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      While he prefers a double shot of whiskey, he’s not opposed to taking a stroll down champagne lane, but not if it’s going to cost him at the track.

      

      Two years ago, Hayden Fox wasn’t sure she would walk again, much ride a bucking bronco. Being on the backside of a horse was bittersweet and while being a cowgirl was all she’d ever dreamed of, it came at a price.

      

      One she knew this time she might pay with her life. However, she didn’t know what else to do. Her uncle had paid all her bills. He’d made sure she was well-taken care of and he never let her forget he’d given up everything to ensure she had the best doctors and the best training money could buy.

      

      For the last ten years, Sawyer Lawson has been making his way from one country bar stage to the next. All he cared about was plucking his guitar, keeping his head, and staying out of trouble.

      

      Only trouble had a way of finding him and this time it came in the form of a sexy cowgirl who needs the same kind of help that once landed Sawyer behind bars.
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      Hayden Fox stepped into the corral and closed her eyes. A sharp pain of something snapping in her back tore through her system just like it did two years ago. The gut-wrenching torture sliced through her muscles as if she were a piece of meat on a butcher’s slab.

      Her body could feel every single memory, but her mind couldn’t recall anything that happened after the first buck of the bronco, except for the fact she’d never secured herself in the saddle, and the second the horse was released, Hayden was flat on her back, gasping for air, begging for the physical pain to end and the emotional torture to be over.

      In a matter of six seconds, she’d broken her back in two different places, separated both her shoulders, broke her right wrist and left elbow as well as her left leg in three places. Not to mention she’d managed to puncture both lungs.

      But that wasn’t what nearly killed her that day two years ago.

      She rubbed the back of her head.

      A brain bleed had nearly put the nail in her coffin at the ripe old age of twenty.

      “Hayden,” Cheyenne’s voice rang out from somewhere in the distance. “Are you ready for this?”

      She blinked open her eyes, wiping away the few tears that had escaped. She took her sunglasses from on top of her head and placed them over her eyes. She had no idea how the hell she would get through this. Every fucking time she got on a damn horse, she relived the decision that changed her life, and not in the way she’d hoped.

      Turning, she waved to Cheyenne, who walked up the path with her husband, JB Whiskey. Cheyenne was a few years older and had an up-and-down rodeo career of her own.

      As a little girl, Hayden thought Cheyenne was fearless and she wanted to be just like her. When Cheyenne retired the first time, the rodeo world turned their eyes to a young rising star named Hayden Fox.

      But by that time, all Hayden wanted was her freedom from the hell that had become her reality. The skeletons in her family closet had fallen from the top shelf and her uncle had done the unspeakable.

      Hayden felt as though the world had turned its back and she had nothing and no one.

      “You’re looking very pregnant these days.” Hayden opened her arms and hugged the woman whom she’d admired for many years.

      “Any day now,” Cheyenne said, patting her belly.

      “How’s little Jimmy?” Hayden asked.

      “Not so little.” JB took off his Stetson, then leaned in and kissed Hayden’s cheek. “He wanted to be here, but he’s actually training for his first rodeo appearance with his uncle JW and Luke. He’s quite excited.”

      “I’m shocked that you’re not there being an overbearing parent.” Hayden had the pleasure of meeting the precious Jimmy Whiskey, who had his father’s charm and his mother’s raw talent and sheer determination.

      Cheyenne laughed. “We’ve been kicked out of all lessons for just that reason.”

      JB poked his wife gently in the shoulder. “She’s worse than me because she thinks she knows how to ride a bull better than my brother, who still holds the world record.”

      “That’s funny because you’re the one who was correcting JW in the middle of a lesson, which got us thrown out in the first place.” Cheyenne did a little bow. “And let’s not forget who in this family holds the records and all the trophies.”

      “Show off,” JB mumbled.

      Hayden’s stomach twisted and churned. It had been a long time since someone actually cared about what happened to her and not what she could provide them. Her uncle Kevin often meant well, but at the end of the day, he still used her as a meal ticket.

      Especially now.

      “Is my hubby feeling like his wifey takes all the glory?”

      “Something like that.” JB ran a hand through his wavy hair before firmly placing his cowboy hat back on his head. “Are you ready to get started?”

      Leave it to JB to go right to the heart of the matter.

      “I need to be ready for the Wild Buhl Round Up. I know it’s more of an exhibition rodeo, but everyone who is anyone is going to be attending. I don’t need to win, but I need to be competition ready. More importantly, I need to know where I stack up with everyone else.”

      “Well, as we talked about in our meeting a couple of months ago, we’re happy to work with you, but you haven’t given us much time.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. But I had some things I needed to handle back in Arizona.” Specifically, selling everything she could to pay for her time at Whiskey Ranch because training with the woman who currently held the record in bronc riding at the top rodeo school in the country wasn’t cheap. Not to mention her keeping up with Kevin’s gambling debts, both past, present, and future, along with paying back some loan shark he borrowed money from that currently owned both their asses.

      Hopefully, living in the middle of Idaho, Kevin wouldn’t get them in any more financial trouble and he’d hold true to his word.

      No gambling. He’d keep the drinking to a minimum. And he’d stay out of her way.

      She really needed to lighten up on him. For the last year, he’d really been trying, and he’d been doing well. Better than well. But still, she didn’t trust him.

      Not yet.

      She rubbed her biceps. She was a grown woman and her life was not supposed to have turned out this way.

      Well, she was taking the bull by the horns. So to speak.

      After she paid off what her uncle owed to a bunch of crazy criminals, she’d be able to walk away from this life. She could go find a nice small town somewhere in Ohio or even Pennsylvania. Hell, Delaware had a ton of land where she could find a small farm to work on. She could easily hide away in one of those states, where her uncle didn’t owe anyone a single dime and no one knew her name.

      She’d rebuild and hopefully, Kevin could do the same.

      “You’re here now and we have three weeks until the competition.” Cheyenne rubbed her protruding stomach. “This child will probably enter this world before the rodeo, and as you know, working on the mechanical horse with Paget, she and Annette are pregnant as well.”

      “You mentioned me working with JB and Heather once you go into labor.” At this point, Hayden didn’t care who on Whiskey Ranch she trained with. She was lucky they were willing to take her on where other schools weren’t willing to take that risk for a variety of reasons.

      Of course, she’d say that out loud, but as she glanced over her shoulder, watching a couple of the other cowgirls train with a few of the lesser known trainers, she was more than grateful for the team she had in her corner.

      “I’ll be in charge,” JB said.

      “He’s the best. I can attest to that.” Cheyenne looked up at her husband with a bright smile. “Thanks to him, I still hold the record.”

      “I plan on taking that title from you.” It was a bold statement for Hayden to make, and at one point she had every intention of doing just that. Only now, this was a performance.

      The most important one of her life.

      And she better win an Oscar. The world needed to believe she was back with staying power, even though she just wanted enough money to save her uncle’s ass.

      “If anyone is going to knock me off my high horse, I hope it’s you.” Cheyenne strolled to the side of the corral and slipped under the fence, taking a seat on a large log. “You’ll be riding Cricket today. She’s older and not as wild, so you need to master her quickly so we can move you to Rocky, who no one has ridden yet. He’s going to be yours, but only if you can get close to my score on Cricket.”

      “Bring it.” Hayden clenched her fists and released them five times, breathing deeply each time. She’d been training back home, but not on a world class horse.

      As a matter of fact, what she’d been doing couldn’t really be called preparation for any kind of rodeo. She’d barely been able to last more than a couple of seconds on the backside of any horse.

      And her form was beyond pathetic.

      How she thought she’d be able to win any competition was beyond her, but she had to if she was going to beat her uncle at his own game.

      JB squeezed her shoulder. “Are you sure you’re ready for this? Because you have nothing to prove to anyone.”

      “Except I do.” If this was going to work, the world needed to believe she was hungry to win. That she’d spent the last two years working hard for this moment, and this moment alone. And she needed to sell it to JB and Cheyenne more than anyone else.

      “All right.” JB jogged over to the opening near the barn where one of the farm hands had walked a bucking bronc into the stall. “Come on over and say hello to Cricket.”

      After Hayden’s fall two years ago, she never thought she’d want to get back on a horse again, much less compete. Not out of fear, but because of why she’d fallen in the first place.

      Cricket kicked and bucked as Hayden approached.

      The hair on the back of her neck prickled. She swallowed the anxiety that tickled the back of her throat. The doctors had given her a clean bill of health and told her she could live her life as she saw fit, but warned her that if she ever hurt or broke her back again, she could end up paralyzed.

      Or worse.

      A concept her uncle didn’t seem to be too concerned about.

      And something she hadn’t considered when she’d made the decision to let go of the strap two years ago.

      JB handed Hayden a helmet.

      She strapped it on, tightening it under her chin a little tighter than she needed to, but this would be the first time in a long time she rode a professional bronco. This would be the true test if she could even pull this off.

      “So. I want you to just focus on the roll of your hips the second the gate is open. Just like when you were working on the mechanical horse with Paget. She pretty much had that set to the way Cricket tends to buck. She’s gotten pretty predictable in her old age.” JB climbed up on the metal rungs, tapping his hands on the top one.

      Hayden stepped around the other side and placed her boots, one at a time, on the posts, hiking herself up next to JB, resting her butt on the ledge.

      Cricket neighed a deep, dark, angry tone and kicked her hind legs.

      JB took Hayden’s arm, raising it up over her head. “Start your circle in the direction that Cricket leads and then let your hips follow, from there you’ll have to feel where she’s going to go next, but like I said, she’s predictable, so she’ll go exactly where your instincts will tell you.”

      Hayden blew out a puff of air. “My instincts are a little rusty,” she whispered as she reached for the rein and gripped. She mounted the house in the chute and focused her eyes on the back of Cricket’s ears. This was one controlled ride after a week of training on the mechanical horse. Physically, she knew she was as strong as she was ever going to get.

      Her pain level was at a two, which was as good as it was ever going to get. At the end of today, it was probably going to be an eight.

      At the end of the month, Kevin would be out of her life and she’d be—well, she had no idea and she didn’t care.

      “Are you ready?” JB asked with his hand on the gate.

      She nodded. “Ready.” Only, out of the corner of her eye, right before JB let Cricket out of the chute, Hayden saw her uncle leaning against the fence.

      Fuck.

      He’d promised to stay out of her training and out of trouble in general and she in turn agreed to help him out of his mess.

      Cricket lurched forward and Hayden flipped backward, sideways, and right to the ground. “Goddammit.” She rolled under the fence seconds before Cricket kicked her in the ass.

      Nothing like a first poor showing.

      She jumped to her feet, brushing the dirt off her shirt. “Excuse me while I go have a word with my uncle.”

      “Sure thing,” JB said as he helped corral the bucking bronco. The frustration in his voice wasn’t lost on Hayden.

      A throbbing sensation rippled across her lower back as she stomped across the open field. “What the hell are you doing here?” she asked under her breath. “This was not part of our deal. You made me look like a fool in front of my trainers, not to mention I could have gotten injured and that isn’t going to get us out of this situation you created.”

      “We both have a part to play here,” her uncle Kevin said with a stupid grin like he used to do when she’d been a young girl. He adjusted his sunglasses, pushing them on top of his head. He leaned against the fence, the sun hitting his wrinkled face, showing off his hard living.

      “So play yours somewhere else.”

      “I wanted to come make sure your training was going well, considering what happened the last time you got on a horse.”

      “Don’t talk like that.” She glanced over her shoulder, thankful that no one was in earshot. If anyone had known what she’d done a couple years ago, they wouldn’t be giving her this second chance. “Besides, you promised you’d stay away from my training.”

      “I didn’t realize how boring Buhl, fucking Idaho, would be and I decided to come down here and apply for a job.”

      “No. No. No.” Hayden shook her head. “You can’t work here. Anywhere but here.” Her uncle didn’t have many employable skills, other than being a shitty gambler, but he was a good ranch hand. Not always reliable, but when he did show up to work, he was good with the animals and he knew his way around a barn.

      “I need a job. We need the money. Unless you want me to go find a poker table or a racetrack. I’m sure I can find something to bet on.”

      “That’s not funny.”

      “I’m not laughing,” he said. “I just finished an interview with JW and JD up at the administration building. They told me they needed to talk it over with Georgia Moon and JB, but they are in need of good ranch hands.”

      “I thought you were going to apply for—”

      “I’m a ranch hand. That’s all I’ve ever been. And I’m good at it. This is a higher paying job and I can cheer you on and support your training.” He had the nerve to reach out and bat her nose as if he were the best uncle ever.

      Hayden jerked her head back.

      He narrowed his eyes. “I thought we were past that years ago.”

      She blew out a puff of air. Her uncle had been remorseful ever since the incident. And he was right. It had been years and it never happened again. He’d tried to make it up to her, but abuse always changed things and she struggled to get past it.

      “Remember. We’re a team, you and me. Or at least we were at one point, and if we’re not anymore, well, that’s what we’re portraying to the world and we need to play the part.”

      “I’ll do what I have to, but you better not forget that if you fuck up, MacKenzie and her crew are coming for you. Not me.”
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      Sawyer Lawson had a love-hate relationship with the stage. As a small child, country music had saved his life.

      And that was not an exaggeration.

      Had he not found that he had a really good voice and the ability to learn an instrument by just listening and playing around with it, he might not have survived the brutality of his youth.

      Of course, he could have ended up spending his life in prison for what he’d done.

      And he did carry a pang of guilt.

      It didn’t matter that his case worker, a psychologist, a judge, and everyone else told him that he’d done what everyone else in his shoes would have, he’d still taken a life and it still hadn’t saved his mother from being murdered at the hands of the man who had sworn to protect them both.

      Music had given him a place a hide from the cruel hand life had dealt.

      Now it gave him a way to cope with the loss of his mother and the fact that his grandmother was a gangster and her sole goal in life was to turn him into one too.

      He belted out the last line of one of his original songs. The crowd at Boone’s Bar and Grill whistled, screamed, and applauded, as they always did.

