the fact that Felix had been the one to tear my life apart all
those years ago. Who’d been determined to do it again.

My stomach dipped and rolled. The boy I’d kissed. The one I'd thought
would change my life.

In the most twisted way, he had.

My eyes burned, pressure building behind them. I shoved the tears back.
I couldn’t cry. Not again. I’d sobbed until I passed out last night, and I
didn’t welcome the idea of going down that road again.



I took a slow, steadying breath as I walked farther into my garden. I let
the scents of lilac and lupine fill my nose, calming me. I focused on the
wind in the trees.

My phone buzzed, and I tugged it from my back pocket.

FALLON
Be there in five.

A little of the tension in my chest eased. If anyone could distract me
from this nightmare, it was Fallon. I jogged up the back porch steps,
locking the door behind me. I gave Biscuit some scratches and a bone to
chew on, then grabbed my bag and headed for the front door. Stepping
outside, I locked the door and headed toward the squad car standing sentry.

As T got closer, light and shadow played over the open window. My
steps faltered as my brain tried to compute the sight in front of me. A body
was slumped against the wheel. And there was blood. So much blood. 1
turned to run, but it was too late.

“Hello, Rho.”

The voice was familiar but deeper somehow, darker.

I turned to find the source of the tenor, to fight, but I didn’t get a
glimpse of more than a corner of a T-shirt before pain bloomed in my
temple, bright and sharp. The world tunneled as I fell, but I could only think
of one thing.

Anson.
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ANSON

I curseDp as my hammer missed the nail, narrowly avoiding my thumb.

Shep straightened from his spot on the opposite side of the new deck we
were putting in. “I’d tell you that you should be using the nail gun, but if
you were, you probably would’ve put a nail through your hand by now.”

I scowled at him as I stood, tossing my hammer onto the deck and
cracking my neck. I’d been a mess all morning. And Shep was right, it was
a miracle I hadn’t seriously injured myself.

“What’s going on?” he asked, moving in my direction. “Was there a
new update on The Hangman?”

I shook my head. All was quiet on that front. But quiet made me
twitchy. Like I was waiting for the other shoe to drop. “No. They’re still
working the last crime scene and canvassing the area.”

Shep studied me for a long moment. “Still worried about Rho.”

It wasn’t a question, but I answered him anyway. “It’s hard for me to
turn it off.”

Just because they had the person who’d been harassing Rho in lockup
didn’t mean I could erase the protective urge. Too much had happened to
both Rho and in my past. It was the sort of thing I worried she wouldn’t be
able to handle in the long run. So, I’d shoved it all down and gone to work
today, even though it was the last thing I wanted to do.

Shep clapped me on the shoulder. “Come on.” He started toward his
truck, expecting me to follow.

“Where?”



“Fallon is picking Rho up for lunch. We’ll crash their day date.”

I frowned at him. “We’re already behind with not having access to the
Victorian. I thought you said we needed to get this deck done today.”

Shep beeped the locks on his truck. “The rest of the team is working
double-time on the Evans’ project. That’ll help us make up some time. And
you and I can knock this one out this afternoon.”

I opened the passenger door and climbed inside. “Thanks.” Taking the
time now meant us working faster this afternoon and maybe even staying
late. But Shep knew I needed to lay eyes on Rho. Needed to touch her and
assure myself she was okay.

He pressed the button to start the ignition. “You’ve been through one of
the worst things imaginable. It’s understandable that you might need a little
extra reassurance when it comes to the safety of the people you care about.”

I stared out the window as Shep navigated the gravel road that led back
to Rho’s. I wasn’t good at the feelings stuff. As much as I’d studied emotion
and psychological makeup, expressing it when it came to me wasn’t easy.

“Makes me feel weak,” I admitted.

Shep’s gaze flicked to me. “Because you care?”

“Because I can’t stop obsessing. Thinking about the million things that
could go wrong.”

He adjusted his hold on the steering wheel as he made a left turn onto
the two-lane highway. “I’d say that’s normal. You’ve been through trauma
twice over. Give your mind and body time to recover. And the last thing
Rho will think is that you’re weak.”

I knew he was right. Rho would talk me through it and see the silver
lining in it, the strength. “I’m an idiot.”

The corner of Shep’s mouth kicked up. “You said it, not me.”

I chuckled. “What about you? You’ve usually mentioned a woman
you’re seeing by now.”

Shep was the king of casual dating. I tried not to analyze the fact that he
always seemed to come up with a reason to politely end things around week
three or four. It was better than stringing someone along if he didn’t see a
future, but I also worried he might be looking for something that didn’t
exist.

Shep shifted in his seat, not looking in my direction.

I was instantly on alert. “What?”

He scowled at the windshield. “Nothing.”



“It’s obviously something.”

He finally let out a breath. “I asked someone out, but she said no.”

I was silent for a moment, and then I burst out laughing. “Is that the first
time you’ve been rejected?”

Shep turned his glare from the road to me. “No. Abbie James dumped
me for Robbie Allen in third grade.”

I only laughed harder, to the point where tears filled my eyes. “Who is
she? I think I want to buy her a drink.”

“You’re an asshole,” Shep grumbled.

“I am. But you already knew that.” I glanced over at my extremely
annoyed friend. “Seriously, who is she?”

He didn’t answer right away but then finally gave in. “Thea. She works
with Rho at the nursery. I get the sense she’s been through some stuff. A
little gun-shy. I asked her to coffee, and she shot me down with zero
explanation.”

I studied him for a long moment. “You sure this isn’t just your white-
knight complex coming into play?”

“I don’t have a white-knight complex.”

“You do. You have a compulsion when it comes to fixing people’s
problems. It’s good in small doses, but you need to look at why you have
the urge.” If he didn’t, he’d never actually find happiness in a relationship.

Shep glowered as he turned onto Rho’s drive. “Stop shrinking me.”
Then, he sighed. “There’s something about her. She sees things others miss.
She’s got this hard exterior, but when she thinks no one’s watching, she’s
got a gentleness about her.”

Oh, damn. This sounded like a little more than a crush.

“Then give it time,” I encouraged. “If Thea’s been through something
hard, it’1l take time for her to feel comfortable opening up to anyone.”

“You’re probably right,” Shep said as he rounded the Victorian to the
guesthouse.

Fallon’s car was parked next to Rho’s new one, but that wasn’t what
caught my attention. It was Fallon herself, bent over on the gravel, heaving.

Shep slowed. “What the—?”

I didn’t wait. I threw open the door and ran toward Fallon. “What is it?”

Fallon choked as she heaved one more time but pointed at the cruiser. I
ran toward it, skidding to a halt as bile surged up my throat. The man who’d



greeted Rho with a quick joke this morning was slumped against the wheel,
his throat slit.

I whirled, panic setting in. “Rho. Where’s Rho?”

Tears streaked down Fallon’s face. “I-I don’t know.”

Nausea swept through me, fast and fierce. My ears rang as I stalked
toward the front door. I had a set of keys Rho had given me, but they were
supposed to be used if I got home before her, not because a deputy was
dead outside, and we had no idea where she was.

“Gloves,” Shep yelled at me, his arm around Fallon and his face pale.

I didn’t want to waste time on fucking gloves, but I turned back, ran to
his truck, and grabbed a box out of the bed. If something had happened to
Rho, if someone had her, we’d need all the evidence we could get. All the
clues to find her.

I turned it off—everything inside me that made me human again.
Everything Rho had brought back to life. I didn’t have any other choice.

I tested the front door. Unlocked. Fuck. The moment it swung open,
Biscuit ran at me, barking his head off. I grabbed his collar, quickly
hooking a leash to it. “Easy, boy. Easy.”

But I didn’t feel the words. Nothing about me was easy, and Biscuit
knew it. He went unnaturally quiet at my side.

Everything about the place was silent. Too still. There was no music or
humming, no sounds of laughter or chatter. It didn’t feel like Rho’s place.

I found no sign of her in the bedroom or bathroom, but nothing was out
of place either. I headed back down the hall. I stilled when Biscuit and I
reached the living room and kitchen. Nothing was out of place, not exactly,
but something was off. Something that had triggered my sixth sense.

I walked deeper into the living space, coming up short as I reached one
of the bookcases. The entire world dropped away.

A note was held to the shelf by a photo of Rho and her family. Scrawled
across the paper was blocky lettering, familiar in a way that had dread
sinking deep.

YOU WERE SUPPOSED TO SUFFER. HOW QUICKLY YOU
FORGET. YOUR SISTER MUST’VE MEANT NOTHING TO YOU AT ALL.
BUT RHO DOES. AND I’LL MAKE SURE YOUR TORTURE AND HERS
LASTS FOREVER THIS TIME. SHE WAS ALWAYS SUPPOSED TO BE
MINE ANYWAY.

LET THE GAMES BEGIN.



-THE HANGMAN
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RHODES

IT wasNn’T a sound that woke me, it was a feeling. A thumping inside my
skull like my pulse lived there and only there.

I tried to open my eyes but couldn’t quite get them to obey. It was as if
they were glued in place. Confusion swept through me. That shouldn’t be
possible.

Trying harder, I finally got them to flutter. I was blinking so fast, the
images filling my vision looked like they were bathed in strobe lights.

Nausea swept through me, whether from my weird vision or the fact
that I had some sort of migraine; I wasn’t sure.

I tried to slow my breathing, inhaling through my nose and out through
my mouth. I tried opening my eyes again, slower this time. As my
surroundings came into clearer view, I stopped breathing altogether.

I was lying on charred flooring surrounded by the remnants of what
looked like some sort of burned-out cabin. The only thing left of it were
pieces of framing. Everything else had been burned away. Even pieces of
the floor revealed a drop-off into nothing but the darkness of a basement
below.

None of it was familiar. Not the structure itself or the forests beyond it.
That simple fact had my heart rate speeding up as I struggled to sit.

The moment I pushed up, a wave of dizziness swept over me, bringing
nausea flaring back to life. I lifted my fingers to my head and winced as I
connected with a lump. Pulling my hand back, I saw flecks of dried blood
there.



Crap. What the hell happened?

I searched my memory. Flashes of the day came back to me. Forcing
Anson out the door to go to work. Getting ready for lunch with Fallon.
Walking out to meet her—

My spine jerked straight as I remembered. Deputy Rolston. All the
blood. My stomach pitched as I swallowed back bile. But the memories
kept coming. That voice, something about it so achingly familiar but not
exact. Then the pain. The falling.

I clambered to my feet, the world swaying around me.

Shit, shit, shit.

I reached out, grabbing for something to hold, anything. My palm hit
rough wood, and I gripped it hard. Splinters pierced my palm, but I didn’t
give a damn. I needed to stay upright. There was no way I could sustain
another hit to the head without passing out.

Slowly, the dizziness faded, and the world came back into focus around
me. But I had to blink to make sure that what I was seeing was real. It
shouldn’t have been. It was a photo of me that looked to be from high
school or college given the haircut. I was working at the nursery but caught
in a moment of laughter, my head tipped back and hair tumbling around me.

I swallowed hard and began scanning the space with new eyes. It wasn’t
the only photo. There were countless images. My stomach hollowed out.

This wasn’t happening. Maybe if I believed that deeply enough, I could
alter my reality and transport myself to early this morning so I could redo
everything.

I picked my way through the rubble of the house to the next photo,
careful to avoid the places where the floor had fallen away. This shot was
more recent. I was working in the garden at the guest cottage, my hands
deep in the dirt. I could tell from the grainy quality that all of them had been
taken with some sort of zoom lens—one that enabled whoever it was to
invade my privacy with the press of a button.

But it couldn’t have been Felix. Not if I was here now.

That thought had my gaze whipping around. No one was with me. Not a
single soul. But I also didn’t know where the hell I was. The trees were too
thick for me to get a good sense of direction, but being lost in the woods
would be better than being at the mercy of some creepy psycho.

I hurried toward what looked like it had once been an entrance to the
home, but as I reached the threshold, I came up short. The photo there was



from many years ago.

It was me in shorts and a tank top at the river. I was among friends, and
Emilia was with us. I remembered that day. She’d begged me to come, and
Fallon and I had finally given in. She’d had the time of her life.

My eyes burned as I reached out to touch the image. To touch her.

“It’s always been you.” A voice cut through the quiet from behind me. I
stiffened, my muscles turning to cement. “Even back then. You saw me
when no one else did.”

I turned so slowly, like I was moving through quicksand. Because it
couldn’t be. His dark, shaggy hair was swept across his eyes as he looked at
me with what could only be called reverence. “Silas?” I croaked.
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ANSON

THE ROOM BUZZED AROUND ME. Voices, cell phone alerts, the crackle of
radios. But I couldn’t differentiate one from the other. It was just a din of
chaotic noise. All I could do was stare at the piece of paper in the evidence
bag.

LET THE GAMES BEGIN.

My stomach roiled. I knew his games. They were ones full of pain and
twisted torture. And inflicting those things on Rho was the best way to do
the most damage to me. The Hangman wouldn’t be able to resist.

My mind swirled, all the puzzle pieces mixing together in an ugly stew
as I stared at another line of the note.

SHE WAS ALWAYS SUPPOSED TO BE MINE ANYWAY.

It shouldn’t have been possible. Rho’s stalker and my tormentor were
one and the same. We’d always thought The Hangman had made his home
somewhere on the West Coast. It was what made the most sense, given
where his victims had been found.

So, Oregon was on the list of possibilities. I’d known that when I moved
to Sparrow Falls. But I’d also thought that the chances of him finding me
here, in a tiny town far away from any of the major highways that were his
hunting grounds, were slim to none. I’d been so fucking wrong.

He’d already been here.

And it must’ve given him one hell of a thrill to have me walking back
into his net without him lifting a finger. It made sense now why he’d
stopped killing for so long. Because he’d gotten a front-row seat to my



suffering. It was a different sort of pain and torture, but a kind that was just
as alluring to him.

