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      Georgia Moon Whiskey has been in love with Luke Hannah for as long as she can remember, but he’s never given her a second look. It doesn’t matter anymore. He betrayed her brother and left town with his tail between his legs. Having bought Luke’s property to expand the family business, Georgia Moon turns Luke’s home into a residence for their bull riding students and moves herself into the master bedroom, all in the name of therapy to get over the man who never knew he held the power to break her heart.

      Luke Hannah has made a mess of his life and has only one person to blame for it: himself. After spending a year in Florida, he comes back to his hometown for the wedding of the man who used to be his best friend, the brother of the woman he never had the nerve to ask out on a date. All Luke wants is a second chance, but there is still one secret from his past that looms over his head, threatening to destroy everything.
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Two years ago…

        

      

    

    
      Luke Hannah paused midstep as he left the barn. “Hey, Georgia Moon,” he said with a big sour ball swirling around in his gut. Normally, seeing the dark-haired beauty would fill his heart with hope and draw a huge smile on his face, but not anymore.

      No way in hell would he even consider pursuing her now.

      “How’s my brother’s training going?” she asked, popping a straw between her pearly whites. “He wandered into the house moaning and groaning.”

      Luke couldn’t hold back a chuckle. “He’s feeling old, and he took a nasty fall and blamed me.”

      “I think I heard him mumble something to the effect that you’re a fucking prick and trying to hurt him.” She took slow strides as she headed toward her four-wheeler parked on the access road between his property and Whiskey Ranch.

      “That sounds about right.” He stuffed his hands deep into his jeans so he wouldn’t be tempted to touch Georgia Moon. It had taken him a long time to realize everything he wanted in a woman had been right in front of him his entire adult life. Now, thanks to a cruel twist of fate, he’d never be able to sweep her off her feet. Nope. He’d have to sit back and watch some other cowboy waltz in and spin her around on the dance floor. “But the reality is he’s pushing himself too hard.”

      “And Bella is up his ass,” Georgia Moon said, rolling her eyes. “I can’t believe she’s been secretly dating my brother for months. I’m baffled by what he sees in her.”

      “Perhaps she gives good head.”

      She laughed. “You’re a pig.”

      Their friendship came easy, and even though he thought her to be one sexy woman, he hadn’t thought about her in a sexual way until a few months ago. It had bothered him at first, so he fought his desires. Then, when he decided to cave, the shit hit the fan.

      “You’re the one who is always encouraging me to say exactly what I’m thinking,” he said.

      “Well, some topics when tossed around with my brothers are off-limits.” She adjusted her dark Stetson and pushed her long wavy hair from her face.

      “Got it. No talking about blow jobs and the Whiskey boys.”

      “You will never change,” she said with a laugh.

      “Nope. I will never grow up either. Now tell me what brings you out here, because I know it’s not to give me shit about my training techniques with JW.”

      “I’m worried about him and where his head is at. I don’t trust Bella.”

      “You just don’t like her.”

      “That’s true. And I dislike her father even more. He treats me like all I’m good for is to get him a cup of coffee.” She’d been fighting her way to the top in the ranching industry. While there were many women in the field, they still weren’t given the same amount of respect as their male counterpart, something that always made Georgia Moon go a little crazy. But if he could steal her away from JW so that she could run his business, he’d do it in a heartbeat. There was no one better than Georgia Moon.

      “He’s old-fashioned.”

      “No. My brother is old-fashioned, but Robert is a misogynistic bastard with an agenda, and I can’t believe for one second he’s happy about his little girl hanging out with the likes of my brother.”

      “I’m not about to argue that, but Robert knows the industry, and he’s one of the best. He can help JW and Whiskey Ranch.”

      “And that’s what I’m afraid of,” Georgia Moon said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We both know that Robert is ruthless, and Bella is shallow. I wouldn’t be surprised if Robert put his daughter up to slumming it to get something from us. I’m just not sure exactly what Robert really wants, and it scares me that JW is so willing to do business with him.”

      “We all have to do business with Robert. There is no way to avoid that,” he said.

      A slight breeze kicked up, blowing Georgia Moon’s hair across her shoulders.

      He rubbed his forefinger and thumb together, wishing he could rake them through her thick locks.

      “But JW seems to be ignoring his own words of caution when it comes to Robert. He’s bringing him in too close for my comfort.”

      Luke swallowed the bile his thoughts created. “Whether we like it or not, JW is in love with Bella, and if he marries her, Robert will be his father-in-law.”

      “Gross,” Georgia Moon said with a shiver. “I might have to run away if that happens.”

      “Listen. Your brother is one of the smartest people I know, so don’t worry about him. Maybe Bella’s changed. It happens.”

      “I’m shocked your taking their side.”

      “Georgia Moon, there aren’t sides in this.” He yanked his hands from his pockets and rested them on her shoulders. “JW’s focus is razor-sharp, and he’s riding better than I’ve seen him in years, so if anything, she’s good for him.”

      “You didn’t say that when he first told everyone. You were actually more vocal about him making a huge mistake by going to bed with that witch.”

      Luke shrugged, hoping he came across like this wasn’t slowly killing him inside. Lying to Georgia Moon created a crushing pain in the center of his chest. “I don’t like Bella, or her father, but it’s not my place to judge, and if she makes JW happy, who am I to stand in their way.”

      “Well, this was a waste of my time.”

      He arched a brow. “You came all the way out here to have this discussion?”

      “I was hoping you’d be able to talk JW into dumping the little princess, but it’s obvious you’re not going to do that.”

      No. He was just going to ruin JW. He knew it would cost him their friendship, but he was all his sister and new baby had.

      “I will promise you that if I think he’s distracted and she’s affecting his training, I’ll have a stern talking with all of them.”

      “I guess that will have to do,” Georgia Moon said. “Will I see you tonight over at JW’s place?”

      “I’ll be there,” he said.

      The sound of tires rolling across hard dirt and gravel caught his attention. In the distance, he could see a big white fancy pickup truck turn off the main road and down his long windy driveway.

      Robert and Bella Brothers.

      Time to tell them his decision.

      “What the hell are they doing here?” Georgia kicked her leg over the ATV machine and grabbed the handlebars.

      “Robert’s here to pick up Lightning.”

      “Please tell me he overpaid.” Georgia Moon twisted the key and revved the engine.

      Luke chuckled. “I got a fair price, thank you.”

      He stood in the middle of the access road with his hands on his hips, watching the woman of his dreams drive out of his life.

      With a heavy heart he headed toward the main house. Bella and Robert waited for him by the back patio.

      “I need to make a phone call before we have this meeting,” Luke said, not bothering with the normal pleasantries. “You can wait in the kitchen and help yourself to a drink.” Luke raced past Robert and Bella.

      “Son, I wouldn’t fuck with us,” Robert said.

      “I’m not. But I have some business that can’t wait. Ten minutes, tops.” He closed his office doors and let out a long breath. “Hey, Siri, call Annette.” He tossed his phone on his desk and slumped back into his oversized leather chair. Before he sold his soul to the devil, he needed to let his sister know. He owed her that.

      “Hey, Luke,” Annette said. “I take it you’ve made a decision.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m going to do whatever Robert asks.”

      No response.

      “Did you hear me?”

      “Yes,” Annette said softly. “You don’t have to do this for me.”

      “I’m doing it for your baby.” Luke sat behind his desk and stared at the picture of his sister and her family. Everything he’d done in his adult life had been for Annette and her family. He picked up the frame and sighed.

      “I’m so sorry.” Annette’s voice echoed in his ear through his AirPods. “I thought he loved me. I had no idea he would use my true identity to try to take my farm away from me. And if Dad ever finds out where we are, or that I had a baby? Luke, he’d kill us.”

      “Dad is going to be executed in a year, I hope. When that happens, he can’t touch us. We won’t have to live in fear anymore. Now, tell that asshole soon-to-be ex-husband of yours that if he ever comes near you or your son, the money train ends, and I personally will ruin him.”

      “I might not remember much of that time of our lives, but I remember the finger-pointing. I don’t want that to happen with my kid. I’m sorry, Luke. I shouldn’t have told Mark.”

      “What’s done is done.” Luke tried to push the past from his mind, but it became impossible. His father had included him and his sister by occasionally taking them with him when he went on some of his killing sprees. He even brought one of his victims home and had Luke help him clean up, all while giving him tips on how to get away with murder. That had been the straw that broke the camel’s back, and that very night, Luke snuck out and turned his father in. “And, you didn’t want to start your marriage on a lie. I totally supported that. We had no idea what kind of man Mark was.” But Luke should have.

      “What exactly does Robert Brothers want you to do?”

      “Ruin JW.” The acid swirling in Luke’s gut spiraled up to his throat. “In any way I can, but preferably in a way that forces JW to sell everything to Robert.”

      “The man who basically saved your life? That’s who this is about?”

      “The one and only,” Luke muttered.

      “Don’t do it,” Annette said behind sobs. “JW has been a good friend to you. I don’t want to be the reason that gets ruined.”

      “And I don’t want you to end up six feet under. Mark is dangerous; you know that now.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she said through a sob.

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got your back.”

      Knock! Knock!

      “One second,” Luke yelled. “I’ve got to go, sis. I’ll talk to you later.” He tapped the screen on his cell and set it down on the desk. He sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Might as well get this over with. “Come in.”

      Robert Brothers pushed open the double wood doors and let his undeniably gorgeous daughter step across the threshold. She might be a total knockout in the looks department, but she had an ugly personality.

      “What’s it going to be, boy?” Robert looped his fingers into his big silver belt buckle.

      Bella planted her butt on the side of his desk and leaned in, showing off her cleavage. “I truly hope you’re going to make the right decision.”

      “Nothing is right about any of this, but I will do what you ask.” Luke held up his finger. “But I want your word that you will make sure that bastard stays away from my sister.” If Annette knew he’d sold his soul to make sure Mark kept his distance, she’d kill Luke with her own two hands.

      “Consider it done.” Robert tapped his knuckles on the wood desk. “I knew I could count on you, but if you try to double-cross me, not only will I take your ranch and leave you penniless, but I will make sure you look like a criminal.”

      Luke swallowed. “Don’t worry. This time next year, JW, his ranch, and his family will be utterly destroyed.” Luke gagged on his own words. He might not be a killer, but signing on to Robert’s plan, Luke wasn’t any better than his father.
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A year later…

        

      

    

    
      Georgia Moon stepped from the kitchen out to the back patio and stared at the sun hovering over the mountain range. When she had decided to make Luke Hannah’s old home a residence for the Whiskey Bull Riding School, she hadn’t planned on moving in permanently, much less making herself comfortable in the master bedroom, which she should have remodeled like the rest of the house.

      However, part of her heart couldn’t let Luke go.

      Not yet anyway.

      Maybe after JW’s wedding.

      Right. Because seeing Luke again would make her love for him go away.

      She blew into the coffee mug and took a hefty sip of the hot, bitter liquid. JW’s wedding was a month away. She had four weeks to mentally prepare herself for Luke Hannah’s return.

      That was if he decided to accept the invitation.

      “Georgia Moon, where are you?” JB called from somewhere in the house.

      “Back patio,” she yelled, not bothering to turn around. “There’s a fresh pot of coffee in the kitchen.”

      “You make the best coffee, next to Kitty.” JB slipped outside.

      “Do you have a secret crush on our brother’s bride?” Georgia Moon asked with a teasing tone. Everyone on the ranch loved Kitty. She was a breath of fresh air. While she knew almost nothing about ranching, she was a quick study, but more importantly, she added an element to the educational program for the school that JW had created for all the ranch workers.

      JB laughed. “I’m more interested in the hot little filly she’s got running the summer programs.”

      Georgia Moon punched her brother’s shoulder. “You can bang any one you want, except for the hired help or anyone we do business with.”

      “That narrows the playing field to almost no one.”

      “That’s the point. You and your womanizing ways are going to catch up to you some day.” She loved her brother but wouldn’t fix him up on a date. Not because he was a bad guy, far from it. But he had a horrible habit of breaking girls’ hearts.

      JB narrowed his eyes. “Don’t call me that. Every woman I’ve ever dated I’ve cared about, and I always tell them that I’m not a long-haul kind of guy. So, they know the score before I bring them home.”

      She shook her head. No way would her little brother ever change. “What are you going to do when your wingman falls in love?”

      “JD’s been in love, and it pretty much messed him up in that department.”

      She couldn’t argue that point, but JD handled his broken heart by having one or two ‘fuck buddies’ he could call when the physical urge struck. “Bella messed up JW, but he got back in the saddle.”

      “That’s true, but JW and JD are two very different men when it comes to love and women. JW takes a hit and keeps on ticking. JD, well, he goes down in flames.” JB blew into his coffee mug. The steam pushed out into the air before vanishing. “You really did an amazing job with the riding school. How many trainees do we have residing here right now?”

      “Five. They’ve all been fed and have headed to the barn. We really need seven at all times to have this place start paying for itself.”

      “We’ll get there with you at the helm.” JB made himself comfortable on one of the outdoor rocking chairs. He rested his Stetson on his lap and stared at her as if he were sizing her up. “You haven’t seen the news this morning yet, have you?”

      “I haven’t had time. This is the first free moment I’ve had since my alarm went off at five. Not to mention, one of the crew called in sick, so I had to help in the kitchen.”

      “You might want to sit down for this one,” JB said as he patted the seat next to him. “They set Robert’s trial date.”

      “Good. That man deserves to rot in hell.”

      “It starts next week.”

      “That’s fast.” She rested her mug on the side of the chair and let her head fall back. A big puffy white cloud floated in the blue sky. Birds chirped in the background, and the sun warmed her face. Whiskey Ranch had been her entire world long before Chuck Holland left it to her and her brothers. Even before her parents died and she came to live on the ranch, the land had been connected to her soul in a way she couldn’t explain other than to say she’d die without Whiskey Ranch. “I really hope they find him guilty of everything.” And Robert nearly took all that away.

      “It would have been better if he’d taken the plea bargain,” JB said. “At least that would have guaranteed a prison stay for five years. But by going to court, the state could lose, and that means Robert would be right back up our asses.”

      “That would suck. It’s bad enough that Bella keeps saying stupid shit about us.” She bit down on her lower lip. Luke would be back for the trial, which meant she needed to prepare for his homecoming even sooner.

      No. It wasn’t a homecoming. He’d left and never looked back until he had to, and even then, he’d returned to town twice, and he not once came looking for her. She had to accept that Luke barely even cared about her as a friend.

      “You came over here to tell me this? Because this isn’t startling news.”

      JB shook his head. “No. Although that was the headline. A few pages in was this article.” He tapped the screen on his cell and handed it to her. “This is the reason I wanted to come over.”

      She took it and gasped.

      Joey Hill, the Crescent Trail Killer, will be put to death this week.

      “Fucking finally,” she whispered, swiping at the hot tears that drizzled down her cheeks. For years, she waited for that asshole to be put to death. All of his victims’ families deserved closure; she only wished Joanie’s parents had lived to see this day.

      “He’s doing all the typical things people on death row do to get the execution called off, but everyone is fairly confident he will be dead by the end of the week.”

      “I hope something goes wrong and he dies this incredibly excruciating death.” Georgia Moon turned her arm and stared at the tattoo etched on the inside of her wrist. She’d gotten the infinity sign with Joanie’s initials and her birthday the day Joanie would have turned eighteen.

      “Why don’t you tell me how you really feel,” JB said.

      “His dying doesn’t make up for all those people he killed.”

      JB reached out and took her hand. “No. It doesn’t. But it should give a lot of people some peace, you included.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, forcing the tears from falling. “I often wonder why he took her and not me.”

      “You can’t keep going down that road.”

      Blinking, she focused on her brother’s kind eyes. “I was there when he took her.”

      “You were at a park with like ten other kids. He could have grabbed any one of them.”

      “But he didn’t. He took a girl who ran into the wooded area to get the ball. I was supposed to get it, but I was too busy giving little Tommy Shifter a black eye.”

      “He deserved that black eye,” JB said.

      She knew he meant to lighten the mood, but it didn’t really help her aching heart. “Maybe so, but because of the fight I got into with him, everyone was distracted, and it allowed that monster to—”

      “Stop,” JB said firmly. “You weren’t even ten years old yet. You are not responsible for her going missing or her subsequent death. Her killer is about to be put to death. That’s justice.”

      She swiped at her cheeks. “I know. But it doesn’t make it hurt any less.”

      “I don’t think Joanie or her parents would want you sulking about forever.” Her brother palmed her face. “There is one other thing I wanted to talk to you about, and that’s this.” He pulled out an envelope. “You’ve been invited to the execution.”