      “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll be back tomorrow night at eight.” He set his guitar down on its stand and snagged his glass of water before making a beeline for the outdoor patio and some fresh, cool summer air because what he hated most about being on stage was the fact that people wanted to talk to him afterward, and that he couldn’t deal with.

      Actually, he didn’t mind that as much as it bothered him how many women tried to pick him up. At first, he liked the attention. What hot-blooded American male didn’t. Hell, he had his first sexual experience with an older woman after one of his gigs.

      And that lasted a good eight months or so.

      He’d learned a lot from that lady.

      Mostly the affair taught him that she’d viewed him as a sex toy, and a large portion of the young women he met when he was out singing at bars saw him in those terms as well.

      That only fed his ego for a brief second.

      “Great set.” Crew Irvin, the local detective, handed him a beer.

      “Thanks.” Sawyer had met Crew a few times and found him to be a decent guy, but Sawyer tended to keep his distance from cops, for obvious reasons.

      “Was that an original song?” Heather, Crew’s girlfriend, asked.

      Heather had to be the sweetest, kindest person Sawyer had met in town and her smile was hard not to return.

      “As a matter of fact, it was,” Sawyer admitted as he did his best to slink into the background. The last bar he sang at a year ago, he ran into a talent scout who told him if he wanted to make it, get some social media accounts, record his original songs, and be willing to work the room.

      All things he would never do.

      His life was about existing.

      Not about being seen or even about being heard. His songs weren’t about him. They were about the people in the audience and how they connected. Related. All he cared about was that at least one person in the audience felt something positive about what he sang. If that happened, then he’d done something positive with his life and that made up for the all the negative.

      But it didn’t bring his mother back.

      “It was amazing.” Heather rolled up her sleeves. “It gave me chills it was so powerful.”

      “Thanks. I really appreciate the compliment.” Sawyer took two steps back toward the corner of the patio where it was less crowded. It was late and the bar was about to close, and he really wanted to head home.

      “We wanted to ask you a question.” Crew took a long swig of his drink. “We’re getting married in a very small ceremony in my backyard in two weeks, and we were hoping you’d be willing to sing at it. Whatever you charge, we’re willing to pay.”

      Singing at a wedding meant he wouldn’t be the center of attention, yet it was an intimate venue and that made him uncomfortable, but looking at this couple, especially the way Crew stared deeply into Heather’s eyes and smiled, how could Sawyer say no?

      He might not believe in love for himself. He might think that love didn’t exist in his world.

      But it might for someone else.

      “Sure. I’d be honored. But I need to clear it with Boone.” Sawyer hadn’t ever performed for a wedding. Who was he to belittle love?

      “I’m sure it won’t be a problem since we’re renting his restaurant for the reception,” Heather said.

      “Oh.” Sawyer nodded. “That’s the private party that’s giving me the night off.” He smiled. “Looks like you have yourself a singer.”

      “You’ll have to tell us your rates,” Crew said.

      “For weddings, it’s on the house.” Sawyer raised his hand when Crew opened his mouth in protest. “Really. I refuse to take money for something so joyous.” Sawyer glanced over his shoulder. He needed to get out of the bar. There was nothing worse than feeling like an animal trapped in a cage, and that’s exactly what happened after every set. He tried like hell to put a smile on his face and mingle, but it never went over well.

      He wasn’t a people person.

      “We need to pay you something,” Heather said.

      “Your happiness is payment enough.” Sawyer chugged down the beverage he’d been given and glanced around. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude. But I really need to get out of here.”

      “We understand,” Crew said, stepping aside. “Boone and Paget told us how private you are and we both can relate to that.”

      Heather nodded, holding out a business card. “I’ll be in touch with all the details. Thank you so much.”

      “The pleasure is all mine.” Sawyer inched closer toward the back gate by the parking lot. “I hope you don’t mind if I sneak out.”

      “Not at all,” Crew said. “Would you like if I created a diversion?”

      Sawyer laughed. “Now if I was famous, that would be classic.” He gripped the latch on the back door. “But I think I’ll be just fine.” He stepped out into the Idaho night. He glanced up into the star-speckled night as he strolled down the street toward his home. Another thing he had a love-hate relationship with was small towns.

      He loved living walking distance from where he got to sing every night.

      However, he hated working where he lived.

      Everyone in Buhl, Idaho, knew everyone else’s business. Thank God he didn’t have business for anyone to give two shits about. That died the second he murdered the man who killed his mother.

      The same man who he called father.

      He strolled the five blocks to his rented duplex. A sweet Cape Cod near the local cemetery on the outskirts of town. Just recently, the lower apartment received new tenants. A woman who he’d learned was trying to make a comeback as a rodeo queen and her uncle.

      So far, Sawyer had his reservations about the duo. Then again, Sawyer didn’t trust too many people and he kept his distance from most, so his reservations about his new neighbors were justifiable.

      However, when he stepped up on the shared front porch and found a young lady sitting on the swing by herself with a glass of wine, he wasn’t sure what to think, much less say or do.

      “Hey there,” he said, deciding he couldn’t be rude, though he might consider using the back entrance from now on. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to be social. Okay. He didn’t. It was just that this part of singing was fake, and he preferred to let the music speak for itself.

      However, having a conversation with his neighbor wasn’t the same. It was a normalcy he needed to let into his life.

      She raised her glass. “Hi.”

      “We haven’t really had a chance to meet. I’m Sawyer Lawson. I rent the upstairs apartment.”

      “The name is Hayden Fox, and my uncle Kevin and I rent the lower level.”

      Sawyer had wished he could have afforded the four-bedroom apartment that made up the rest of the house, but instead he occupied the one-bedroom loft of the Cape Cod style home that might as well be a studio but who was he to complain. He had a roof over his head and every night he got to sing and thus far, for the last eighteen months, he hadn’t had to move because of his past.

      However, his past always had a way of catching up to him and he was already considering moving on. He’d even gotten a couple of gigs a few towns away, just to check things out.

      They weren’t Boone’s and Sawyer hadn’t the inclination to pack up just yet.

      “Your uncle?” Sawyer leaned against the railing and folded his arms. He remembered the morning he’d been woken from a sound sleep when Hayden and her uncle had moved in. “I’m glad you clarified that.”

      She rocked back and forth, sipping her wine, staring off into the night. She’d pulled her long blond hair into a high ponytail and she wore a pair of faded jeans, cowboy boots, and a red-and-white shirt tucked neatly into her slacks. She had a slender figure. Or at least he assumed she did, but it was hard to tell because her clothes were a tad baggy.

      And he was surprised she wore a long-sleeved shirt when it was close to seventy-five degrees out.

      He found himself slowly checking out the way she carried herself, looking for other signs.

      Shit.

      Just because a woman wore long sleeves in the middle of summer didn’t mean anything.

      “The older couple next door might mistake your uncle for a dirty old man who likes young girls.” Sawyer laughed. “And if they thought it, I’m sure that rumor is spreading like wildfire through this small town.”

      She cocked her head. “You don’t know who I am, do you?”

      “Should I?”

      “No. Not necessarily.” She waved her hand in front of her face. “I’ve been away from the rodeo for a couple of years, but most people around here know who I am and why I left.”

      “Sorry. I barely know how to ride a horse and even though I’ve lived here for a year and everyone knows my name, I don’t think I know anyone but Boone and Crew and maybe a couple of the Whiskey brothers, but I always get them confused.”

      She looked him up and down with a smirk. “You dress like a country boy. You sing like a country boy. But you can’t ride a horse? That’s shameful.”

      He shrugged. “I was born and raised a city slicker. What can I say.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the man she called uncle strolling down the street.

      She stopped swinging.

      “You should be in bed, young lady,” her uncle said, waving his fingers. “And you certainly shouldn’t be drinking while training.”

      “It’s just one glass to unwind and last time I checked, I was a grown-up.” Hayden leaned forward and groaned as she stood.

      Sawyer reached out and curled his fingers around her forearm. “Are you okay?”

      She shrugged free. “I’m fine.” She handed the wineglass to her uncle, then placed both hands on her back and stretched. “Sawyer, this is my uncle Kevin.”

      “You’re the singer at Boone’s place,” Kevin said.

      Sawyer winced as he watched Hayden twist her body and contort her face. He’d seen that look before on his mother’s face, though never in public. She always did her best to hide the pain and to cover up the shame whenever they were around other people. Whatever was going on with Hayden, it was out in the open and Sawyer should mind his own fucking business.

      Something else that often got him in trouble and forced him to have to move on.

      “I am.”

      “You’re pretty good,” Kevin said.

      “Thanks.”

      Kevin opened the door to the downstairs apartment. “Too bad we won’t be able to appreciate your music too often, but between my early morning work schedule and my niece’s training and traveling, we’ll be really busy, but it was nice meeting you.” He took Hayden by the arm and guided her through the door. “I’m sure you’re a stand-up guy, but my niece is trying to get her career back on track. I’d appreciate it if you kept your distance.” Kevin turned on his heel and tugged the door closed, clicking the lock.

      Then the deadbolt.

      The hair on the back of Sawyer’s neck stood straight up.

      He ran a hand across his short, thick hair.

      Something didn’t add up.

      He pulled out his cell, tapped on the internet icon app, and typed in Hayden’s name.

      A few articles, images, and YouTube videos came up.

      He scanned the headlines.

      Hayden Fox may be only sixteen, but she’s going to give Cheyenne Hawkins a run for her money.

      Hayden Fox is favored to make a clean sweep at the Twin City Rodeo.

      Tragedy nearly takes Hayden Fox’s life.

      Hayden Fox may never walk again.

      Hayden Fox was seen leaving the Whiskey Ranch last month, making everyone wonder if she’s going to make a comeback.

      Sawyer tapped the YouTube video of the accident that nearly crippled Hayden. It took eight seconds before he had to turn away. “Jesus,” he muttered. He blinked, watching the rest of the video, which was only nine minutes, documenting her recovery.

      No wonder she wore clothes covering herself up if all this was true about her injuries.

      The light in the front room flicked off.

      At least she had someone who stood by her and helped to take care of her, even if he seemed a little rough around the edges.
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      Hayden stepped from the icy bathtub and wrapped her bruised body in a white terry cloth towel. She stood in front of the mirror and patted herself down. Tears stung the corners of her eyes as she examined both old wounds and fresh new ones.

      Scars zigzagged over her skin. Some from surgeries and some from an angry animal stomping on her repeatedly.

      When she’d let go of the rein two years ago, she hadn’t thought about the consequences. All she wanted was for the pain of her life to end. Her mother had died when she’d been only three, her father a few years later. She couldn’t even remember what their voices sounded like anymore.

      Her uncle Kevin had no intention of raising her at first, but eventually he caved, and she fell in love with all things related to the ranch while she followed her him around the ranches he worked on. He’s the one who got her started in bronco riding and all things rodeo.

      “Hayden. Dinner’s on the table. Come on,” her uncle called from the kitchen. Kevin had always been a bit on the moody side and even as a ten-year-old little girl, she’d learned to assess his frame of mind before having discussions with him about anything.

      But the older she got and the more training that was required, the meaner Kevin became, in part because of the money she was costing him, but more so because of all of his gambling debts, but she hadn’t known about those until she was much older.

      “Coming.” Carefully, she slipped into a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. She padded down the hallway and found her uncle setting the table on the back deck.

      She had to give the man credit. For the last two years, Kevin hadn’t done anything but get up at the crack of dawn, go to work, do his job to the best of his ability—when he had employment—and come home and take care of Hayden’s needs.

      He hadn’t done that since Hayden had lost her father and Kevin had been forced into the role of guardian at the ripe old age of twenty-two. Not that she defended Kevin’s behavior.

      But Kevin had his own set of problems.

      His own brother had turned his back the second Kevin had told the world he was gay. Hayden’s father had gone as far as to tell Hayden she was never to speak to or about her uncle Kevin ever again. That being attracted to members of the same sex was not only against God and a sin, but it was disgusting and a disgrace.

      Hayden never felt that way; however, Kevin hardened over the way his family treated him, and then something happened to change him, though Hayden had no idea what. And now Kevin was a cold man with a drinking and gambling problem who tended to take his problems out on Hayden.

      “Smells good.” She eased into one of the chairs and took the pitcher of water, pouring a large glass.

      “I watched some of the roping practice today. I’ve always been amazed at how talented you are.” He set a plate of two hamburgers and two hot dogs on the center of the table. “Everyone on the ranch is impressed.”

      “Thanks.” She took one of the hot dogs and slapped it between one of the buns. She loaded it with relish, ketchup, and mustard. There was nothing like a good hot dog on a summer evening. “I have to say, I’m impressed by your sudden change in attitude.”

      “I realized acting like an asshole isn’t going to solve our problems.”

      “The problems you created,” she said under her breath.

      He slammed the grill top shut.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” He guzzled his beer. “Do I need to remind you that you’re the one who put us in financial stress? And in more ways than one.”

      She pinched the bridge of her nose. She couldn’t deny that her accident had set them back, but it wasn’t her fault Kevin had gambled away all her money.

      “That’s not true, and you know it.”

      “I’m not the one who…” He glanced over both shoulders. “…you know what you did.”

      “After you and your boyfriend stole all my money and—”

      “I didn’t take it. Ralph did and I’ve apologized for it time and time again.”

      She pointed to her face. “How about my broken nose? Or my fractured ribs? Or—”

      “I’m sorry, Hayden. We’ve both been through some really dark times.” He sat across from her and leaned back, staring at her with a dark expression. “I swear to you once we pay off MacKenzie, I will walk out of your life and you will never have to see me again, if that’s what you want, but I would never do that again. You know that. I’ve proved it.”

      She believed him, but it didn’t change the fact it happened in the first place. Along with so many other things.

      “You know that’s not what I want,” she said softly.

      “No. I don’t know that.”

      “Why’d you do it?”

      “Which of my many transgressions are we discussing now?” He loaded up his hamburger with all the fixings, doubling up on the onions. The man loved onions. “Because if we’re still talking about the time…I…I…” He waved his hand over his face. “I hate what I did to you that night.”

      “No. There is no explanation for beating the crap out of someone,” she said, letting the venom roll off her tongue. No matter how many times she forgave him, the pain of that night remained fresh.