He’d likely been watching Rho the same way. He’d seen her life ripped
apart by the fire, the physical and emotional agony she’d been in during the
aftermath, and he’d gotten off on it.

“Anson.”

Helena’s voice cut through the haze of my spiraling thoughts. I looked
up, blinking a few times and trying to clear my vision. I just stared at her. I
had nothing to say sitting here in this damn sheriff’s station conference
room. All T had was pain.

Helena was good at guarding her emotions, hiding them under layers of
practiced indifference. Being a woman coming up in the bureau, she’d had
to be. But I could see her pain now. For me. “Sheriff Colson brought me up
to speed.”

My gaze shifted to Trace then. He stood to her left, just behind my right
shoulder, and he looked ravaged. 1 knew he was doing his best to hold it
together, but he’d had to cede control of the investigation to his second-in-
command, thanks to his close ties to Rho and the severity of the case.

Helena getting the information from him instead of Deputy Hansen was
a kindness she offered Trace. But then again, she had her hands full
organizing the search.

“Tell me what you’re thinking,” Helena prodded.

“Nothing,” I said, sandpaper coating the word. I couldn’t think a damn
thing other than, This is all my fault. If I’d never touched Rho, maybe The
Hangman would’ve been content to watch us suffer—our pain giving him
just enough of the drug he craved.

Helena’s jaw hardened. “Bullshit. You know this case better than
anyone.”

I stood, shoving my chair back and almost sending it tumbling to the
floor. “Obviously, I don’t. Because this fucker has been under my nose for a
year and a half, and I didn’t see a damned thing,” I spat. And the cameras
outside Rho’s house hadn’t either. They’d gone mysteriously blank thirty
minutes before we arrived.

She sucked in a ragged breath and let it out slowly. “You know better.
We’ve always known The Hangman is a psychopath. And they blend. They
can be charming. They have long-term relationships, even marriages and
families.”



I knew she was right, but I’d always thought I’d just...know if I ever
saw The Hangman.

A hand clamped down on my shoulder, and I turned to find Trace. He
met my gaze and didn’t look away. “This isn’t on you. You think I don’t
feel responsible? I’ve been in charge of Sparrow Falls for a hell of a lot
longer than you’ve been here. I missed him, too. Right under my nose for
years. How do you think that makes me feel?”

A muscle fluttered in my cheek. “None of the murders were in your
jurisdiction.”

“Sure. But he lived here. I’ve probably talked to him more times than I
can count. That’s gonna mess with my head for the rest of my days.”

“Psychopaths are good at deceiving everyone around them.”

“Yeah,” Trace agreed. “So, listen to what you’re saying. You couldn’t
do anything to prevent this from happening. But you can help us now—if
you stop feeling so goddamn sorry for yourself and do the work only you
can do.”

From Trace, that might as well have been a hug and a back pat. But it
was what I needed. “Starting fires is an early sign of psychopathy,” I finally
said. That and harm to animals were usually the things we saw the most.
“At some point, that wasn’t enough, and he escalated.”

Trace nodded. “I’ve already got all those case files pulled. Deputies are
combing through every single fire we’ve had here in the past two decades.”

“I’'m guessing our unsub is a contemporary of Rho’s. A few years
younger or older. Someone she likely went to school with.”

Helena shook her head. “Could also be a teacher, coach, or family
friend.”

“No,” I said, certainty curling my voice. “If it was someone older, they
either would’ve stuck with arson or would’ve escalated earlier. Setting
those fires was a kid’s tantrum at not getting his way.”

“A seriously fucked-up tantrum,” Trace muttered.

“You’re not wrong there. Whoever this is, they have contact with Rho,”
I said.

Trace gritted his teeth. “That could be anyone. You know her. Everyone
she meets is her new best friend. She’s never known a stranger.”

I did know her. And more than that, I loved her. My throat constricted, a
burn alighting there. I should’ve told her. As if not saying the words would
somehow protect me if I lost her.



I struggled to keep my breathing even and stay in the here and now.
“Let’s use the small town to our advantage. Text your siblings, Rho’s boss,
and anyone else who sees her on a regular basis. Ask if anyone’s
disappeared this afternoon when they shouldn’t have.”

Trace jerked his head in a nod. “Will do.”

“You got anyone who should have eyes on Owen Mead?” I asked. He’d
alibied out for Rho’s car accident, but a friend had supplied the alibi. I
wasn’t about to take any chances.

Trace’s gaze cut to me. “He got a job with another construction crew in
town. They don’t do work as good as Shep, but it’s still steady. You still
think this could be him?”

“I just want to cross all our Ts. He’s got a few things that ping the
psychopathy checklist, and he’s in Rho’s orbit.”

Trace was already pressing the phone to his ear. “Hey, Bob. Owen
working for you today?” A moment of silence. “No, don’t need to talk to
him. Anyone on your crew miss work today?” Another beat. “Okay,
thanks.”

Trace hung up, his jaw working. “Bob said he was watching Owen do
crappy tile work right then.”

I didn’t know whether to be relieved or pissed. Either way, we needed to
move on.

A ring cut through the air, and Trace looked down, tapping his phone’s
screen. “What do you have, Shep?” There was a brief pause where Trace’s
expression completely shut down. “You’re sure? You go by the clinic?”
Another pause. “Fuck. Okay. Don’t do anything stupid.”

Trace hung up and turned to me and Helena. “Silas Arnett begged off
work mid-morning. Said he wasn’t feeling well. Shep went to his
apartment, and he wasn’t there. Drove by Dr. Avery’s office, and he wasn’t
there either.”

Everything in me locked. A million different encounters with Silas
swirled in my mind. It was like looking at those memories through a
kaleidoscope. Each switch of the dial made me see the image a little
differently.

Charming. A womanizer. But no deep ties. It all fit. But we could be
wrong, too. It could all be smoke when the fire was somewhere else
entirely.



“Get me absolutely everything you have on him. If he has a friend, I
want them here. We need Shep. He’s worked with Silas the longest.” I
looked between Helena and Trace. “We have a few hours at best.”

We all knew what would happen if those hours ran out. And I wouldn’t
survive it this time.
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RHODES

I BLINKED SO QuIcKLY that the image in front of me blurred. The smudged
version was better because this one couldn’t be right.

Silas.

The boy who’d always been funny. A little crass but in a harmless sort
of way—or so I’d thought. He’d been a year older but blended into the
larger group of friends I’d been a part of since moving to Sparrow Falls.
But like with everyone other than Fallon, I’d drifted away from him after
the fire.

The fire.

A fire that had killed my family. Almost killed me. A fire that Anson
and Trace now thought had been set intentionally. We thought it had been
Felix, but it wasn’t Felix standing before me now. It wasn’t Felix who had
taken me. Who killed Deputy Rolston.

Bile surged up my throat at the memory of Rolston slumped against the
wheel. All the blood. And Silas had killed him. The same Silas who had
brought me kittens to take care of. Who had sat at my picnic table and
complimented me on my food. Who had been on the outskirts of my life for
as long as I’d lived in Sparrow Falls.

I swallowed hard, trying to force down the sickness. “What’s
happening, Silas?”

The corners of his mouth kicked up into a smile. “Don’t play dumb,
Rho. It’s beneath you.”



My heart rate kicked up, the organ feeling like a Ping-Pong ball in one
of those lotto wheels. “Okay. Where are we?”

“That’s better.” He began walking around the demolished house. He
moved without looking where he was going, seeming to have memorized
every crumbling floorboard and unsteady wall. “This is where I grew up.”

I frowned. I knew Silas had a mother and sister—a mom who had
struggled to make ends meet working at one of our gas stations. They’d
moved to Florida when he was in his early twenties, but I didn’t remember
hearing anything about the house burning down. “When was the fire?”

Silas raised and lowered a shoulder casually. “I don’t know. Years ago.
Time really is fluid.”

I took one step backward, trying to feel for the edge of the entryway. I
would have to make a run for it and hope for the best. But there was a
significant drop-off from the entry to the ground. And running for it would
be easier if I didn’t break my neck first. “I just don’t remember hearing
anything about it.”

He picked up one of the photos that had been plastered around what
remained of the house. It was one of me at a dance in middle school. My
hair was piled on the top of my head in ridiculous curlicue ringlets, and I
wore a dress that shimmered beneath a mirror ball. “Why would you? No
one cares if a falling-apart cabin burns.”

My toe caught the edge of the drop-off, and I halted, trying to feel if
anything was below it, like crumbling steps. “I’m sure the fire department
would’ve.”

Silas scoffed. “People would’ve thought it was simply a large trash burn
if they saw the smoke in the distance. And this town didn’t care about me or
my family. We were invisible to them.” His gaze snapped to me. “But I
wasn’t invisible to you, was I?”

Something about the question had ice sliding through my veins. I had a
feeling how I answered it would dictate important next steps. “Of course,
you weren’t. We were friends. We—"

“We were a hell of a lot more than friends, Rhodes. You saw me.”
Silas’s expression softened. But something about the gentleness terrified me
way more than his anger. “Without you, I would’ve failed Spanish. Maybe
would’ve had to drop out. But you studied with me every day in the
library.”



I thought back to that seventh-grade year. He’d been a year older but
had been held back in Spanish. I’d known he was struggling and easily
frustrated. I remembered helping him during our free periods, bent over
books in the library.

It had seemed like nothing. Spanish had always come easily to me. And
spending some time helping someone who needed it was...nothing.

“You shared your lunch with me,” Silas said, his voice taking on a
dreamy quality. “You took care of me.”

That came flooding back, too. The memory of seeing that Silas only ate
chips and candy bars from the vending machine. I’d asked my mom to pack
him a lunch, too.

“So kind. So gentle. We shared a bond. Even if people kept interfering
in our relationship, trying to keep us apart.”

My stomach roiled at the transformation. Gone was the gentleness. In its
place was fury and more than a little instability. I struggled to keep my
breathing even and my expression neutral, but I had no idea what to say that
wouldn’t infuriate him. “Who tried to keep us apart?”

Silas’s hands clenched and flexed over and over again, almost as if he
were sending some sort of silent message with the long and short
punctuated movements. “You know.”

I shook my head, the action making pain flare in my skull. “I don’t.
Everyone I know liked you.”

“Felix fucking didn’t,” he spat, tearing the dance photo from a half-
demolished wall. He shook the paper at me. “He was drooling over you this
night. Told his friends he was going to ask you out the next day. Should’ve
gutted him then. Tried to set him up, get him riled up that you were in
danger and sent him poking around your house. Thought maybe the profiler
would kill him the other night. But he can’t do anything right, can he?”

My pulse thrummed—in my neck, my head, traveling down my arm. He
said profiler with such familiarity. “How did you know Anson was a
profiler?”

Silas sent me a smarmy smile. “Come on, Rho. Small towns are gossip
mills. I’ve had at least half a dozen people ask me if I knew. So sad that boy
couldn’t cut it.”

I bit the inside of my cheek.

He made a tsking sound. “Now, now. Your temper’s giving you away.
Don’t pretend you care about him.” Anger flared in Silas’s eyes. “You were



trying to make me jealous, weren’t you?”

Nausea swept through me again, but this time, my head injury had
nothing to do with it. I couldn’t tell Silas the truth. It would only mean rage
and possibly violence. What I had to do was buy myself some more time.
Find a moment when he was distracted and run.

I swallowed down the bile surging into my throat and lied. “Yes,” I said,
my voice barely audible. “I’m sorry.”

Silas’s eyes narrowed on me. “You should be. The kindness is always a
lie. I keep trying to find a woman who isn’t a dirty liar, but they all are.
They pretend to like you, pretend to be nice. But it’s all fake. A deception
until they have you in their clutches and break you.”

His jaw clenched. “Arden has it, too. I almost fell for it, was this close.
That fake kindness. She pretended to care about those kittens, but she just
wanted to trap me. Maybe I'll visit her after this. Show her what happens to
liars.”

Panic sliced through me as my breaths tripped over each other. Arden.
My sister. I’d seen the way he looked at her. I thought he’d had a crush, but
it was so much more. A twisted narrative taking over his mind.

“I didn’t lie,” I whispered.

Silas surged forward. “You did! You made me think you loved me. But
you didn’t. You were using me to feel good about yourself. Playing games,”
he spat. “Making me burn things to keep us together.”

My mind swirled. It didn’t make sense. Burn things to keep us together?
“I-I don’t understand.”

He scoffed. “You kept spending time with them. Paying them attention
when it should’ve been me. I had to warn them to stay away.”

“Oh, God,” I whispered.

A smile spread across Silas’s face. “You missed it all, didn’t you? Right
in front of your face, but you were too selfish to realize. Felix’s family’s
restaurant after he started walking you to lunch. Outside Fallon’s locker
when you went with her family to the coast instead of to the lake with the
rest of us. The trailhead when you ignored me to hang out with your sister
at the river.”

Tears filled my eyes, acid tracking down my cheeks. “My house. My
family.”

Silas stormed toward me, moving so fast I didn’t have a prayer. His
hand wrapped around my neck, squeezing. “Don’t you cry for them! They



didn’t love you. Your parents let you go to that party where Felix felt you
up in the closet. They let you be a dirty whore.”

The tears only came faster; I didn’t have a prayer of stopping them.
Mom. Dad. Emilia. They were dead because some sicko had been obsessed
with me. Dead because of me.

“And you needed to pay. To be punished,” he snarled. “I thought the
flames would get you, too. Take you down so I could finally be free of your
lies. But you made it out.”

Silas pulled something from his waistband, and then cold metal traced
my tears. “My little phoenix, rising from the ashes. I knew then that you
were meant to live. It was so much better. I got to see you suffer.”

His face pushed close to mine, and I shuddered. “I watched you in the
hospital. So much pain. Watched from the doorway as the nurses changed
your bandages. Saw the way you cried.” The tip of the blade traced my
tears again. “So pretty when she cries.”