      “Fuck,” she mumbled, taking the paper between her shaky fingers. “I know Joanie’s parents wanted to go. Her father must have asked for me to go in their place before he died.” She knew Mr. Malone had every intention of doing exactly that, and she’d given him permission, but she never in a million years expected to one of the chosen.

      “You don’t have to go,” JB said, catching her gaze.

      “I know. But I will do it for her parents and her.”

      “We’ll all go with you.” JB leaned over and kissed her cheek.

      “Thanks,” she said softly. “I appreciate it.”

      “That’s what brothers are for.”

      The sound of a horse trotting up through the field caught her attention. She covered her eyes and squinted into the sunshine.

      “What the hell?” Someone had the balls to be riding Misty Blue, the craziest horse that ever set foot on Whiskey Ranch. Of course, she blamed the beast’s previous owner. “No fucking way. It can’t be. He can’t be here yet.”

      JB raced to the edge of the porch. “He must have been told about the trial before the rest of us.”

      Fuck. She couldn’t deal with Luke right now.

      She wanted to stay mad at him for lying, but she knew the second she spent two minutes with him alone, she’d forgive him, and her heart would die just a little bit more because Luke Hannah would never be hers.

      “If he’s looking for me, tell him I’m in the shower. Or better yet, left the state and won’t be back for a while.”

      “Between the trial and JW’s wedding, you’re going to have to face him eventually.”

      “Well, in this case, later is best.” She turned and raced back up the stairs and slammed the sliding doors shut, leaving her brother outside with her coffee.

      And to deal with the one man who didn’t even know he’d stolen her heart.
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        * * *

      

      “Whoa there, girl.” Luke Hannah pulled back on the reins as he approached what used to be his ranch but now belonged to the Whiskey family. Well, if had to sell his land, they were the only people he wanted to have it. He’d been thrilled to hear they’d turned it into a boarding house for their students and instructors.

      But he never expected Georgia Moon would take up residence in his old master suite.

      In the distance, he could see JB and Georgia Moon on the back deck by the pool. He raised his hand to wave, but Georgia Moon raced off into the house.

      Either she hadn’t seen him.

      Or she was avoiding him.

      He hoped it was the former but suspected it was actually the latter. And he couldn’t blame her after everything he’d done. However, if JW could forgive him, then she should be able to, and he was going to do whatever it took to make her understand that he only did those things to save his sister from a crazy ex-husband.

      JB stepped from the fenced-in area and greeted Luke with a wave of his hat and a smile. “When did you get into town?”

      “Late last night,” Luke said. “Brought my sister and her baby with me. JW said we could stay at the manager’s cabin since Georgia Moon is living in my old place. Is she here?”

      JB nodded. “But she’s really busy.”

      “Avoiding me,” Luke said as he tied Misty Blue to the railing. He pulled a toothpick from his shirt pocket and plopped it between his teeth. “I don’t get it. She’s the one who pushed JW into talking to me after the whole Bella incident, and she did so by telling him that I did him a huge favor by sleeping with her in the first place.”

      JB laughed. “You did, but are you really that blind?” JB glanced over his shoulder once. “Dude, she’s got it bad for you. Always has.”

      Luke coughed. “I didn’t know that then, but JW certainly gave me an earful about her last night when I got here, but I’ll tell you what I told him. There are things about my life right now that are uncertain; I won’t put any of that on Georgia Moon.”

      “Uncertain how? Once Robert is behind bars, you and your sister can have your lives back. I mean, her husband is dead. He can’t hurt her anymore.”

      “I know. But it’s more than that. I’ve been living with Annette in Florida for the last year.” He waved his hand toward the ranch. “I don’t own this place, or any place anymore. I barely have two dimes to rub together. Trust me, I’m not fit for anyone, especially Georgia Moon.” The fact that Luke could easily let lie after lie roll off his tongue disturbed him, and it made him feel like he wasn’t much better than his father. He would testify next week at Robert’s trial, and then he had to decide if he wanted to attend his father’s execution or not.

      That posed a different set of problems.

      “That doesn’t answer my question,” JB said. “I’m sure JW gave his big brother lecture on kicking your ass—”

      “I’m going to stop you right there. I care about your sister. She and I became really good friends before everything went down last year, but my life is in Florida, helping my sister. Not here. Not anymore.”

      “Fair enough.” JB turned and pulled open the sliding doors. “I’ve got work to do. She’s probably in your old office. One of only two rooms she didn’t change. Everything else will look totally different.”

      “That’s probably a good thing,” Luke said.

      “And if she asks, I didn’t let you in.”

      “Got it.” Luke held out his hand. “It’s good to see you, man.”

      “You too. I wish you’d consider coming back. We could use a world-renowned trainer on our team.”

      “Those days are long gone.” Luke slapped JB on the back. “I’ll see you later.” Tentatively, Luke stepped into what used to be his kitchen, only it looked nothing like what he remembered. When he owned the house, it was open to the family room and dining room. Now it was closed off like a galley kitchen.

      Of course, it wasn’t meant to be a gathering place anymore. No. She’d turned it into a state-of-the-art kitchen with its only purpose to feed people.

      He made his way down the long hallway toward his old office. His pictures were replaced with plaques and images of famous bull riders, though one of them was him. He let out a soft chuckle as he thumbed an image of him and JW, the one and only time Luke had beat him. He’d been twenty-one, and while his career was always one step behind JW, he had considered himself a huge success.

      His pulse jumped. He’d spent two months trying to find dirt on JW and had come up empty-handed. Robert had accused him of not trying or holding back information, but the simple truth was that JW and his family were stand-up people, and the only skeleton they had in their closet had been a difficult childhood. During those two months, he’d successfully fended off Bella and her advances. Had he known her plan had been to get caught, he wouldn’t have slept with her.

      Fuck.

      There was no good reason for Luke’s actions. Hell, he probably wanted to get caught as well, but he doubted his subconscious wanted to hurt JW. No. It was more punishment for his piss-poor decisions.

      But what choice did he have?

      He took in a deep breath and rounded the corner. He paused at the doorway and stared at Georgia Moon, who sat behind his old desk. The only thing she’d changed in this room were the pictures on the wall, the trophies in the case, and the person who occupied it.

      She raised her hand and twirled her hair with her fingers. He’d been mesmerized many times by this action, and it made his heart skip a beat every time. In what seemed like slow motion, she turned her head, and her lips parted.

      “Hey there.” He took a few tentative steps into the room. “You look good.”

      “So do you.” She leaned back in her chair. Her long dark hair cascaded over her shoulders. She wore jeans and a white tank top that hugged her body, showing off each glorious curve. “I bet Misty Blue was happy to see you.”

      “She nearly threw me off when I mounted her from sheer excitement. Doesn’t anyone ride her?”

      Georgia Moon raised her hand. “I ride the crazy monster and so does JW. Misty Blue even likes Kitty, but we haven’t chanced that. Kitty is a quick study, but she’s got a lot to learn about temperamental horses.”

      “My sister says I have a lot to learn when it comes to women. She’s here, you know. With her son. He’s really adorable.”

      “I’m glad Annette got that asshole out of her life.”

      “You and me both.” Luke waved his arm. “Mind if I sit?”

      “I’m really busy, Luke. I don’t have time to sit down and shoot the shit.” She folded her arms across her chest and kept her lips drawn into a tight line.

      He made himself comfortable in the brown leather chair that he’d spent a small fortune on. “Why are you still so mad at me? I thought we were on good terms when you bought this place.”

      “We’re not on bad terms,” she said.

      That gave him a little bit of hope.

      “That said, I struggle with the idea that you were paid to ruin my family. I didn’t know that when we bought your ranch. I’m not sure I would have talked my brother into taking your call had that juicy piece of information had been at my fingertips.”

      “I was protecting my sister, and frankly, I’d do it again if it meant making sure my nephew wasn’t raised by his biological father.” He pumped his fingers, keeping his anger in check. No one knew the hell he’d lived the first ten years of his life, or the lasting effect it had on him, except his sister. “I know you and your brothers would do anything to safeguard each other.”

      She dropped her hands to her lap and sighed. “I won’t deny that I would do anything for family, but you should have told us when you came to me for help. I thought you just wanted to make sure Robert didn’t grow his business. I didn’t know he paid you to be Bella’s whore.”

      He let out a sarcastic laugh. “I felt like shit the entire time. Thanks for reminding me what a lowlife I am.” He stood and held his head up high. “I am profoundly sorry for what I did, and I’ve paid a huge price for my mistakes. All I want is for us to be friends again. I’m here until the trial is over, except for maybe one short trip to deal with some old business with my sister, who, by the way, is dying to meet you.”

      Georgia Moon nodded. “You said you’d do it all over again, does that mean—”

      He raised his hand. “No. I meant I’d do what I needed to do to help my sister, but I would have thought about double-crossing Robert. You have to remember, he held the cards. He had the power to destroy my sister’s life because of her husband, and he used that to make sure he got what he wanted. However, when I came up empty-handed, he and Bella went rogue.”

      “And that’s the rub. You slept with her anyway.” Georgia Moon stood shaking her head. “But what is done is done.” She sashayed across the room and held out her hand.

      He took it and rose. Staring into her dark-chocolate eyes, he smiled. “Does this mean we’re good?”

      “Just don’t lie to me again, okay?”

      Taking her chin between his thumb and forefinger, he prepared to lie. “I won’t.”

      “Good. Now give me a proper hug.”

      Resisting the urge to kiss her, he wrapped his arms around her body, tucking her head to his chest. He rested his chin on the top of her head and inhaled her coconut perfume.

      She always smelled like a tropical rainy afternoon on the beach.

      “Do you remember what tomorrow is?” she whispered.

      He froze. His heart plummeted to his stomach. Of course, he remembered. For the rest of his life, he’d never be able to erase Joanie’s death. It had been what drew him to Idaho in the first place. He’d come here as a teenager to visit her grave and apologize. It had been the first time he’d laid eyes on the pretty Georgia Moon. She’d been all of sixteen years old with a wild streak. He’d hid in the shadows behind a large tree and watched her for thirty-two minutes while she talked to her dad’s friend, telling her all about the hot new ranch hand.

      It wasn’t until years later that she asked him to join her at Joanie’s gravesite, but he couldn’t refuse Georgia Moon’s request. He had no valid reason, and he had been unable to come up with one on the spot.

      “Will you come with me?”

      “Of course,” he said softly. But this sealed his fate.

      He would not be moving back to Buhl, Idaho. It would disappoint his sister, but they could find another ranch, in another state.

      Away from the woman he’d have to spend the rest of his life lying to if he stayed. He couldn’t do that.

      He loved her too much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      “He’s a handful.” Georgia Moon set little Tony on his pudgy little feet. His arms flapped wildly as he took off running toward his mother, Annette.

      It felt weird to be back in her old home and seeing Luke and his sister occupy the place, even if temporarily. They hadn’t rented it out mostly because they used it for overflow when Kitty’s family came, and Georgia wasn’t sure if after the renovations she wanted to even continue to live at Luke’s old place, but now that she was settled, she couldn’t imagine being anywhere else.

      “He sure is,” Annette said as she scooped up the laughing child. “Let’s get you cleaned up and off for a nap.” She put the baby on her hip. “Thanks for letting us stay here.”

      “Not a problem.”

      Annette glanced over her shoulder. “I wish Luke wanted to move back here.”

      Georgia Moon tilted her head. “I didn’t know that was an option for him. I mean, what about your horse farm?”

      “I was afraid he hadn’t told you, or anyone in your family. Everything he did with Robert he did for me and this little guy. My late husband was a monster, and he hurt me, and I knew he’d hurt Tony given the chance. Robert had the means to make him go away and made Luke an offer he couldn’t refuse.”

      Georgia Moon swallowed her beating heart. It pounded like a jackhammer against her ribs. “What happened to your farm?”

      “My brother will be pissed when he finds out I told you.” Annette’s gaze shifted around the room. “My husband owed all sorts of money to some pretty bad people. He also had gambling debts and other financial issues I didn’t know about. Even with the sale of my brother’s ranch, and everything else, it wasn’t enough to save mine. He feels like he let me down, but he didn’t. I thought when we got here, he’d remember how much he loved it and would want to find work here.”

      “He’s looking for a job? Do my brothers know this?” Georgia Moon asked. Even with the history, Luke was still one of the top trainers in the world, and not just with bull riding.

      “I doubt it. Luke can be stubborn, and he doesn’t want any handouts, especially from the four of you.”

      Georgia Moon inched forward and ran her hand down the baby’s arm. “I had no idea it was that bad.”

      Annette’s lips curved into a half-smile. “We have money, just not enough to buy a ranch or small farm somewhere, and you know Luke, he needs wide-open spaces. Living in a townhouse in suburbia isn’t cutting it for him. He tries really hard, and he’s been so wonderful.” She swiped at her cheek. “But he needs to go back to ranching.”

      “I know JW would hire him in a nanosecond. So would half the ranching schools in the Midwest.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      “Do you plan on going wherever he does?” Georgia Moon asked, her mind combing through all the potential roles Annette could have on a ranch.

      On Whiskey Ranch.

      “I could use a change, so yeah, the plan is to leave Florida. We just haven’t decided where. I think he wanted to come back and get through the trial and then go from there.”

      The sound of heavy steps filled Georgia Moon’s ears. “Encourage him to talk to my brothers.”

      “I have been. He almost didn’t agree to stay here.” Annette leaned closer. “He’s embarrassed by what he did.”

      As he should be, but that was in the past, and Georgia Moon had to give the man credit for doing what was necessary to make things right. “I’ll put the bug in my brothers’ ears.”

      “Thank you.”

      Luke’s boots hitting the wood stairs grew louder. “Sorry I’m late,” he said as he appeared in the family room. He smelled like a fresh spring.

      She had a sudden urge to run her fingers through his damp sandy-brown hair.

      “Wuuuke!” Tony kicked his legs and reached out for Luke.

      “Hey, little buddy.” He took the boy into his arms and blew raspberries against his cheek.

      “Don’t go getting him all riled up.” Then Annette said to Tony, “Time to go upstairs for some quiet time.”

      “Be a good boy for Mommy.” Luke patted Tony on the butt. “You ready to go?”

      “I am,” Georgia Moon said. There was so much she wanted to say to Luke about what happened and what his future could hold, but now was not the time nor place. Maybe after the trial when things settled down a bit.

      He stepped outside and paused on the front step.

      “Shit.” Georgia Moon walked right into his backside. They both tumbled forward, down the last three steps.

      “Watch it,” Luke said as he twisted his body, catching her with his strong arms, but that didn’t stop her from falling on top of him.

      He groaned as his back hit the ground. “Thank God you’re as light as a feather.”

      Lifting her head, she stared down into his almond eyes. The world around her faded into the background. Butterflies filled her stomach as he smoothed back her hair.

      “Are you okay?” he asked with a raspy voice.

      “I’m more concerned about you.” She pushed her hands against the grass, but he held her tighter. “Your back,” she whispered.

      “It’s fine. I just need to catch my breath.” His hands roamed up and down her back in soft, tender strokes, much like a lover would do in an intimate moment. He reached up and tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “You have eyes like dark chocolate. I’ve never seen anything like them on anyone else.”

      “I think you might have hit the back of your head on a rock or something.”

      He chuckled. “Do you have any idea how breathtaking you are?”

      Her heart beat so fast and hard she figured he had to feel it against his chest. She shifted, but once again, he stopped her from getting up. “This can’t be comfortable.”

      “You have no idea how content I am right now.”

      “Now I’m really worried you might have a concussion.” She wiggled from his grasp and managed to help them both to a standing position.

      “I’m fine. Really.” He took her by the hands and took a step back, looking her up and down. “Behind the big wild hair, oversized shirts, and torn up jeans, you have got to be the sexiest woman in all of Idaho.”

      “What the hell have you been smoking?” She patted his firm chest, letting her fingers linger a little longer than what might be considered appropriate.

      He brought the back of her hand to his lips. “Nothing. I’ve just never told you before how pretty I think you are, inside and out.”

      She tossed him the keys to her Jeep, which used to be his, and climbed into the passenger seat. “You can drive.”

      “Thanks,” he said with a big kidlike smile. “I haven’t driven a stick since I left, and I missed this old beast. I’m shocked you kept it.”

      “It’s good for getting around on the dirt roads when I don’t want to take the ATV, and I definitely don’t want my Porsche on those roads.”