      Her earliest memories of her uncle Kevin had been amazing. He was her dad’s fun younger brother who always made her laugh, but she also knew that he caused her parents a great deal of stress.

      Something she hadn’t understood until she found out Kevin was gay and what that meant.

      And how uncomfortable that made her parents.

      “I want to know why you helped me after my fall. You didn’t have to do that, especially after what happened a few months before that.”

      “The same reason I didn’t leave you in foster care when my brother died after he cut me out of his and your lives.” Kevin shoved half the burger in his mouth. A large glob of ketchup and mustard fell out and landed on the table. He cleaned it up with his napkin while he chewed. He wiped his lips. “You’ve never asked me this before so why are you now?”

      “I’ve always been afraid of the answer, considering all that we’ve been through, but I need to know why you stuck around.”

      He let out a short laugh. “One could say it was to manipulate you again to find a way to get money, especially considering I got myself in debt with MacKenzie.”

      “To pay off my hospital bills.”

      “Yeah, well, we can use that as the reason I went to MacKenzie Reynolds all we want, but we both know, put me at a poker table or at a racetrack with a bottle of vodka and we’ve got a big problem.”

      He cracked open another beer and guzzled it. “Last time I did that, it got us here.”

      “You’re dancing around my question, like you did the last time I asked this.”

      He scratched the back of his neck. “When I came out to your parents and my dad, I knew they weren’t going to take it well, but I never expected they’d tell me I was dead to them.”

      “I know that was harsh, but I can’t imagine my dad would have kept you out of his life permanently.”

      Kevin pushed his beer to the side. He leaned back and folded his massive arms across his chest. “I don’t mean to be rude, but you didn’t know your dad well and he was about the most homophobic person on the planet, next to our father. Being a gay man living in that environment was torture and silly me to think coming out would change their perspective because I wasn’t your stereotype being so macho, but no. That’s not what happened. And if either one of them were still alive, I’d still be dead to them. I mean, let’s not forget my father tried to beat my gayness out of me. He thought that if I was more manly, I’d be different, and I let him believe that until I couldn’t do it anymore and it cost me everything.”

      “That’s really sad.”

      Kevin shrugged.

      “Did you come to the hospital and take care of me so you could continue to control me?”

      Kevin let out a short laugh. “Wow. You really don’t think very highly of me, do you?”

      “You haven’t given me any reason to in years.”

      “I can’t say that’s not true, but I didn’t want to control you. I wanted to make it up to you. I had promised my mother that I would take care of you and I’d failed miserably.”

      “Granny died a year after Daddy.”

      Kevin nodded.

      “She didn’t have a problem with you being gay.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Kevin said. “She couldn’t understand it. She always thought that if I found the right woman, then things would be different, and she was constantly sending me text messages of dating profiles of her friends’ daughters.”

      “I am sorry our family didn’t accept you.”

      Kevin blew out a puff of air. “I was seventeen when I finally told my family that all their bullying didn’t change me. That I was gay. And I’d always be that way. You were four years old. I told your folks, and your dad took me out in the backyard and beat the shit out of me.”

      She lifted her hot dog and it slipped from her fingers. “He did what?”

      “It was a common theme in our house whenever one of us did something our dad didn’t approve of. I just never expected your dad to do it to me. So, when I saw you that night with that boy, drinking right before your big rodeo when you were sixteen, I saw red and I followed in their footsteps.”

      She rubbed her cheek, remembering the single backhand across the face that pushed her back, causing her to lose her balance, and she fell, where she landed awkwardly on a coffee table, breaking her rib and smashing her nose. “That doesn’t make it okay.”

      “I never said it did. But I worried you were going to throw away your chances for a better life.”

      “And your gravy train.”

      “That too,” he admitted.

      “You do realize that you’ve treated me no better than they’ve treated you.”

      “I’m not denying it.” He raised his beer and swigged. “There is a part of me that when I look at you, I see them, and I resent you. But most of me sees this amazing girl and I’m filled with love and admiration. I feel like a shit for fucking up your life.”

      She opened up her mouth, but slammed it shut as there were no words she could find to respond to something so honest.

      “It’s funny. I’ve thought about telling you the truth behind all this, but then figured it didn’t matter. It doesn’t change what happened, or what I did.”

      “You’re right. It doesn’t. But I want to know.” And now she wanted to know more than ever. Not only had she agreed to come back to the rodeo to help her uncle so he could get the money he needed to pay MacKenzie back, but she wanted the details surrounding her family that she’d chosen not to accept because it was too painful. “Why did my father ask you to take care of me if he never wanted to speak to you again?”

      “I’m not exactly sure about that.” Kevin leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “When I got the phone call from the lawyer, I was stunned and to be honest, I left you in foster care for a week. I wasn’t cut out to take care of a kid, but you were too stinking cute and I fell in love with you.”

      She smiled. “We were good together in the beginning.”

      “We were.” He shook his head. “You followed me around the ranches I worked on like a lovesick puppy. You made me want to try to get my head out of my ass, and for a while I did, until Ralph broke my heart.” He ran a hand over his face. “I know this is an excuse, but after you were released from the hospital and the bills started rolling in, I was so overwhelmed and that’s about the same time I found out Ralph had gotten married to the man he cheated on me with. I lost my shit, got wasted, and then proceeded to lose what little money we had at an underground poker game, putting us in hot water with MacKenzie.”

      “I can’t believe you used the money you borrowed from her to pay my bills to gamble with. What were you thinking?”

      “Obviously, I wasn’t. But we were in trouble before I gambled it away. Going into business with MacKenzie was a bad idea to begin with. But once we pay her off, you are free to do whatever your heart wants.”

      “We’re trusting a gangster to keep her word.”

      He nodded. “We are because I’m going to hold her to it.”

      “And how is that possible?”

      “Because for once in my life, I’m going to do the right thing by you.”
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      Hayden hadn’t wanted to come out and socialize with anyone. After the conversation she’d had with her uncle the other day, she’d done a ton of soul searching. She didn’t give Kevin a hall pass for anything. His actions were deplorable, and she couldn’t forgive him for many of the things he’d done, but she did have a heart and he was a victim with some things.

      However, he’d put her in a very bad situation and he’d never be the kind of uncle she wanted or deserved. And when this was over, they’d go their separate ways, never to see each other again.

      That’s just the way it had to be.

      For now, she smiled and acted as if all she cared about was the rodeo. She needed to put on a good show. The world needed to believe she was back and better than ever.

      And if that meant having a bite to eat with a few of the other rodeo gals and pretending to have a grand old time, then so be it.

      She rubbed the back of her neck as she sat in the far back corner of the outdoor patio, listening to the smooth twangy voice of Sawyer filter through the night air. For a young man, he had such an old soul. His chocolate eyes carried a darkness that haunted her soul. Every time she caught his gaze, it was as if they shared a secret treasure. Some sort of weird cosmic bond.

      But she figured it had more to do with the fact that he was as much of a loner as she was, which she thought was odd considering he was a singer and didn’t most wannabe rock stars crave the spotlight?

      “I swear, that cowboy in there is the hottest man in all these parts,” Josie Andrews, another cowgirl currently training at the ranch, said. She stuffed half her turkey club sandwich in her mouth and chewed. Josie didn’t have the best manners in the world.

      Nor was she very good at the rodeo. Word was that Josie had come to Whiskey Ranch last month, begging for a spot in the rodeo school after having been unable to qualify for the last few events.

      “He’s too brooding for me,” Keller Michaels said. Keller was also in the group, though she wouldn’t be competing in the next couple of rodeos due to an injury.

      Truth be told, Keller might not make it back to the rodeo, though not because of her torn calf muscle. No. Keller was in love and wanted to move on to the next part of her life.

      Wife and motherhood.

      Though she had mentioned wanting to train future talent. Always a good job to have and something Hayden would love to do, just not something she could do. Not with the life she’d had.

      “How would you know anything about him?” Josie asked with a wicked grin.

      “I’ve tried talking to him.” Keller shook her head. “More than once. I even asked him on a date before I met Jeffery.”

      “What did Sawyer say when you asked him out?” Hayden reached across the table for the ketchup. Every muscle in her body throbbed. Her bones ached. It even hurt to blink. The week had been hard, and she spent more time on the ground than she had on the back of a bucking bronco.

      And then there was training for all the other events, because no one could ever call Hayden a one-trick pony.

      As much as she hadn’t planned on ever competing again, now that she was back in the ring training, she realized how much she’d missed the rodeo.

      It was a bittersweet return and it wouldn’t last. She and Kevin had decided the second her portion of the debts were paid, she was out of the loop and Kevin would help her disappear so MacKenzie would never be able to find her.

      Hayden normally didn’t trust her uncle, but this time, she believed every word he said.

      “He thanked me for flattering him, but told me he didn’t date,” Keller said. “I’ve been living in Buhl for three years. He’s been here a little over a year. I’ve never seen him with a woman.”

      “Have you seen him with a man?” Hayden asked. “Maybe he likes guys.” If her uncle wasn’t such an asshole, she’d fix them up. But with Kevin’s confessions, she wouldn’t set anyone up with him. She still didn’t trust him completely.

      “Haven’t seen him with anyone, male or female,” Keller said as the waitress set the bill on the counter.

      Each of them set their credit cards on the table.

      “Can you split it equally?” Hayden asked.

      The waitress nodded. “I’ll be right back with your receipts.”

      “I’ve tried talking with him too,” Josie said. “He’s always polite and nice, but doesn’t seem too interested in going out.”

      Keller tossed her napkin on her plate and nodded toward the main room. “Sounds like Sawyer’s done with his set.”

      “Looks like he’s headed this way,” Josie said. “Too bad I have to head home.”

      Hayden swallowed her pulse.

      She’d seen him a couple of times in the last few days in passing. They’d stopped once on the front porch and exchanged pleasantries and again in the grocery store until some twenty-something blond hit on him, making it utterly awkward. If she didn’t have a gangster to get off her back, she’d definitely be interested in Sawyer. He was exactly her type. They both enjoyed the same kind of music and based on their last conversation, they both liked the same television shows and movies.

      Not to mention they were both introverts.

      But this was not the time for Hayden to have a love life.

      “Good evening, ladies.” Sawyer tipped his Stetson. “Hayden. How’s the training going?”

      “I’m not dead, but my body wishes I was.” Hayden didn’t like how her palms broke out in a hot sweat and butterflies filled her gut every time Sawyer came within ten yards of her.

      “That sounds brutal,” he said.

      The waitress snuck back, handing each of them their receipts, and quickly turned on her heel, heading off to one of her other tables.

      “I don’t know about you guys, but I need to go home and get a good night’s sleep,” Josie said. “Don’t you two live in the same building? Perhaps you should walk each other home.”

      Hayden blushed, but refrained from saying anything.

      “Josie, wait up. I’m right behind you.” Keller stood. “My Uber will be here in three minutes.” She waved. “I’ll see you all on Monday. Enjoy the weekend.”

      “Later.” Josie scurried through the crowd, leaving Hayden sitting at the table with Sawyer.

      Her heart beat like a bucking bronco that had just been released from the chute. She resented the primal effect that Sawyer had on her physically. Between her career and then her accident, she hadn’t much experience with men.

      “Are you playing another set tonight?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady and confident.

      “Nah.” He shook his head. “I wasn’t even planning on playing tonight, but I wanted to try out a few songs I had written.”

      “Do you ever sell your songs?”

      “I haven’t yet.”

      “You’re very talented,” she said.

      “Thank you.” He pointed toward the back alleyway. “I was going to head home. Can I walk you?”

      “Sure.” She took his hand, surprised by the fact he laced his fingers through hers as he guided her through the tables.

      Boone’s place was packed nearly every night of the week and tonight was no exception. A few patrons thanked Sawyer for his singing talents before they stepped onto the road heading south out of town.

      She lived less than a mile from Boone’s. Her backyard butted against the local cemetery. Most people thought that was creepy. She found it calming in a weird way.

      “You’re limping,” Sawyer said.

      “It’s an old injury.” She went to rub her hip and realized Sawyer had their hands intertwined. She wasn’t quite sure what to do with that other than she didn’t want to let go and that was an odd sensation. “And it’s just being aggravated by my training.”

      “How’s that going?”

      “It’s rough and I swear JB Whiskey wants to kill me.”

      Sawyer laughed. “I’d be more afraid of his wife.”

      “She hasn’t been around much the last couple of days. She’s been having contractions. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s having a baby right now.”

      A couple with their dog and two little kids passed by. The girl giggled as she whispered to her brother how Hayden was holding Sawyer’s hand.

      Hayden tugged, releasing Sawyer’s grip.

      He stuffed his hands into his pockets and scuffed his feet as they rounded the corner toward the cemetery. “When I rented the upstairs apartment, the family that lived in your place, the kids used to play kickball in the backyard. Whenever the ball ended up in the graveyard, they’d stand on the edge and scratch their heads. They wouldn’t step foot in the cemetery.”

      “So, you came to their rescue.”

      “Every time, but my curiosity got the better of me and I had to ask them why they wouldn’t go get them. I mean, everyone ends up going into a cemetery at some point in their life. They might be kids, but maybe a grandparent had passed or a great uncle.”

      “Did you piss off their parents?”

      “No. They scared the crap out of me and now I don’t want to go into the graveyard. Ever. Not even in broad daylight. The ghost story their parents had come up with was so subtle to keep their kids from running wild in that place that I even have nightmares. Sometimes, late at night, I look out the window and—”

      She grabbed his arm. “Don’t you dare tell me. Right now, I take my morning runs in that graveyard and if you ruin that for me, or make it hard for me to sleep, and I end up getting even more banged up in my training, it’s not going to be a ghost giving you nightmares.”

      “Now, nightmares suck, but I wouldn’t want to be responsible for any more bruising on your beautiful body.”

      “Flattery won’t get you very far with me,” she said. “What happened to the family that lived here?”

      “They got lucky. Their dream house came up for sale and all the stars aligned and they were able to buy it. I was really happy for them because he’d lost his job a couple of years ago and things had been pretty tough. So I was glad things were looking up for them.” He placed his hand on the small of her back and guided her up their shared porched. “Where’s your uncle?”