I tried to stop the tears, but I couldn’t stanch the flow.

“I realized then. Watching the living in the aftermath was so much
better. The way you sobbed at the memorial. How you couldn’t stand to go
back to the house. The way you never found love again. My phoenix was
too scared.”

Silas’s hand on my throat tightened, his jaw clenching. “But something
changed.”

I’d gotten brave enough to go back to my home. I’d met Anson.
Through it all, I’d taken the final steps to my healing, and Silas had seen me
happy.

He shook me, making dark spots dance in front of my vision. “You
needed to remember. To go back to the pain. The photo I left on your porch
sent you there for a minute. Shep said you were upset, had a panic attack.
But then you were happy again.”

Silas spat the words like a vicious accusation. “So, I brought back the
fire.” He grinned against my cheek. “That was good. I saw the shadows in
your eyes. Too scared to stay alone. I bet you remembered that night. I bet it
took you back to the fire and the pain.”

It had. I’d remembered just how terrified I’d been. Remembered losing
my family as if it was yesterday.

“But then you betrayed me all over again,” Silas snarled, jerking back.
“You let him touch you. I saw it. It was all I could do not to kill you both.



Driving you off the road was rash, too much too fast.” He took a deep,
shuddering breath. “But sometimes I can’t control myself. And you make
me so mad.”

A tremble took root in my muscles. Every single thing had been him all
along.

“I try to beat it back, but sometimes I can’t. Like that fucking pissant
Davis. He hurt you.”

My eyes jerked to Silas’s face, confusion filling my expression, but
dread came fast on its heels.

His thumb stroked my neck as his grip on my throat loosened for a
moment. “I’m the only one who gets to hurt you, Little Phoenix. Your pain
is mine alone.”

With his words came a fresh flood of fury. So much better than the fear.
“Anson’s going to find you,” I growled. “He’s smarter than you’ll ever be.”

Silas laughed then, but it was a sickening sound. “Oh, Rho. I’ve already
beaten him more times than I can count. Every woman that reminded me of
you. Every bitch who lied with her kind eyes. I made them scream before I
slit their throats. The sweetest sound.”

“Every woman that reminded me of you.” The words echoed in my
head as they landed over and over again. My stomach roiled as true terror
set in. What had Anson said about The Hangman? He cut their carotid
arteries. My mind spun as a million pieces tried to come together.

“But poor ol’ Anson could never get there quite quick enough. He was
close with his sister, but I dallied. I liked her screams a little too much.”

Blood roared in my ears as a fresh wave of bile surged. “No.”

He only grinned wider, his mouth twisting with the movement. “Yes.
What are the chances that everything would come back to where it all
started? Poetic, don’t you think? The perfect piece of art. The final clue in a
master game.”

Silas’s tongue swept across his bottom lip. “I’ve been making him suffer
for years. His pain was the best. So deep, so feral.” Silas’s expression went
hard as his hand tightened around my throat again. “But you tried to steal
that, too. You won’t succeed.”

“Y-you’re The Hangman.” Nothing in the words sounded like my voice.
It was completely foreign.

He leaned in close. “Nice to meet you, Rho.” Then he licked the tears
from my cheek.



My knee came up on instinct, catching him in the balls. But it wasn’t
enough. Silas’s hand tightened on my throat, completely cutting off my air
supply. “Listen here, you little bitch. I’ve had enough of your games. I’'m
the chess master, and it’s time I took control of the board.”

He breathed ragged pants through his nose as he struggled for control.
“It’s just too bad you have to die for my perfect end game.”
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ANSON

“l HAD A DEPUTY DOUBLE-CHECK PROPERTY RECORDS,” Trace said, striding
back into the room. “There’s nothing. He’s got the apartment in town, and
that’s it.”

Hell. T wanted Trace to find something, anything that would lead us to
Rho. Just thinking her name had pain stabbing deep. Images flashed in my
mind, horrific what-ifs rooted in other realities. It made the imaginary
slideshow that much more devastating. Each image was a possibility, even a
probability.

I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek until the metallic taste of
blood filled my mouth. I needed that flare of pain to keep me grounded.
“What about any LLCs or corporations registered in his name?” I asked.
“It’s possible to hide ownership that way.”

Trace flipped open a laptop on the conference table and began typing.
“Running a search in the State of Oregon’s database.”

I fought the urge to stand, to pace. But movement wouldn’t alleviate the
agony coursing through me.

“Nothing. Not a damn thing,” Trace growled.

I glanced at Shep, who sat across from me at the conference table. His
expression was completely blank. He’d locked down everything he was
feeling so tightly that no emotion had a prayer of breaking free.

“What about places Silas frequents?” I asked Shep. He wouldn’t take
Rho to a new place. He’d go somewhere he knew, someplace he was
comfortable.



Shep squeezed the back of his neck. “I don’t know. He’s into fishing. He
always used his vacation days to take trips for that sort of thing.” Shep’s
expression finally changed, but it looked as if he might be sick. “There
wasn’t any fucking fishing, was there? He was using those trips to go on his
twisted murder sprees, wasn’t he?”

A weight settled in my gut, not for me this time but for my friend.
Helena and I had worked the timeline. The best we could figure, all the
recent victims had been killed on weekends. And all incidents had occurred
within a nine-and-a-half-hour-drive radius of Sparrow Falls. Close enough
that Silas could make the journey and be back for work on Mondays.

“We don’t know. Not yet.” But my gut screamed it was him. “If you
have a list of those dates, the BAU team can work on matching them to the
murders.”

Shep nodded slowly, but there was such defeat in the movement. “Yeah,
I’ve got software I track all that in. I can give them the login.”

“That’d be good. But now, I need you to think. There must be places
around here that Silas went to often. Comfort spots,” I prodded.

“I doubt he took her to the fucking bar. And that’s the only place I know
of,” Shep snapped.

I struggled to control my temper. Shep was hurting, and worse, he felt
responsible. “Tell me about Silas growing up.” If there wasn’t a spot linked
to Silas today, maybe it was somewhere from his past.

“I don’t fucking know,” Shep growled, shoving his chair back and
running a hand roughly through his hair.

“Ido.”

The voice was quiet, barely audible, but it still made everything stop.

Fallon hovered in the doorway to the conference room, her face pale
and hands gripped tightly together.

“Fallon, what are you doing here?” Trace asked.

She swallowed hard. “Shep said you were looking for Silas.”

Trace sent Shep a scathing look.

“We needed as many eyes on the lookout as possible,” Shep shot back.

I stood, crossing to Fallon. “Did you know him growing up?”

She nodded slowly. “He was a year above us but in our bigger group of
friends. You know, not the ones you’re super tight with but the kind you do
things with.”

“Sure,” I assured her. “What do you know about his homelife?”



Fallon twisted her fingers like she was wringing out a towel. “I
remember his dad left when we were young, maybe third or fourth grade. I
think his mom had a hard time with that and making enough money to keep
them afloat.”

“What makes you say that?”

“His clothes were always a bit worn, and sometimes they were a size
too small,” Fallon said softly.

“How did he get along with his family? Do you know?”

Fallon licked her lips nervously as she thought. “He had an older sister
who he said was hard on him. I got the sense his mom annoyed him. But
that’s true for most kids.”

She was right there, but that sort of disdain could be a clue to
something.

“Where are his mom and sister? Can you bring them in?” I asked Trace.

He shook his head. “They moved to Florida about six years ago.”

That prickle along my scalp lit. “You have confirmation of that?”

Trace frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Has anyone talked to the mom and sister since they moved?”

“I don’t know. They didn’t have real deep ties. Carina, the sister, had a
best friend, but she moved to Idaho last year,” Trace said.

I glanced at Helena, who’d been typing away on a laptop but had
stopped to listen to these latest developments. “Have someone run them. I
want to know if there’s any evidence of them actually moving.”

Helena jerked her head in a nod. “On it.”

“What are you thinking?” Trace pressed.

“Six years ago, Silas would’ve been twenty-two or twenty-three. That’s
right around the point where we see escalation in psychopaths. It would not
surprise me if his mom and sister didn’t move at all.”

Trace gnashed his teeth together. “You think he killed them.”

Fallon sucked in a sharp breath, her face paling further. “Oh, God.”

Shep crossed to her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “Come on,
Fallon. Why don’t I get you home? You shouldn’t be here for this.”

She jerked out of his hold. “You sound like Kye,” she snapped. “I’m not
weak. Stop treating me like I am.”

Shep reared back as if she’d slapped him. “I don’t think you’re weak.”

“You wouldn’t know that by how you all treat me.” Fallon turned to me.
“What else do you need to know?”



I did my best to ignore the family drama playing out and focus on what
was important. Each sliver of information was another puzzle piece on the
board. “Where did his mom and sister live?” If they owned property, it was
likely sold, and that would require a paper trail.

“They stayed in the house Silas grew up in. From what I heard, it was a
pretty rundown place up in the mountains. A ways out of town.”

I turned to Trace, whose fingers were already flying across the
keyboard. He frowned at the screen. “It’s still in Lucinda Arnett’s name, but
the property taxes haven’t been paid in”—his head jerked up—*“six years.”

Hell. 1T was right. He’d killed them both. They were likely his first
hands-on kills. Up close, more than setting a fire that took people out in its
path. Something must have set him off and made him snap. “Where?”

The prickly sensation across my scalp intensified. The house was the
place. I knew it in my gut. It was where he’d brought Rho.

“I’'ve got an address,” Trace said. “Let me call in SWAT and get
blueprints sent to our phones.”

I shook my head. “There isn’t time for SWAT. We’ve got Feds and
county deputies. We go now.”

Helena stood, shoving her chair back. “You aren’t on the job anymore,
Anson. And this is a conflict of interest anyway.”

I struggled to hold back the choice words I wanted to spit at her. “I’ll go
on my own if I have to. You know better than anyone that every second
matters. And you know that I’ll never forgive myself if I’m not there.”

Helena cursed. “You stay back. You do not engage. But you can be there
when we bring her out.”

I didn’t argue, simply moved. Officers spat orders, and radios crackled,
but I was already heading toward the rented Suburban I knew would be
Helena’s. I climbed into the front seat while Trace took the back. I knew he
was trying to sneak in under the radar, but he’d also come prepared.

“Take it,” he said, handing me a set of body armor. “Just in case.”

I pulled the vest on over my head and secured it while Trace did the
same.

Helena scowled at us both as she climbed into the SUV and started the
engine. “You both stay back, or I’ll put you in cuffs myself.”

We grunted in response.

“Men,” she huffed.



The parade of law enforcement vehicles raced down the two-lane
highway, but none used a siren. The only sound was the discussion of our
approach to the property. The plan was to park a ways back and make the
assault on foot, hoping for an element of surprise. But no one knew exactly
what we’d be walking in on.

Trace and I studied the blueprints that arrived. It was a two-story cabin
plus a basement and attic. Lots of little hidey-holes. And that was never
good.

Helena made a right onto a winding gravel road. Each hairpin turn made
my gut twist tighter, and Rho’s face played on repeat in my mind. The way
her eyes lit when she laughed. Her wild waves falling across her face as she
sank her hands into the dirt. The way her lips parted as I sank into her.

Pain ground into my chest, followed quickly by a dose of fury—at
myself for failing Rho and not telling her what she meant to me. At Silas
for everything he’d done and what he was doing now.

Helena jerked the SUV into park as other vehicles filed in. Hushed
orders were whispered, and everyone went radio silent.

Trace and I both checked our weapons as we followed behind Helena
and her new partner. The climb to the property was steep, and my thighs
started burning a few minutes in. I relished the sensation. It was a reminder
that I was alive and had me believing with everything I had that Rho was,
too.

Helena held up a hand as we reached the edge of a tree line, and I froze.
There was no house in front of us. Just a burned-out shell of what had once
been an old cabin. But there was more.

There was Rho.

And Silas had a knife pressed against her throat.
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THE BLADE of the knife pressed against my neck, piercing the skin as white-
hot pain bloomed. It was so similar to the feeling of a burn. Too similar.

“I tried to come up with another way, Rho. I really did. But nothing will
hurt him more than losing you. But it has to be right in front of his eyes this
time. It’s the only way to end it,” Silas said, desperation in his tone.

As his words took root in my brain, realization bloomed. He didn’t
expect to get away with this. The only thing he wanted was to hurt Anson
the most.

“You don’t have to do this,” I pleaded.

He laughed then, the sound having a shrill quality to it. “But I do.” His
fingers released my neck, and he moved his hand to stroke my face. “We’ll
find each other in the afterlife. We’ll finally be together like it was always
supposed to be. Just you and me. No more lies between us. No one else
there to take you away.”

A fresh wave of nausea rolled through me. “Please.”

A twig snapped, and Silas moved so fast that everything was a blur. He
shifted so he was behind me, the blade still at my neck, and his other hand
gripping my hair so tightly my eyes watered. “Come out, come out
wherever you are,” Silas singsonged.

Nothing moved or made a sound.

Silas let out an exaggerated sigh. “Come on now. We’re all better than
this. You know I’m here. I know you’re there. If I had to guess, you’ve got
officers surrounding me right now.”



“This is the Mercer County Sheriff’s Department. Release Rho and drop
your weapon. Hands on your head.”

I couldn’t see Beth, but I recognized her voice—that authoritative tone
she used when she was in deputy mode.

Silas made a tsking noise. “I don’t want to talk to you, Bethy. Where’s
the profiler?”

“He’s not here,” Beth called back. “You’re going to have to deal with
me.”

Silas sighed again but then yanked my hair so hard I couldn’t help but
cry out. “Don’t. Lie. To. Me. I know that bastard is here. There’s no way he
wouldn’t be.”

A second later, there was movement.

Panic seared me. “No! Anson, he wants to hurt you.”