      “I’ve never understood you and that sports car. You can’t drive it in the winter, which is more than half the year, and can’t really drive it around the ranch. Why the hell did you buy it?”

      “Because it’s the one thing that is totally mine.” She glanced in his direction and smiled. “I’ve been taking it to the racetrack and getting lessons. I had her up to one hundred and twenty last week.”

      “You’ve always had a lead foot, but seriously, you’re racing? You are not a highly competitive person, unlike your brothers, so I’m surprised.”

      “I’m driving on the track, not racing other cars.” She laughed.

      The Jeep bounced and rocked as they headed down the pebbled drive toward the main road on the ranch. She kicked off her cowboy boots and rested her feet against the dashboard. Adjusting her hat, she let the sun hit her face.

      For the next fifteen minutes, they rode in silence. She’d occasionally glance in his direction, and he’d smile, but the closer they got to the cemetery, the more solemn they became. “Do you remember the first time you came out here with me?”

      “I do,” he said. “I was still walking with a cane and was miserable. I hated life and everyone in it.”

      “You almost died and could have been crippled,” she added.

      “Had your brother not jumped the fence and saved my sorry ass, that bull would have killed me, and I believe your point in bringing me had been to tell me how precious life was.”

      “Exactly.”

      He reached out and squeezed her thigh. “You brought me back to the living. Thank you for that.”

      The Jeep rolled to a stop not far from where Joanie Malone had been laid to rest. Georgia Moon reached into her bag and pulled out a gallon-sized plastic bag filled with Disney figurines. Joanie’s favorite had always been The Little Mermaid, but any character from any of the Disney movies would make Joanie happy. “Which one today?” Georgia Moon had been a tomboy her entire life, but around Joanie, she expanded her horizons and even played with Barbies. Well, Joanie played with them; Georgia Moon brought her brothers’ GI Joe dolls.

      Luke took the bag into his hands and stared at the toys. “Peter Pan.” He pushed the bag back at her. “What happens to these after you leave them on her grave?”

      “I asked that exact question, and one of the workers told me each week they collect things like this and donate them.”

      “That’s sweet.” He jumped from the vehicle and raced around the front hood. He limped slightly, but most people would never notice. “Would you like some time alone?”

      “If you wouldn’t mind?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll wait here. Wave when you’re done.”

      She kissed his cheek. “You’re a good man.”

      “I have my moments.”

      He had more than a few moments of kindness, but one bad decision and his entire world turned upside down and sideways. While she hated what he’d done, she understood his reasons.

      But could she allow him to get close again?

      “Hey, Joanie. Happy birthday.” Georgia Moon set the figurine on the top of the tombstone before sitting cross-legged with her back to Luke. “Do you see who is back? I feel so bad for him. His sister lost her horse farm, and while he’s not broke, he’s looking for work. What would I do if he moved back?” She let out a long breath. “I thought I could stop loving him, but I can’t. I thought living in his house would let me purge him from my soul, but all it’s done is make me want him more. Now that he’s here, I want to find a way to make sure he stays. Am I crazy?” She closed her eyes and breathed slowly, as if she were waiting for Joanie to answer.

      Maybe she was waiting for a sign.

      But nothing happened. And that was okay. It wasn’t up to her if Luke moved back or not, but she would talk to her brothers about offering him a job.

      It was the least she could do.

      Time to move on to the real topic of conversation, and there was no easy transition, so she might as well just blurt it out.

      “Joey Hill is being executed next week, and I’ve been invited to…to…observe, I guess. I don’t know if I should go or not. I want him to suffer a slow painful death, but I’m not sure I want to watch it. Then again, I wonder if the tables were turned, what would you do, and I think you would go for me.” She glanced to the sky. “Do you want me to go? Because I will for you.”

      Georgia Moon let a few minutes tick by while she contemplated her decision. She knew going would honor her friend’s memory, but she struggled with watching a person die. Although, was Joey Hill really a human being? He killed thirty-five children, that the world knew of. The authorities suggested there might have been more, and since there were only four he’d been convicted of, who knew what the actual count had been.

      “I haven’t had so much to ponder in years, now have I?” she whispered. “I will go to the execution, but I’m not telling anyone. My brothers would demand to go with me, but with JW’s wedding so close, I can’t allow that. I’m a grown-ass woman who can handle herself and then some. Besides, I can get there and change my mind and not go to the viewing room. I know. I know. I could ask Luke since he’s humored me time and time again by coming here with me, having not ever met you, but I think I need a little space from him. I don’t care that he just got back; I need to think about how I really feel, or if I’m holding on to some childhood crush.” She pressed her fingers to her lips and then touched the tombstone. “I’m going to let him come over and say hello. I know you’d like him if you had the chance to meet him.” Georgia Moon waved her hand in the air.

      She didn’t have to look over her shoulder to know Luke would be sitting on the ground next to her in less than two minutes.

      “That was a short visit.” He tapped the stone. “Happy birthday.”

      “I can’t believe you remember.”

      Luke chuckled. “You started dragging me here on holidays and her birthday since before your brother and I became friends.”

      She nodded. “He hated that we were friends. He always thought your motives were less than honorable. Of course, when we never even went out on a single romantic date, and you almost died, he realized you weren’t such a bad guy.”

      “Until I screwed his fiancée,” he mumbled. “And totally messed up my life and for what? I bet my sister told you she lost the farm anyway.”

      Georgia Moon nodded. “What have you been doing since that happened?”

      “I was giving horseback riding lessons and working for the man who bought my sister’s farm. I have a job there for as long as I want. But it’s hard on my sister. I want to give her a fresh start.”

      “And what do you want to give yourself?”

      “I suppose the same, but just not in Florida. I hated it there.” He set his Stetson on the ground and ran a hand across the top of his head, fluffing his hair. “Losing the farm might have been a blessing in disguise for us. After the trial, I have some meetings lined up with a few ranch owners.”

      “What about Whiskey Ranch? The new school could use someone like you, and we can find something that suits your sister.”

      He ran a hand over his freshly shaven face. “Please don’t take this personally, but I’m not sure I could handle working on what used to be mine. It was weird to be in the house I built and see all the changes and to be around this all the time might be too much to handle.”

      “I can understand that. But I wish you’d at least consider it.”

      “My sister and I are going to visit some family next week. We have an uncle who is dying, and we need to deal with all of that. But once that is wrapped up, I will give it some thought and discuss it with Annette.”

      “Good and I’m sorry about your uncle.”

      Luke almost never talked about his family. All she knew was that he and his sister had been adopted and that their parents lived in Southern California, but not once had they ever come to visit. And Luke had only gone out there once or twice in all the years she’d known him. The few times she tried to get him to open up, he told her that there were things he didn’t talk about, and she respected that.

      But her curiosity was getting the better of her.

      “How long does your uncle have?”

      Luke shifted his gaze, staring off at…she had no idea. Maybe he didn’t want her to see his eyes well with tears.

      “We don’t think he’ll live more than a couple weeks.”

      “I hope you get a chance to say goodbye.”

      Luke nodded. “Are you ready? Or do you need more time?”

      “I’m good.” She took the hand he offered.

      He didn’t let go as they meandered across the cemetery toward the Jeep. His thumb rubbed a little circle over her skin, sending warmth to her heart and soul. “What was all that talk about me being pretty about?” She reached for the door handle.

      He stepped between her and the Jeep. He stared at her with an intense gaze. His fingers traced a path up her arm and across her cheek. “I didn’t even like Bella.”

      Georgia Moon tensed. The last thing she wanted to do was talk about that witch. “You cared enough to take her to bed.”

      His brow curved into a tall arch. “The only thing I cared about was getting my sister away from her loser husband. I would have tried to seduce one of your brothers if that’s what Robert wanted me to do in order to help Annette.”

      “That’s gross.”

      Luke chuckled. “It is. But my sister’s ex would have hurt Tony, and I couldn’t let that happen.”

      “I get it,” she said. “But that has nothing to do with what I asked.”

      He took her cowboy hat, and his, and tossed them in the back seat. “You know what that was all about. We fought it for a long time before the shit hit the fan. And we’re fighting it now.”

      She swallowed her breath. “I’m not sure I’m following.”

      He ran his thumb over her bottom lip.

      Her pulse pounded in her ears. Butterflies filled her stomach. “What are you doing?”

      “This.” His mouth came down on hers in a passionate yet tender kiss.

      Without thinking about anything other than the man wrapping his arms around her, she relaxed into his body, letting the kiss deepen. His hot tongue probed her mouth like a horse barreling down the racetrack toward the finish line.

      He pulled back, giving her a sudden chill.

      She shivered.

      “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Do you regret kissing me already?”

      “No. Not at all.”

      “Then why would you say that?”

      “Because it changes things between us, and I don’t know if I’ll stay in the area after the trial. I don’t want to lead you on, and I can’t promise anything.”

      She took in a long breath and let it out slowly. The bright sun blurred everything but his face from her vision. She blinked, trying to find something other than his golden eyes to focus on. “I don’t want promises. I only need honesty, and you’ve given that to me.” Feeling like a brand-new filly, she rested her hands on his shoulders, massaging gently. “This doesn’t have to go anywhere. It can be two people who fought attraction, finally gave in, and then…” She shrugged. “We go our separate ways, or we don’t.” Deep down she prayed that he would have one taste of her and couldn’t leave her behind again.

      But her pragmatic nature wouldn’t allow that to bubble to the surface, so she needed to build a wall around her heart because she could tell by the way his gaze searched her face that he was going to hightail it out of town after the trial.

      She couldn’t blame him.

      “Are you suggesting we have a one-night stand?”

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      He cocked his head. “You think it will only happen once, don’t you?”

      “I’m never leaving Whiskey Ranch, and I don’t think you’re coming back after the trial.” She palmed his cheek. “Why don’t we have dinner tonight, alone, and see what happens. Or doesn’t happen.”

      He arched a brow. “A date?”

      “Exactly.”

      “All right, but I want to pick the place. As a matter of fact, I want to plan the night.”

      “Fine by me because I have work to do.”

      “I guess I’ve got myself a date tonight.” He tossed the keys up in the air and caught them before he pulled open the door. “Do you own a dress?”

      She poked his biceps. “You take me somewhere I have to get all dolled up, the date will end before it starts. If I can’t wear jeans, I ain’t going.”

      “Are you planning on wearing jeans to your brother’s wedding?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Kitty has me wearing some seafoam-green gown. And she won’t let me wear my boots. Not fair. JW gets to wear his.”

      “Well, when you get married, you can do it in jeans and boots if you want.”

      She laughed. “No. I’ll do the white dress, but I will be wearing my boots.”

      “Georgia Moon, you are unique.”

      “Don’t I know it.”
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      “Thanks for all your help.” Luke held a sleeping Tony in his arms while his sister put the finishing touches on the small table in the gazebo on the far north corner of his old property. He could see the house, and a group of riders were hanging out in the pool and hot tub. If Georgia Moon looked out the window, she’d see him but might not know what he was up to. He hoped she liked a nice intimate dinner for two under the stars because he had no intention of sharing her tonight.

      With anyone.

      “You’re welcome,” Annette said. “But I think you’re crazy.”

      “Why is that?”

      Annette took Tony in her arms, kissing his chubby cheek. The toddler’s face scrunched, but he quickly fell back into a deep sleep. “Because you don’t plan on staying here, and it’s just cruel to lead her on like this. Not to mention, you’re lying to her about who you are.”

      “We both know how people will treat us if the truth came out.” He shook his head. “And she and I talked about the fact I’m not staying. It’s just dinner between old friends.”

      Annette pointed to the table. “That is a romantic place setting.”

      “It’s dinner,” he repeated. “Not a seduction.”

      “Oh, please,” she said. “When was the last time you wined and dined a woman? Because I’ve never seen it.”

      He almost opened his mouth and said Bella, but that would get him slapped. “I’m a grown man and don’t need a lecture from my little sister.”

      “Like hell you don’t,” she mumbled. “And this entire thing is worse considering our father’s last victim was her best friend, and she was right there when he abducted her. Hell, you saw Georgia Moon that day. It could have been—”

      “That’s enough,” Luke said behind a clenched jaw. “I know what happened that day. I still have nightmares. When I first came here, I did my best to keep Georgia Moon out of my life.”

      “No. You really didn’t. If anything, I think you came here to be closer to anyone who knew Joanie. I told you back then it was a mistake.”

      “Why did you help me if you think this is such a bad idea?”

      “Truth?”

      He nodded.

      “Because you love her and after meeting her, I know she’s the girl for you. I want you to be happy, but you can’t be with her if you’re going to continue to lie to her about who you really are. Dad can’t hurt us anymore. We can breathe easy; maybe it’s time.”

      “We know Dad has hired people to find us and kill us in the past. That’s why I’m hesitant about going to his execution. I might not be famous in my life as Luke Hannah, but people know me, and the press will put it all together.” He leaned in and kissed Tony’s forehead, taking a long moment to smell that sweet baby scent.

      The scent of innocence.

      “I don’t want your son to grow up in that shadow.”

      “I don’t either. But I’ve had some time to think about everything since Mark died. I don’t think people will blame you because Dad made you lure little girls into his lair, but you were ten years old, and Dad would take a knife to my throat and tell you he’d do the same thing he did to all those other girls. You did what you had to in order to survive, and then you did the bravest thing ever.”

      Luke reached out and wiped the tears falling from his sister’s eyes.

      “You got us away from him. You, and you alone, saved us. Not to mention, you helped the police catch Dad. No one is going to blame either one of us for Dad’s actions.”

      “It’s not that simple, and you know it. I can’t ever tell Georgia Moon who I am. She’d never forgive me, and even if this leads nowhere, having her as a friend means the world to me.”

      “You’re making a huge mistake by not telling her.”

      “It’s my mistake to make.”

      “Just remember it will be her heart that gets stomped on.”

      Fuck. His sister was spot-on, and he shouldn’t be having dinner or entertaining any thoughts about Georgia Moon.

      Or any woman for that matter.

      He might not be a killer, but he’d known the difference between right and wrong the first time he’d helped his father. For years, Annette thought his need to barely escape death, or beat his body up, was his way of punishing himself.

      And she’d been right then too. Hell, for a split second, he let his grip go on the day he nearly got trampled by an out-of-control bull that he’d personally spurred on.

      “I’ll cancel the date. We might as well pack this stuff—”

      “Too late.” Annette nodded toward the house. “She must have seen us.” She squeezed his arm. “If you’re not going to be honest, then don’t sleep with her.”

      “So, what you’re saying is I should tell every woman I want to bed that I’m—”

      “You can screw whoever you want as Luke Hannah, except the woman you love. She deserves the truth and not just because her best friend was Joanie.” Annette leaned up and kissed his cheek. “I love you, big brother.”

      “Right back at you,” he said.

      He leaned against the railing and watched his sister walk toward Georgia Moon. The two ladies stopped and exchanged pleasantries.

      Annette glanced over her shoulder once and waved.

      He wished he knew what they had talked about.

      Tilting his head, he noticed Georgia Moon had put on a skirt. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

      A little skin peeked out between her cowboy boots and the skirt, which landed right at the knee.

      “This is about the closet thing I have to a dress,” she said, taking his hand as she took the three steps up into the gazebo. “Holy shit. I didn’t see you bring all this stuff down here.”

      He handed her a glass of red wine. “It’s not much. I mean we’re going to be eating cold fried chicken and potato salad.”

      “My favorites,” she said, raising her glass and clanking it against his. “I hope you remembered how much I love—”

      “Honey mustard dressing. I’ve got a whole bottle.”

      “Awesome. This is really nice. I love a good picnic, and to be honest, I was dreading going out to a restaurant.”

      “You have always been a homebody, that’s for sure.” He set his glass down and stuffed his shaky hands into his pockets. He’d always been awkward around women. He hadn’t had his first kiss until he was seventeen, and he was terrified that he’d end up having these bizarre urges and hurt a girl.

      But, of course, that never happened.

      Even so, the fear of turning into a monster stuck with him until he’d been about twenty-one. However, it still scratched at the back of mind, which tripped up his confidence.

      “You asked that I be honest with you.” That was something he could never do completely.

      “Why do I get the feeling there is going to be a blow off here?” She sat at the table and crossed her legs, kicking her foot back and forth. Georgia Moon always wore her emotions on her sleeve. One of the many things he admired about her.

      But it also drove him nuts in part because she had no filter, and she never held back in her opinions either.

      “I won’t lie about how much I’ve thought about you this last year. Hell, for the last few years. I’ve been attracted to you for a while, but when the shit went down with my sister, I knew I could never pursue you.”