      “He had to go take care of some old business. He’ll be back in a couple of days.” She hated how much Kevin was still intertwined with MacKenzie and her crew. Or the fact that MacKenzie thought it was okay for Kevin to up and leave his new job and run off and do whatever crazy stunt she wanted him for that could potentially ruin everything.

      “He’s pretty hard on you.”

      The last thing she wanted to do was defend her uncle. Again. She’d been doing it her entire life and she was damn fucking tired of it.

      Only now that the tables had turned and she understood him a little better, it was an easier pill to swallow. However, it was a game she no longer wanted to play.

      “He’s a little rough around the edges.”

      “That’s being kind.” Sawyer pulled open his door. “I want to show you something.”

      She tilted her head. “That sounds like a proposition.” Her heart dropped to the pit of her stomach like a cement brick plummeting to the bottom of the ocean. It was fast and furious and there was nothing that was going to stop it until it hit bottom. Her childhood had been stolen from her and she hadn’t even realized it until it was too late. She hadn’t missed it because the rodeo gave her everything she lacked. As a young teenager, she loved competing. She thrived on winning and she wanted to be the best.

      That was until her uncle beat the shit out of her and killed her fight. That night changed everything. She’d already been slowly dying inside. The only thing that gave her joy had been the rodeo, but her uncle managed to taint that, and by the day of her accident, she felt as though she were all alone in the world.

      He flicked the light switch and pushed open the door. “After you.”

      The air in her lungs escaped. She’d had very little experience with men. Between her training, her near-death experience, and living with her uncle, she didn’t have too many opportunities for sexy time.

      Not that she wanted this moment to turn into a walk on the wild side.

      “I promise. I will keep my hands to myself,” Sawyer said.

      She swallowed her fear and slowly climbed the steps. She rubbed her forefinger and thumb together as she rounded the corner at the top. To the right, she saw a door to the only bedroom. To the left was a small living room and a galley kitchen.

      “Over here.” He tugged her through the main room and lifted open the window.

      “What the heck are you doing?”

      “We’re going to go sit on the roof.”

      “Oh no, we’re not.” She took a step back.

      “You’ve got to see the view of the cemetery and the town from up here.”

      She held up her hands and waved. “Nope. No, thank you. That’s a little too high for me.”

      He laughed. “Are you kidding me? You’ll get on the back of a bucking horse, but you’re afraid of heights?”

      “More like a little terrified of free-falling from a second-story window.”

      “You’ll be fine. It’s not a very sharp angle out this window.”

      “Who sits on a ledge anyway,” she mumbled. Taking his hand, she angled her foot on the other side of the window.

      “That’s it. You’ve got this.” He steadied her as he held her hips, easing her ass to the shingles. He scooted himself closer and pointed. “Look.”

      She gasped, gazing out over the county graveyard. The moon and the bright stars shone down over the grassy patch of land, illuminating the intense area. A few lampposts flicked in the background.

      “I can’t say I want to go running before the sun comes out.”

      “You can’t anger the spirits if you’re respectful and I don’t think jogging would upset them.”

      “Is that what the family that lived here before told you?” She breathed slowly, in through her nose and out through her mouth all while she held on to the open window with one hand and gripped his thigh with the other. She did her best to focus on the patch of land behind her backyard. “This is an amazing view.”

      “I hadn’t realized how big the cemetery was until I saw it from up here.”

      “But it’s also kind of small the way it snakes through the neighborhood like that. It’s as if it’s a tree root in search of water to feed the leaves on the very top end.”

      “That’s an interesting analogy.” Her muscles relaxed and she leaned back, staring up at the electric sky. “How often do you sit out here at night?”

      “If I’m singing at Boone’s late, I’ll come out here when I come home and have a glass of whiskey and unwind. And sometimes I like to have my coffee out here in the morning.”

      “Too bad it’s not flat; you could make it a balcony.”

      “Now that would amazing.” He rested on his elbow and placed a hand high on her leg. “I’ve never seen a rodeo before.”

      “Seriously? What about the Whiskey Ranch Showcase?”

      He shook his head. “I have an aversion to races. I tend to lose my shirt.”

      “Good thing the rodeo isn’t the track. Far from it.” She tried to focus on the blanket of stars and not the warm hand massaging her thigh. “I could get you a ticket with a barn pass.”

      “I’d like that,” he said, holding her gaze with fiery intent.

      She swallowed her pulse.

      He leaned closer. His lashes fluttered over his dark, smoldering eyes. He was going to kiss her and she should stop him, but all she could do was hold her breath and wait for his tender touch.

      And he didn’t disappoint.

      His lips were soft, but firm and he slipped his tongue between them, swirling it around inside her mouth.

      A low groan vibrated in her throat.

      This was exactly what she didn’t need.

      She pressed her hand on his chest. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I promised I was going to be a gentleman. I went back on my word.”

      “It’s just that I have a rodeo to train for and to be totally honest, it’s not going all that well.”

      “Why not?”

      “Two years away has taken its toll.”

      “Is it that or your injuries from your accident?” he said, brushing her hair from her face.

      “So, you did some research as to who I am.”

      He nodded. “I was curious about you and your uncle.”

      “My uncle?”

      “This is embarrassing, but because I didn’t know anything about you or the rodeo and you always wear these long-sleeved shirts.” He reached out and ran a hand up and down her arm. “I know someone close to me who was abused for years and she always wore clothes like that to cover up her bruises, even when it was eighty degrees.”

      “My uncle doesn’t beat me,” she said behind a tight jaw with thick emotion in her throat. He’d done it once, and it wasn’t as if his father hadn’t done it to him.

      Her uncle was a lot of things, including an asshole, and she should walk away from him. She didn’t owe him anything. She didn’t have to help him, and he could have left her in that hospital room all alone.

      But he hadn’t.

      As dysfunctional and fucked up as their relationship was, she cared about Kevin and she wasn’t going to let MacKenzie destroy her uncle.

      It was time to change their luck.

      “I didn’t mean to insult you and I thought I should be honest.”

      “Well, I do appreciate the dose of truth behind your thoughts, but do you always go around thinking the worst of people?” The hardest part was he wasn’t that far off the mark. Her uncle hadn’t been the kind of guardian she deserved. He’d been emotionally and mentally abusive. Not to mention he’d used his fists once to drive home a point.

      He’d stolen from her and he’d put them in a position where both their lives were on the line.

      He didn’t deserve her loyalty, but he had been the only family she had and as a kid, she didn’t know any better. As an adult, she wanted to give him a second chance to do the right thing. So far, Kevin had been doing everything he’d promised. She would keep her end of the bargain as long as he did.

      “I haven’t talked about this with anyone since I moved here. Heck. I haven’t talked about it in five or six years, but I grew up in an abusive household. I’m sensitive to the signs.” He ran a thumb across her cheek. “But after I read about your career and accident and everything that you endured.” He traced a path up her arm with his finger. “I suspect you’re covering up scars from your past injuries and not bruises from someone hurting you.”

      She pushed herself to a sitting position. Her heart squeezed. “Whether I am or not, it’s not your business.” There had been other people in her past who had stuck their noses in her business, concerned about her uncle’s behavior. Everyone always thought he was too hard on her and expected too much. When she was a little girl, she thought it was because Kevin wanted her to succeed and be the best. She believed it was because he loved her, not because she was his meal ticket.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to insult you. It’s not the first time I’ve opened my mouth and inserted my foot with something like this.”

      “Why?” Crap. She shouldn’t have asked the question. At this point she should be saying thanks for the view and good night.

      “I told you. I lived it and I don’t want to see anyone live the hell that I did.”

      “So, you go around trying to save everyone?”

      He shook his head. “Actually, I tend to stay away from people and mind my own business. It was hard with you because your reactions toward your uncle reminded me a bit of how my mom cowered toward my dad.”

      “I’m sorry that you lived that, but you don’t know anything about me, or my uncle, or what we’ve had to survive.”

      He nodded. “I know. I’m sorry. I came to a rash judgment that I shouldn’t have. I’d like to make it up to you when you have a few hours off and maybe take you to the movies or something.”

      “I have no time off until after this first rodeo,” she admitted. “Do you want to come? I’m happy to get you that ticket.”

      “I’d love to, but only if you’ll let me take you out afterward.” He held up his hands. “It doesn’t have to be a date. I swear, I can keep my lips to myself. I’d like the opportunity to redeem myself.”

      “Deal,” she found herself saying.

      Only, she knew it would never happen. She’d have to find a good excuse to cancel, and she would. Getting involved with anyone while her uncle was still tied up with MacKenzie was a bad idea.
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      Sawyer leaned against the railing, holding his breath. Never in his life had he watched such a display of athleticism and they hadn’t even gotten to the bronco riding yet. Half the time, he had to close his eyes when he watched Hayden perform any of the events. No way in hell could he have done even calf roping.

      Not that he’d get in a pen with a cow of any size.

      “Impressive, isn’t she?” Kevin handed Sawyer a beer.

      “Very.” He took a long draw of the cold brew, enjoying the bubbles as they fizzled down his throat. He’d memorized the order of all the contestants, but it didn’t matter.

      Hayden was the last one.

      And now she was next.

      Sawyer didn’t really understand all the scoring, but he did get that she had no chance of winning the overall, not even if she broke the world record for bronc riding, which she’d told him she wasn’t even thinking about.

      All she wanted was a good showing.

      So far, she’d done just that.

      Or at least from Sawyer’s perspective, she’d been successful.

      “She’s worked really hard to get where she is and trust me when I say, it’s been a really fucking hard road.”

      “I’ve heard.” The hair on the back of Sawyer’s neck stood up on end. He kept his gaze on the chute where they loaded the horses. Any second now, they should be announcing Hayden’s name. “I’ve seen the videos on YouTube.”

      “So you know she’s not only lucky to be alive, but to even be walking.”

      Sawyer nodded. “Are you sure she should even be doing this?”

      “You think I’d let her if she wasn’t up for it? If the doctors hadn’t cleared her?”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Sawyer tilted his head, lowering his shades. “I’m simply concerned for her well-being and I don’t know—”

      “Are implying I’m not? Because I raised that little girl after my brother died and nursed her back to health after a bronco nearly stomped her to death. I’m all she has.”

      Sawyer glanced between the man on the podium with the microphone telling the crowd that Hayden had entered the corral and Kevin, who had climbed up on the side of the fence, on the inside where family, friends, and other barn pass holders were allowed to watch. It was directly opposite of the stands.

      “I mean no disrespect,” Sawyer said, not quite understanding why Kevin was behaving like an overprotective uncle with a chip on his shoulder. Sawyer couldn’t figure him out and he didn’t trust Kevin.

      Nor did he believe that Kevin was this loving, caring man who had always been there for Hayden. Sawyer sensed tension between the two of them, but he couldn’t put a finger on the source, and as much as he wanted to, he couldn’t let it go.

      Hayden had wormed her way into his daily thoughts, his nightly dreams, and now his songs. He couldn’t close his eyes and not think about her and when he was awake, she managed to weave into his mind both consciously and subconsciously.

      Wherever he went, she was just there, and he couldn’t shake it.

      So, he decided to embrace it.

      For now.

      “You seem like a nice enough young man, but I need you to stay away from Hayden. She can’t afford to split her focus between a budding romance and her comeback. She’s worked too hard, so I’m going to ask you to back off.”

      “I think that’s for her to tell me.” For most of Sawyer’s childhood, he’d been a mousy child, never speaking up for himself or against authority. When his father would go off the rails, Sawyer would do exactly what his mother told him to.

      He’d either hide during the attack.

      Or he’d go to the neighbors.

      As he got older, and he realized what was going on, he started to push back. That’s when he learned that the only way it was ever going to end was if he did something drastic.

      And he did.

      And he paid a small price, though it was too late. His father had killed his mother and Sawyer had killed his father.

      “But I want you to know that I wouldn’t ever do anything to hurt Hayden.”

      “That might be true. However, I’m asking you nicely to leave her alone. She’s already struggling and she has one shot at a comeback.”

      “What happens if this doesn’t work out for her? What then?”

      “She has a plan and right now, it doesn’t include a guitar-picking loner who hops from one town to the next with no real career or future.” Kevin turned. “And I did a little digging. Your name isn’t Sawyer. Well, it is, but that’s your last name. Your first name is really Blaine and I know what you did, so excuse me if I don’t think you’re the kind of man I want around my niece.”

      Sawyer balled his fists. “If you did your homework, then you know why I did it and that I didn’t spend a single day in prison.”

      “I don’t want to know the details. I just want you gone. Got it?” He pushed his glasses up on his nose. “Now, I’d appreciate it if you let me watch my niece in private.”

      Sawyer had no desire to get into a pissing contest with Kevin while Hayden was preparing for her big comeback in bronc riding. He took his beer and moved to where JB stood with his son, his wife Cheyenne, and their new daughter, Dora.

      “She looks nervous,” Sawyer said softly.

      “She does,” Cheyenne agreed.

      “I’d say she looks more spooked.” JB handed his daughter to his wife. “I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

      “Why?” Sawyer asked.

      “I was there the day she fell, and something wasn’t right that day.” JB took off his hat and set it on the table behind him. “Back then she looked spaced out. Today she appears more like a timid animal, which isn’t like her.”

      “She was that first day she got on Cricket,” Cheyenne said.

      “But that was her first day really back training. Since then she’s been fearless. Like she used to be. Something’s bothering her, but it didn’t start until right before this part of the competition.” JB covered his forehead with his hand.

      “Has her uncle always been so tough on her?” Sawyer asked, keeping his focus on Hayden as she mounted the bucking bronco. His heart raced faster than it ever had in the past.

      “I don’t know,” JB said. “We didn’t train her when she competed years ago. We knew her in passing and admired her talent. I sold her uncle a horse and thought he was a bit of a dick, but outside of that, we don’t really know him.”