Silas pressed the blade harder against my neck, digging in, and I
couldn’t help the sound I made as blood trickled down my throat. “You’ll
pay for your betrayal,” he snarled. “I could’ve made this quick and painless,
but now you’re going to suffer.”

I knew Silas wouldn’t have sent me off pain-free. There was no way. He
liked the reaction to his torture too much.

“I’m here,” Anson growled.

Tears pooled in my eyes. “Don’t,” I whispered. The word couldn’t have
actually reached his ears, but as I took him in, I knew Anson had read it on
my lips.

Agony swirled in those blue-gray eyes—something I never wanted to
see there. There were a million things I wanted to say to him. But they were
things I knew would escalate the situation, so I only said them in my mind.
A silent whisper between me and the wind.

“Profiler,” Silas almost cooed. “Finally, we really meet.”

Anson hid his emotions well, but because I knew him as I did, I saw his
struggle to keep them contained. “I don’t think you’ve ever truly met
someone, Silas. Because you can’t be honest with who you really are.”

Silas’s hand tightened in my hair. “I know exactly who I am, and I'm
not afraid of it. I'm a killer. I love the feeling of life bleeding out of them
and into me. It makes me more powerful than you’ll ever be.”

Anson arched a brow in challenge. “You sure about that? Because
you’ve only ever picked victims who were weaker than you. I don’t think
that makes you powerful. It makes you a sniveling coward.”



Silas’s breaths came quicker in my ear. “You’re the coward,” he shot
back. “You could never do what needed to be done to find me. Could never
face what lived inside you enough to see the truth. That you’re the weak
one.”

Anson’s eyes flashed, and Silas grinned. “I wish I would’ve recorded
your sister’s screams so you could hear how beautiful they were. But I’ll
just have to settle for you listening to Rho’s. Watching the blood drain from
her body. Maybe this is always how it was meant to be. The three of us
together. You’ll relive the pain, over and over again. You’ll never escape it.”

“It’s me you want to end, Silas. Let me trade places with her,” Anson
said, panic bleeding into his voice.

Silas made that tsking noise again. “You know it can’t be that way,
Profiler. You have to live with the pain. That’s the best torture of all.”

Silas pulled me harder against him as he moved backward, one step,
then two. I tried to reach behind me and punch at his ribs, but Silas jerked
my hair, pressing his face to mine. “Don’t make me end this early, Rhodes.”

Tears filled my eyes as my gaze collided with Anson’s. His hand curled
around his weapon, but he didn’t lift it. He didn’t have a shot. No one did.
Every angle risked taking me out along with Silas.

At least I knew this was the end for him, no matter what. Silas wouldn’t
hurt any other women. Because he wouldn’t make it out of this. He’d just
take me with him when he went.

Tears tracked down my cheeks as Anson’s face blurred. “I love you,” 1
croaked.

“Shut up,” Silas barked, tugging my hair in a vicious shake.

The tears fell faster as pain surged in my head, but I didn’t stop. “I don’t
regret loving you for a single second. Scared the hell out of me, but it
brought me back to life.”

“Reckless,” Anson choked out.

“I’ll always love you.”

“Stop it!” Silas screamed, tugging me backward.

There was a crack so loud and long it sounded like a vicious clap of
thunder. At first, I thought it was a gunshot and braced for pain. But it
wasn’t. The floor beneath our feet gave way, the boards snapping.

Everything slowed. It was as if I could see each millisecond in a
snapshot. Anson screaming my name. Law enforcement charging out from
the trees.



Then we were falling, descending into darkness. I couldn’t see where
we were going. One second, shadows engulfed us. Then there was pain.
Finally, only blissful nothingness.
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My FIRST THOUGHT at the cracking sound was bullet. That some wet-
behind-the-ears deputy had decided to take their shot. But as Silas stumbled
back a step, I realized I was wrong.

The entire house had been burned beyond recognition, so it was no
wonder the floor was unstable and had given way.

The world dropped away as I saw them start to fall. Silas’s grip on
Rho’s hair was so strong she didn’t have a prayer of breaking free. I yelled
her name as if that would do something, as if I could change the course of
what was about to happen.

I knew from the blueprints that the house had a basement below the
ground floor. But I had no clue how deep it was. Was it a mere eight feet, or
was it something deeper? How would they fall? What would they land on?

My mind worked out every twisted scenario as the horror played out in
front of me. But my body was already moving, rushing forward, trying to
do something, anything.

I leapt onto the cabin’s frame in what looked like it had once been an
entryway. I charged forward toward the gaping hole in the floor. But a hand
caught my vest and tugged me back hard.

“Don’t,” Trace barked. “You’ll go over with them.”

He was right. But I didn’t care. Wherever Rho was, that’s where I
wanted to be. The cost didn’t matter. Because she was my sanctuary. I’d just
never realized how fragile it all was.



The house made a series of noises that sounded like they’d come from a
horror movie. A plume of dust and soot rose from the hole in an ominous
cloud. Dread churned in my gut. “I’ve gotta get to her.”

“I know,” Trace said, gripping my vest tighter. Pain dug grooves into his
face as he looked over my shoulder into the depths below. “But we need to
be smart about it. Get gear.”

“I’ve got some, boss,” a young deputy called. “Our search and rescue
stuff.”

I whirled around. “Toss me a harness.”

Trace eyed me. “You’ve had training?”

“The basics,” I said as the officer tossed me what looked like a rock-
climbing harness. “We’re often searching for victims.”

“Boss,” the guy said, lifting another harness.

Trace held out a hand for it.

In a matter of seconds, we’d geared up, done a quick check for each
other, and hooked into a belay system with two other officers.

“EMTs are five minutes out,” Deputy Hansen called.

I just hoped like hell they got here in time. “Anyone got a headlamp?”

“Yeah,” the same young deputy said.

A fuckin’ Boy Scout. But I was grateful. He tossed it to me from his
gear bag, and I put it over my head as Trace fixed a first-aid bag around his
body.

“Belay on,” I called to the deputy behind me.

“On belay,” he answered.

Then, I was moving toward the opening. The charred floor groaned
beneath me as I walked, and I knew it could give way at any second. I
needed to move quickly but carefully.

My ribs squeezed around my lungs as I approached the edge. The beam
of light from the headlamp and the sun overhead revealed a horrific tableau.
Burned wreckage. So much soot that it made it hard to make out what was
what.

Then I saw him. Silas had fallen awkwardly. His legs were sprawled in
a way I knew meant broken bones, and his neck rested at an unnatural
angle. His eyes were open wide but completely unseeing. Gone. The
Hangman, the demon who’d haunted me, the one who had stolen my
sister’s life, was no more. But I felt no relief, had no time to take that in and
let it land.



My gaze was instantly searching again. It was the glimpse of one pink-
and-teal flower that had me stopping. The toe of one of those damn boots.
My heart stopped altogether as I took in the entirety of Rho.

She wasn’t moving. Not even the slightest bit. I couldn’t see from here
if she was breathing. But her eyes were closed.

“Fuck.” The word clogged in my throat, tangled with tears and the sob
trying to break free. “Going over,” I shouted. “Slack.”

The deputy gave it to me, and I went over the edge. The way down was
a painstaking volley of words with my belay. Trying to get to Rho and
scared out of my mind she wouldn’t be there when I arrived.

Finally, my feet hit the cement floor, cluttered with debris. “I’m down,”
I shouted.

I instantly felt the slack in my tether as Trace landed next to me. But I
was already moving, running to Rho, tripping over beams and God knew
what else. I fell to my knees as I reached her, not giving a damn about the
jarring pain.

Soot covered her beautiful face. I reached out, my hand stopping just
shy of her neck. Blood pooled around the wound there, her life force
spilling out.

“Do it,” Trace choked out.

I placed my fingers on her neck, closed my eyes, and prayed. The
moment they pressed into her flesh, Rho let out a soft moan.

Relief and fear coursed through me in equal measure. “Rho, can you
hear me?”

Her eyelids fluttered until they finally opened. “Hurts,” she croaked,
trying to shift.

“Don’t move,” I ordered, panic surging. We had no idea what sort of
injuries Rho might have, and I wasn’t about to risk her spine.

“Anson.” Her voice was weak, and her eyelids drooped.

I took her hand, squeezing. “Don’t close your eyes. Stay with me.
Help’s almost here.”

Rho’s eyelids fluttered again, and I saw her struggle. Felt it.

“Don’t, Reckless. Don’t leave me.” I squeezed her hand harder. A tear
slipped free, landing on Rho’s cheek and turning the ash pure black. “I love
you.”

But Rho didn’t answer. She didn’t speak at all.
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THE FAINT BEEPING grated against my eardrums like a loud, annoying bee. I
tried to swat at it but couldn’t seem to move my arm.

“Easy, Reckless,” a deep voice crooned. “You’re okay. I’ve got you.”

Something about the voice soothed, but I wanted to see the owner of the
deep timbre. Needed to be closer to it as if I could wrap myself in the
comforting tone like a blanket.

Fingers trailed over my arm in gentle strokes. The sensation was so
lovely I almost didn’t notice the pounding in my head. But not quite. The
steady drumbeat in my skull made it feel like my head was about to
explode.

“You gonna wake up and give the hospital hell that there isn’t a speck of
color in this room?” the voice asked.

Another layer of awareness slid over me. I knew the owner of that
voice.

Anson.

My eyelids fluttered on instinct, my eyes desperate to see him. It took a
few tries to get them open, but I finally succeeded. Anson stared down at
me, his blue-gray eyes swirling. His thick scruff was even longer, and he
had smudges of darkness under his eyes. But there was such tenderness in
his expression. “There she is.”

“Hi,” I croaked.

Anson moved but didn’t let go of my hand. He grabbed a cup of water
with a straw and held it to my lips. I took a few tentative sips, then a deeper



drink, trying to put the pieces together.

I finally registered that I was in a hospital. I frowned as Anson pulled
the cup away. “What—"?”

It all came flooding back. Silas. The attack. The knife. The standoff.

“We fell through the floor...”

Anson reached up, gently brushing the hair away from my face. “Took
ten years off my life.” He leaned down, his forehead resting against mine.
“But you’re okay.”

It sounded like he was saying it as much for himself as for me. I tried to
lift my hand to his face but couldn’t make it work. I frowned as Anson
pulled back, and I saw why. My entire arm was in a bulky cast.

“You broke your arm in a couple of places,” Anson said. “Needed some
of that medical glue on your neck, bruised your ribs, and you have a nasty
concussion. But the doctors said you’ll likely be able to go home the day
after tomorrow.”

I wanted that. Home. With Anson. “Biscuit?” I asked.

“Arden’s been taking care of him. He’s just fine. And Thea said she can
keep the kittens.”

Good. That was good. I looked up into Anson’s eyes and asked what I’d
been too scared to voice until this very moment. “Silas?”

A muscle in his jaw tensed. “He’s dead. He broke his neck in the fall.”

Everything inside me twisted in an ugly stew. Relief. Sadness. Even an
echo of fear. “Are you okay?”

Anson’s thumb ghosted across the swell of my cheek. “She’s lying in a
hospital bed and asking if I’m okay.”

“Because I love you, and you just went through hell all over again.” I
wasn’t sure which would be worse, being the person taken or watching the
person who meant everything to you at the hands of a madman—a
psychopath who’d already stolen your sister.

Anson’s throat worked as he swallowed. “I’m not a good man. I’'m glad
the bastard’s dead. He was a monster. The world is a better place without
him in it.”

I managed to raise my uncasted hand to Anson’s face, careful not to pull
at my IV. I stroked his thick stubble. “You’re the best man I’ve ever
known.”

That muscle along Anson’s jaw began fluttering wildly. “He hurt you,”
Anson growled, shoving to his feet, my hand falling away. “He almost



killed you.” He began pacing the small, drab room. “And all because I
didn’t see what was right in front of my face.”

“Shut up,” I snapped.

Anson jerked to a surprised halt. “What did you just say?”

“I said shut up. You're a genius. You should be smarter than blaming
yourself for not seeing someone who was clearly a master manipulator.”
My heart cracked, splintering, grooves driving into it. But I knew Anson
wouldn’t respond to gentleness and empathy right now. He needed to be
snapped out of his self-flagellation.

Anson’s jaw worked back and forth. “I’m trained to see through
manipulation.”

“You didn’t have all the information you needed. So, how could you
have?” I pressed. Everything ached at the thought of Anson taking all this
on his shoulders. The blame that had clearly been piling on while I’d been
unconscious.

“I didn’t want to see,” he said finally. “For the past year and a half, I’ve
been trying desperately to turn off the part of me that analyzes people.”

“And there’s nothing wrong with that.”

“If I hadn’t, maybe I would’ve seen the signs.”

“No one saw the signs, Anson. Not Shep or the rest of the crew. Not
Trace. Not me. No one. And it’s not any of our faults.”

Tears glimmered in Anson’s eyes. “I almost lost you.”

My throat constricted as I struggled to get words out. “Come here.”

Anson didn’t move.

“Come. Here.”

He took one step and then another, and then he was at my side.

I lifted my free hand and tugged him down to the bed, then pressed my
palm to his cheek. “I’m okay. I’m here. Because you found me.”

Anson reached out, his hand ghosting over my face, then down the side
of my neck before simply resting there. “I didn’t want to let you in. Didn’t
want to care about anyone. It felt like such a risk.”

My heart hammered against my ribs as blood roared in my ears. Was
this it? The time he told me he couldn’t do this? Couldn’t handle the pain a
relationship could bring?

“But you stormed in anyway. You tore down every wall I put up. I
didn’t want to love you. But I fucking do. With every part of me. It’s not a



sappy love. It burns. Scars. It changed me. All in the best ways. I love you,
Rho. And it killed that I was too scared to give you those words until now.”