      “Get to the point,” she said with her arms folded across her chest and her lips drawn in a tight line.

      “I have no intention of staying in Buhl, Idaho. Being back here brings too many things to the surface.”

      “Being in Florida does that to your sister.”

      “I know, which is why we won’t be going back there either. We both need a fresh start, and it can’t be at Whiskey Ranch.”

      She waggled her finger and smiled in a come-hither kind of sexy look.

      “What?” He held his ground.

      But she did not. She pressed her body against his chest and tipped her head back. “We’ve been over this. But I left out one little thing.”

      “Yeah. What’s that?” He almost wished he hadn’t asked.

      “I don’t want to be in a relationship. I like my independence. It’s one of the reasons I moved into your old place, so that I can still be close to my brothers, but not so close I have to be with them all the time. I like living alone.”

      “You are living with a half a dozen strangers right now.”

      She laughed. “And not a single one of them is a family member.”

      “Good point,” Luke said. “I love hanging with my nephew, but it gets old living with him and my sister. I’ve been on my own since she turned eighteen.” He managed to move his hands up her hips and under her loose-fitting shirt. “I don’t want to hurt you anymore than I already have.”

      “You won’t.”

      He dropped his forehead to hers and closed his eyes. She would never forgive him if she ever found out.

      So, he had to make sure his secret died with his father.

      “A penny for your thoughts,” The timbre of her voice spread over his skin like warm, melting butter.

      He blinked his eyes open. “I’m thinking about how you could make me change my mind about everything.”

      She cupped his cheeks. “I don’t want you to change your plans for me. Like I said, I’m enjoying my independence.”

      Pressing his hands firmly against her back, he drew her closer and kissed her plump lips. His mind kept telling him this was more than a bad idea, but his heart ached to love someone.

      To love her.

      “I’m starving,” he said, patting her bottom. “Let’s eat, and then, well, we’ll see what happens next.”

      “I’ve got a better idea.”

      “As long as it involves fried chicken and kissing you, I’m in, whatever it is.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun settled behind the mountain in the distance. The stars dotted the sky, and the crickets came out to play their evening song. Georgia Moon gave Luke the grand tour of what used to be his home. Part of her felt a pang of guilt over all the changes, but Luke’s genuine smile showed her he approved.

      She led him through the back hallway to the private staircase that led to the master bedroom. Because there would be so many riders coming and going, she felt if she were to make this her own space, she needed a private entrance. It cost a hell of a lot more to do it this way, but in the long run, she knew it would be worth it.

      “You did a great job,” Luke said. “I like the changes.”

      “I didn’t do anything to this part of the house,” Georgia Moon said as she pushed open the master suite door. “I had plans designed to make this into three more bedrooms, and I might do that, depending on demand, but for now, I like it here. It makes it easier to manage the school, and I get to see the riders’ reactions to our program in the evenings and over breakfast.”

      “That makes perfect sense.” Luke stepped past her and stood in the middle of the room. He set down the picnic basket and did a three-sixty. “It’s just like I left it.”

      “You have good taste.”

      He laughed. “You helped me pick out most of it.”

      “True.”

      “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

      “Bring it on.” She leaned against the wall and watched him spread out the blanket and prepare their feast. Butterflies continued to float around her belly. This could potentially be the biggest mistake she ever made because she knew deep down that she loved Luke, and it would break her heart to watch him leave.

      But she’d do it, and she’d manage to get over him.

      She had to.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever had a picnic inside before,” she said, admiring the fluid movement of his muscles.

      “I used to love sitting under the skylight when I lived here.” He pointed at the blanket. “Sit.”

      “This looks fabulous.” Her stomach growled. She wasted no time and lifted a large piece of chicken to her lips. “Oh, my God. This is good.”

      “My sister is a great cook. It’s amazing I’m not three hundred pounds. And even worse, she makes the best cookies you’ve ever had.” He tipped the basket over, showing off a tin of treats.

      “I’ll have to get her recipe for this chicken. I’ve never had anything like it.”

      “She gets them all online, and she constantly changes things up, but she’s never made me a bad meal.”

      “Is your mom a good cook?”

      “She’s okay.”

      Georgia Moon waited for him to elaborate but got nothing. Typical. Luke had always been a reserved man. Maybe even a little shy, something she could relate to. “Have you considered moving back near your parents?”

      He shook his head. “I’m not a fan of California in general.”

      “Why don’t you ever talk about them?” More than once she’d spent a few hours asking probing questions about his childhood only to be frustrated by his one and two-word answers or his change of subject. It had been the only time she ever tiptoed around a subject. Well, not this time.

      “Because I never know what to say. My biological mother died, and Annette and I lived in foster care for a few years until the Hannahs adopted us.”

      She dropped her fork full of potato salad on her lap. “You never told me you lived in foster care much less were adopted.” Anger flared in her heart. She’d trusted him over the years with so many of her emotions regarding her parents’ deaths and yet, he never once mentioned this? It hurt her heart. “Why wouldn’t you tell me after all that I’ve shared with you?”

      “It’s just something I’ve never talked about.” He reached out and cleaned up the food on her skirt. “My mother died when Annette was a baby. I don’t remember her.”

      “And your real dad?”

      Luke shrugged. “I think he just couldn’t handle two kids.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said softly, subduing her frustrations. He needed a friend, not judgments. She reminded herself that she didn’t talk about her parents often and never with people she barely knew.

      Only she and Luke knew each other better than most.

      “How old were you when you were adopted?” she asked, needing to know more about the man who stole her heart.

      “Twelve.”

      “How long were you in foster care?” she asked.

      “Too long, but I had my sister.”

      “You were lucky you didn’t have to live in foster care your entire childhood.”

      He nodded. “It was just hard because we never really bonded with our parents. They are wonderful people. I’m grateful to them for taking us in, but a deep connection never happened. Our social worker thought it was because Annette and I have always been so close, and we both struggled with trusting adults.”

      “You still don’t trust easily.”

      “I trust you and your family. Always have. But I screwed that up good.”

      Even though it wasn’t funny, she laughed. “You sure did. That said, I think we all understand why you did it, and if we’re being honest, any one of us might have made the same bad choice in the name of family.”

      “It means a lot to me that you feel that way.” He raised his glass and brought it to his full, kissable lips.

      Her body shivered, remembering his touch. “Why is it that she ended up in Florida and you in Idaho?” In the last hour, she’d learned more about Luke than she’d known about him since they met, and she wasn’t about to stop finding out more.

      “My adoptive mom has a sister there, and Annette moved in with her after high school so she could have a free college education. Annette met her douchebag husband, and they bought a farm together.” He topped off their wine glasses. “What else do you want to know?”

      “When we first met, you told me you came to Buhl because of JW. Is that true?”

      Luke glanced to the ceiling as if he were searching for the correct answer. “That was part of it. He was the best in the business, and I wanted to be him, but I also wanted to be in the middle of nowhere where I didn’t have to be near people all the time. The second I landed here, I knew I never wanted to leave.”

      “And yet, you don’t want to come back.”

      He lowered his chin and arched a brow. “I don’t want to be constantly reminded of all the ways I fucked up my life.”

      “You didn’t—”

      He reached out and pressed his finger over her lips. “About six months before Robert and Bella came to me with their insane plan, I found out my sister was in trouble. I flew there three times.”

      “I remember,” Georgia Moon said. “You were distracted during that entire year.”

      “I was a mess, and all I wanted was for my sister and little Tony to be safe, but right before all that, I started noticing this beautiful woman that had been right in front of me for years. Every time you’d come near me, I’d get sweaty palms, and my heart would race. I wanted to ask you out so many times, but something always got in the way, like that asshole you dated.”

      She cringed at the memory. “That was a horrible time in my life.”

      “I know, and I felt so helpless. After you wised up and dumped that prick, Robert had already found out about what was going on with my sister and my financial problems because of it. I sold myself to the devil.”

      “But you saved your sister and her son. What you did to JW was shitty and at the same time a blessing. No one blames you.”

      “I’m beginning to realize that now.”

      Georgia Moon smiled. “Good.”

      “As much as I’m enjoying sitting with you here now, I’m still in a space that used to be mine and I lost it. Doing that to myself day in and day out isn’t good for me.”

      “You can make new roots.”

      “I know,” he said softly.

      She dropped the chicken bone onto the plate and licked her fingers, totally aware that Luke stared at her every movement. She’d never been overtly sexual, and no one could ever call her a girly-girl. As a kid, she’d rather play in the mud than with dolls. As a teenager, she’d rather rope a steer than go to the winter formal. The first time she’d had sex had been such a rush, until it was over, and she just wanted to get out of bed and go home.

      Most sexual experiences, while they left her physically satisfied, did nothing for her emotionally. She worried she’d feel the same way with Luke. A woman was supposed to want to cuddle and have a man whisper sweet nothings in their ears.

      But not her.

      She took her index finger and slipped it between her lips, easing into her mouth and slowly popping it out.

      Luke’s jaw slacked open. He took his napkin, wiped his face, and tossed it to the plate. “I’m done.” He jumped to his feet and lifted her off the floor.

      “Whoa there, big fella. What are you doing?”

      He cradled her knees under his arm. “I’m taking you to bed.”

      She couldn’t contain her smile if she tried. Her heart beat so fast it hurt her chest. Taking a deep breath became a struggle.

      Softly, he laid her on the bed. His hands roamed her body while his tongue delved into her mouth. Her muscles burned with desire as his masterful touch made her drunk with passion. She tugged at his shirt with desperation. Never in her life had she needed or wanted someone as badly as she did Luke.

      “Slow down,” he murmured into her ear as he nibbled on the lobe. “I want this to last.”

      “That’s fine, but I still want you naked.”

      He chuckled. “That can be arranged, but only if you join me.”

      “You don’t have to ask me twice.” She kicked off one boot, then the other. Her lips parted, and she gasped as he tossed his shirt to the floor. His stomach muscles twitched under her touch. “Nice.”

      “I’m glad you like,” he said with an amused laugh.

      Her fingers stopped at the edge of long scar that circled from his stomach to his back. “What happened here?”

      “One of my many accidents,” he said. “Your turn. Shirt and bra.”

      With shaky fingers, she removed the articles. Her nipples puckered in the air-conditioning.

      Or maybe it was because of the way he stared at them.

      He dotted her skin with sweet, tender kisses. He kept things slow and controlled, and she caved to her desires.

      The moon danced in the skylight, creating a warm glow across their bodies. His loving touch was nothing like she’d ever experienced. They moved together like the ocean rolling across the beach in a perfect rhythm. Intuitively, he understood her passion and needs. She didn’t need to guide him or show him how to touch her to give her the utmost pleasure.

      And by his moans and gripping of her hips, she figured she grasped his desires.

      He rolled her to her back, pressing his hands on the mattress. “I don’t mean to be a mood killer, but I need to get a condom out of my—”

      “Stop talking and just get it,” she said with a shaky breath.

      He chuckled as he jumped from the bed.

      Raising up on her elbows, she admired his sleek body as the evening moonlight shined on his golden skin.

      His smile as he returned to bed sent her heart on a roll. “You are an amazing woman, Georgia Moon.” He kissed both her cheeks before bringing his lips back to her mouth, matching the gentle rocking motion of their bodies.

      She’d had a few lovers over the years, but no one rocked her world quite like Luke. The growing thrust for release intensified starting at the tip of her toes, crawling across her skin until she soaked it deep into her soul, fulfilling her in unexpected ways.

      As the stars brightened the sky, her climax tore through her like an out-of-control freight train. It came on so hard and fast she hadn’t been able to brace herself for it, much less try to hold it at bay for as long as she could.

      He reached between them, rubbing his thumb in a tender circle, sending her into a second frenzy. His labored breath tickled her skin. His groans filled her ears with the sound of a storm building inside his body. “I will always love you,” he whispered as his body tensed and convulsed, propelling her into another carnal indulgence while the word love lingered over her heart like a piece of decadent chocolate in the window of a closed candy store.

      The air in her lungs burned as she gasped to catch her breath. She blinked, trying to focus on the stars in the sky, but the room blurred and spun out of control. The intense quivering of her body held her captive in a never-ending river of pleasure.

      Long moments passed until she could breathe normally, and her vision returned.

      Luke lay next to her, his head propped up on his hand and a wide smile on his face. His hand glided up her stomach. “I wasn’t sure you would ever stop.”

      “Me neither,” she managed.

      “I’m not sure I want you to stop.” He pressed his sweet lips against her shoulder.

      “I might have lost my mind if I hadn’t.” Her thoughts wandered back to his words. He couldn’t have meant them. He had to have said them in the heat of the moment.

      God, how she wished the words were real because her heart ached to say them back, but she couldn’t. Not now.

      Maybe never.

      “I’d like to think that I’m the only man that has given a multiple orgasm like that.”

      She smiled. “Can’t say I’ve ever lost count before.”

      He arched a brow. “So, something like that happens often?”

      Her cheeks heated. “No. They generally end at one. If I’m self-pleasuring, maybe two, if I’m lucky.”

      “Wow,” he said softly, nuzzling his face into her neck, peppering kisses under her earlobe. “I’m humbled and terrified at the same time.”

      “Why terrified?”

      “Because once I’ve rested for a bit, I plan on making love to you again, and now the pressure is on.” He pulled the covers over their bodies and wrapped his arms around her in a protective embrace.

      Only, she had no intention of having a repeat performance.

      While her body demanded it, her heart was already breaking because Luke would be out of her life in a week.
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      “The prosecution calls Luke Hannah to the stand.”

      Luke swallowed as he made his way to the front of the courtroom. He placed his hand on the bible and stared into Georgia Moon’s sweet eyes while he swore to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

      At least the government gave him permission to lie about his identity, something that would destroy Georgia Moon and any hope of keeping her in his life, even if only as a friend. He hated having second thoughts about having gone to bed with her for many reasons, but the biggest one was he swore he would never hurt her.

      And between this testimony, and covering up his identity, he had to resolve himself that pain was about the only thing he would ever cause Georgia Moon and her family.

      “You can take a seat,” the prosecutor said. “Can you tell me how you first met the defendant, Robert Brothers?”

      “He was my first sponsor when I was on the bull riding circuit.” The prosecutor had told him to give only the answers he had been asked and not to elaborate. He understood why, but he hoped he’d be able to maintain his cool during cross-examination.

      “And when you left the circuit?”

      “I worked for him,” Luke said.

      “And was that a good working relationship?”

      “In the beginning, yes.” Luke continued to keep his focus on Georgia Moon. Her slight smile and tilt of her head kept his pulse from raging out of control.

      “And why did you leave your employment with the defendant?”

      “I bought my own ranch and started giving private lessons,” Luke said.

      “So, would you say you left under good or bad circumstances?”

      “I thought they were good, but later I found out that Robert had been spreading rumors about me and my business practices.”

      “Objection, Your Honor. Hearsay,” the defense attorney said.

      “Overruled,” the judge declared. “Please continue.”

      Luke’s mouth was so dry, it took three attempts to swallow.

      “What did you do about the rumors?”

      “Nothing,” Luke said. “Until JW Whiskey saved my life and wanted to train with me. I fought back, defending my reputation, but by that time, Robert and I called somewhat of a truce, and we coexisted for a couple of years.”

      “What prompted the truce?”

      “Robert wanted my help in destroying JW,” Luke said.

      Georgia Moon shifted her gaze, and Luke’s heart plummeted to the depths of his stomach. She might have forgiven him, but it would forever be stuck between them, just like Joanie Malone’s death.

      “And you agreed because he’d dug up some dirt on your sister, and he threatened to ruin her and you. Is that correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “When did you decide to deviate from Mr. Brothers’ plan for the destruction of JW Whiskey’s reputation?”

      “Two things prompted that decision. The first had been his daughter’s decision to accuse JW of beating her, and the second was that I found out he was pumping his horses with steroids.”

      There was a collected gasp in the courtroom, and Georgia Moon snapped her focus back on him.

      “Objection, Your Honor. This is the first we’ve heard of this allegation. Not to mention no charges have been brought.”

      “Your Honor,” the prosecutor said, waving a folder in the air. “I want to enter into evidence a report we received from Mr. Brothers’ own vet regarding the steroids.” The prosecutor placed the file on the judge’s desk. “This shows once again that Robert Brothers will skirt the law for his own personal gain. While I realize it’s not on the long list of injustices, it shows Mr. Brothers’ character. I would also like to add that the prosecution’s office is preparing a motion to add this charge as we have enough evidence to bring to trial.”

      “I’ll allow it,” the judge said.