      “He’s kind of hot and cold.” Cheyenne set her baby girl in the stroller. “He’s definitely rough around the edges and there have been times I wonder how much he really cares about his niece’s career or if he just resents he was strapped with having to take care of her when he’d been barely an adult. But this time around, there seems to be a strong bond. However, she’s looking really scared right now. I don’t like that. It’s a recipe for a big mistake.”

      “I agree,” JB said.

      “I’m not liking this conversation.” Sawyer rolled his shoulders as Hayden grabbed hold of the rein.

      “Whatever is going to happen will be over in seconds.” JB hoisted himself up on the fence, swinging his legs over the top.

      “What is he doing?” Sawyer asked.

      “You really don’t want to know,” Cheyenne said.

      “Yeah. Actually, I do.” But when Sawyer glanced over his shoulder, he didn’t need an explanation.

      Kevin was perched on top of the fence, ready to go racing across the hard ground if something horrible happened.

      Just like JB.

      Sawyer swallowed.

      The chute opened.

      Hayden leaned forward. Then back. Then to the right and the left.

      And then she fell to the ground.

      She lasted all of three seconds.

      It wasn’t a good showing, not to mention she fell hard and the bucking bronco nearly landed on her shoulder.

      “Fuck,” JB muttered as he jumped from the fence.

      Sawyer gasped. He glanced over his shoulder as Kevin leaped from his post, racing across the hard ground, calling out his niece’s name. Sawyer went for the fence.

      “Don’t,” Cheyenne said. “She’s on her feet, so let them tend to her.”

      Sawyer blew out a puff of air and nodded. “I think I’ll go get another beer.” Instead, he found himself making a beeline for the inside of the barn. He needed to know she was okay.
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      Hayden climbed up on Ginger and glanced toward the south side of the corral. Her heart pounded and she smiled at the sight of Sawyer.

      He’d turned out to be a totally unexpected cheerleader and he probably didn’t even know the extent of the support he’d given her over the course of the last week. But all she had to do was focus on his music and it immediately calmed her pulse and gave her the ability to focus on the task at hand. More than once in the last few days she’d found herself sitting on his rooftop and staring out over the cemetery. They did nothing but chat about the rodeo or the music and of course the occasional hand-holding.

      She even let him steal a kiss or two.

      But that was as far as it went because she couldn’t allow things to get carried away. Not now.

      Not ever.

      Which was too bad because Sawyer was exactly the kind of man she could fall madly in love with. He was kind and sensitive and didn’t judge. He understood that her relationship with her uncle had been complicated and while he obviously didn’t like it, he had no desire to come between her and Kevin.

      However, there were some things that troubled her, like Sawyer’s unwillingness to discuss his family in detail. Of course, she was one to talk. She avoided in-depth conversations as if they were the plague, so she couldn’t push too hard. But Sawyer carried a darkness behind his chocolate-colored eyes and she wanted to know what it was, but she’d never asked.

      “Good luck,” the man holding the gate said.

      She lifted her gaze and her heart stopped beating.

      MacKenzie waved from the fifth row.

      What the hell was that bitch doing at this particular rodeo? Did she really need to come and watch the beginning of Hayden’s comeback? As if the papers and all the major news channels weren’t covering the biggest story in the sport since Cheyenne Hawkins Whiskey broke the world record with her comeback.

      MacKenzie had given Kevin until next week before he had to make his first payment and even if she fell coming right out of the chute on this run, she’d make enough for that first installment with a little more to put away for the next.

      The goal was that in a year, her uncle wouldn’t owe her a dime and in two years, she and Kevin could go their separate ways and hopefully, Kevin wouldn’t go back to gambling and pissing his life away.

      But she would no longer be responsible.

      She sucked in a deep breath and let it go slowly. “Ready,” she said, gripping the rein and holding her free hand high.

      The man lifted the chute and the horse took off bucking.

      Only her eyes went from the pile of muscle she was riding to the woman in the stands. Next thing she knew she was flat on her back, staring at an angry horse waiting to pounce.

      Hayden quickly rolled to her side and under the fence. “Shit,” she muttered as her uncle and JB scooped her up onto her feet.

      “Are you okay?” Kevin lifted her into his arms and raced her to safety. “Are you hurt? Did you get stepped on?”

      “No. I’m fine. Really. You can put me down.”

      “I will when I get you to the first aid room.” He continued to dodge people left and right as he raced through the barn. He rounded the corner and set her down on a gurney, patting down her body. “Does anything hurt?”

      “Other than my ego, I’m fine.”

      “I’ll find the doctor to check you out,” JB said.

      Hayden nodded as she tried to breathe normally, but it proved impossible.

      “What the hell happened? It looked like you choked, but that’s not like you,” Kevin said. “You appeared so confident as you strolled to the chute, but the second you climbed up the ladder, you froze. I’m worried I’m pushing you too hard.”

      “I take it you didn’t see MacKenzie in the stands,” Hayden said as she took the glass of water her uncle offered.

      “You’re joking, right? She wouldn’t set foot in a fucking rodeo.”

      “She’s here alright.” Hayden guzzled, not caring that half the liquid didn’t make it in her mouth and dribbled down her chin and onto her shirt. “She was staring me down. Smiling and waving like she was my best fucking friend.”

      “Shit. That’s not good.”

      “Thank goodness I did well enough to win a good chunk of money. We can cut her a check today and send her on her way until the next payment is due.”

      Kevin squeezed her shoulder. “I don’t like that MacKenzie is here. I’m going to need to deal with her, but I want to make sure she’s not anywhere near you and that will take a well-thought-out plan.”

      “I wasn’t going to tell you, but I have a date with—”

      “I know all about it,” Kevin interrupted her. “And I just canceled it for you.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Because he’s a man with his own past and he’s a distraction,” Kevin said, letting out a long breath. “Yes. I’m an asshole and I’m thinking about myself. I get you’re my ticket out of this mess. But you agreed. If you hadn’t, we wouldn’t be sitting here together.”

      “You’re right. I signed on for this and I’m going to help you, but you don’t get to run every aspect of my life, especially who I’m friends with.”

      “Maybe not, but for the next couple of years I do have a say in it and if you knew what I do about Sawyer, you’d agree with me.” Her uncle held up his hand. “He has a dark past. Like I do. Worse actually. However, he’d never hurt you, and that is something I believe I can say with some confidence.”

      “I’m really confused, Uncle Kevin.”

      He nodded. “MacKenzie is nuts. Certifiably nuts. I don’t trust her and I don’t want her near you, so if that means you go out with this Sawyer guy, then that’s what it means.”

      “I won’t use him.”

      “I need you to. And I need you to do so publicly. I know it’s one more reason for you to hate me. To hate what I’ve done to you. I get it. But MacKenzie isn’t just a woman I—we—owe money to. She’s dangerous. If she believes you know nothing, she can’t hurt you. If she thinks you’re in bed with a killer, she’ll—”

      “A what?” Hayden dropped the glass of water. Thank God the cup was plastic and it bounced on the ground. “Did you just call Sawyer a killer?”

      “It was self-defense. It’s not like he went out and murdered someone in cold blood.”

      Her heart tightened and she couldn’t catch her breath. It was as if the horse she’d just been on sat on her back and wouldn’t get up. “That’s supposed to make me feel better about it?”

      “Does my story make you feel better about me?” he asked with an arched brow.

      Her jaw slacked open.

      “He’s probably a much better man than I am,” Kevin said. “I know why Sawyer did what he did and under the circumstances, you would have too, so cut the boy some slack.” Kevin let out a long breath. “I don’t want you around him because I think he’s exactly the kind of young man that will take you away from what I need you to do and I get that’s awfully fucking selfish of me right now.” He glanced over his shoulder before turning and catching her gaze. “However, that woman is bad news and if I thought she’d just kill me, I’d walk out into the center of that corral and let her do it. But she’d haunt you for the rest of your life and I’ve screwed yours up enough.”

      For the first time since her uncle broke her nose when she’d been sixteen, she believed and trusted every word he said.

      Hayden wrapped her arms around her body and shivered.

      “I need to get MacKenzie out of Idaho and keep her away from you. So, let Sawyer take you out a couple of times this weekend. Hell, if during your downtime he wants to take you do Disney, let him.”

      “But if I’m out with Sawyer, that will draw MacKenzie’s eye. She’ll want to know about him.”

      “If she does, hopefully it will make her feel comfortable in the company we’re keeping.”

      “That would be using him and regardless of what he’s done, I don’t like doing that to him, at least not without his knowledge.” Hayden rubbed her aching lower back, though her ego would take a bigger hit at tomorrow’s headlines when they rip her a new one after being tossed about a half second after she left the chute. She figured she ranked tenth out of twenty overall. Wasn’t the worst showing and since it had been two years since she competed, she really shouldn’t complain.

      But she was.

      Because she knew she could have done better.

      “You can’t tell him because that would be putting a target on his back,” Kevin said. “He’s headed this way and I need to apologize for telling him to take a hike. I’ll be right back.”

      She opened her mouth, but in a flash, her uncle was gone. She peeked her head out the door, craning to hear Kevin and Sawyer’s words, but she only got like every other one over the chatter of everyone else, along with the movement of horses being shuffled in and out of the barn.

      About all she got was that Kevin was just looking out for the best interest of his niece and that perhaps he’d been a bit too judgmental in his assessment of the situation and that he’d like to have a drink with Sawyer to hear his side of the story.

      Hayden didn’t like that idea.

      It meant she’d be kept out of the loop.

      But she’d change that real quick.

      This was her life and if she was going to continue to play this game, she was going to push her way into the driver’s seat.
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      If there was one thing Sawyer understood better than anyone it was that abusive relationships were complicated and often those involved loved each other deeply.

      His parents certainly had a passionate relationship when they weren’t fighting.

      His father never grasped the idea that marriage and love wasn’t about total submission. His father thought that if his mother didn’t make him lunch one day, or if the laundry wasn’t completed on time, that she’d been off gallivanting with her friends—or worse, some guy—and hadn’t been doing her duty as his wife and therefore she wasn’t committed to him and their family.

      He equated love with the archaic concepts and values of being a wife instead all the little things that went with being a couple and a family.

      But his father used fear to keep his family together, and that’s not love.

      Sawyer couldn’t figure out the connection with Hayden and her uncle because she didn’t fear him, but she was afraid of something.

      And so was Kevin.

      Sawyer stepped from the back entrance of his apartment onto the grassy backyard. He took the beer that Kevin offered and sat at the picnic table, digging into the chips and guacamole.

      “Thanks for taking a moment to talk with me.” Kevin leaned against the side of the house, nursing a longneck.

      “I don’t take too kindly to people checking into my background.” Of course, Sawyer was being a hypocrite because he’d just spent the last couple of hours poking around the internet looking for information on Kevin.

      And he’d taken it one step further by asking Crew to do a little digging, which if Hayden found out.

      Oh boy.

      Well, Sawyer could kiss goodbye taking that girl out again.

      Again?

      He hadn’t even had the first date yet.

      “I can understand why. If I were you, I would have done more than moved my last name to being my first.”

      “You’re not me.”

      “This is true,” Kevin said. “But I’m no saint. I’ve seen things and done things that I’m not proud of. I’ve had a hard life and I’ve been put in situations that have pushed me over the edge. Considering you were just a kid when you pulled that trigger, I suspect the things you endured to that point might have been even harsher than mine.”

      “What are we going to do? Compare tit for tat here?”

      “Wow. I didn’t expect to get the angry, young bitter singer this evening.” Kevin raked a hand through his wavy hair. “Why so defensive?”

      “You’re putting me in that position.” Not entirely true, but for now, Sawyer was going to run with it. “What is it that you want to know?”

      “You were arrested for the murder of your father, but all charges were eventually dropped, correct?”

      Sawyer nodded. He hadn’t had this conversation in years and the last time he had to relive the day’s events, it wasn’t pretty. To this day, his emotions were as bitter and raw as the moment his mother took her last breath.

      It was one thing to take someone’s life when they were threatening you.

      Beating you.

      Killing your mother.

      It was something else when the person doing those things was your own father.

      And you knew the second you picked up that gun what your intentions were and you knew you’d be able to live with the consequences.

      Sawyer swallowed.

      No way would he be spending any more time with Hayden. There was a reason he didn’t date or spend too much time in one place, and it was time to move on. Boone would find another singer and even if he didn’t find one before Sawyer moved on, Boone’s place wouldn’t suffer because there wasn’t any other establishment in town worth hanging out in.

      “It took a few months before the district attorney’s office decided it was self-defense. Why is that?”

      “Because I didn’t kill him in the middle of the beating.” Sawyer pushed the beer to the side. The last thing he needed was alcohol to fuel the rage that still burned deep in his gut. It was a fire that roared so hot nothing could put it out and he had no way of controlling it or containing it.

      The only thing that kept the beast from taking over his life was his music and the solitude. As it turned out, the more he allowed himself to step out into society, the more the beast his father created inched toward the surface. Knowing you could take a life was not an easy thing to live with and Sawyer’s only regret was not doing it sooner.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Look. This is none of your business.” Sawyer stood. He couldn’t do this. He’d tried seeing a therapist and he couldn’t even get through the entire story in the safety of their offices without losing his shit. “I don’t owe you an explanation of what happened. All you need to know is I’m not crazy and I’m not a danger to you, her, or anyone else for that matter.”

      “Maybe not. But you might owe it to my niece, especially if you’re going to be dating her.”

      Sawyer wiggled his fingers. “It’s best if we don’t go down that road. I’ve been booking some gigs in Utah and there are a couple of places in Salt Lake that want to sign me for the winter, and I’m thinking about taking it. Between that and Hayden’s rodeo schedule, I’d say us getting involved would be a recipe for disaster.” He inched closer toward the back door. “Besides. She’s really young.”

      “So are you.”

      “I am,” Sawyer admitted. “You don’t have to worry about me hanging around your niece.”

      “Okay. I’m going to come at this from another direction.” Kevin maneuvered himself between Sawyer and the back of the duplex. “Hayden has a few days off from training and she needs it. Her body needs a break before she goes back into some harsh training. The next three rodeos are make or break for her.”