Tears pooled in my eyes, spilling over and tracking down my cheeks. “I
love you, too. I don’t want sappy love. I want the real kind. And that’s what
we have.”

Anson leaned down, his lips ghosting over mine. “Even though I’'m a
broody asshole?”

I grinned against his mouth. “Yes.”

He kissed me again. “Even though I hate color?”

I chuckled. “I still think I’'m going to get you into a pink shirt one of
these days.”

Anson’s forehead rested against mine. “You know, I’d do anything for
you. Even wear a damn pink shirt.” He cupped my cheek. “I love you.”

“With every part of me.”
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TrAcE, Kye, and Fallon all rushed forward as I stood from the hospital bed,
all talking at once.

“Don’t move so fast,” Trace chided.

“Watch your arm,” Kye shouted.

“Let me help you,” Fallon said.

I gave them all an exasperated look. “Guys, I’m okay. Chill.”

With Anson finally being forced to leave the hospital for his interview
with Deputy Hansen and the FBI, I'd thought I would get a break from the
intense overprotectiveness. But that was not the case. My siblings had filled
that role without missing a step.

The only one who hadn’t rushed forward was Shep. He stood in the spot
he’d favored over the past twenty-four hours, in the corner, against the wall,
his arms crossed. He’d barely said two words to me other than, “I'm so
sorry.”

I was starting to worry that what had happened might’ve scarred Shep
more than anyone. I understood it in a way. He’d hired Silas right out of
high school, worked with him every day for almost a decade, and hadn’t
seen Silas’s darkness.

No matter what I said, it didn’t seem like Shep could let it go.
Hopefully, that would change as he saw me doing fine. Or I’d eventually be
able to get through to him.

“Give the girl a little breathing room, would you? She’s gonna
suffocate.”



My head jerked in the direction of the voice. The move was too quick,
and a wave of dizziness hit me, but I did my best to hide it. “Cope?” I
choked. “What are you doing here? I thought you had a game.”

He strode across the room, all six feet five inches of pure muscle. He
wrapped me in the gentlest of hugs. “My sister gets kidnapped, and you
think I’m not going to come see if she’s all right?”

“I told you I was fine,” I said, hugging him with my good arm.

Cope pulled back, shadows swirling in his eyes. “I needed to see for
myself.”

“I’m not going to complain about having you home.” It was such a
rarity these days. Ever since he’d been drafted into the NHL right out of
college, really. Even his few months of offseason weren’t really free. There
were press obligations and charity work. We were lucky if he got two weeks
here.

“That mean I get to drive you home?” he asked hopefully.

I arched a brow at him. “Did you bring that ridiculously expensive
suv?”

Cope chuckled. “It’s not that bad.”

“It’s a freaking Bentley,” I argued.

He just shrugged. “Handles like a dream.”

“You can only drive her if you promise to drive carefully,” Fallon said,
moving toward us.

Cope turned, sending her a mischievous grin. “I always drive carefully.”

Fallon just scoffed.

“I will ticket you,” Trace growled. “Don’t think I won’t.”

“Geez,” Cope muttered. “I’m going to drive like a grandma, promise.”

“Enough,” I said. “Can I please go home? The beige in this place is
starting to give me a headache.”

“Let’s go,” Cope said, wrapping an arm around me. “Your wheelchair
chariot awaits.”

CoPE KEPT LOOKING over at me as we made the almost-hour drive from the
hospital to home. As if he were checking to make sure I truly was all right.
But it wasn’t until we were within town limits that he asked anything.



His hands adjusted on the steering wheel as he cleared his throat. “How
are you really? More than physically.”

I appreciated that Cope simply asked straight-out. No beating around
the bush. And it was a fair question. “I’m okay. Not great. But not awful.
I’ll get there.”

I’d had a couple of nightmares last night, but Anson was there and
finally just got into the hospital bed with me.

“You will,” Cope said with certainty.

I worried the corner of my lip. “I feel bad for Felix.”

Once Silas’s true nature had been revealed, Felix had started talking.
Apparently, Silas had befriended him along the way. From what Anson
could put together, given what I’d shared and what the FBI had found out
about Silas, he liked the emotional torture just as much or more as the
physical. He loved listening to Felix talk about how I was the one that got
away. How the fire had stolen everything from us both.

When Anson and I started getting closer, Silas began planting seeds in
his conversations with Felix. Silas told him he’d seen Anson berating me
and bruises on my arm. Silas wove his web of lies and convinced Felix that
Anson was abusing me. He’d come to the house that night to get proof to
take to Trace, and everything had gotten completely out of hand.

Felix having feelings for me all these years broke my heart. Because we
were never meant to be. And the fact that Silas had manipulated it all to his
advantage made me sick to my stomach. Anson had dropped any charges
against Felix, and the district attorney had finally agreed not to prosecute
the trespassing and assault.

Cope blew out a breath. “You know what happened to Felix isn’t on
you.”

I did. But it didn’t change the fact that I was still dealing with a heavy
dose of guilt. Even more when Trace shared this morning that his team had
found evidence linking Silas to Davis’s murder. But that had only been the
tip of the iceberg.

A search of Silas’s apartment revealed that he had hacked into my
phone and computer and had been monitoring them since high school.
They’d found trophies from dozens of murders, beginning with Silas’s mom
and sister. Cadaver dogs were currently searching his family’s property,
hoping to find the bodies so they could finally be put to rest.



Cope reached over and squeezed my hand. “It’s going to take time, but
you will heal. I promise.”

I knew he was right. And even more, I appreciated the reassurance. |
squeezed his hand in return. “Lucky to have you.”

He grinned at me as he turned onto my gravel drive. “Don’t you forget
it, Rho-Rho.”

I snorted. “That nickname can die a thousand deaths.”

“Never,” he shot back.

As Cope pulled up to the guest cottage, Anson stepped out the front
door, Biscuit on a leash at his side.

“That your new guy?” Cope asked.

“Don’t even think about pulling your intimidation tactics,” I warned.

“What? I can’t ask a simple question?”

“I know how you work, Copeland Colson.”

“Shit, full-naming me? You must like him,” Cope grumbled.

“I love him,” I said honestly.

Cope jerked in his seat, turning toward me. “You love him?”

I nodded.

“You’ve never gotten serious about anyone.” A hint of concern laced
Cope’s words.

I shrugged. “He gets me. Sees the part of me I always thought I needed
to hide and loves me anyway.”

Something I couldn’t quite discern passed over Cope’s face. “I’m glad
for you.”

“Thanks.”

My door opened, and Anson was there. His gaze roamed over my face.
“You okay? The drive wasn’t too much? How’s your pain level?”

I pressed a palm to his chest. “I'm good. I swear.”

Anson leaned in and kissed me, his tongue stroking in for the briefest of
moments.

“Dude, that’s my sister. I don’t need to see that crap,” Cope muttered.

Anson pulled back, humor dancing in his eyes. “Nice to meet you,
Cope.”

“I wish I could say the same, but your tongue was just down my sister’s
throat.”

I smacked him with my good arm. “Shut up. Do you know how many
girls I’ve had to see you make out with over the years? And let’s not forget



the time I walked in on you and Kate—"

Cope covered my mouth with his hand. “Don’t go there. For the love of
God, erase that moment from your memory.”

I nipped his hand.

“Ow,” he said, jerking back. “That hurt.”

I rolled my eyes. “You get slammed into the boards by massive
enforcers. I think you can take it.”

“Come on, Reckless,” Anson said. “Let’s get you inside before you do
real bodily harm.”

He helped me out of the SUV, and I bent to give Biscuit love. He
whined and danced around me but seemed to sense he needed to be gentle. I
looked up at Anson. “I missed him.”

He guided me toward the guesthouse. “You’ll get all the cuddle time
with him you need since you’ll be resting for the next couple of weeks.”

I didn’t miss the warning tone in Anson’s voice. “You’re going to be my
prison warden, aren’t you?”

One corner of his mouth kicked up. “Already took leave with Shep.”

I groaned. Anson wouldn’t let me get away with anything.

My mind again flickered to Shep. Besides his worry about me, he had to
be behind on his jobs with all the setbacks, losing Anson for a couple of
weeks, and Owen permanently. Owen, who apparently hadn’t learned his
lesson and mouthed off so badly to his new boss that he’d been fired there,
too.

“There’s my baby girl,” Lolli called from the porch, pulling me out of
my worry spiral. “You need anything? Some of my special brew? My poppy
tea will cure what ails you.”

Trace slammed the door of his SUV. “You did not seriously say you are
making opium tea in front of me.”

Lolli just shrugged. “I’m not selling it. The seeds are legal, you know.”

“Jesus.” He pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Auntie Rho!” Keely called, darting around Lolli. “You’re home! Are
you okay? Does your arm hurt? Can I sign your cast? I’ll draw a real pretty
picture on it.”

Trace hoisted her up into his arms. “Keels, baby. Let’s give Rho a
chance to get settled.”

I grinned at her. “You can decorate my whole cast if you want.”



Keely’s eyes went wide. “Really? I got my markers here, too. I’ve been
drawing with Supergran. But her flowers look funny.”

Lolli beamed at me. “More dick flowers for you, my girl.”

“Lolli,” a chorus of voices shouted at once.

Nora sent her a scathing look as she wiped her hands on her apron and
maneuvered toward me. “I’ve got soup on the stove and a few casseroles in
the freezer. I stocked up some ginger ale in case the painkillers are rough on
your stomach. I’ve got everything cleaned, including fresh sheets on your
bed. I’ll bring more food over tomorrow and—"

“Nora,” I cut her off.

She halted just in front of me.

“Thanks for being the best second mom I could ever ask for,” I
whispered.

Nora’s eyes filled as she wrapped me in the gentlest hug. “Best honor I
could ever have, getting to be a part of raising you. Loving you.”

“Love you so much,” I choked out.

“More than all the stars in the sky.” She finally released me and wiped
at her eyes. “Let’s get you settled.”

And that’s what she did. I let Nora mother me onto the couch she’d set
up with blankets and pillows. My siblings created quiet chaos around me,
eating and talking but keeping things light.

Anson settled on the couch next to me, Biscuit between us, already
happily snoring. Anson scratched between his ears. “What would you think
about keeping Biscuit?”

The question was about more than adopting a pet. It was asking if I was
ready for real permanence in my life in a way I’d been too scared to reach
for before. My fingers sifted through Biscuit’s fur. “I actually texted Nancy
from the hospital and asked if I could.”

Anson’s mouth curved. “You did?”

“Idid.”

His hand covered mine on Biscuit’s back, and his gaze bored into mine
as if trying to read every micro expression. “Do you still want to live here?
Still want to fix up the house? Or do you want to start fresh?”

I thought about it for a long moment. There was so much pain here, but
there was far more joy. That was life. The valleys only made you appreciate
the mountaintops more. “He doesn’t get to steal the magic of this place. I
won’t let him.”



“That’s my girl.” Anson’s fingers wove through mine. “How would you
feel about my moving in here while we bring that magic back?”

My eyes burned. “You want to live with me?”

“Home is wherever you are,” he whispered. “You’re my sanctuary.
Where I feel peace. Where I feel seen. Don’t want anything more.”

“Yes,” I whispered. “I want you to move in.” My eyes watered as my
lips pulled into a smile. “You’re going to have to deal with dick flowers and
color, though.”

Anson barked out a laugh, then leaned in, his lips hovering just above
mine. “Small price to pay for a life with you.”



EPILOGUE
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SIX MONTHS LATER

I TUrRNED onto the drive leading toward the Victorian, but my SUV didn’t
bump and bounce now. The road had been transformed, and Anson hadn’t
been willing to settle for simply regrading the gravel; he’d had the whole
thing paved. Once I had decided to stay and keep rebuilding, he became
dedicated to making everything...perfect.

Biscuit’s head popped over the divider, resting on my shoulder as he
took in the sights in front of us, just like I was. I’d expected to see an
endless array of trucks. Shep had brought in every single one of his guys for
the past two weeks in hopes of finally finishing the restoration.

They’d run into more issues than I could count but hadn’t given up. And
the past three weeks, no one would let me inside to see the final progress,
wanting it to be a surprise. But now, there wasn’t a single vehicle in the area
other than Anson’s.

Instead of heading for the guest cottage Anson and I had made our
home for the past six months, I guided my SUV toward the main house. I
pulled to a stop in front of the flower beds that flanked the front door. While
they lay mostly dormant as winter was about to set in, I knew what lay
beneath the soil—the promise of a riot of color come spring.

Just knowing that had warmth spreading through me as I climbed out of
the SUV. I moved around to the back to let Biscuit out. He no longer



required a leash. Anson had worked some fancy training mojo I couldn’t
even begin to wrap my head around.

I glanced around, itching to peek in the windows, but then my gaze
caught on a piece of paper taped to the front door.

Come in, Reckless. I know you’re already snooping.

A laugh bubbled out of me. Damn that profiler for always knowing me
so well.

My heart picked up speed as my hand rested on the doorknob. This was
it. I was going to see my house for the first time in almost fifteen years. My
home.

No, our home. Anson’s and mine. Because he had been the one to help
me bring it back. But more than that, he had helped me find the strength to
see it through. He was there as I healed physically and as I put the pieces
back together emotionally. Just like I was there for him.

It could never be anything other than ours. Our safe place. Our
sanctuary. Our home.

Biscuit leaned into my side as if urging me on.

“Okay, buddy.”

I twisted the brass knob, and the door opened easily. As it did, I sucked
in a breath. Everything about the space was stunning. Gleaming wood, a
gorgeous chandelier, and...my gaze locked on the wallpaper.

My eyes burned as I took it in. The fairies with shimmery wings. The
same pattern my mom had picked out so many years ago. “How?” I
croaked. When we’d tried to find it, the manufacturer had told us it was out
of stock.

Anson’s deep voice cut through the quiet space. “I got a list of stores
that carried the brand from the manufacturer and started calling. A place in
Ohio had it. Ordered everything they had left.”