      “How did you find out about the injections?”

      “He began doing the same thing with my sister’s horses, and one of them died because of it,” Luke said with fury. “It’s when I realized that Robert wasn’t going to help us but destroy us as well.”

      “One last question,” the prosecutor said. “Did you help Mr. Brothers cover up that death?”

      “Yes. I did,” Luke said, stiffening his spine. “He planned on pinning it on my sister, and I couldn’t have that.”

      “Your Honor, I enter into evidence the report on the horse’s demise.” The prosecutor handed the court deputy a piece of paper. “Thank you, Mr. Hannah, for your time.”

      Luke’s heart kicked into high gear.

      The defense attorney stood, smoothed down his slacks, tugged at his coat, and approached the witness stand.

      “Mr. Hannah, isn’t it true that your sister’s husband had already been juicing the horses, and you continued with it because of the money you could win on betting on the horses?”

      “No,” Luke said behind a clenched jaw. “My brother-in-law might have been involved in shady business practices, but he never injected a horse with a steroid. He did, however, bet on horses that Robert juiced. I never did.”

      “All right, but did you know about it and turn a blind eye?”

      “I was gathering information to help Robert help me get that jerk out of my sister’s life. But Robert never did that. Instead, he used that information against me.”

      “But you still stood by and let it happen, correct?”

      Luke gripped the sides of the chair and squeezed. “Yes.”

      “And you bet on the horses that were injected.”

      “Objection, Your Honor. The witness is not on trial here.”

      “Sustained,” the judge said.

      The defense attorney nodded. “Mr. Hannah, isn’t it true you had gambling debts and that’s why you went to my client for help?”

      “No, sir. That is not what happened. I did enjoy gambling back in the day, and when Robert became my sponsor, he did help me with some debts when I got in over my head, but that was many years before, and I haven’t gambled since.”

      “That’s not what my client says, and we have a list of payments to you at that time. What do you say about that?”

      “The money that he gave me during that time period were payments to help destroy JW as well as money to give to my sister.” Luke cleared his throat. “I kept a log.”

      “We’ve seen that log and absolutely dispute it.”

      “Your Honor, I object to this line of questioning,” the prosecutor said as he stood. “It has already been established that we can’t prove one way or the other what that money was intended for. The only thing it has shown is that Mr. Brothers’ bookkeeping is suspect.”

      Luke hoped that was a nice dig.

      “I’ll move on,” the defense attorney said. “I really only have one more question. Wasn’t it your idea, after being caught in a compromising situation with the defendant’s daughter, to have her go confront JW and then subsequently have someone else smash up her face and accuse JW? And didn’t you give them the name of someone willing to beat her up?”

      There was no way in hell Luke was going to answer those questions with a simple one-word response, even though he could. He looked out over the courtroom and caught Georgia Moon’s gaze. This might not go over well. “Not exactly.” He let out a long breath before sucking in a deep one, trying to slow his heartbeat. He’d been called to the stand for two reasons. The first one being to introduce the steroids and the second was to establish Robert’s role in falsely accusing JW.

      “What does that mean, exactly?” the defense attorney asked. “Please, be specific.”

      Luke glanced to the right, away from Georgia Moon’s intense gaze. “I was mortified and ashamed by what happened, and I wanted to crawl in a hole and hide for the rest of my life. When JW left my house that night, Bella decided to run off after him. When she returned and told me what happened, I said something to the effect of: too bad he didn’t bruise your pretty face because then you might be able to really ruin him.”

      There was another collective gasp from the people sitting in the courtroom.

      “And that’s when you gave them the name of the man who actually beat up Bella?”

      “No. I never did that, though he was a man in my employment, and he’s admitted to being hired by Robert and Bella and is testifying in—”

      “Please don’t comment on anyone else’s testimony,” the judge said.

      “I’m sorry.” Luke nodded, releasing his fingers and wiggling them. The tension in his body was like a lead blanket dragging him down. “I never gave them a name.”

      “But you did make the suggestion, and when the accusation came out, you didn’t correct anyone, is that right?”

      “Yes,” Luke said.

      “And isn’t it also correct that right before you sold your ranch to JW Whiskey and his siblings, one of your horses died, and a few weeks later it was found that he’d been injected with steroids.”

      “Yes, but—”

      The defense attorney held up his hand. “No need to elaborate. Your Honor, I’m done with this witness.”

      “Cross-examine?” the judge asked.

      “Just one question, Your Honor.” The prosecutor stood. “Mr. Hannah. Do you know who injected your horse and why?”

      “My brother-in-law and he was paid to do so by Robert Brothers,” Luke said.

      “Objection.” The defense attorney stood, slapping his hand on the table. “Hearsay. The brother-in-law is dead, and my client adamantly denies these allegations, which have no relevance on this case.”

      “Your Honor,” the prosecutor said, holding up another document. “I would like to enter into evidence a check made out to Mr. Hannah’s brother-in-law from Robert Brothers.”

      “Your Honor. My client has stated that money was to help save the farm. Not to inject a horse with steroids.” The defense attorney leaned across the desk.

      Luke just wanted all this to end with Robert Brothers behind bars.

      “I’ll allow the documentation to be submitted as evidence,” the judge said. “If you have no other questions for this witness, I’d like call a half-hour recess for lunch.”

      “I’m done, Your Honor,” the prosecutor said.

      “I am as well,” the defense attorney added.

      “Thank you for your time.” The judge nodded.

      On wobbly legs, Luke rose and headed toward the doors, where Georgia Moon had raced through the second the judge hit the gavel.
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        * * *

      

      Georgia Moon pressed her hands on the sink in the ladies’ room and stared at her reflection. She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. She knew Luke had done and said some questionable things.

      He had the kind of reason that while it didn’t make his actions okay, she had to remember that his heart was in the right place.

      That said, it still stung that after they’d shared a bed, he hadn’t told her about his testimony today. JW told her there were things she might not know about and that there could be a lot of mudslinging. Not only that, but Luke might not have been able to discuss certain things. Although she’d known about the horses and all the rumors flying around about who actually had them injected, it was still a bit of a shock to hear it all rehashed.

      But it was the knowledge that Luke had been the one that set the ball rolling for her brother’s arrest.

      She stepped from the bathroom in search of Luke, but instead she found her brother JW, instead.

      “Hanging in there?” JW asked.

      She reached out and ran a finger over the knot of his tie. “You dress up real nice.”

      “And you’re doing whatever it takes to stay off the subject of Luke and his testimony.” JW looped his arm over her shoulders and led her down the long corridor. “Just because he put the idea in Bella’s head to have me arrested, doesn’t mean he meant it or wanted it to happen.”

      “Did he tell you he made that suggestion?”

      “When I returned from Baltimore the first time with Kitty, that’s when he broke down and told me everything.”

      “All that time you spent defending yourself and he could have spoken up,” she said, shaking her head.

      “It wasn’t that simple for him, and you know it.” JW pushed open the heavy doors to the courtyard in the back of the justice hall. “Up until Bella came out with the truth, Robert had him between a rock and a hard place. His sister was about to give birth and her loser husband was still in the picture. Not to mention, he had him over the coals with the dead horse. Until Luke had been able to uncover the truth, he didn’t have a leg to stand on.”

      “Why did Bella admit to what happened? It seemed that was the beginning of the end for Robert.” The sun hit Georgia Moon’s face, and the warm air rolled over her exposed skin. She found a seat at one of the empty picnic tables. The sound of a hawk screeched out overhead. She glanced to the sky with her hand covering her eyes. She’d wanted to ask that question so many times, but JW had insisted they put all of that behind them and focus on their bright future.

      But now that the trial had commenced, it tore everything open.

      “I really don’t know, except to say that she does have a mood disorder, and she does things impulsively. Deep down, she’s not a horrible person.”

      “Are you kidding me?” She snapped her head toward her brother. “She’s still spreading rumors about us.”

      “She’s scared because if her father is found guilty, not only does it mean she’ll be alone and will most likely lose everything, but she also has a lying problem to begin with. It’s her pathology. Half the time I think she believes every word she says.” JW set his hat on the table and raked a hand through his hair. His mouth curved. Since he’d fallen in love, he had a perpetual smile, and his eyes twinkled. She loved that for her brother, and Kitty would make for a great sister-in-law.

      But it also seemed to have made him soft.

      “I can’t believe you’re defending Bella.”

      He waggled a finger. “Do not mistake empathy for forgiveness. She does not get a hall pass from me. But you asked me a question, and I answered.”

      “Why do you always have to be so pragmatic?” Her older brother had been an incredible role model for her and her little brothers. After their parents died, he stepped into the role of protector, and no matter what, he had her back.

      “Same reason you’re insanely organized. It’s in my DNA.”

      She laughed.

      “So, tell me. What’s going on with you and Luke?” JW asked with an arched brow.

      She bit down on the inside of her cheek to keep her own smile contained. Waking up in Luke’s arms had been surprisingly natural. “I don’t know, actually.”

      “I see.” JW straddled the bench and gave her his best big brother head tilt with a concerned expression. “Did something happen?”

      “I let him spend the night,” she admitted. For her entire life, JW had been her sounding board, and she told him everything. Well, almost everything. “Even though he said he was still leaving.”

      “So, you thought sleeping with him would change his mind?”

      “Something like that. I know he cares about me. He even used the word love.”

      “He said he loved you?” JW shifted closer.

      “The words tumbled out of his mouth in the throes of passion,” she said.

      JW smacked his forehead. “I didn’t need that kind of detail, but I take it you don’t believe he meant it, like he was just saying it because of the situation.”

      “Well, he hasn’t said it since, and it’s been a couple of days.”

      JW rubbed his temples. “I can’t believe I’m going to ask this, but have you and he more than once?”

      Georgia Moon’s cheeks heated. “Yes,” she admitted. “He spent the night the last three days.”

      “Crazy question. Did you tell him that you love him back?”

      “Nope.”

      JW ran a hand through his hair before setting his hat on top of his head. He patted her thigh. “You probably crushed his ego when you didn’t say it back, and now he’s gun-shy.”

      “He’s got no problem when—”

      “I don’t need that much detail.” He waved his hand. “But trust me when I say since you didn’t say it back, he’s not going to say it again.”

      “So, what you’re saying is that men will continue having sex with a woman who doesn’t love them back?”

      JW patted her shoulder. “But you do love him back and deep down, I suspect he knows that. If you want him to stay, tell him how you feel. He might surprise you.”

      “Speak of the devil,” she mumbled as she put on a sweet smile and waved.

      “No time like the present.” JW kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you later.”

      Maybe her brother was right, and it was high time to tell Luke exactly how she felt.

      And what she wanted.
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      “I know you said you aren’t mad, but you haven’t said a single word since we left the courthouse.” Luke yanked open the truck door and offered Georgia Moon a hand. It had been a long day and now they waited for the jury to come to a verdict. Hopefully, Robert Brothers went away for a long time, but Luke didn’t care anymore. All of his secrets were out.

      Except one.

      And no matter what, that secret needed to die with his father next week.

      “I’m not angry,” she said as she made her way into the riding school, which used to be his home. “But we do need to talk.”

      “Okay. I’m all ears.” Though he wasn’t sure he was going to like what she had to say based on the contorted look on her face. It was as if she bit into a lemon.

      “Let’s go up to my private quarters. The riders will be back shortly for dinner, and I don’t want any distractions or interruptions.”

      “You’re scaring me, Georgia Moon.” He followed her up the windy staircase in the back hallway.

      “I don’t mean to, but this is important.” She punched in the code to her suite.

      Once the door was open, he made a beeline to the mini kitchen and beer. He twisted the top and chugged. The cold bubbles fizzled down his throat and settled in his gut but did nothing to calm his nerves. “Want one?” He raised the longneck.

      “Absolutely. I have some guac and chips. We can sit out on the balcony.”

      For the next couple of minutes, they remained quiet while they situated themselves on the patio. She chose one of the lounge chairs, so he made himself comfortable in the one next to her. In the distance, the arch of the sun dipped below the mountains casting a purple-and-pink glow across the darkening sky.

      The balcony overlooked the east barn, and he could see the ranchers leisurely making their way back to the main house. “You really did a bang-up job with this school.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “That’s in part why I wanted to talk to you.” She set her hat on the deck and twirled her wavy brown hair between her delicate fingers.

      The motion held his gaze captive. He licked his lips, remembering how hers tasted like strawberries. “What about the school?”

      “We want you to be the face of it.”

      Luke laughed, although he knew she was serious about the offer. All of her brothers had come to him over the last week with the same offer. The more he heard it, the more appealing it became. “JW is the draw. He was a better rider and cowboy than I ever could be. People come here because he still holds the world record.”

      “But you’re the world-class trainer. You’re the one who helped get him there, and your training techniques are the best in the business. Besides, you know how to build this out so it’s a hub for all things on the cowboy circuit, not just bull riding.”

      “You and your brothers know how to—”

      “We want you. I want you,” she said. “Before everything went down, that’s where we were headed anyway.”

      “Well, before Bella got her fingers into JW. Once they started dating, I was going to be pushed out.” Luke reached out and took Georgia Moon’s hand. “The entire time Bella was playing JW so her father could take over Whiskey Ranch.”

      “That’s the past. I want to focus on the future. One that includes you on this ranch. In this school.”

      He arched a brow. “You really want me to work for you and your brothers?”

      “We want to offer you a partnership in the school, so it would be more than that,” she said, staring at him with pleading eyes.

      He promised her he’d be honest. “I know. Your brothers already talked to me about this.”

      “I see.” She turned her head. “When?”

      “JW a few days ago and then both JD and JB yesterday. They didn’t lay anything out because they said they had to work out the details with you,” he admitted.

      “I have a draft of the offer in my office. We were going to present it to you tonight, but no time like the present.” She took a sip of her beer. “It’s a good offer, and we have a place for your sister.”

      “As what?”

      “Working with the horse breeders,” Georgia Moon said. “I’ve mentioned it to her, and she’s up for the challenge but didn’t think you would accept our offer.”

      “If I accepted, could my sister and I live in the manager’s quarters?” And with that question, he sealed his fate.

      He would stay and continue lying to Georgia Moon—to the world—about his true identity. He rationalized his decision by telling himself that if she hadn’t known one of his father’s victims, it wouldn’t matter.

      “Of course, but I was hoping you might want to stay here with me most nights.”

      He raised his beer to his lips but didn’t take a sip as his jaw slacked open. He cleared his throat, but he couldn’t form any words. Staying at Whiskey Ranch meant pursuing a relationship with Georgia Moon, but he figured it would take months before they were in a place where he spent more nights with her next to him, than sleeping alone.

      “The first time we made love, you mentioned the word love.” Her gaze dropped to her lap, and she fiddled with her fingers. “Do you remember?”

      His heart pounded against his rib cage like a herd of elephants racing across the open plains. Visions of Georgia Moon riding bareback with her long hair cascading over her shoulders, bouncing up and down with every trot. Every memory he had of her bombarded his mind like a tidal wave crashing the shore and taking with it everything in its path.

      His brain stopped on the precise moment the words I love you slipped from his mouth. He hadn’t meant to say it out loud, and when she didn’t respond, he wondered if she didn’t hear him.

      Or if he’d scared her off.

      “Yes. I remember saying it,” he said.

      “Did you mean it?” she asked with a shaky voice.

      He hated that his words and actions tore at her confidence. One of the things he admired and adored about her was her ability to speak her mind.

      He owed her the same respect. No beating around the bush.

      “I meant it.” He took her chin with his thumb and forefinger, forcing her to make eye contact. “I love you. I’ve been in love with you for what seems like forever but fucked-up shit always got in the way.” He swallowed. He was breaking all his own rules and doing exactly what he said he couldn’t.

      Or wouldn’t.

      But when it came to Georgia Moon, he lost all control. She made him feel like he could actually have a second chance.

      She made him want to be the best version of himself.

      A slow smile eased across her face. “As crazy as it might sound, I love you too.”

      Gently, he brushed his lips across hers. The world around him blurred out, and she became the only thing he could focus on. The kiss grew deeper and more passionate with every swirl of his tongue. “Let’s take this inside before I take you right here,” he murmured.

      “We’re supposed to go to JW’s for dinner.” She glanced at her Apple Watch. “We need to be there in an hour.”

      “It’s only a fifteen-minute horseback ride, and we can be fashionably late.”

      “I’ve never been late a day in my life. And neither have you.”

      He scooped her up into his arms and stepped back into her private quarters.