      “Get to the point,” Sawyer said. He could see movement inside the house, and he didn’t want to see Hayden. If he got caught in conversation with her, he wouldn’t want to leave. More importantly, he didn’t think he could leave. She had a way of captivating his attention.

      “I just started a new job and I can’t take any time off work. The two cowgirls she hangs out with the most are taking off for a few days. I don’t want her getting inside her head too much. She needs to wind down, and I thought maybe going out with you would give her some time and space from her fall. That way, when she comes back to training in a few days, she’s focused on anything but what happened.”

      Sawyer folded his arms across his chest. He shouldn’t open his mouth. He didn’t know Kevin, but his instincts told him that this man had an agenda and it wasn’t just to set his niece up to have an enjoyable few days off. “I don’t believe one word of this.”

      “Excuse me?” Kevin cocked his head.

      “I might be young, but I’m not a fool and something else is going on here. If you want me to play babysitter, then tell me why, because it’s not to help her keep her eye on the prize, nor is it because you want to give me a second chance because I can tell by the way you look at me, you don’t like me and you don’t trust me, and the feeling is mutual.”

      “I don’t know you,” Kevin said with a cocky grin. “But I am starting to like you, that’s for damn sure.” He turned, bent over, and peered into the window before turning back. “You and I are similar.”

      “I doubt that,” Sawyer mumbled.

      “No. We are. The difference is I did things out of fear and anger because I was misunderstood. I continued to fuck up because of self-pity. I don’t think you suffer from that same problem.” He laughed. “When I was a young boy, it became obvious I was different and my father thought he could beat my gayness out of me.”

      “What?”

      “He believed that if I was man enough to take his beatings, I’d stop liking boys. I let him believe it worked my first few years in high school. But when I fully came out, he and Hayden’s father told me I was dead to them so when my brother died and he left me custody of his precious little girl, I thought what a cruel joke. Only, it was an old will he forgot to change and for a short time, I put Hayden in foster care.”

      “Jesus,” Sawyer whispered. This was more information than he wanted. This was why he didn’t get to know people. The more you understood, the more entangled you became, the harder it was to leave.

      And when that happened, bad things became the norm.

      “I’ve made a lot of mistakes and for most of my adult life I’ve blamed my father. My brother. My mother. Hell, there have been times I’ve blamed Hayden. When she nearly died two years ago, I swore I’d do right by her, but I fucked up in the worst way.”

      “How so?”

      “You have to promise me you won’t tell her I told you.”

      “I don’t know if I can do that,” Sawyer said. “I don’t know if I even want to know any of this.” His mind filled with memories of his mother, both good and bad. Every loving and painful moment of his childhood raced across his mind.

      And then there were the last eight years of his existence.

      It wasn’t much of anything but one honky-tonk after the other.

      He stood up on stage with his guitar and sang songs that spoke to whatever emotions swirled around people’s hearts and souls. He connected to the world through his music, and when he left the stage.

      He left the world.

      And he liked it that way.

      Standing with Kevin, talking about what happened to Kevin and Hayden and their history, only reminded Sawyer that connections were always severed and that meant more pain.

      He enjoyed the numbness of when the lights went down and the show was over.

      “You were the one who just called me out on the bullshit. You can’t have it both ways.” Kevin shrugged. “I was happy to play the overbearing uncle who wanted a chaperone for her niece while he had to work, but you weren’t hearing it.”

      “I don’t like games,” Sawyer said.

      “Then let’s stop playing them.” Kevin curled his fingers around Sawyer’s biceps and tugged him across the yard toward the far corner by the cemetery. “I’ve been a shitty guardian to my niece. I know. And she knows it. But we’re working toward making that better. I can’t ever make up for some of the things I’ve done, but I made her one promise I plan on keeping and that’s once I pay off this debt, I will walk out of her life and she will never have to deal with me again.”

      “What debt and to who?”

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea for Hayden to know I told you, so I’d appreciate it if you swore to me this is between us. Her fall today was a direct result of knowing the person I owe money to is here.”

      Sawyer nodded, though he was never very good at keeping his word, so if he broke it with Kevin, he wasn’t going to worry about it too much. However, he didn’t like knowing Hayden could have gotten hurt because of unnecessary worry. So, for that reason, he’d keep his word.

      For now.

      “The hospital bills became so overwhelming I couldn’t keep up. I lost my job and I was about to lose my apartment. I was drinking more than usual and I had started gambling again.”

      “That will get you every time.” Gambling had nearly destroyed Sawyer three years ago. It was a darkness he never wanted to be drawn to again.

      Kevin nodded. “So many things I did, I told myself were driven by trying to make it so Hayden didn’t have to worry, so when MacKenzie Reynolds walked in with a solution, I took it.”

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. MacKenzie is nothing but a bloodsucking vampire that feeds off people when they are in their loneliest moment.”

      Kevin jerked his head back. “How the hell do you MacKenzie?”

      “It doesn’t matter. She’s a horrible person who will destroy you and everyone you love.”

      “She’s here and she’s why Hayden fell, and if MacKenzie knows you, I’m not sure having you protect Hayden will be the right move, so tell me how you know her.”

      Sawyer rolled his neck and glanced to the sky. A dark cloud rolled across the moon, dimming the white beams glowing across the earth.

      “Hayden’s going to be out in a second, so please don’t make me repeat my question,” Kevin said.

      “Actually, you can use me to your advantage when it comes to MacKenzie.”

      “You’re going to have to explain that one.”

      “She’s my grandmother.”
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      It had been eight years since Sawyer laid eyes on his father’s mother.

      Sawyer thought his father was bad news, but his grandmother was a different brand of trouble.

      His father was the kind of evil that couldn’t be fixed or reasoned with. His father had no excuses for his actions because his father was a broken man. His father in some ways had been a victim and a product of a hellish environment created from the kind of power that fostered greed and bred criminals who had no remorse. No boundaries.

      MacKenzie cared about one thing and one thing only.

      And that was holding on to her power and that meant providing a legacy and since Sawyer had literally killed the next in line, MacKenzie had lost some credibility. If she couldn’t control her own family, who could she control.

      So she got rid of them. That was the deal and Sawyer was happy to walk away from that world.

      Of course, MacKenzie always held strings, but Sawyer wasn’t having it. He wanted a clean slate. The law had given him a second chance and he wasn’t going to blow it.

      But he wasn’t going to let his fucking grandmother ruin anyone else’s life.

      “How is MacKenzie your grandmother?” Kevin asked as he strolled to the other side of the yard, snagging another beer. He held up a second one. “There was nothing about her in all the news articles about you. The names aren’t even right.”

      “Here’s a short history lesson.” Sawyer met Kevin halfway and pointed toward the house. “I think our time is very limited.”

      Kevin nodded.

      “My grandmother had a small pot growing business. As she moved up the ranks in the crime world, she changed her name, but just when dealing with drug dealers. She thought it would help keep her family life and her crime life from colliding. After my grandpa died, she just didn’t care anymore. I think she did it to protect him.”

      “When was that?”

      “About five years before I killed my old man.”

      “I’ve only known MacKenzie for the last year and a half, so I don’t know anything about her family. Fill in the blanks about your dad and where he was in her organization,” Kevin said.

      “He wasn’t. My dad was a bit of disappointment in that sense when it came to my grandmother. So, when my dad beat the crap out of my mom, killing her, and then I in turn killed him, my grandmother thought I was going to be her next in line. She thought she’d be able to groom me.”

      “Did she say that to you?”

      “The arresting officer was one of her men and she was the first person I saw after I was taken into custody.”

      “Fuck. That’s crazy,” Kevin said, twisting off the beer cap and taking a long swig. “What happened?”

      “Long story short, she tried to muscle me into being her muscle. I told her no way, that I’d rather die. She told me if I didn’t do what she wanted, I’d spend the rest of my life in prison for killing her son. I said okay. For the next three months, my life hung in the balance while she tried to manipulate me, but she soon realized that I didn’t care if I went to jail. I wasn’t doing what she wanted and wasn’t afraid of her.”

      “Wow. You’re one tough son of a bitch.”

      “Not really.” Sawyer wiped his face. “When you went to her for help, you had everything to lose all wrapped up nice and neat in a broken cowgirl. MacKenzie loves to play on shit like that, and then she keeps needling you and getting in your face until she owns every aspect of your life.”

      “She didn’t do that with you.”

      “The thing with me is I had nothing to lose so she had no leverage over me except jail and I wasn’t afraid of that. I was actually more afraid of being out here in the real world because I felt like what I had done had awakened some kind of hereditary beast inside of me.”

      “I know that feeling all too well,” Kevin said. “But what did you mean by using you to our advantage?”

      “She wants me in her life. I haven’t seen my grandmother in a long time, but I get letters from her every once in a while and she knows I’m here. She knows my address and I—”

      “Motherfucker. We better take this inside.”

      Sawyer’s heart skipped a beat. He hadn’t thought about the fact that his grandmother might be lurking in the shadows. “No. If she’s watching, that would make her wonder. Especially since she knows I want nothing to do with her name. She’s tried for years to provoke me. To get me to join her and her merry men in crime, but I won’t ever do it.”

      “Okay, but how do you suggest we work it?”

      “You offer me on a silver platter. You tell her that you know things about my gambling debts—”

      “You have a gambling problem?” Kevin asked with an arched brow.

      “As long as I stay away from a poker table, it’s not a problem.” Sawyer had gone to a real dark place for that year in his life. He’d been tempted by his grandmother’s lifestyle and he’d wondered if that’s all he’d been born to do, only the second he pulled his head out of his ass, he realized he was better than that and if he kept his chin up and his nose out of trouble, he’d survive. “But if she thought I was in debt, and that’s how you and I were connected, and you could help push me back into her fold, we can refocus her attention on me and off Hayden.”

      “I’d really hate to do that to you.”

      “No, you wouldn’t.”

      “You’re right. I wouldn’t,” Kevin said. “But Hayden would.”

      “She’ll never know.” Sawyer raised his hand. “I’ll take Hayden out a couple of times this week, but you and I will also need to get involved in some high stakes poker games.”

      “You just said you had—”

      “They will be staged. I’ll get Crew—”

      “He’s a cop, for fuck’s sake,” Kevin interrupted Sawyer.

      “And that’s the one big caveat I have. Not only do we get you out from under my grandmother’s thumb, but we take her down.”
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      Hayden stretched out on the roof and blinked. “The sky is beautiful tonight.”

      “Not as pretty as you.”

      She tucked her hair behind her ears. It hurt to raise her hand. Hell, it hurt to breathe. “You’re sweet.”

      “I have my moments.”

      “What were you and my uncle discussing so intently earlier?” Hayden had watched like a nervous Nellie as Sawyer and her uncle paced in the backyard. She had no idea what they discussed, but she suspected it had to do with the fall, and maybe even MacKenzie.

      But she couldn’t be sure and all her uncle had to say was not to worry about it and they’d speak tomorrow after work.

      He’d even gone as far as to tell her to have a really nice day with Sawyer as if he wanted her to date the man. Talk about weird. And all it did was make her even more nervous.

      “A few things,” Sawyer said. “Before I get into it, you should know Kevin and I don’t see eye to eye on a few things, but the bottom line is you’re going to find out because MacKenzie will make sure of it.”

      Hayden bolted to a sitting position and slid two feet toward the edge.

      Sawyer grabbed her by the hips. “Whoa there,” he said, pulling her between his legs. “Maybe we should go inside for this conversation.”

      “That depends. How do you know about MacKenzie?” Hayden’s heart beat so fast she thought it might break a rib. The first time she’d met the woman had been the day she’d come home from the hospital and it had been one of the most terrifying experiences of her life.

      Nearly dying from being stomped on from her horse had been scary enough, but having MacKenzie, who appeared to be a sweet, caring woman who only wanted Hayden to get better turn out to be a notorious gangster, had been a rude awakening. Little did Hayden know that MacKenzie had lent her uncle money so she could own and manipulate him to work for her and now all her uncle wanted was out.

      Well, no one got out from under MacKenzie Reynolds.

      No one.

      And Hayden and Kevin knew it. The idea had been to give her enough money so that Hayden would be able to walk away from the picture and Kevin would deal with MacKenzie on his own. That was the price that Kevin had to pay for all his sins.

      Hayden would have to live with that.

      “I need you to tell me exactly what my uncle told you, because I’m sure he lied,” Hayden said.

      “I don’t think Kevin will be lying to me, ever.” Sawyer wrapped his arms around her body and held tight. “MacKenzie is my grandmother.”

      “Fucking wonderful.” She gritted her teeth. She should have known that MacKenzie would do something like this to make sure she and her uncle would toe the line.

      Well, Hayden had news for that bitch.

      She reached forward and then nailed Sawyer with her elbow in his gut. She twisted and rolled to the side, kicking him with her heel.

      He groaned, rolling down the roof. Quickly, he grabbed the gutters as his body flung over the side of the house.

      Bending down, she leaned over the edge. “Bring your legs in when you land and roll. Do that and you won’t break anything.” She scurried up the roof and climbed in the window.

      “Hayden. Jesus. You can’t leave me hanging out here like this.”

      “Oh. I think I just did.” She slammed the window shut and made a beeline for the stairs but stopped short.

      She was alone, in his apartment, while he was hanging from the side of the roof. Shit. She pulled out her cell and called her uncle.

      It rang once before her uncle picked up without saying hello.

      “Why are you calling me? I’m in the next room.”

      “I’m up in Sawyer’s apartment and I want to search it. He’s currently hanging from the roof for dear life. You might want to go help him before he breaks a leg.”

      “Shit. What the hell happened?” her uncle mumbled. “Never mind. I don’t want to know.”

      The phone clicked off.

      She stood in the middle of the small family room with her hands on her hips and did a three-sixty. Talk about scant decorations that looked like they came from a kid’s garage sale. His couch sagged in the middle, was torn, and had two throw covers that looked as if there were used more to cover up all the rips and tears and not meant for warmth.

      In front of the sofa was a worn-out coffee table that looked like a cat used it for a scratch pad. On either end were matching end tables with built-in lamps. Across the room was a small television propped up on a couple of milk crates.

      The kitchen was equally pathetic with a metal folding table and a couple of chairs.