My gaze moved to him. He wasn’t in dirty work clothes. He’d showered
and wore a flannel shirt with...strands of pink in the patchwork of threads.
“How many stores did you call?” I whispered.

“Three hundred and thirteen.”

Of course, Anson knew the exact number. Of course, he hadn’t stopped
with that many nos.

“I love you,” I breathed.

One corner of his mouth kicked up. “I know.”

“Jerk,” I muttered with a laugh.



“You want to see some more?” Anson asked, his grin widening.

“I don’t know if I can handle more. I'm only in the entryway, and I’'m
already a puddle.”

Anson shook his head. “My girl can handle it. Strongest person I know.”

I moved then, crossing to him and wrapping my arms around him. “I’m
getting dirt all over you, but I can’t not hug you.”

He brushed some hair out of my face. “Never mind your dirt.” His lips
brushed over mine. “Missed you.”

Anson said those words every day when I got home from Bloom.
Duncan had held my job for me, Thea picking up some of the slack by
taking on extra hours. But when I was ready to come back, they welcomed
me with open arms.

Just like Anson welcomed me home with those words. Missed you. And
I felt them. In that spot somewhere in my chest that was only his. Because
we didn’t take a single day for granted. We lived each one to its fullest.

I breathed him in, relishing the feel of his strong arms around me, the
way his hold made wherever we were home. “Thank you.”

“You haven’t seen everything yet. I could’ve botched something,”
Anson said, his lips ghosting over my temple.

“You didn’t.” I was more sure of that than anything.

“Why don’t you at least peek in the library?”

My insides twisted as pressure built behind my eyes. Memories of all
the time my dad and I had spent reading in there. Him with his thrillers or
the books we were reading together, and me with whatever adventure he’d
set for us.

“Okay,” I breathed.

Anson released me then, moving to the sliding doors that opened to the
library and office. They were dark wood punctuated with thick glass that
allowed light through but distorted the image of what lay behind it. The
design was absolutely stunning.

His fingers caught on the brass handles, and he slid the doors open
effortlessly. As he stepped inside and out of my way, I gasped again. Biscuit
was instantly at my side, checking to see if I was all right. My hand dropped
to his head, but I couldn’t say a word.

It was my dad’s library but more. Anson had added one of those antique
library ladders and chosen a deep teal for the walls that was more me than



the reddish color that had been in here before. He’d also created something
different on the far wall.

Instead of a single painting, he’d made a gallery wall. It was full of art
pieces he’d managed to salvage from the fire wreckage and an endless sea
of photos. He’d obviously gotten Nora’s help on that. There were pictures
of my mom, dad, Emilia, and me. Ones of Fallon and me. Of all our
siblings. Of Nora and Lolli. Some of me and Anson. And, of course,
Biscuit.

Tears brimmed in my eyes as I turned to the wall of books next. Anson
had clearly paid attention to every detail I’d told him because there was a
section of thrillers, including all my dad’s favorites. Then a section with all
the stories Dad and I had read together. And then, lastly, a series of shelves
with new books Anson and I had been reading.

Finally, my gaze came to Anson. He stood there looking...nervous. For
maybe the first time. “So?”

I didn’t wait. I ran at him. Anson caught me with a muttered curse as |
flung myself into him, legs going around his waist. “I love you,” I
murmured into his neck.

Anson chuckled, the sound sweeping through me in warm vibration.
“I’m taking that as you like it.”

I pulled back so I could see his beautiful face. “I love it. I’ve never seen
anything more perfect.”

Anson’s expression went soft. “Wanted it to be you and him.”

“And us,” I added.

“And us,” he echoed.

As Anson stared into my eyes, he walked toward the bookshelves, my
legs still locked around his waist. Without looking, he pulled a book from
the shelf and handed it to me.

A Wrinkle in Time.

It was the same worn copy I’d read with my dad.

“Flip to the end,” Anson said softly.

My throat constricted, winding tight. But I was braver now. And I
trusted this man with everything I had.

My hands trembled as I flipped through the yellowed pages until I
reached that final chapter. I stilled as I got to the last page. A beautiful
bookmark lay there, one with flowers pressed into the thick paper. And on it
read, The End is only a chance for another beginning.



Tears spilled over as Anson pulled the bookmark free. At the end of it
was what I first thought was a charm. But it wasn’t. It was more.

I stopped breathing as I took in the ring. A bronzy gold with the most
stunning pink stone I’d seen surrounded by tiny diamonds that made it look
as if the ring itself were the most beautiful blossom.

“Anson.” It was the only thing I could get out.

He gently unfastened the ring from the bookmark and took my hand.
“You gave me air when I thought I’d never breathe again. You gave me
color when my world had gone black. You see every part of me. I don’t
want to spend another moment without you. Marry me.”

My heart thudded against my ribs. “Yes. Wherever you are is where I
want to be.”

Anson slid the ring onto my finger. “Had to be a pink diamond for my
colorful, reckless girl. A flower for the queen of life.” His lips hovered over
mine. “I love you.”

“I love you, too. Love this beginning.” Because that was what Anson
gave me over and over. The chance to begin again. And I knew that would
never end.
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PROLOGUE

How maNy ways could you kill someone in your mind? Nikki and I had
gotten creative over the past few months, coming up with some real gems.

“Buried alive with fire ants,” I said, burrowing deeper into the
overstuffed couch in her tiny apartment.

She scoffed from her spot, sprawled on the floor, wineglass precariously
balanced in her hand. “Not nearly bad enough. I'm going with...eaten by
piranhas, starting with his dick.”

I snorted, taking a sip of my drink. “Maybe he could just choke on his
lies,” I muttered.

Nikki sat up in one swift move, her red hair flying around her face and
wine sloshing out of the glass. At least it was white and not red. Even
though she was tipsy, her eyes narrowed on me in a now familiar way. One
that managed to be both fierce and gentle. She was the kind of best friend
who had your back—one of the few who hadn’t been swayed by Brendan’s
bullshit.

“You need to tell someone. Someone who can actually do something to
his ass. Or I’m going to run him over with my car,” Nikki grumbled, setting
her wineglass on the coffee table.

I squeezed my knees to my chest, trying to take comfort in the pressure
as if I could hug myself out of my current situation. “And say what? I’m
getting heavy-breathing phone calls from an unknown number?”

“Sel, he got you freaking fired. From a job you worked your ass off

»

for.



I had. Undergrad in business. Masters in nonprofit business
management. Countless hours of unpaid internships and volunteer work. All
to land a job at my dream organization: The Literacy Project. But all that
had gone down the tubes this morning when I found out I’d been fired.

“There’s no proof,” I said softly. But an ache took root in my chest. I
knew Nikki was right, even though there wasn’t a shred of evidence.
Brendan’s fingers stretched far, and his grip could be strangulating.

Nikki let out a huff of air. “You know it’s him. Tossing money around
and pulling strings.”

I worried the corner of my lip as pressure built around me—as if I were
being suffocated by the air itself. It was starting to feel like Brendan was
everywhere. I’d thought breaking up with him would be the end of it. That
I’d be free. But it had only been the beginning.

“This has to be it,” I said, finally meeting her eyes. “He won. And I
think that’s what he’s wanted all along. Maybe I can finally move on.”

I just wasn’t sure where that would be. Los Angeles didn’t feel like
home anymore. For so long, I’d loved living here. The live music scene,
museums, and amazing restaurants with every type of cuisine imaginable.
I’d always felt like I could melt into the sea of people and get lost in their
diverse uniqueness. Now, it felt like every single pair of eyes could be
watching.

“Maybe,” Nikki mumbled.

I leaned over the coffee table and squeezed her hand. “Thank you for
being the bestest friend a girl could have.”

She just scowled at me. “I want to junk-punch him before I throw him
to the piranhas.”

I choked on a laugh. “Have at it.”

But the laugh quickly died away. I'd only told Nikki bits and pieces of
the bad stuff. If she knew it all, she really would be gassing up her car for a
hit-and-run. But knowing that just made me love her more.

I stood, picking up my wineglass and emptying its contents. “I need to
get home. It’s almost time for Moose’s dinner.”

Nikki shook her head. “Better keep that beast fed. If you don’t, he’s
liable to take off a toe in your sleep.”

That had a genuine smile stretching my face as I carried my glass to her
sink. “He’d never.”



Nikki grunted as she struggled to her feet. “Keep telling yourself that.
You ordered a car, right?”

I shook my head. “I switched to Fresca after my first glass.”

Her mouth fell open. “You bitch. I’ve been getting sloshed, and you’re
sipping freaking Fresca?”

I chuckled as I pulled Nikki into a hug. “Sorry, babycakes.”

The truth was, I never had more than a single glass of wine these days.
My anxiety had already reached the red zone, and I needed all my faculties.

Nikki hugged me tighter. “Want me to come with you? I can sleep on
your couch tonight.”

God, she was an amazing friend. “I’ll be fine. I’ll probably stay up late
looking at what other nonprofits might be hiring.”

Nikki held on, not letting go. “You’re an amazing person. Don’t let his
bullshit make you think anything else.”

My eyes burned, tears struggling to break free. I did everything I could
to beat them back. Because there were times that I’d started to wonder if I
was, in fact, the person Brendan said I was. That I was manipulative, cruel,
sick, and a slut.

Two years ago, I would’ve laughed if someone had said I’d think those
things about myself. It was shocking how fast things could change. How
quickly a mind could be twisted. And how long it took to undo that kind of
damage.

“Love you, Niks,” I whispered.

“Love you, too,” she said, finally releasing me. “Text me when you get
home, or call if you want someone to talk to while you’re getting inside.”

The burn was back, tears fighting to fall. She’d been the recipient of
more than one phone call when I freaked myself out thinking I was being
followed, only to realize it was an innocent bystander going about their
business. She never complained.

“Thanks,” I said, quickly kissing her cheek and grabbing my purse.

I headed out of her small apartment on the outskirts of Silverlake and
down the sidewalk toward my car. It was still plenty bright out, but my head
was on a swivel, taking stock of everyone around me. There was the typical
hipster fare, a couple making out near a café, a family with two young kids
running circles around the parents... Nothing out of the ordinary.

I still felt twitchy. I walked faster, moving toward my Subaru hatchback
that had seen better days. She’d seen plenty of action before I bought her in



college and had officially passed her prime now. But since I was out of a
job, an upgrade wouldn’t be happening anytime soon.

Beeping the locks, I slipped into the vehicle and winced at the tote bag
full of produce on the floorboard. I hadn’t planned to stay at Nikki’s for as
long as I had. Hopefully, the bag of farmers market finds would be all right.

Shutting the door behind me, I locked it and let out a breath. My eyes
caught on my reflection in the rearview mirror. My blond hair was in
disarray, and my pale green eyes had dark circles under them. But I didn’t
look away, not even when my eyes filled.

“You’re a good person,” I whispered. “You’re not who he says you are.”

My phone dinged, and I fished around in my purse for the device. As I
pulled it out, it chimed again, the screen lighting up. My stomach hollowed
out as a text flashed on the display.

UNKNOWN NUMBER
Seen this? ;-)

The text had a screenshot of an article. Actor Brendan Boseman
Donates One Million to The Literacy Project. My hands trembled as I
scanned the short piece.

Mr. Boseman, best known for his roles in box-office-gold romcoms and
superhero megahits, was captured touring the nonprofit’s West Adams
location here in Los Angeles. “Reading is something I’ve always been
passionate about. And being a part of The Literacy Project’s mission to give
people the tools they need to succeed is an honor.”

More unshed tears burned the backs of my eyes, a mixture of anger,
fear, and frustration at the blatant bullshit that streamed out of his mouth.
Brendan’s idea of reading was scanning The Hollywood Reporter and
cursing anyone who got a job he wanted. I couldn’t read any more. It was
too much.

I’d given everything to The Literacy Project: ridiculously long hours at
low pay, courting countless benefactors to keep us in the black, and
jumping in on tasks that had never been in my job description. And all
because I believed in their mission. And because I loved being a part of
something that changed lives. Now, it was all done. Gone.

A tear slipped down my cheek and fell onto my jeans, making the
indigo strands darken as it sank in. Maybe this was what I needed—the
final straw to make me leave LA and start fresh. A chance to truly be free.



It wasn’t like I had anything left here other than Nikki. Everything had
been slowly and deliberately stripped away. I swallowed the anger that
surged, grabbing my key from the seat and sliding it into the ignition.
Twisting it, I had to try three times before the engine caught.

Just one more thing I couldn’t afford to fix. But I ignored it and headed
for home. Even at four in the afternoon, rush hour had already begun,
turning my ten-minute drive into twenty. As I pulled up in front of the
rundown fourplex, the hairs on the back of my neck rose.

I glanced around the residential street, doing my now standard scan.
Nothing out of the ordinary: a couple walking their fluff ball of a mutt, a
young woman pushing a stroller, a couple of teens shouting as they raced
their souped-up bikes down the street.

But I felt eyes on me. Familiar anxiety took root, and quick on its heels,
frustration. Because I didn’t know if the feeling was warranted or if I was
losing it. I grabbed my phone and quickly typed out a text.

ME

Home. Going to feed Moose and make dinner. Make sure you

eat something so you don’t wake up with a hangover from hell.
NIKKI

Already ordered pad thai and pad see ew. Going to sop up all
that alcohol.

My mouth tried to curve as I shut off the engine, but it couldn’t quite get
there. I grabbed my purse and the tote bag with my farmers market goodies,
then climbed out of my hatchback. As I slid my phone into my pocket, I did
another quick scan before heading up the walk.

My gaze jumped at every flicker of movement around me as I moved,
bracing. But I just kept going. It was the only answer. If I let myself fall, I
knew I’d never get up.