      “Put me down,” she said with an amused tone. “I wasn’t done talking. There is something else—”

      “I decided to move back here, and we just declared our love for one another, I think whatever else you wanted to talk about can wait, don’t you?” Only he didn’t wait for her to respond. Instead, he laid her on the bed and as quickly as possible removed all her clothing, as well as his own.

      Soft moans filled the room as he kissed and touched every inch of her body. Her skin felt like silk under his fingertips.

      He tried to keep his desperation in check. In all his years, he’d never wanted to please someone as much as his body demanded to give hers all the affection she deserved. He didn’t want this moment to be about him, but her, and only her gratification.

      Her hands roamed his body like a master painter stroking their brush over a canvas, creating an erotic friction that had his muscles aching for release. Her soft lips sprinkled kisses across his chest while her hands inched down his stomach. Tossing his head back, he sucked in a deep breath, letting her have her way. Whatever she wanted, he’d give her.

      No questions asked.

      Propping up on his elbows, he watched her take him into her hot mouth. He hissed when she caught his gaze. He reached down and gently brushed some of her hair from her face. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered.

      “You’re not so bad yourself.” She straddled him, taking him in slowly.

      His chest heaved up and down as he struggled to fill his lungs.

      With one hand, she fondled her breast, and the other she touched herself intimately as she rocked back and forth.

      He gritted his teeth and gripped her hips for support. He wouldn’t last but a few more minutes, if that long.

      She arched her back and made a couple of jerky movements before she pressed both hands on his chest. Her hair tumbled down over his body, tickling his skin. She clenched him tightly as her body shook violently. She called out his name over and over again as his release spilled out into her, making his body quiver.

      “Amazing,” she mumbled as she collapsed on top of him.

      “Glad you think so.” He ran his hands up and down her back, enjoying the way she shifted every time he hit her ticklish spot. He never wanted to be without her ever again.

      “I love you,” he whispered, kissing her temple.

      “I love you back,” she said.

      And after this trip to watch his father be executed, he’d never lie to her again.
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      Georgia Moon mounted her horse Trixi with a heavy heart. She needed to tell Luke about her trip early next week, and she needed to do it sooner rather than later because she knew her brothers didn’t approve of her going and would not think twice about bringing it up in front of Luke.

      But would they do that tonight?

      Kitty had finally moved to the ranch in the last week and with their wedding only two weeks away, tonight was about JW and his lovely bride to be.

      Fuck. There would certainly be three topics tonight.

      The wedding.

      Robert Brothers.

      And Joey Hill.

      “Are you okay?” Luke asked while his crazy horse did a little happy dance.

      “I was just thinking about the trial.” Not a total lie, but she needed to plaster on an upbeat face because she should be riding on cloud nine. “I hope it doesn’t put a dark cloud on JW and Kitty’s wedding.”

      “We won’t let it,” he said with such a positive tone that she thought for a split second she wouldn’t tell him tonight.

      But she had to.

      “There is something else troubling me.” The main house came into view. In five minutes, she’d be inside her brother’s house and raising a toast to the bride and groom. Hopefully, Luke would understand why she needed to do this.

      “What’s that?”

      “You have to promise me you won’t fly off the handle when I tell you this.”

      “Sounds like we’re about to have our first fight as a couple.” He jumped from his horse.

      She followed suit. Taking his hand, they made their way to the front porch where Kitty and JW sat, waving frantically.

      “I don’t know if you heard, but Joey Hill is being executed next week.”

      Luke stopped dead in his tracks and turned. “I had read that.”

      “I was invited to be a witness in place of Joanie’s parents.”

      “No. No. No. No. Please tell me you don’t plan on going.” Anger seeped from his intense gaze.

      “Her family would want me there.”

      Luke shook his head. “You don’t know that, and I’m not going to let you go.”

      “Excuse me?” She yanked her hand away. “I’m a grown-ass adult. I don’t need your permission.”

      “You have no idea what you will be witnessing, and it will change you forever,” he said so loudly he might have woken the dead.

      She dug her heels in.

      “What the hell is going on?” JW leaped from his seat and raced down the steps. “What are we yelling about?”

      “I’m sorry, but please talk some sense into her. She plans on going to Joey Hill’s execution.”

      “I know,” JW said.

      “And you’re okay with that? You’re going to let her go witness a man’s death?”

      Georgia Moon stepped between Luke and JW. She poked Luke in the chest. “My brother doesn’t tell me what to do.”

      “But I agree with Luke. You shouldn’t go.” JW let out a long breath.

      “Point taken,” she said. “But it doesn’t change my mind.”

      “You can’t go. I forbid it,” Luke said.

      “Oh, shit,” JW mumbled. “Bad choice of words.”

      Her chest tightened, and she could barely see straight. Her blood boiled, and she could actually feel her nostrils flare out like a bull ready to attack. “Just because you love me doesn’t give you the right to control my actions. I’m sorry if you’re bothered by it, but I need to do this for me. Joanie was my best friend. I was there the day she was abducted, and I want to make sure that monster goes straight to hell.”

      “You don’t have to watch to know he’s dead. The news will report it,” Luke said.

      “Not the same,” Georgia Moon said.

      “I’ve got an idea. Why don’t you go with her for moral support?” JW added.

      “I can’t. I’m going to visit my uncle.” Luke kicked the ground.

      “I really don’t know why you’re so upset,” Georgia Moon said with a soft and caring voice. She didn’t want to fight with Luke and deep down, she knew he only wanted what was best for her. “It’s not like I want to go interview the man or something.”

      “She’s got a point,” JW said.

      Luke paced in front of the porch while he pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “What’s really going on here?” she asked. “I can understand why you don’t want me to go, but to make such a big stink about it doesn’t make sense.”

      Luke planted his hands on his hips and stared at her with a single tear rolling down his cheek. “Don’t go. I’m begging.”

      “You need to tell me why you feel so strongly before I can even entertain the idea of staying home,” she said.

      “Please, don’t make me tell you this.”

      She reached out to dry his face, but he stepped back. “You’re scaring me,” she said.

      “Me too,” JW said. “What’s got you so upset?”

      “Nothing I say or do will stop you from going?” Luke asked with a thick voice.

      She shook her head.

      “Did you ever think that by going, you might meet the boy who helped him kidnap Joanie?” Luke asked.

      “You mean his son?” JW asked. “Wasn’t he the one who turned in his father and led the police to her body?”

      “He did,” Luke said, holding her gaze.

      She stared into his broken eyes. She saw only heartache and sorrow, and that wasn’t the man she’d grown to love. He looked like a lost child who had no hope for a future.

      “His name was Liam Hill and his father used him to lure young girls. He’d been doing it for as long as he could remember and until the last four victims, he didn’t know what his father did to the girls. When he figured it out, he tried to run, but his father beat him and then threatened to hurt his little sister. He would do anything to protect his sister.”

      Georgia Moon gasped. She covered her mouth with one hand and her stomach with the other. Nausea gripped her gut. A cold prickle skidded across her body, sending a shiver down her spine all the way to her toes.

      “How do you know this?” JW asked.

      Luke glanced between her and her brother, swiping at his cheeks. “Because I’m Liam Hill. Joey Hill is my father.”

      “Fuck,” JW muttered.

      Georgia Moon’s stomach lurched to the back of her throat. “You’re not going to visit a dying uncle, are you?”

      “My sister and I are going to watch our father be executed.”

      “You had no intention of telling me who you really were,” she said. “All these years of visiting Joanie’s grave and me crying on your shoulder about all the unanswered questions and you could have given them to me?”

      He had the audacity to nod his head. “You have to understand that by telling you, I’m jeopardizing mine and my sister’s government protection.”

      “You mean like the Witness Protection Program?” JW asked.

      “The government gave us new identities and placed us with a government couple who adopted us,” Luke said.

      “Did they know who you were?” Georgia Moon asked. His answer shouldn’t matter, but it did.

      Again, he nodded.

      She clutched her chest. “You promised me no more lies.”

      “Georgia Moon,” JW started. “That’s not something he could have just—”

      “This doesn’t concern you.” She pushed out her hand. “I can’t believe I was foolish enough to think you could ever be anything but a liar and a cheat. Consider the job offer rescinded, and I never want to see you again.” Holding her head high, she turned on her heels and mounted Trixi.

      Tears burned her cheeks as she brought her horse to a full gallop. She could hear both Luke and her brother calling after her, but she didn’t dare look over her shoulder. She could forgive Luke for just about everything.

      Except this.
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        * * *

      

      “Georgia Moon,” Luke yelled, but he doubted she even heard him under the sound of her horse’s hooves hitting the hard ground. “Fuck. Maybe I should have waited until she saw me at the execution to tell her the truth.”

      “This might not be the right time to ask this, but will the entire world end up finding out who you are?” JW asked.

      “I hope not.” Luke took his hat off and wiped his brow with his forearm. “The list of witnesses wasn’t shared, and my sister and I would have been brought in through a back door.”

      “This is mind-blowing,” JW said, rubbing his temples. “When Georgia Moon turned fifteen, she became obsessed with finding out all she could about Liam Hill.”

      “I know. She once showed me her notes.”

      “That’s fucked up, you know that, right?”

      “When I read her thoughts on Liam, I decided I would leave Buhl, Idaho, but then Robert backed me, and you and I had our rivalry going. I figured if I just stayed clear of Georgia Moon, it would be fine because I was no longer the little boy she blamed for her friend’s death.”

      “She never blamed Liam for Joanie’s death. All she ever wanted was to understand why Joanie and not her or some other little girl in the park, among a few other questions.”

      “I’ve heard them all,” Luke admitted. “Some of the answers might give her a little peace, but most will either anger her, or just bring her pain. Some I don’t know the answers myself.” Luke scratched the center of his chest. His heart broke into a million pieces. He’d wanted to protect Georgia Moon, not hurt her in ways he could never repair.

      And there was no coming back from this disaster.

      “Is it okay with you if my sister and I stay until the weekend? That will give me enough time to get my shit in order and figure out where to go from here.”

      “I don’t need this shit right before my wedding,” JW mumbled. “Do you love my sister?”

      “I do, but she will never forgive me for this one. We both know that.”

      “Legally, I suspect you weren’t supposed to tell anyone,” JW stated the obvious. “But I can think of a dozen other reasons why you’d never tell a single soul who your father was. My sister is a reasonable woman. Talk to her. I’m sure she’ll come around.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “I don’t want you turning down this job. I need you. I bet she went right to Joanie’s gravesite. Go find her and answer her questions to the best of your ability.” JW paused and tilted his head. “You are willing to answer them, correct?”

      “Of course I am.”

      “Then why are we still standing here staring at each other’s ugly-ass faces? Go find my sister and make her understand.”

      “I don’t know how you can just forgive me of everything with the snap of your fingers,” Luke said. “I’ve done some pretty shitty things.”

      “I’m not going to argue you that, but at the end of the day, you always do the right thing and thanks to you, Robert Brothers is going to prison. Now, go find my sister before she gets herself so worked up, she spontaneously combusts.”

      Luke didn’t hold out much hope, but he would give it his best shot.

      It took him all of twenty minutes by horseback to make it to the cemetery. He tied his horse up and inched closer to Georgia Moon.

      She sat cross-legged with her cowboy hat covering her face in front of her childhood friend’s grave. She reached out and ran a finger over the jagged cement tombstone and the letters forever etched into the side.

      In loving memory of Joanie Malone.

      May her positive light continue to shine.

      Joanie had been only seven years old when she’d been murdered by Luke’s father, better known as the Crescent Trail Killer.

      “I’m so angry and hurt,” Georgia said. “If I had known that Luke had been paid by Robert to ruin my family, I wouldn’t have moved into his house when we purchased it.” There were so many things that hadn’t made sense over the last year, but the second Luke Hannah came back, everything changed. “Then to find out he’s really Liam Hill? I wanted to die a little. I can’t believe he helped his father hide your body.”

      “I didn’t have a choice,” Luke said, making himself known.

      Georgia Moon gasped, and she snapped her gaze to the man standing three feet from her right. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “I knew you would be here,” Luke said. “And I needed to talk to you.”

      “I’ve got nothing to say to you. You’re not fucking welcome anywhere near me.” She swiped at her cheeks and tugged her hat over her forehead. “Or Joanie.”

      “I want to explain.” He took off his hat and sat down next to her. He wasn’t about to walk away. No. He’d fight to be heard. He’d fight for their love.

      He had to.

      “I don’t want to hear it,” Georgia Moon said. “You’ve been lying to me about your real name since the day I met you.”

      “No, I haven’t. My legal name is Luke Hannah.”

      “That’s a damned technicality and not what I meant.” She covered her eyes from the sun and glanced at Luke. “If I hadn’t been invited to the execution, would you have ever told me?”

      “That’s a fair question,” he said as he picked at the green grass around his feet. “Honestly, no.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m ashamed of who I am. Of where I came from.”

      “And you knew I’d want nothing to do with you.”

      “There’s that too, but you deserve to know the truth about me,” Luke said. “And I’m willing to answer all of your questions about Joanie that I can.” He tapped the top of Joanie’s tombstone. “She was the last person my father killed. I was only ten years old. After we came back from the train tracks, I—”

      “It’s a little too late for this.” She jumped to her feet, brushing the dirt from her jean overalls. “I know you didn’t kill her, and you were only a small boy. I get you must have been terrified. But that doesn’t change the fact you let me bring you here, and I cried on your shoulder. I even talked about the little boy who turned in his father, but you said nothing. You should have told me.”

      “I couldn’t.” He pushed himself to a standing position and tried to take her into his arms, but she took a step back.

      “You once told me I was the closest thing you had to a best friend. You could have trusted me with this. I wouldn’t have told anyone.”

      “That’s not the point, and you know it. Had I told you, I would have been putting you and your entire family at risk. I couldn’t do that.”

      “But you had no problem taking money from Robert and sleeping with Bella all in the name of keeping your secret, which nearly destroyed my brother’s career.” She poked him in the forearm. “I stood by you through all of that.”

      “You did. And I’m grateful.”

      “Second biggest mistake of my life,” she mumbled. “First one was sleeping with you. I’d appreciate it if you’d get off my ranch.”

      “I’m not leaving. JW said the job’s mine if I want it.”

      She laughed. “It’s not just up to him.”

      “I’m also staying to attend his wedding.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” she mumbled. “Just stay as far away from me as possible,” Georgia Moon said. “I don’t want to see you or hear you. Got it.”

      “Don’t you want to know—”

      “No Luke. Or Liam. Or whatever the fuck you want to call yourself, I don’t want to know.”

      Once again, he watched helplessly as she mounted her horse and took off.

      Time. She needed some time, and he could give her that.
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      Luke paced in the damp, cold prison conference room. The execution was scheduled for ten thirty, which was only an hour away. The warden had arranged for him and his sister to be transported in what would appear to be an inmate transfer. He’d been handed the list of those persons witnessing the execution, noting the only person on the list that he knew had been Georgia Moon.

      “Would you please sit down? You’re making me nuts,” Annette said from her perch on the ugliest black vinyl sofa with metal arms Luke had ever seen.

      “There were fifteen people who said they were coming to this insanity, and we’re the only two here so far?”

      “You know Georgia Moon got on that plane. JW said so himself. So, relax. She’s here, somewhere.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of. She shouldn’t have come to this. We shouldn’t have come to this,” he said.

      “I’m sort of with you on that. I’m not sure I’ll be able to sit in the room and watch. But I need to be here, in the same building, knowing he’s being put to death.”

      “You know he asked to see us.” Luke leaned against the wall and closed his eyes tight. “I’m tempted.”

      “What would you say to him?” Annette asked.

      “I don’t know.” Luke banged his head against the wall a couple of times. “I wouldn’t mind telling him that he didn’t fuck me up so bad that I haven’t had a good life, only he’s still dicking with my future.”

      “I’m going to talk to Georgia Moon when we get back. She might listen to me and be able to give you a second chance.”

      “Doubtful, and you know it. Hell, I don’t blame her.” He blinked his eyes open and let out a long breath. “I can’t stay there if she’s going to keep looking at me with loathing and heartache etched in her eyes. I’ve never done anything to deserve her love and everything to destroy it. I don’t need the daily reminder.”

      “You didn’t have a choice. You were ten years old, and you knew Daddy was…was…” Annette covered her face and let out a guttural sob. “He was going to do to me what he did to those girls.”

      “Shit.” He raced to his sister’s side. “I know I did what I thought would protect us, and no one can fault me for that, and I’m sure she doesn’t. But Georgia Moon will never get past the fact I didn’t trust her with my secret after telling her I not only loved her but would never lie to her again.”