      Quickly, she stepped into the bedroom and let out a gasp. All the man had was a full-size futon on the floor, a single chest of drawers, and once again, a small television propped up on a couple of a crates. Next to his makeshift bed was a short nightstand with a laptop and a single picture. She sat on the edge of the mattress and lifted the image.

      Her fingers shook as she traced a path over a young woman with a very cute toddler on her lap.

      She assumed that adorable little boy was Sawyer.

      “You could have really hurt me.” Sawyer’s voice bounced off the walls.

      Startled, she jumped, dropping the picture. “I was going to come back out and help you, but I sent my uncle instead.”

      He bent over and picked up the frame. “I’m lucky I was able to hold on long enough for him to bring out a ladder.”

      “It wasn’t that big of a drop.” She pointed to the photograph in his hands. “Is that your mom?”

      He nodded. “She died when I was sixteen.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Taking his laptop, he flipped it open and joined her on the futon. “She took her last breaths in my arms after my father beat the life out of her. I promised her I wouldn’t let him get away with it.”

      Hayden’s eyes burned. “Where is your father now?”

      “He’s dead too.” He tapped on the keyboard. “I wasn’t going to tell you this and your uncle agreed I shouldn’t. But since you nearly tossed me off the roof, we both agreed telling you the whole truth might be best if I want to live to see tomorrow.”

      “How did things between you and Kevin get so secretive in the matter of an afternoon?”

      “I didn’t intend on that happening, but because MacKenzie is indeed my grandmother and she’s holding your uncle hostage financially while she’s planning on making you her cash cow—”

      “Making me a what?”

      Sawyer closed his eyes briefly before making eye contact. “Your uncle was naïve in the idea that he thought my grandmother would ever let you walk away even after you helped pay your uncle’s debts.”

      “But that was the deal.”

      “My grandmother doesn’t always keep her word.”

      Hayden swallowed her beating heart. There were so many things she didn’t know, but a picture had formed in her head and she didn’t like it. “What had my uncle planned?”

      “Nothing that was going to work, but he did have your best interests at heart, for once.”

      Instinctively, she covered her nose. “He’s not the worst person in the world.”

      “I’ve learned that. But he’s still got a lot of redeeming to do.” Sawyer curled his fingers around her wrist and tugged. He leaned in and kissed her nose. “Someday you can tell me about that, but for now, I want you to read this. Kevin had all this information and I’m working with Crew—”

      “The detective?”

      Sawyer nodded. “I’ve been living like this for close to eight years. I’m honestly tired of it and it’s time I do what I should have done when I killed my father.”

      “You did what?” She pushed back, scooting all the way to the wall, hugging her legs to her chest.

      “I wish I could say I didn’t do it on purpose.” He raked a hand through his hair. “I’ve searched my heart and soul and I can’t say I would change my actions.”

      “You said he hurt—”

      “Hurt wouldn’t be a strong enough word.” He handed her his laptop. “This article—”

      “I don’t want an article to tell me what happened. I want you to.” She glanced at the newspaper clipping and her heart broke when she saw the image of a young Sawyer in handcuffs.

      He stretched out on the mattress, resting his head on her thigh. “I haven’t told the story out loud to anyone. I don’t know if I can.”

      “You can because I’m going to tell you something I haven’t told a soul. The only person who knows is my uncle.” She ran her fingers though his thick, wavy hair. “You obviously know he and I have a strained relationship.”

      “I’d say it’s been abusive in the past.”

      She sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It has been. I won’t make excuses for him and before my accident, all I wanted was to get away from him. He’d stolen from me and he’d made my life a living hell. I thought if I ruined my career, I wouldn’t have anything he wanted. I didn’t think through letting go of the rein.”

      He jerked his head. “Wait a second. You fell on purpose two years ago?”

      “I did. And if I’m being honest, I don’t think I cared about getting hurt as long as I didn’t live to tell about it.”

      “Oh, Hayden.” Sawyer made his way to the top of the bed and wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight and kissing her temple. “I’m so sorry.”

      She couldn’t fight the tears and she didn’t bother trying. She rested her head on his chest and let them come freely. “I’m not telling you this for your sympathy. I’m just trying to help you understand the odd bond we have and Kevin’s guilt for my accident. He feels like he pushed me over the edge and he’s trying to make up for it.”

      “You’re too forgiving of your uncle.”

      “And all my uncle wanted was for his family to accept him and they never did. In a weird way, I was a constant reminder of everything that resented him or was ashamed of him.” She rubbed her cheek. “He only hit me once.”

      “That’s once too many.”

      “I agree. And after that, I began working toward emancipation, only he’d stolen a fair amount of money from my earnings—”

      “Another reason he’s a snake.”

      “You keep calling him names, but you act like you like him when you’re around him,” she said with a fair amount of sarcasm.

      “He does grow on you,” Sawyer admitted. “But that’s still no excuse for the way he treated a child.”

      “I could say the same for the way my dad and his father treated him just because he’s gay. To this day, he still hides it and acts all macho as if being homosexual makes him less of a man.”

      Sawyer opened his mouth, but she hushed him by pressing her finger over his lips.

      “Moving here has given Kevin and me a new start. I thought when I started back at the rodeo that I’d get him the money he needed and then we’d go our separate ways, but the more I learned about what he’s tried to do for me these last two years, the more I realize he’s trying to change, though he’s being an asshole about it.”

      “That I do understand, but he’s underestimating my grandmother, who has a horrible habit of underestimating me.”

      “How so?”

      “She thought I was more afraid of being in prison than I was of being alone. Thing is, I was terrified of being out in the world and I thought if I didn’t go to jail for killing my father, I’d end up just like him, or worse, like my grandmother. So, when she came at me, telling me it was go to work with her, be her legacy, or rot in prison, well, I chose prison.”

      “I don’t understand. How does MacKenzie control you going to jail, and did you actually spend time there?”

      “She had a couple of cops and a few lawyers in her back pocket and no. When she realized I was happy on the inside, she let the system do its job, which let me out because it was self-defense.”

      “I can’t imagine you doing it in cold blood.”

      “You have to reconcile with yourself that it was somewhere in between because I did intend on shooting him and I didn’t care if he died. That is a beast I have to live with for the rest of my life.”

      She cupped his face and stared into his dark orbs. “You’re not a beast any more than my uncle is bad man. We’ve all been dealt shitty hands—”

      Sawyer took her by the wrist and yanked. “I hid the gun my father used to beat my mother with and waited for the ambulance to take my mother away after she died. I went and found my father and my intention was to kill him. I had enough of him beating me and my mom.”

      “You don’t owe me—”

      “He was sitting in the middle of his restaurant with a couple of his crew, most likely discussing how to impress my grandmother, who thought my father was a major disappointment. It was always about how to get into my grandmother’s good graces, and I could never understand that. She was a cold woman who thought only of herself, and whenever she came to visit, all she ever did was put my old man down. She judged everything and everyone. Even me.”

      Hayden wanted to interrupt him again, but his pupils had widened and he spoke a mile a minute, not catching a breath between sentences. She figured it was best to let him finish.

      “She once told my dad, right in front of me, that if push came to shove, I’d do whatever it took. I had no idea what that meant. But standing in that restaurant, I knew exactly what she meant.” He held out his hand as if it were a gun. “I raised my weapon and aimed it right at the back of my father’s head. Everyone in the place gasped and took cover. Everyone except my father.”

      Hayden placed her hand over Sawyer’s heart. His chest rose up and down with his raspy breath. She stared into his eyes, but she suspected he didn’t even see her and that he was actually reliving the entire horrid episode.

      “I can still picture the fierce look of pride in his eyes when he turned and stared at me,” Sawyer said with a tremble in his voice. “He pulled his own gun from its holster, but he didn’t aim it right away in my direction. He just inched closer with an eerie expression. I told him that Mother was dead and all he said was, that’s too bad son, not sure who’s going to make you breakfast now.” A single tear rolled down his cheek. “I remember closing one eye and holding my breath as I took aim. My heart was pounding so loud I couldn’t hear anything but the blood racing through my body and my father just kept getting closer and closer. I screamed at him to stop. That if he came any closer, I’d shoot him, and he told me I’d do no such thing. He called me a coward and told me I was just like my mother. By this time, he was only a foot away. He reached out and took the gun right out of my hands and set it on the table behind me. Then he just started laughing.”

      Hayden swallowed the bile in the back of her throat. There was nothing worse than being pushed to the point of no return and while there was no excuse for her uncle’s behavior toward her, she certainly understood how Kevin had internalized all the hatred and anger his family felt toward his gayness and sadly it came out when Kevin lost the one man who he thought accepted him and loved him.

      Ralph.

      The worst part about Ralph had been the betrayal. Kevin had felt as though everyone he ever loved had let him down.

      “And then the laughter stopped and my father took his gun and pressed the cold metal right here.” Sawyer pointed to the spot on his forehead between his eyes. “I’d never been so scared in my life because I knew he’d pull the trigger. He was more than capable. He locked gazes with me and told me that the next time I dared come at him, I better be prepared. I had been gripping the table behind me so tightly that I pulled the tablecloth and the weapon I’d been carrying was now touching my thumb. I didn’t even think. I don’t even know how many seconds it took, or even if he got a shot off, though I know he did because the bullet grazed my temple.” He ran a finger across the side of his head. “I gripped the weapon, shoved it in his gut, and fired. Once. Twice. And a third time. He dropped to knees and just stared at me with a smile on his face and told me to finish the job, so I did.”

      Hayden cupped his face and forced him to look at her square in the eyes. “How often did he beat you and your mom?”

      “Weekly.”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “I didn’t have to shoot him four times.”

      “Maybe not, but if you hadn’t, and if you tried walking out of there, he would have shot you in the back.”

      “And now my grandmother is back and I can put an end to her terror because she believes I’m just like her.”

      “Why does she believe that?”

      He held up his hand. “Two reasons. The first being that when my father told me to finish the job, I didn’t hesitate. My grandmother takes that as I’m cold-blooded killer. The problem with that is my father still had a loaded gun in his hands and it was still pointed at my heart.” He tapped his chest. “Secondly, she knows I don’t regret it which makes me dangerous because I could do it again.”
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      Sawyer held his breath and counted to ten. He’d told the story and the beast within hadn’t exploded onto the scene.

      And the woman in his arms hadn’t run for cover.

      He wasn’t sure what to do next.

      So, he did nothing.

      But stare.

      And wait.

      He blew out a puff of air.

      He hadn’t a lot of experience with women. At twenty-five, he could count on one hand the number of women he’d had in his bed. It wasn’t that he wasn’t interested; it was that he was awkward and he had no idea how to act around ladies. He’d been too embarrassed to date when he’d been growing up because of who his father was and most girls wouldn’t go out with him anyway because of that. Besides, he was painfully shy as a teenager.

      Then, after his father’s death, and his experience in and out of county lockup, he was too frightened.

      His first experience had been with an older married woman who was bored, lonely, and used him, which he hadn’t minded simply because he’d learned a lot about what to do in the bedroom, but she taught him nothing about how to have a relationship.

      Since then, he’d tried three other times to make a go of having a girlfriend.

      All three times, after about six months of being exclusive, he started to feel like a caged animal and he ran.

      Since he’d been in Buhl, he hadn’t dated at all.

      And the last time he’d had sex was a one-night stand about six months ago in a nasty hotel with a female singer who he hadn’t even gotten her first name.

      “I don’t believe you’re a dangerous man.”

      “You should.”

      “Just like I should write my uncle off?” She cocked her head and arched a brow. “Or me for trying to kill myself.”

      “No. Those are all different.”

      “I don’t see how. We’ve all made mistakes. We’ve all been dealt a shitty hand and had to deal with truly evil people in our lives.”

      “That is true, but you and Kevin both have remorse for your actions. I don’t.”

      “I think the only regret you have is not doing it sooner. But you were a little boy. You shouldn’t have to save your mother. And if you want to call the kettle black. My father made me believe my uncle was weak for being gay. He didn’t come out and tell me that, but he’d dig and dig and dig and I’d end up cracking jokes I didn’t understand just so my dad would like me and be proud of me.”

      “Adults suck,” Sawyer said, painfully aware he was alone, in his bed, with a beautiful woman that he’d found more attractive than anyone he’d ever met before. His hands grew sweaty and his heart pounded in his chest. “When I was first told I was a free man and I could go anywhere I wanted, I packed my guitar and I raced off to Nashville. I sang on the street corners until one day my grandmother came walking by.”

      “I really don’t like that woman.”

      “You and me both,” he said with a chuckle. “She tossed a hundred-dollar bill in my case.” He leaned across Hayden, letting one hand rest on her taut belly as he reached into an old cigar box next to his bed. “I still have it along with this note.” He unfolded it and read the words out loud.

      “You’re a talented singer with a knack for killing. When you’re ready, I’ve got a million of these with your name on them.”

      “Did she really want to hire you to be a hit man?”

      “She did and she still does,” he said. “Every year on my birthday, which was two weeks ago, I get an email from her with that reminder and she sends me a check for a thousand dollars. I’ve never cashed them. I think that would send the wrong message. But she always tells me the same thing. That she could use a man like me on her team. One that doesn’t have a conscience. One that won’t look back. One that can pull the trigger not once, but until the job is done.”

      “Stop talking.” She pushed him to his back and straddled him. “You are no more a cold-blooded killer than I am, and I nearly pushed you off a roof.”

      He gripped her hips. “You didn’t mean to and you did offer me a hand as I was slipping and a tip on how to fall and you did send your uncle with a ladder.” His entire body tensed. All he wanted to do was flip her on her back and do things to her he’d only fantasized about. He wished he was more confident in his lovemaking skills. He wished he was more confident in general.

      “And you only shot your father when he pressed a loaded shotgun to your head.” She leaned forward, her lips only inches from his. Her hot breath tickled his skin. Her chest heaved up and down with every breath she took.

      His gaze darted from her round breasts back to her all-encompassing orbs. He was out of his league and had no idea what to do. From the first moment he’d laid eyes on her, he’d wanted to toss out all his rules and kiss her. He wanted to get to know her and find out all the things that made her smile and blush. For the first time in his life, he wanted a connection to another person.