My feet hurried across the cracked pavement and up the chipped
concrete steps. Punching in the code to the building, I waited for the buzz
and stepped inside. I quickly shut the door behind me, making sure it
latched, then moved to the door marked 1B.

I unlocked the deadbolt, then the doorknob. When the door swung open,
a beep sounded. A deep meow greeted me as I plugged in the alarm code.

“Hi, Moose,” I said to the dark room—dark because every curtain in the
place was pulled.



When I landed the tiny apartment, I’d loved it for its windows—all that
natural light. Now, all I had was the artificial kind.

I flicked on the switch as Moose wound through my legs. As soon as I
threw the deadbolt, I bent to pick him up, grunting as I lifted all eighteen
pounds of his Maine Coon self. He instantly began to purr, butting his head
against my chin.

I cuddled him close, letting the sound and feel of his gray fur soothe me.
“What do you think? Time to leave LA? Maybe we could land somewhere
with a yard. I could teach you to walk on a leash.”

Moose let out a warbled meow as if to say: What the hell, lady?

I chuckled. “Okay, pause on the leash training. How about some
dinner?”

Another meow.

I grinned as I set him down, keeping the tote bag over my shoulder. My
hands trembled as I moved through the space, flicking on light after light.
That slight shake told the truth. Brendan really had won.

My life here was done. The only option I had was to leave—and pray he
didn’t feel vindictive enough to mess with my life wherever I landed.

I felt for the kitchen light and flicked it on. The counter was in complete
disarray. Fruit from the bowl had spilled out, and I noticed an orange with
what looked like teeth and claw marks in it. I gave Moose the side-eye.
“Playing soccer again?”

He licked his paw and scrubbed it over his face.

Then, I saw the true goal of his mischief. The treat feeder with its
camera had been knocked over, looking like it had been bashed around. I
righted it and put the unharmed fruit back into the bowl.

“Seriously? The vet says you’re already overweight.”

I swore Moose glared at me. Then he let out a bellowing meow.

“Don’t give me that kind of back talk or no treats after dinner.”

He hissed.

I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing. At least I had Moose. No
matter how bad things got, he always managed to make me laugh.

Setting my tote bag on the counter, I set to work putting away my
produce, trying to dodge the swipes of Moose’s paws along the way. As I
tidied, I began concocting a recipe in my mind. One of my favorite
challenges was coming up with something based on whatever had looked
best at the farmers market.



I’d have to get more creative with my lack of salary now, but that would
just make the game more challenging. We were finally in peach season, so I
grabbed two. I’d also snagged some of the first mini heirloom tomatoes of
the season. That, with some burrata, herbs, and balsamic, would be perfect
with the crusty bread I'd bought from the local baker’s stall.

My stomach rumbled as if agreeing with my plan. As I began pulling
out ingredients, my phone started buzzing in my pocket. A cacophony of
dings followed—every kind of alert my phone could give. Text. Email.
Phone call. All at once.

My alarm system let out a warning beep—the kind that said if I didn’t
input the code in two minutes, it would go haywire. Then the stereo burst to
life, blaring some rock song, the television following suit at a deafening
level.

Moose let out an annoyed yowl. I hurried toward the alarm pad,
plugging in the code as I pulled out my phone, still buzzing angrily in my
pocket. The screen was filled with a laundry list of notifications, but they
moved too fast for me to focus on any of them. And the dings just kept
sounding.

I silenced the phone and tapped on my email. The inbox read: one
thousand six hundred and fifty-three. My heart rate picked up speed. I’d had
six unread messages this morning. That was it.

I tried to scan the subject lines, but they moved too fast as more poured
in. I could only grasp a few. Warnings about my credit being compromised.
Ads for penis enhancement and weight loss. And porn. So much porn. The
kind that turned your stomach.

Exiting out of my inbox, I clicked on my texts. Message after message.
Too many to count. There was one chain from my bank.

Did you approve this charge? $1,309.13 to Sex Toys, Inc.

Did you approve this charge? $10,237.53 to Hollywood
Escorts.

Charge after charge. Each one worse than the one before. Then my
blood ran cold.

UNKNOWN NUMBER
This you?



There was no link to follow. It was simply a screenshot. From a porn
site. Of me.

My entire body vibrated as my ears rang. Some part of my brain
computed that my alarm system was doing that warning beep thing again,
but I couldn’t move. All I could do was stare down at the photo.

It was me. There was no denying that. The brightly colored comforter
on the bed was a dead giveaway. I was standing in the middle of my room,
my top off as I reached for the button on my jeans, blond hair cascading
down my bare back.

Changing. I’d been changing. The photo was a screenshot of a video. A
five-minute video. Which meant this kept going.

My breaths came quicker, hiccuped half sobs tripping over each other.
Another screenshot. Me. My face fully toward the camera, green eyes
utterly unaware as I stripped down. Naked. Every part of me on display. On
the internet.

This wasn’t happening.

The alerts just kept pinging on my phone. Emails, texts, phone calls.
Fraud alerts. Low balance warnings. Links to my new porn listings. All as
the stereo and television blared in the background.

The tears came fast and hard, like acid tracking down my cheeks. And
then a voice rang out. One I knew.

“Remember who’s in charge, Selly.”

My blood turned to ice as I searched for something—anything—to
defend myself with. My hand landed on a stone bookend in the shape of a
flower. I gripped it as I moved toward the voice.

Each step ratcheted up my heart rate, but as I moved into the kitchen,
there was no one.

Then a chuckle sounded, deep and raspy, as the light on Moose’s
camera and treat dispenser turned from blue to red—the color that meant it
was engaged.

“You wanted to be a whore, Selly. I just made your dream a reality.”

Brendan.

I moved as fast as possible, ripping the cord out of the electrical socket
and smashing the camera against the wall. But it was too late. I knew it.

Because those shots from my bedroom meant there were other cameras.
They could be everywhere. He could be watching me even now.

I needed to run, to get out, but I couldn’t get my feet to move.



The corners of my vision darkened, and my fingers prickled. And then
the darkness took me under.



THEA

TWO YEARS LATER

THE FIRST TENDRILS of sunlight streamed through my kitchen window as a
series of almost barking meows sounded below me.

I sent Moose a warning look. “I’m going as fast as I can.”

It wasn’t good enough. He leapt onto the counter—a feat, considering
he now bordered on twenty pounds of beefy glory. He hauled off and
smacked my arm with a paw the moment he reached me.

My eyes narrowed on him. “Seriously?”

He simply licked his paw and began washing his face.

“Don’t think I believe that innocent act for one second,” I huffed,
mixing his wet food with some dry. When I was done, I carried the plate
into his corner of the living room, where I had a place mat and a cat tree.
His bell jingled as he hurried to follow.

I bent and lowered the bowl. Moose was on it in a flash, batting my
hand out of the way like the vicious little monster he was—but an adorable
monster.

As 1 straightened, my gaze caught on the pen I’d set up for the foster
kittens I’d be getting in the next couple of days. The babies had a litter box,
heated blankets, and a little house to retreat into. It was the perfect little



nook. Something about creating it had soothed me. Making a home for
them where they were safe, warm, and happy. It gave me hope.

Even though my world had been torn apart, I could put theirs back
together.

Glancing at Moose, I surveyed the bowl. Already almost halfway gone.
A true fiend for food. I turned and headed down the hallway, the
floorboards creaking beneath my feet.

The old cabin in the Central Oregon mountains had lain vacant for
years. As he aged, the previous owner had sold off his land piece by piece.
When he finally passed, the house and remaining land had reverted to the
state. The house had been so dilapidated that no one wanted it—no one but
me.

I’d gotten it for a steal, even if the hot water only lasted four minutes,
and the living room floor sloped to the right. The best part about it was that
the land was state wilderness or fields used for grazing and stretched as far
as I could see. The only visitors I had these days were cows and horses. Just
the way I liked it.

The small log cabin was nestled in the forest, but enough of the tall
pines around the house had been cleared to let in plenty of light—sunshine
that allowed a garden and greenhouse to flourish. But the trees still offered
enough protection to make me feel somewhat...safe.

Everything about the home was perfect, and it was only thanks to Nikki
that it was even possible. She’d helped me set up a trust to purchase the
property. Each month, I mailed her cash hidden in the bottom of a tin of
bakery treats, which she then used to pay the small mortgage for me. No
trail led back to me—nothing Brendan could trace.

Because I’d all but disappeared.

No email address. No phone number. No cable or computer. No tech of
any kind. I’d closed every account and deleted every piece of my digital
footprint I had control over.

But there were some I didn’t. Photos and videos of me at my most
vulnerable still floated around the internet, and there was nothing I could do
about it.

My throat wound tight on instinct as I swallowed down the burn. There
was nothing I could do. I’d tried. It would’ve likely taken thousands of
dollars I didn’t have for the lawyer fees, and I still wouldn’t have gotten it



all. Because bastards in the dark parts of the internet lived to hold those
kinds of things hostage.

Instead, I let Selena die. She simply faded away into nothing, each piece
of her erased like writing in the sand at high tide. Now, I was Thea. My
blond hair had been transformed into a deep brown, and my pale green eyes
were now the shade of mud thanks to contacts. No one would recognize me
if they’d seen those cruel photos or the handful of shots the paparazzi had
snapped of me and Brendan when we were together.

I pulled a brush through my brown locks, checking the roots. I’d need a
touch-up this weekend. But I had what seemed like a lifetime of dye in the
hallway linen closet. I splashed water on my face and then slathered it in
lotion and sunscreen. After my shift at the bakery, I’d head to my gig at the
nursery, and the sun could fry you in an hour if you weren’t careful.

Checking my watch, I hurried to dress in jeans and a tee, making sure
there were no new holes I’d missed. I slipped on my boots and headed back
toward Moose. “You going to behave today?”

The cat meowed from his perch on the tower in front of the window.

“Who am I kidding? You’re always up to no good.” I made quick work
of checking the locks on every window, then gave Moose one last scratch.

He did that chattering thing again as I headed for the front door, wanting
me to stay put. But he’d be fine. He had cat TV—the massive picture
window pointed toward the garden and the forest beyond it.

One day, I'd give him a better view. A giant picture window
overlooking Castle Rock or the mountain range to the east. Maybe both.

It was the thing that had stopped me on my road trip escape from LA to
Oregon. The breathtaking beauty could freeze you to the spot—the golden
statues of Castle Rock and the purplish snowcapped Monarch Mountains.
Something about the vastness of it all had made my problems seem small.
And the way the small town of Sparrow Falls was nestled into that vastness
made me feel safe for the first time since I’d met Brendan Boseman.

I let out a breath as I stepped outside. Even though we were deep into
June, the mornings were chilly in the mountains. But the hummingbirds
were already out. A smile tugged at my lips as I watched while two deftly
navigated the garden to the feeders I’d placed throughout. Something about
the creatures and how they hovered and darted touched me. While delicate,
they were warriors in their own right. Escaping enemies left and right.



I forced my gaze away, pulling my sweatshirt over my head and turning
to lock the door. Some might consider the deadbolt extreme. It didn’t look
like a normal lock on a home, and it had taken me months to save up the
sixteen-hundred-dollar price tag. But when someone lived through what I
had, you did whatever it took to keep intruders from your home. A dozen of
these deadbolts wouldn’t be enough.

I knew it was a coping mechanism. Some tiny measure of control when
so much of that very thing had been stripped from me. But it helped. The
sound of the lock clicking. My keys tucked into my pocket. They were
never off my person. Never anywhere someone could lift them and make
copies.

Just like I placed alarms on each and every window. Not ones wired to
any electronics, just those that would blare a horrendous sound if the
windows were opened. You could create your own tech-free alarm system if
you were creative enough. And I’d found a book at the library that helped
with ideas. Motion sensor lights, window shields that allowed me to see out
but prevented anyone from seeing in, and a garden that would tell me if
anyone had been in its midst.

It didn’t matter that I hadn’t seen or heard from Brendan in almost two
years. The routine was ingrained in me now. And it did soothe. It was more
than simply thinking it kept me safe. It was almost like compulsively
knocking on wood. The routine kept me safer than the actual locks and
sensors did.

Because even though I'd braced my first few months in Sparrow Falls,
Brendan hadn’t found me. And as each day passed, a little more traitorous
hope filled me that he wouldn’t. That he’d forgotten about me and moved
on with his life.

Sliding my keys into my front pocket, I grabbed my helmet. I lived for
the months when I could ride my bike into town. It might take me thirty-
plus minutes, but it saved on gas, and the trip was also a meditation of sorts
—with a stunning backdrop.

Today was no different. I pushed off, riding down the gravel road that
would take me to the two-lane highway into town. The cool morning air
stung my cheeks, but in a way that reminded me I was alive. I never took
those reminders for granted.

As I reached the edge of the forest and rode into the pastureland, a cow
let out a bellowing moo in greeting. “Morning, Bessie,” I called back. I had



no clue if it was the same cow from yesterday. They all looked identical to
me. But they were freaking adorable, just the same.

Turning east toward town, I got my first peek at the breathtaking
mountains, just as the sun crested their peaks. The early rays painted the
forests and fields in a riot of color—the kind of creation I never would’ve
gotten in LA. And that was a gift, too. A path I never would’ve expected
but was grateful for all the same.

My bike hit the rumble strip, and I cursed as I righted it. I probably
shouldn’t let that gratitude get me Kkilled.

I kept a closer eye on the road for the rest of my trek. It wasn’t long
before I reached the outskirts of town. Sparrow Falls was the kind of
picturesque place you saw in movies but never thought actually existed.
Many of the brick buildings flanking the main street through town dated
back to the early nineteen hundreds, but they’d all been painstakingly
restored. And new builds had to be thoroughly vetted to ensure they fit with
the look of the place.

The community had pride in their town. You could see it in how the
flower beds were meticulously maintained at each and every corner of
Cascade Avenue. How there was rarely a speck of trash to be found
anywhere. But the place had heart, too—the kind that freaked me out at
first.