      “Oh, Luke. She’s feeling a lot of things right now. Give her time. You’ll see. I promise you, she’ll come around.”

      “I know you love it at Whiskey Ranch. And you can take that job without me staying, but—”

      “JW’s wedding is in two weeks. Stay for a couple of weeks after that. If she’s still not speaking to you, then we’ll pack up and go somewhere else.”

      “I can do that,” he said. “But you have to promise me you won’t push me to stay if Georgia Moon doesn’t come around.” And he knew her well enough to know that his lie had been the deal breaker.

      The door to the conference room swung open and in stepped Georgia Moon. She wore black slacks, a black shirt, and she’d pulled her hair back into a long braid at the nape of her neck.

      “Mr. Hannah, you said it was okay if she was in here with you,” the guard said.

      “It’s fine.”

      “I’ve gathered everyone else in the witness room. We will bring you in with the prison staff, so we can situate you in the back corner where no one will really notice you,” the guard said.

      “Who do you have us down as being?” Luke had to continue to protect his sister and his nephew and that still meant keeping their identity secret. They needed to die with their father so little Tony had a fighting chance at a future free from all the hell his Father and Grandfather could have caused him.

      “You’re both listed as family members of victims,” the guard said. “The press asked if the children of Joey Hill would be attending, and the warden responded with a resounding no. When pressed, the warden said the children of Joey Hill want nothing to do with their father or to be associated with his name in anyway.”

      “That is the truth,” Annette mumbled.

      “Thank you for everything,” Luke said.

      “I’ll be back to get you all when we’re ready. Probably around another half hour at most.”

      Georgia Moon glanced over her shoulder. Her body jerked when the door slammed shut.

      He resisted the urge to pull her to his chest and hold her tight. He wanted to remove the constant wrinkle in her forehead that all this had caused. He wanted to see her bright eyes filled with love and life again.

      It didn’t matter if he would be part of that new beginning or not. All that mattered was that Georgia Moon got the closure she desired.

      “How are you holding up?” Annette asked as she rushed to Georgia Moon, giving her a bear hug.

      “I’m okay.” Georgia Moon had always been a strong woman, capable of dealing with anything life tossed at her, but right now, he’d never seen her look so weathered before. She had dark circles under her eyes, and she’d lost the spring in her step. “How are you? I heard he asked to see his kids.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” Luke said with a growl. “I won’t give him the satisfaction.”

      “I’m too terrified to look him in the eye.” Annette inched toward the exit sign. “I need to use the little girl’s room. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      Luke tilted his head, giving his sister his best evil eye, but she just shrugged and disappeared into the hallway. A few long awkward moments passed.

      Georgia Moon sat at the large table and tapped her fingernails against the wood top. Her gaze darted all around the room, never landing on him.

      “When did you get here?” he asked.

      “Just landed about three hours ago. I went to dinner first. It’s a damn zoo out there. I can’t believe how many reporters there are. You and Annette must be so worried the press will out you.”

      “I’m only worried for what it could do to Tony’s future and a career for Annette.”

      “She’s welcome to stay on at Whiskey Ranch.”

      “And I’m not,” Luke said with a flat tone, but his insides rocked with thick emotion.

      “Right now, being around you is difficult as hell. I want to take you by the neck and shake you. Of all the people in my life, you knew me the best. You knew what this lie would do to me, and yet you let it perpetuate. Worse, you did so after I told you that I love you, and that makes me wonder if you even know what love is.”

      He lowered his head and fiddled with his hat, running his fingers over the brim as if that would help him find the words that would help her see that if she were in his shoes, she would have done the same thing. “I know exactly what love is, and that’s why I didn’t tell you.”

      “Please. That’s a cop-out, and you know it.”

      He shook his head. “No. It’s not. When my father found out it had been me who turned him in, he went crazy. He would call me from prison and tell me the horrific things he would do to my sister when he got out. During the trial, he would manage to send me messages as a reminder that he would find us, and he would make us pay. So, when I first met you, there was no way I could tell you.”

      “But when you came back. When I asked you to go to Joanie’s gravesite, that’s when you should have told me.”

      “Maybe, but if I had, you’d still hate me right now.” He inched closer, lowering himself to one knee. “Once that man is dead, I want Liam Hill to be dead too. Can you understand how important that is to me? To finally be able to put all of this behind me once and for all.”

      “I absolutely can. But when you chose to not tell me that you were, in another life, Liam Hill, you showed me how little you trust and value me.”

      “Oh, come on, Georgia Moon; that’s bullshit, and you know it. About the only negative thing it tells you about me is that I didn’t want you to know the truth because I knew you’d hate me.”

      She opened her mouth, but before she could say anything, Annette waltzed back into the room, followed by the guard.

      “They’re ready for us,” Annette said.

      “Let’s get this over with.” Luke didn’t bother being a gentleman; he just made a beeline for the corridor.

      He still planned on giving his sister the month he promised, but he knew without a shadow of a doubt, he’d lost Georgia Moon.

      Forever.
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        * * *

      

      Georgia Moon slipped back into the conference room. Her lungs burned with every deep breath she tried to take.

      “Georgia Moon,” Luke called out.

      She leaned against the door, gripping the knob, searching for a lock, but even if there was one, it was too late.

      Luke pushed open the door. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” She breathed out the two words in a faint whisper.

      “You’re shaking.” He took her into his arms, running his hands tenderly up and down her back.

      She fisted her hands with the intention of pushing him away, but instead she ended up grabbing his shirt and sobbing into his shoulder.

      “I want to get you out of here.” He lifted her into his arms. “She’s coming with me and my sister.”

      “Yes, sir,” a man’s voice rang out.

      With her head resting on his shoulder, she kept her eyes tightly closed while Luke moved swiftly through the prison. She clasped her hands behind his neck and held on as if he were her only lifeline. Nausea gripped her stomach as the warm outside air smacked her exposed skin.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “My hotel,” Luke said.

      “I’d rather go to mine.” She reached in her back pocket and pulled out her keycard.

      He set her down in the back of a government SUV. “That’s the same one Annette and I are in, so that makes this easier.”

      She had no idea what he meant by that, and she didn’t give a damn either. All she wanted to do was get into her bed, pull the sheets over her head, and sleep until her alarm went off at five to catch her flight home.

      Then she’d take a long vacation to somewhere. Hell, maybe she’d go to fucking Baltimore since it had been such a good thing for JW. But she needed to get away from the ranch, her family, and Luke.

      Just for a little while so she could sort things out.

      She leaned against his strong body in the back seat of the vehicle. It took about twenty minutes for them to arrive at the hotel and by that time, she’d managed to dry out her eyes and clear her mind of what she’d just witnessed.

      “What’s your room number?” Luke asked.

      “I’ll be fine. Thanks for helping me back here.”

      “You’re welcome, but I’m not letting you wander around this hotel alone. So, just give me the number and we’ll order some room service.”

      “Oh, God. A nice big juicy cheeseburger, fries, and some whiskey sound awesome right about now.”

      “I’ve got a bottle of your namesake in my room.”

      She poked him in the chest. “Don’t you get any ideas. You and I ain’t ever happening again.”

      He held up his hands. “Fair enough.” He handed something to Annette and whispered in her ear.

      “I don’t like secrets.”

      Luke had the nerve to laugh sarcastically, but he didn’t elaborate, and she wasn’t about to continue with the obscurity.

      Pushing him away, she stole her keycard back and practically sprinted down the hallway. She held the plastic over the lock with a trembling hand. The card slipped through her shaky fingers and landed on the floor. Just as she bent over to snag it, Luke reached down. “Go away,” she said.

      “I will, soon enough.”

      “Whatever.” She stepped into the bathroom and slammed the door closed. Leaning against the sink, she stared at her bloodshot eyes.

      She’d just watched a man die.

      He might have deserved his fate, but seeing his chest rise and fall for the last time had been a humbling experience and one she hoped she never went through again. She thought it would have given her peace, and while she knew she’d sleep easier knowing that monster could never hurt another soul again, she knew his memory would forever torment Luke. She could see it in his eyes. The anguish of losing the idea of a father. The reality of what having a murderer as a parent had been forever etched into Luke’s psyche.

      She wanted to forgive him for not telling her, because deep down she completely understood why he’d kept that piece of information about his past locked up in a vault. If she were being honest with herself, she probably would have done the same thing.

      But none of that erased the sense of betrayal that filled her veins.

      She spent the next fifteen minutes washing her face, brushing her teeth, and changing into her nightshirt. When she stepped from the bathroom, she’d hoped Luke would have left, but nope. Instead, he managed to get them a couple of burgers and a bottle of whiskey. “Thank you, but I want to be alone.”

      “I think we should talk.” He handed her a glass of her namesake and made himself comfortable on the chair in front of the desk.

      She snagged a plate of food and climbed onto her bed. The whiskey burned her throat but warmed her stomach. “About what?”

      “First, I want to make sure you’re going to be okay. What we witnessed was shocking, to say the least.”

      “It was, but between not having had anything to eat all day, and being around you, it was a bit more than I expected.” She dunked a fry into a glob of ketchup and plopped it into her mouth. “That’s sooooo good.”

      “Okay. Then I think it’s time I answer all your questions about—”

      “No. Not now. Not here. I’m going to take a vacation for a few weeks. When I come back, I’ll want to have the conversation.”

      “When will you be back?”

      “Right before JW’s wedding. We can talk right before his wedding, okay?”

      He nodded.

      “Now if you don’t mind, I want to eat this burger, get drunk, and watch a chick flick. Alone.”

      Thankfully, he gathered up his meal. Standing at the door, he glanced over his shoulder. “If you want to talk before then, you know how to reach me, but I should tell you that I will be moving in a month.”

      She cocked her head. “Why a month?”

      “I told my sister I’d live there for a couple of weeks after the wedding, but if you were still looking at me like I was the one who murdered your friend, then I was out of there, and based on the daggers your eyes are tossing my way, I suspect that look will never go away.”

      “Never say never, but you’re probably right.”

      He drew his lips into a tight line.

      She’d said the words with the sole purpose of hurting him.

      Mission accomplished.

      Now to book a ticket to paradise.
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      “You can stay.” Luke loosened his tie. He leaned back in his chair and stared out at the dance floor. JW and his lovely bride waltzed around with bright smiles plastered on their faces. They had the kind of love that could withstand anything.

      The kind of love he thought he could have with Georgia Moon.

      “You said a month. It’s only been two weeks, and she’s only been back for two days,” Annette said.

      “I’ve called her five times, and she’s not once returned my calls. I went to see her at the school, and she managed to avoid me. There is no salvaging our relationship, so there is really no point in putting myself, or her, through this misery. It’s time for me to move on.”

      “Where are you going to go?”

      “I’ve got a couple of interviews in Montana, and if those don’t pan out, I have some connections in South Dakota.”

      “I don’t want you to go,” Annette pleaded. “And Tony would miss you terribly.”

      “And I’ll miss you both, but I can’t stay here. I’m sorry.”

      Annette sighed. “I guess I can understand that.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Here comes JD and JB. Those two are quite the pair.”

      “That they are.” Luke chugged his beer, chasing a good buzz. He promised JW he’d stay until ten in the evening.

      He had another fifteen minutes, and then he could disappear into the night, never to be heard from or seen again.

      “I’m going to head back to the house and check on Tony,” Annette said.

      “I’ll be home within the hour. I want to let the boys know I’ll be leaving in the morning.”

      Annette leaned over and kissed his cheek. “I wish you would change your mind.”

      “The only way that would happen is if Georgia Moon asked me to stay, and I don’t see that happening.”

      “But you are going to—”

      “I told you that I would, and I will.” He would go camp out at her place and wait for her to come home, demanding they talk. She might do what she always did and slam the door in his face or tell him that her love for him died when he chose to continue the lie.

      Either way, he couldn’t win with Georgia Moon, but he’d give it one last shot.

      “Thank you.”

      “Good night, Annette,” he said.

      She stopped and talked to JB and JD for a few moments before waving and disappearing into the dark night.

      Luke continued to nurse his beer while he entertained his bad mood. He’d seen her once since his father’s execution, and that had been last night for all of five minutes at the rehearsal dinner. She wouldn’t look at him, much less say hello.

      “You really need to stop sulking,” JD said as he took one of the seats at the table.

      “You look like a dying cow.” JB tipped his hat before settling across from him. “For the record, we both think our sister is being unreasonable, and we told her as such.”

      Luke rubbed his jaw. “That explains why you hit me.” The sarcasm dripped off every word like melting chocolate. He wasn’t mad at her brothers, but they didn’t help his current emotional state.

      Now getting shit-faced might help with that.

      “Knee-jerk reaction. Joanie was our friend too, but you can’t be held responsible for what your father did, and shit, I wouldn’t want people to know I was that kid,” JB admitted.

      “But at the end of the day, you’re the same man we’ve known since we were teenagers and we are here to beg you to stay. Even Georgia Moon knows you’d be the best thing that ever happened to our school.” JD leaned across the table.

      “What is it going to take to get you to stay? More money? Different housing? What?” JB asked. The Whiskey brothers normally didn’t have to beg for anything, and if this had been any other circumstance, Luke might be amused.

      “Georgia Moon’s forgiveness,” he said softly.

      “The only way that’s going to happen is if you stay for more than a couple of days, and I know Georgia Moon wants to talk to you about Joanie; she’s just afraid,” JB said.

      “Of what? That I’m a monster like my father?”

      “Don’t be a dick.” JD tossed a napkin. “Her entire life she’s had a list of questions for Liam Hill. She always believed that would give her closure. But the problem with that is if she hears you out, she knows she’s going to have to forgive you, and she’s not ready to let go of Joanie yet.”

      “She never has to let her go. I know that young girl will be with me for the rest of my life. The world sees her as my father’s last victim. But Annette and I see her as our salvation.” Luke swiped at his cheeks. “Joanie is the one who came up with the plan for me to escape. Had it not been for her, who knows where we’d all be today.”

      “And once you tell Georgia Moon that, things will be different,” JB said.

      “Maybe. But I’ve got to get her talking to me first.”
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        * * *

      

      Georgia Moon raised a glass of her namesake and downed the double shot in one gulp. Covering her mouth, she managed to contain the burning cough. She cleared her throat, hoping the heartburn would subside so she could pound some more whiskey. That was about the only thing that would be able to touch the emotions swirling around her heart and soul regarding the return of Luke Hannah.

      “That’s not going to change things,” Kitty said as she leaned against the bar, sipping her bright-blue cocktail she’d been nursing all night. “Now talking to him will.”

      “I can’t forgive him.” Georgia Moon dropped her head back and stared at the stars. JW and Kitty’s wedding had gone off without a hitch. It had been the most spectacular ceremony out in the open fields on Whiskey Ranch. It warmed her heart to see her older brother so happy after everything he’d been through. But having Luke lurking around in the background only served to remind her of everything that could have been.

      Everything that wasn’t.

      And everything she couldn’t have.

      “If he doesn’t leave soon, I will.”

      “That’s not fair,” Kitty said. “And not really a possibility. This ranch can’t run without you.”

      Georgia Moon laughed. “If Luke stays on, it sure can. He’s just as capable as I am, plus he has the added benefit of being one hell of an instructor. He’ll bring more riders and cowboys here than I ever could.”

      “JW would be devastated if you left, and I can’t have my new husband stressed out,” Kitty said with a raised brow. “I’m sure if you give it time, you and Luke can come to an understanding. Although, I know if you just sit down and talk with him, you’ll see that the two of you are perfect for one another. A match made in a bottle of whiskey.”

      Georgia Moon laughed. “You’ve been hanging around my brother too much.”

      “Your brother’s a smart man.” Kitting poked her shoulder. “He married me.”

      “That has to be the best decision that man has ever made.” Georgia Moon held up her shot glass while the bartender poured her another shot. “Here’s to the Whiskey men.”

      “And women.” Kitty raised her glass. “Now promise me you won’t go making any decisions about your future until after we get back from our honeymoon.”

      “I’m sorry, Kitty. But I don’t think I can do that. Just being around Luke breaks my heart.” Just as she turned her gaze, Luke tipped his hat and smiled.

      She turned away.

      “You can’t avoid him forever.”

      “Sure I can, because I’m leaving.”

      “You know you can’t just up and leave, right?”

      “I’m going to talk to JW when you get back, and we will work on an exit strategy,” Georgia Moon said. She let her gaze drift back toward the small table where JD and JB sat with Luke. JB had some chick on his lap, which wasn’t surprising. JB dated a lot of women, but she doubted he would ever settle down in part because he had a wandering eye, but mostly because JB and JD could never be separated. While all four of them were very close, those two had a special bond.