People in LA mostly minded their business. But not here. As you
walked by the locals, they greeted you with a hello or a head dip. They
offered to help if your hands were full and held doors open if they were in
front of you.

Those simple kindnesses made it harder to stay anonymous. Threading
the needle between careful and rude was a tricky balance I failed at most
days. But a part of me hoped I could finally simply be in this new life.

I pulled my bike to a stop in front of a storefront with huge glass
windows and a teal sign above them that read The Mix Up. The letters were
perfectly imperfect in a way that represented the chaos of the woman who
owned the place. But Sutton’s haphazard energy was only matched by her
kindness, and the combination was incredibly endearing.

Locking my bike to a lamppost, I crossed to the door of the bakery and
keyed in the code to the electronic lock. It made a whirring sound and then
a pop. I pulled it open, the bell overhead tinkling. Strains of country music
drifted out of the kitchen, and the space was toasty warm.



“Morning!” I called.

A second later, Sutton appeared in the kitchen entryway. Her blond hair
was piled on the top of her head, and she had what looked like a butter knife
stuck through the bun to hold it in place. Flour dusted one cheek and
speckled her hair, but I didn’t miss the dark circles beneath her eyes.

I had no idea how Sutton managed to get up sometime between three
and four every morning to prep the day’s goods. Add on running a business
and raising a seven-year-old little boy, and I was pretty sure she was
superwoman.

“Morning, Thea. How’s it looking out there?”

“It’s going to be a beauty.”

“Hopefully, that means lots of tourist dollars,” she said with a grin.
“I’ve got the bread, scones, muffins, and croissants already out. The sweet
and savory Danishes are cooling. And I’m working on the cupcakes now.”

I frowned at her. “How many cups of coffee have you had today?”

Sutton’s lips twitched. “Just a few.”

“Mooooom?” a slurred voice called as footsteps sounded on the back
stairs leading to the small apartment above the bakery.

“Right here, baby,” Sutton called, moving toward the little boy’s voice.

He appeared a second later, clad in pajamas covered in hockey pucks
and sticks in bright colors. His light brown hair was darker than his mom’s,
but they had the same piercing turquoise eyes.

The moment he was within arm’s reach, he launched himself at Sutton.
She caught him with an oomph as he nuzzled into her, then rubbed a hand
up and down his back. “Sleep good?”

“Mm-hmm,” he mumbled.

Sutton bounced him in that soothing way that seemed almost second
nature for most mothers. “I swear he’s still half-comatose when he gets up.”

I grinned. “Waking up is hard.” Moving around the two of them, I
tickled the little boy’s side. “Morning, Luca.”

“Hi, Thee Thee,” he whispered.

Sutton chuckled. “I’m going to get him ready for camp. You good to
handle opening?”

I nodded. “T’ll get the coffee brewing and then switch to cupcake duty.”

“You’re a lifesaver. I'm in the middle of the cookie monster ones.”

“Me want cookie,” Luca mumbled against his mom’s shoulder.



I laughed. “I’ll see if I can finish one in time for you to take in your
lunch.”

Luca lifted his head, turquoise eyes colliding with mine as he gave me a
sleepy smile. “You’re the best, Thee Thee.”

My heart squeezed. God, the kid was sweet. “You are.”

Sutton gave me a thankful smile as she headed back up the stairs. He
was really getting too big for her to be carrying around, but I wasn’t
surprised. She was one of the strongest people I knew.

I moved my way through the space. Sutton had done an amazing job
bringing it back to life this past year. The walls were a pristine white, but
dark, exposed beams soared overhead, and antique, shabby-chic-looking
chandeliers illuminated the space. Teal banquettes lined the walls, bringing
in a whimsical pop of color.

But the true stars of the show were Sutton’s baked creations. While we
carried a wide array of options, she specialized in cupcakes, and each one
was a work of art. She had everything from butterflies to rainbows to
princesses. And she had themed confections for every holiday. Even
freaking Arbor Day.

I got to work brewing our standard decaf and regular in the coffee urns
as I hummed along to the country song spilling out of the speakers. I'd
never really been a fan of country until I started working here and ended up
inundated with it, thanks to Sutton. It was probably more that I hadn’t been
exposed until now.

Country wasn’t exactly a staple in LA, and growing up in the valley, it
hadn’t been much of a thing there either. Over time, I’d slowly found
myself enjoying the storytelling tunes and unique guitar strains. I hummed
along as I glanced at the clock. Still fifteen minutes until we had to open.

I moved into the kitchen, the music louder there, and slipped an apron
over my head, then quickly washed my hands before grabbing the food dye
to turn the white icing blue. A new song came on.

I grinned as I grabbed the large mixing bowl and stirred in the blue
coloring, all the while singing along off-key to the lyrics about finally
kissing someone new and being unbothered by whatever your ex was up to.
God, I longed for that kind of freedom. To remember what it felt like to
have my lips tingle from the contact, and a flutter take root in my belly with
the excitement of what could be.



“Sounds like tortured cats reaching for those high notes,” a deep voice
said, amusement lacing his tone.

The shock of the voice, the deep rasp of it, the presence of it all, had me
whirling around. The only problem with that was that the bowl of bright
blue icing was still in my hands. When I stopped moving, the frosting did
not.

It flew out of the bowl and landed squarely on the chest of the man
standing opposite me—chest, because even though I was on the tall side, he
was taller, towering over me at what had to be six three or four. A white T-
shirt was pulled taut over that broad, leanly muscled chest—one now
covered in blue icing.

My mouth went slack as my eyes went up, up, up to collide with now
familiar amber orbs that had me sucking in a sharp breath. Eyes that were
full of sparkling amusement, but somehow also seemed sharper than others
I encountered.

Eyes that made my stomach flip and my pulse thrum faster. Ones that
had DANGER in huge capital letters flashing in my mind. So, there was
only one thing I could say.

“Oh, shit.”



SHEP

Gob, she was beautiful. Standing there in the middle of the kitchen, singing
the kind of off-key that made your ears bleed. But she was so free while
doing it. I should’ve stayed in the doorway longer, really taken in all that
was her.

Because I didn’t think I’d ever gotten to see Thea this carefree or
uninhibited before. She was the type of guarded that meant a dozen locks,
triple-enforced walls, and a barbed wire fence. But I’d seen hints of the real
her over the months I’d been coming into the bakery.

Glimpses that told me the truth about the woman behind the walls. Ones
that made me want to lean in closer.

But taking her in now, I couldn’t help but chuckle. Her mouth opened
and closed as she took in the bright blue frosting dripping down the front of
my shirt. When she finally managed to speak, it was only to curse.

I laughed harder, and that only made her glare.

“It’s not funny,” she snapped.

“Come on, Thorn. It’s a little funny.”

Thea’s spine straightened as if her spinal column had filled with steel.
“Thorn?”

I arched a brow and reached for a towel on the counter to mop up the
mess. The tee was toast. But it was a small price to pay for a chance to see
Thea riled. It made her deep brown eyes burn with a heat I couldn’t help but
imagine lighting in other scenarios.

“Thorn. Fits your prickly personality.”



She gaped at me, her mouth opening and closing yet again. “You broke
into the bakery and scared the hell out of me, and I’m prickly?”

I just grinned at her. Riled. So much better than her usual brush-offs.
“Door was open.”

That had Thea’s mouth snapping closed.

“I just figured you were open early. But no one answered when I called
out, and I heard some horribly off-kilter singing coming from the kitchen. I
had to investigate.”

Thea’s cheeks flamed as she set the bowl of icing on the counter. “I
thought I was alone.”

“I know,” I said simply. That was why it had been such a gift. A single
moment of Thea being truly herself.

She moved toward the doorway, carefully giving me a wide berth. “I’ll
get you a T-shirt to replace that one.”

“You don’t have to—"

“I do,” she clipped, bending over to rummage through the stack of tees
with different bakery logos.

I was going to hell. Because as Thea bent over, her jeans pulling tight
across her heart-shaped ass, I couldn’t look away.

She pulled a lavender shirt free and straightened, holding it out to me.
“Here.”

The tee was large enough to fit me, but the front had a bright pink
cupcake with Cupcake Cutie written below it in a squiggly script.

Her lips twitched as she held it out. “Problem?”

I met her stare head-on. I knew a challenge when I heard it. Grabbing
the neck of my T-shirt at the back, I pulled it up and over my head, then
tossed it into the trash can behind the counter. “Real men wear purple.”

Thea’s gaze slid from my face down to my bare chest, and I didn’t miss
the way her pupils dilated as she swallowed hard.

I held out a hand for the shirt. “See something you like?”

Her eyes snapped back to my face. “Just wondering why the town’s
golden boy is stripping down in the middle of a place of business.”

I shrugged and pulled the purple shirt over my head. “I don’t have a
problem with nudity. Do you?”

The moment the words passed my lips, Thea stiffened, her face paling
slightly.



Shit. “I’'m sorry,” 1 said quickly. “I’'m an ass. I was just joking
around—"

She shook her head. “It’s fine. Just tell me what you’d like to drink or
eat, and I’ll get it for you. On the house.”

It obviously wasn’t fine, and that had my gut churning. I’d clearly
stepped in it. And the way I’d done so had me kicking myself over and
over. It also had me worried. “You don’t have to cover my breakfast,” I said
softly.

“I think that’s my choice,” Thea argued, moving around me, once again
giving me a wide berth. “Black coffee, right?”

“Yeah,” 1 muttered, crossing behind the bakery case but giving her
plenty of the space she seemed to need.

“Pastry?” she asked.

As I made it to the front of the case, where I should’ve been all along, I
scanned the contents. The thought of downing one of the sweets this early
turned my stomach. But there were a few other options. “I’ll take a ham and
cheese croissant.”

Thea nodded, her dark hair sweeping across her olive cheek. But she
didn’t say a word. I didn’t push. I already felt like enough of an ass.

Thea snapped a lid on the coffee just as Sutton emerged from the back,
Luca’s hand in hers. She sent me a wide smile as she brushed some flour off
her shirt. “Morning, Shep.”

“Morning,” I greeted, then grinned down at Luca. “Hey, buddy.”

He grinned, exposing a missing incisor. “Mr. Shep! Can I help you build
again?”

I chuckled. “Anytime. We can always use another good man on the
job.”

Luca’s chest puffed up. “Mom, can you take me? Can you?”

Sutton just shook her head. “You have to go to camp first.”

“But after? Pleeeeeease?” he begged.

“Maybe later this week. I thought you wanted to go to the ice rink
today.”

Luca looked absolutely tortured by the decision.

“The construction zone will be there, buddy. There’s no rush,” I assured
him.

Luca let out a tiny huff, as though the weight of the world were on his
shoulders. “Ice today, building tomorrow.”



I held out a hand for a high five. “Good choice, my man.”

Sutton sent me an exhausted smile. “Thanks.”

“Anytime,” I assured her.

As she hurried toward the door, a flicker of movement caught my
attention, right before a different sort of guilt flooded me. I forced a smile.
“Hey, Mara. How are you?”

Her return grin was so bright it had that guilt digging in deeper. “Pretty
good. You?”

“Doing well. Just grabbing some breakfast,” I said, glancing toward
Thea as I pulled out my wallet.

Thea’s gaze quickly darted away from my face. “I told you. On the
house. For the whole...” She made some nonsensical gesture with her hand
that had me fighting a smile. “Icing thing.”

Mara looked back and forth between Thea and me. “Icing thing?”

“Just a little early morning mishap,” I said, pulling two twenties out of
my wallet and stuffing them into the tip jar.

“Shep,” Thea chastised quietly.

I dipped my head to meet her gaze. “It’s your choice whether or not to
charge, but how much to tip is mine. Sorry about the assholery.”

Her plump, pink lips pressed into a hard line before popping apart
again. “All good.”

It wasn’t, though. Thea’s behavior was all wrong. The kind that said
she’d been hurt before. And that had anger stirring somewhere deep, with a
completely unwarranted heat behind it.

I didn’t know Thea. Not really. I’d been coming into the bakery since it
opened months ago, taken in by her striking beauty. But she hadn’t shared
anything with me that let me truly get to know her.

All I’d gotten were minuscule snippets. Brief moments when she let her
guard down. Usually, when she was teasing Luca or laughing with Sutton.

And I hadn’t learned much more from my sister, who worked with Thea
at the local nursery. The most I could pull out of Rhodes was that she
thought Thea was running from something. The question was...what?

“Shep,” Mara said, bringing my attention back to her.

More guilt sparked at the flicker of annoyance I felt at being forced
away from Thea. I really was an ass.

Mara smiled tentatively. “Do you want to stick around? We could have
breakfast together. I’ve got an hour before my shift starts at the hardware



store.”

Hell. Mara and I had ended months ago. We’d dated for about six weeks
before I realized we just weren’t a match. It wasn’t that she wasn’t a good
person. She was. But that only made ending things harder. Telling someone
you thought you were better as friends never went over well.

And now, it was like Mara thought she could convince me otherwise.
She was never overly pushy about it, but there was a steady, uncomfortable
pressure. She’d find a way to ask me to spend time with her every couple of
weeks. I was running out of ideas for gentle letdowns.

I cleared my throat. “Meeting Anson at a new site.”

Mara’s expression fell, and my guilt dug in deeper. “Okay. Maybe
another time.”

I tried to hide my wince as I avoided her suggestion. “Have a good
day.”

I glanced over my shoulder as I started toward the door. “Stay away
from the blue frosting for a while, Thorn.”

Thea instantly scowled at me, but the heat was back behind those dark
eyes. Something a hell of a lot better than the flicker of fear I’d seen earlier.

I felt a tug to find out what had caused it and wipe it from the Earth. But
that was wasted energy. Because I’d probably fail her, too.

Delicate Escape is available for purchase by tapping HERE.
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