      Luke nursed a beer as he glanced off into the distance. She wasn’t sure what he was looking at, but it wasn’t the dance floor.

      And it wasn’t her.

      She turned her back and waved to the bartender. She’d need the entire bottle to get through this night.

      “Go easy on that stuff,” Kitty said.

      “Relax. I’m fine.”

      “You told me that if you went for the bottle that I needed to stop you,” Kitty said with a judgmental smile. “You don’t have much of a filter when you’re sober, but you know how you get when you have too much.”

      Georgia Moon let out a long breath. She should keep her wits about her, but being this close to Luke again made her crazy. “The only person I’d give a good tongue-lashing to would be Luke, and since I’m not going to go anywhere near him, I think I can handle another beverage.”

      “So long as you don’t take the bottle.”

      Georgia Moon nodded. “Want to know what gets me more than him lying about who he was and how that was connected to my life?”

      “I have a feeling this might have to do with the bitch who I don’t like to talk about,” Kitty said.

      “It kills me that of all the ways Luke could have destroyed my brother, he picked fucking Bella.”

      “For the record, that wasn’t my idea. And come on. Like you’ve never fucked a mistake before, or do I need to remind you about Xander, the douchebag who plastered your naked picture all over the internet,” Luke’s voice boomed in the night. “He was a real piece of work.”

      “I’m going to go find my husband.” Kitty took a step back. She glanced over her shoulder and waved. “There he is. I’ll give you two some privacy.”

      “Fucking wonderful,” Georgia Moon muttered.

      Luke held up his beer and nodded at the waiter who set a bottle of whiskey on the table. “Planning on getting sloshed this evening?”

      “That’s none of your damned business.” With a shaky hand, she poured herself a double shot, but this time she sipped.

      “I’ll take a shot of Georgia Moon.” Luke snagged the glass and helped himself.

      Jerk.

      “I think I’m going to call it a night.” She curled her fingers around the bottle and took a step.

      “Oh, no, you don’t.” Luke jumped in front of her. “We need to talk, and if not tonight, then I’m camping outside of your room.”

      “I’ve got nothing to say to you, ever.”

      “I want to take the job that you and your family offered me.”

      She closed her eyes for a long moment. Memories of her and Joanie playing in the child-size playhouse in her backyard flooded her mind’s eye. They would sit around the play kitchen table drinking Kool-Aid, pretending it was wine and they were wealthy ranchers. But soon, those recollections turned into the nightmare of the day they found Joanie’s body by the train tracks. She’d gone missing for three days. She’d been beaten and molested.

      And Luke did nothing to stop his father.

      “Why?”

      “Because I need to work; my sister loves it here, and well, this has been the only real home I’ve ever had.”

      She blinked, rolled her shoulders, and turned. “If you stay, I will leave, and that will destroy my brothers. Can you live with that? Like you lived with the knowledge that you knew my best friend, or that you were fucking my brother’s fiancée?” The words flew from her mouth like a bullet hurling for a target with only one purpose.

      To make someone suffer.

      He cringed.

      “You’d leave your brothers, your family, your entire life, just because I worked at Whiskey Ranch?”

      She nodded.

      “I didn’t kill her,” he said softly behind a tight jaw. “I still have nightmares about what my father did. Not a day has gone by where I haven’t wished I could have done something—”

      “You could have gone to the police sooner. But you waited until after—”

      He took her by the forearm and squeezed. “You have no idea what I went through or what really happened because you won’t let me tell you. For as long as I’ve known you, you’ve wanted answers, and I’m willing to give them to you, but instead of listening, you hide behind anger and fear. So don’t you dare say I waited or could have done something to save Joanie. I’m lucky I got my sister out of there before he killed her. And let’s not forget I was ten damn years old, and my entire life had been a living hell, and all I wanted to do was protect my little sister.” He glanced around. “And while I saved her from death, I will always have to live with the knowledge that he touched her.”

      “Oh, my God. I didn’t know that.”

      He laughed. “Because you won’t listen to me or my sister.” He released his hand and shook his head. “I don’t want to come between you and your family. I’ll tell JW I changed my mind about the job. I’ll leave tomorrow.” He turned and walked away with his hands in his pockets and his head hanging low.

      “Fuck,” she muttered. “Luke. Wait.”

      He didn’t stop nor glance over his shoulder. He just waved his hand. “I told JW if you weren’t on board, then neither was I. Goodbye, Georgia Moon.”
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      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I’m packing; what does it look like I’m doing?” Luke glanced up and saw his sister with her hands on her hips, glaring at him as he came down the stairs.

      “You’re leaving? You’re going to break your promise?”

      “Sorry, sis. I tried talking to her tonight, and I won’t be the asshole that steps between her and her family again.”

      Annette opened her mouth to say something, but he held up his hand in protest. “She’s stubborn as all get-out, and she’s not going to change her mind, no matter what I do. Honestly, I think I’m making it worse for her by staying, and I don’t want to cause her or her family any more pain.”

      “She’s not being fair.”

      He set his suitcase by the front door. “But she has that right. Like I said, you and Tony can stay on. They aren’t going to fire you or change how they treat you.”

      “No. That’s bullshit. I was there when Joanie died. I was at the park, and we both helped Dad lure her into his car. I played with her for three days while Daddy did things to her.” Tears quickly flowed down Annette’s cheeks like a waterfall. “What gives me a hall pass and not you?”

      “You never sat at Joanie’s gravesite and listened to Georgia Moon talk about that day or let her cry on your shoulder, knowing you could answer the one question she’s desperately wanted the answer to for years.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Out of all the little girls in the park that day, why Joanie? Why not her?” Luke tossed a pair of jeans into his suitcase. “I tried to answer it generically a few times, hoping to help her understand that any one of those girls at the park were prey to my father, even her, but she has it in her head that Joanie did something specific to make her a target.”

      Annette took one of the throw pillows and hugged it as she slumped into the rocking chair. “It sounds like she’s twisting her real issue.”

      He nodded. “She’s said more than once that she blames herself for not noticing her best friend gone sooner, but I had Joanie follow me into the woods when no one was looking, and you had a bunch of people surrounding you during your little crying… oh, shit.”

      “What?”

      “Fuck. I can’t believe I didn’t put it together until just now.”

      “I’m not following,” Annette said.

      “Do you remember a kid hitting another kid after that boy pulled your hair?”

      Annette tilted her head and pursed her lips. “The hair yanking was staged.”

      “But you told me someone came to your defense and punched that boy. Georgia Moon told me she got into a fight that day in the playground, but she never told me that it was at the precise moment Joanie went missing, much less that she actually used her fist, though knowing her, that makes perfect sense.”

      The sound of the door closing caught his attention.

      He jumped.

      “Georgia Moon,” he whispered.

      “Was Joanie always the target? Or did I just make it easier for her to be the one instead of me by helping Annette out?”

      The air in Luke’s lungs escaped. His muscles went weak. Pinching the bridge of his nose, he sat on the edge of the sofa.

      It was the time for the entire truth.

      “There is always one kid who stands in the background when someone is getting bullied or picked on,” Annette started. “My job was to find one of the mean boys, or girls, and make it out like they had hurt me.”

      “So, that boy I punched. He didn’t pull your hair?” Georgia Moon asked.

      Annette shook her head.

      “I didn’t see what happened because I was busy watching Joanie step away from the crowd. As planned, I approached her with tears in my eyes—”

      “You would make yourself cry?” Georgia Moon asked with fire in her tone.

      “I cried every time my father suggested we go to the playground because I knew it meant he’d find another girl, so no. I didn’t make myself cry.” He swiped at his cheeks, though they were dry. His eyes felt like sandpaper, and his pulse pounded so fast he could no longer count the heartbeats. “We had just relocated to the area three months prior. That had been the longest my father had gone between abductions, that we know of.”

      “Why didn’t you tell her to run? Why did you lure her out into the woods and then your father’s car? Why?” Georgia Moon asked behind a shaky voice. Black mascara blotted her skin. “You could have told another parent at the park or something. They would have protected you.”

      Luke lifted his shirt and showed off one of his scars. “We tried that once, and my father did this to me.”

      “And once he did this to me.” Annette grabbed the hem of her shirt. “He would use hurting me as a way to control Luke. Anytime Luke didn’t do what our father wanted, he would touch me or take a knife to me or burn me.”

      Luke blinked his eyes a dozen or so times. Every time he saw his sister’s scars, it was a reminder of his defiance. A reminder of all the times he’d failed to save another victim.

      “Oh, my God,” Georgia Moon whispered as she took Annette in her arms. “I had heard he beat his children.”

      “He did more than that,” Annette said. “He was truly a monster, and our childhood was taken from us. It took us years of therapy to understand this wasn’t our fault. You have to understand, Luke did everything his ten-year-old little brain could think of to protect me. And he did some crazy things to try to save our father’s victims, like what he did with Joanie.”

      “Only that backfired, didn’t it,” Luke said.

      “What did you do?” Georgia Moon asked.

      “Does it matter?” Luke asked.

      “It matters to me,” Georgia Moon said. “When I was fifteen, that book about your father’s life came out, and it talked about his last victim, and she came up with a plan for all of you to escape, but you got caught, and she covered for you.”

      Luke sucked in a deep breath. He remembered that day as if it were yesterday. He also remembered the stabbing pain in his heart every time he’d see Georgia Moon at Joanie’s graveside. He opened his mouth, but the burn in his chest prevented him from speaking.

      “I know I said I didn’t want to hear it, but please, Luke. Tell me what happened to my friend.”

      Luke ran a hand over his stubble. “Can we do this outside? I feel like I’m suffocating in here.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Annette said. “I need to go check on Tony. I’ll catch up with you all later.” She leaned in and gave Luke a hug. “Let it all out. All of it. And then you need to give her some time to process.”

      “Thanks,” he whispered back.

      He glanced toward the front of the house. The main door swung wide-open, and Georgia Moon had already disappeared into the night.
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        * * *

      

      The music from the wedding band rolled across the ranch. It had been an amazing day, but Georgia Moon’s mind continued to wander to Luke and his horrific childhood. She knew damn well she’d been too hard on him for all the wrong reasons.

      “Georgia Moon?” His voice tickled her eardrum.

      “Down by the hammock.” She sat on the ground and leaned against one of the fat tree trunks and crossed her legs.

      “Here.” He handed her a sizable glass of red wine. “You might need it for this chat.”

      “Thanks.” She sipped the bold liquid. “I want you to know that I have never blamed you for Joanie’s death. But it physically hurts my heart that you would actually offer me up possible answers to my questions and not tell me you were Liam.”

      “Please, don’t ever call me that. It’s not who I am.”

      She tipped her head, catching his strong gaze. “Okay.”

      “For the longest time, my father would bring girls in and out of my life. He’d tell me he was babysitting for a friend, and I would try to make them feel at home, but they always feared me. I never understood why until I was maybe eight when I saw up close and personal what he did to those girls.”

      “Luke, I’m so sorry—”

      “Let me get through this, okay?”

      She held out her hand. “Sit with me.”

      “I’m good here.” He leaned against a post and ran a hand over his chin. He looked tired and at the same time, she could see a sense of relief in his eyes. “We went to that park every day for two weeks. My father wanted us to blend in. He’d sit on one of the benches with an iPad and pretend to work. He didn’t engage with anyone, and our job was to play with the other kids. Before I knew I was only there to find his prey, I lived for the days we went to the park. But once I knew, I hated going, and to this day, I really don’t want to be at one.”

      “It was summer, so school was out.” Georgia Moon closed her eyes and let the memories fill her brain. “I can picture your sister, but I don’t remember talking to or playing with you.”

      “I don’t think we did, but I do remember you and how feisty you were. I thought if my father wanted you, he’d end up having his finger bitten off.”

      Georgia Moon laughed. “I would like to believe I would have fought him.”

      “I would like to believe you would have caved to submission quickly because the more anyone fought him, the worst it got and not with the beatings.”

      She gasped. Knowing that his father violated Joanie in so many ways shattered her heart in a million pieces. And it didn’t just break for Joanie, but that man stole so many lives and injured so many innocent people. “Joanie was more of a follower. Did she submit quickly?”

      Luke nodded. “She was smart and did what she had to in order to survive, but when my father caught her sneaking out the window, that was it.” Luke rubbed his temples. “I had managed to land in the backyard without breaking anything. I could hear her screaming and begging my father not to hurt her. Not to kill her. I was about to run down the street and find anyone to help, but then I heard Annette, and my father was about to—he was going to—rape her. I didn’t really know what that was except that I knew a father shouldn’t touch his little girl that way, and I couldn’t let it happen to Annette.”

      Georgia Moon swallowed a guttural sob.

      “I went back inside, and it wasn’t until after my father killed Joanie that I was able to get help. I live with the knowledge that I might have been able to save her.”

      “But at what cost?” Georgia Moon had heard enough. Her brothers had been right all along.

      So had her heart.

      Luke was a good, honest man who did what he had to in order to protect family. Even at the ripe old age of ten. Her anger wasn’t toward him, or even the boy he used to be.

      If she was being totally honest with herself, her fury was directed at herself. Had she not done such a bang-up job of punching the jerk on the playground, maybe Joanie wouldn’t have been abducted.

      But she could play that game all day long because had Joanie not been taken that day, how many others would have followed because it had been her kidnapping and subsequent death that brought down a monster.

      And gave two innocent children their freedom.

      “I don’t really believe in God,” Georgia Moon started. “But I think sometimes everything happens for a reason, and we can’t always make sense of that reason. To be fair to you, I’ve been trying to absolve myself of any guilt—”

      “You did nothing wrong,” Luke said. “I, on the other hand—”

      “Made decisions in order to survive in a situation that no child should have to endure.” She pushed herself to a standing position. It became abundantly clear that the answers she thought she’d been searching for were only questions she used to cover up her real fear.

      And that was that Joanie’s death was somehow ultimately her fault. But no matter how she spun it, no matter who she tried to blame, there was only one person responsible for Joanie, and that was her murderer, Joey Hill. Everyone else was another victim.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve been horrible to you.” She inched closer, taking his hands. “I am hurt, but I understand why you had to keep your past from me.”

      “There were so many times I wanted to tell you, but I knew how you’d react, and I thought that maybe after my father had been put to death, it wouldn’t matter.”

      “It will always matter.” She rested her head on his shoulder, letting out a long breath. “But not in the way I thought.”

      He cupped her cheeks and tilted her head. “What does that mean?”

      “Joanie is always going to be part of our lives. She was my best friend, and she’s given me courage, even in death. She helped you find a way to put an end to your father’s murderous ways, and in a very bizarre way, she brought the two of us together.”

      “Together?” He ran his thumbs tenderly over her cheeks and gazed into her eyes, holding her captive.

      She leaned into his strong body. “I’m sorry about the way I treated you and the way I reacted. Everything came as a shock, and with the trial and impending execution, I didn’t handle this well.”

      He lowered his forehead to hers and kissed her nose. “There is no script for how to handle something like this.”

      “Do you have any other secrets?”

      “No. You now know everything. That said, I still don’t want my identity shared with the world.”

      “I can understand that, and my brothers won’t say anything, nor will I.”

      “If I stay, are you going to still leave?” he asked. “Because I can’t have that.”

      “I’m not going to leave Whiskey Ranch.” For the first time in her adult life, she felt in total control of her life. Even though Luke could tell her to fuck off. That her constant cruelty over Joanie had been too much for him to take. She still felt as though she was in the driver’s seat of her own destination. Her happiness was up to her. It wasn’t dictated by things that had happened in the past, but what she chose to do moving forward. “And I want you to stay.”

      “That will make my sister happy. She really likes it here.”

      “Good. Because this house will make for a good home for her and Tony.”

      “I like it too.”

      “I might be jumping the gun, and I have no idea if you forgive me or not, but I would prefer if you stayed with me.”

      A smile tugged at the corner of his lips. “Are you kidding? There is nothing to forgive, and your bed is so much more comfortable than the one in the guest room here.”

      “It’s your old bed,” she said. Her eyes twinkled in the moonlight. “I love you, Luke.”

      “I love you more than you will ever know,” he said.

      “Why don’t we head back to my place and you show me just how much.”

      “Don’t have to ask me twice.” He kissed her with the promise of a future that was free from the chains of the past. Finally, his father no longer had a hold on his life. He could live without fear, and best of all, he had the love of the best kind of woman.

      The woman who saved his soul.
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