      “I can’t believe how badly I choked today,” she said softly.

      “I thought you were amazing.”

      “You don’t know any better.”

      “I know Kevin was very proud of you,” Sawyer said. “And JB and Cheyenne, they both knew something wasn’t right before you climbed up on that horse. As a matter of fact, JB was already on top of that fence, ready to save you.”

      “I was shocked how quickly Kevin got there.”

      “His feet hit the ground about the same time your ass did.” Without really thinking about what he was doing, he reached around and squeezed her firm butt. “I thought he was going to take out the horse.”

      She arched her back, putting a little too much pressure where he needed release.

      He groaned, holding on to her tighter. He didn’t have a lot of control in his sexual exploits. Hell, he didn’t have a lot of sexual experience and considering she was only twenty-two, he suspected—no hoped—her familiarity with the act wasn’t any more than his, taking the pressure off.

      Though, she was currently putting the pressure on.

      “I know he cares about me. He’s been really trying to change these last twelve months. I feel bad because MacKenzie is going to own him for a very long time and I’m going to be able to—”

      He covered her mouth with a hard, wet, passionate kiss. He couldn’t listen to another word. He’d deal with the consequences of his heritage later because she and her uncle were wrong.

      Dead wrong.

      And while Kevin was close to understanding the severity of his mistake, Sawyer wasn’t prepared to clue Hayden in.

      Yet.

      She was smart and she wouldn’t need a lot of prodding to figure out that his grandmother wasn’t going to let her go and because Hayden had something to lose, it would be hard for her to walk away.

      MacKenzie would play uncle off niece and vice versa.

      But MacKenzie would be once again blindsided by her grandson. He was the ace up the sleeve. The straw that broke the camel’s back.

      “That was nice,” Hayden whispered against his lips.

      “That it was.” He readily agreed, toying with the hem on her shirt. Normally, when he found himself in this situation, he’d let the woman lead. Of course, most of the ladies he had relationships with were older and them taking the lead made sense.

      Hayden was a few years younger and based on her trembling fingers playing with the buttons on his shirt, they were both in the same boat.

      That excited him beyond belief.

      Being with someone who didn’t want to control him or make him their boy toy did something to him on a primal level. To be with someone that was his equal. His partner. That was something he’d never experienced, and he wanted it so badly he could taste it.

      He ran his thumb over her lower lip. “I have a confession to make.”

      “Because we haven’t made enough of those tonight?” She smiled that sweet innocent smile that made his heart melt. It was like his innocence had been returned to him and the Gods were going to allow him to return to high school and go to prom.

      So much had been stolen from him and while he’d taken back parts of his life, lying on this bed with Hayden in his arms, he realized how much he’d let pass him by and he didn’t want to do that anymore and that meant putting an end to his grandmother’s reign of terror.

      “I’m so nervous around you.”

      She tilted her head. “You don’t act it.”

      He took her hand and pressed it against the center of his chest. “My pulse is raging out of control and I keep thinking I should tell you to leave.”

      “Are you going to?”

      He shook his head. “I want you to know that I haven’t been with very many women.”

      “You’re an incredibly sexy man who sings in a bar. I find that hard to believe.”

      “Well, it’s true. I just don’t put myself out there and those that I have been with have used me.”

      “That makes me sad.”

      “Don’t be. But I want to be with you, and I want to make sure it’s good for you.” He fanned her face. “I’m afraid I won’t live up to—”

      “This is so embarrassing, but I’ve only had sex a couple of times and that was all before my accident.”

      “No reason to be embarrassed. It’s not like either one of us are so old and should have all these wild exploits.” A warmth filled his gut. He ran his hands up and down her back, gliding them under her shirt, fiddling with the hooks on the back of her bra, but he couldn’t quite undo them without making a big production out of it, so he continued with his strategy to work it every couple of seconds until eventually it would come off, or he’d give up and just put his hands under the fabric, finding her bare skin and beg for her help.

      “Most girls my age have more experience than I have.”

      “I can say same about men my age, but since I don’t have many friends and I keep to myself, I don’t worry about it.”

      She lifted her shirt over her head, tossing it to the side and showing off her lacy white bra. Her tight pink nipples pushed hard against the fabric.

      He pressed his finger over the swell of her breast and traced a path across the fabric. “You’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.”

      “I’m covered in scars.” She tapped a few on her shoulders.

      Her arms.

      And then her stomach.

      He raised up and kissed the center of her chest. “Those don’t change how I see you and I see all of you. Inside and out.” He managed to find those hooks this time and her bra fell to her waist, exposing her perfect mounds. Two scars curved between them. He kissed the tender skin before taking a nipple into his mouth, swirling it between his lips, using her soft moans as a guide.

      She ran her fingers through his hair, clutching at the sides of his head as her body ground against his. There was no way he’d be able to control much less contain his excitement. He’d have to make sure he brought her pleasure before he took his own and even then, he could only hope he’d be able to put that off for as long as he could. At the end of the day, he really didn’t care about himself.

      He only cared about her.

      Flipping her to her back, he undid her pants, rolling them over her hips. “Tell me what you like.”

      “I don’t really know.”

      “Not that I want to hear about other men, but tell me what’s worked.” He pulled her thong down over her thighs, to her knees, and finally over her ankles, tossing them across the room. He stared at her and swallowed. He reached out and ran a finger gently across her hard nub.

      “Oh, that works.”

      “Be more specific. As in, do you like oral sex?”

      “I’ve never been on the receiving end.” She smiled wide, reaching her hand between his legs and squeezing gently. “But I really liked giving it.”

      He felt his eyes go wide with surprise and he groaned. “I’ll remember that for the next time.” He batted her hand away and lowered his head. He kissed her tenderly, licking his lips, tasting her sweetness. “For now, my goal is to find out exactly what makes you shiver in delight.”

      “You’re on the right track.”

      He didn’t consider himself a master by any means, but he’d had a few lessons on how to please a woman this way and he planned on using every single one. He kissed her inner thigh and thought better of his plans. Just because he had some experience with an older woman didn’t mean a lady his age and who was his equal wanted him to perform.

      And that’s what it would be.

      A performance.

      Instead, he needed to work on instinct and how her body responded and what she wanted.

      “Please, just tell me if I do something you don’t like and if something I’m doing really hits the mark.”

      “I will, but this talking isn’t doing it for me.”

      He cupped her breasts and lowered his mouth, licking her and tasting her as she rolled her hips against him as if they’d been doing this together their entire lives. Making love had never been a natural act for him. It had always been contrived and a dance that he had to learn.

      With Hayden, it was simple. It was all about pleasure and while he wanted her to tell him what was working, every movement he came up with satisfied her in all the ways he hoped.

      Her soft moans grew louder with every lick and stroke.

      “Yes. Yes. Please. Just like that.”

      He used his tongue and fingers in unison. She tasted like honey drizzled over a sweet piece of melon. If she orgasmed and he didn’t, he’d be satisfied. His life would be fulfilled. He lived for her and no one else. Every song from now on would be about her and no one else.

      The sun rose with Hayden.

      And it set with her.

      “Oh, my God. Yes.” She shivered and convulsed. Her body shook as if it were a volcano and he were the lava.

      “I want you,” he whispered as he removed the rest of his clothing and pulled out a condom. He wrapped himself in the protection and settled himself between her legs, pushing gently inside her, feeling how tight she was, worried he might explode before it even started. “Am I hurting you?”

      “No,” she said, wiggling harder and faster beneath him. “You feel so good.”

      “You feel better.” He thrust deep, but slowly. He repeated the motion, all while kissing her passionately. This was nothing like he’d ever had before.

      This might as well have been his first time.

      It was real.

      It was honest.

      “Hayden,” he whispered as what little control he had slipped through his fingertips. He let his climax rip through him and into her, joining them together in such a primal way that would forever bond them. He couldn’t explain the connection if he tried. “Sweet Hayden.”

      She kissed him, then wrapped her arms and legs around him and buried her face in his neck.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Then why are you shaking?”

      “Because that’s the best orgasm I’ve ever had, including the ones I’ve given myself.”

      He laughed. “Now that’s the best compliment I’ve ever been given.”
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      Hayden stretched and quickly contracted when her arm hit another body. She wasn’t used to sleeping alongside someone else. “Sorry,” she whispered as she rolled to her side.

      Strong arms wrapped around her body, pulling her close. “No need to apologize.” Sawyer kissed the nape of her neck. “How’d you sleep?”

      “Wonderfully,” she admitted. She couldn’t remember when she’d had such a restful night. “I’ve never spent the night with anyone before.”

      “Really? I’m honored and honestly, I hope you’ll do it again tonight.”

      “I think that can be arranged.” In a daring move, she wiggled her butt against his hard body.

      “That’s dangerous.”

      “What I’m feeling isn’t dangerous. It’s amazing and I want it.” She twisted her body and shimmied herself lower, kissing his chest and stomach as she took him into her hands. She’d had some experience in giving blow jobs and she’d always enjoyed it, but she’d never seen or felt anyone as beautiful as Sawyer. She didn’t know if he was larger or wider than average; all she knew was that he was exquisite. He was a contrast in being as hard as a rock and yet his skin was as soft as silk.

      His personality was identical. His body was solid where the rest of him was soft and sweet. He made her feel cared for and he looked at her as if she were the only thing in the room he saw. The only person that mattered. She saw the broken child. She felt the lost soul.

      They shared those common bonds.

      And together they mended those pieces that could have been destroyed by their past. The destruction his father and grandmother caused fused with the betrayal her father created when his bigotry condemned her uncle to a life of shame.

      She took him into her mouth, her hands following, squeezing gently. She let her instincts take over, ignoring the little voice in the back of her head telling her she didn’t know what she was doing.

      Based on the way his hips moved, his hands threaded in her hair, and he gently encouraged her to keep going, she suspected she was doing everything exactly right.

      And then some.

      She splayed her hands on his stomach, gauging his ragged breath. She blinked open her eyes and paused.

      He smiled and tugged at her hair.

      “I don’t want to stop.”

      “But it’s time,” he said.

      “Why?”

      He positioned himself between her legs, fiddling with a condom before entering her slowly, but deeply. “Because I won’t last much longer. You make me crazy.” He reached between them, finding her hard nub and rubbing gently.

      She gasped, gripping his shoulders, rolling her hips. She stared at the ceiling, inhaling sharply, trying to keep from screaming, but it would be seconds before her orgasm tore through her system. “Yes, Sawyer. Now.” She wrapped her legs around his body, digging her heels into his ass. “Now.”

      He didn’t disappoint as he thrust deeply inside. “Hayden,” he whispered. “You’ve changed me.”

      She ran her hands up and down his back. She didn’t want to get into what that meant right now, but she’d have to address it at some point because it changed her as well.

      Not the words.

      Nor the sexual act.

      But he changed her on a fundamental level, and he needed to understand why.

      Hell, she needed to understand it, but all that would have to be put on hold.

      She accepted his weight and nuzzled her face in his neck. “I hope you have good coffee because I could use a strong cup.”

      “I don’t know about good, but I can say it’s strong.” He slipped from the bed, finding his pants and hiking them up to his hips. “I also make a mean egg and sausage sandwich.”

      “Oh. I’m down for that, but only if you make it a double.”

      “You are a girl after my own heart.” He held out his hand.

      Shamelessly, she took it and stood before him with not a stitch of clothing on. Never in her life could she remember letting another human view her naked body. The scars and the bruises made her feel like a monster, and most people who got even a small glimpse let her know they agreed.

      The few men she’d been with saw the zigzags across her skin and winced, especially the ones on her chest.

      But Sawyer stared at her with admiration and desire in his eyes.

      He let out a long sigh. “Wow,” he said. “Can we just go back to bed?”

      “We do have all day.” She found his boxers as well as one of his undershirts. She put both on and smiled. “As well as tonight to enjoy ourselves.”

      “I think I understand why Viagra could be dangerous.”

      “Excuse me?” Her gaze lowered and she blushed. While he wasn’t fully aroused, he was showing just enough excitement that if it were the seventies and tight pants were still in style, it might be hard to hide.

      He chuckled. “I might be walking around like this forever around you.”

      “I think I’m proud of that.” She breezed past him, running her fingers across his chest, making sure she grazed his nipples.

      He hissed. “Oh. That’s going to cost you.”

      “Good. I’m counting on it.” She giggled. “This part of adulting is fun.” She ran toward the kitchen. So much of her life had been robbed from her. Granted, she hadn’t known what assholes her parents had been until she’d understood what a bastard her grandfather had been. The things he’d done to both his boys were just horrid. But the worst had been what he’d done to Kevin. And Kevin forever got a pass for some of the things he’d done.

      She touched her nose.

      “What are you thinking about?” Sawyer asked. “Your uncle and what he did you?”

      “Yes,” she admitted.

      “Why?”

      “I’m trying to understand why I can be so forgiving of him when I can’t be of my father, or my grandfather anymore.”

      “What are you talking about?” Sawyer said.

      “Both my father and my grandfather abused Kevin for being gay. I can’t forgive them for that. But I can forgive Kevin for breaking my nose.”

      “Well, Kevin is still here; that makes it easier,” Sawyer stated the obvious. “You can have conversations with him, and he can explain himself and prove he’s changed by his actions.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” she said. “Do you think I’m crazy for wanting to give him another chance?”

      “If hadn’t gotten to know him, I’d say yes. But he doesn’t want to live like this anymore.” Sawyer stepped into the kitchen and opened the fridge.

      She tilted her head and admired his half-naked body. That’s when she noticed a piece of paper on the floor in front of the door. She bent over and picked it up.

      It was addressed to both her and Sawyer and it was in her uncle’s handwriting.

      Shit.

      She hadn’t given much thought to what her uncle would think about where she laid her head for the night. He was probably pissed and she was a little surprised all she got was a note. Of course, she hadn’t checked her cell which was on the floor next to Sawyer’s bed, probably dead.

      With shaky fingers, she tore open the envelope. “Sawyer, come here.”

      “What is it?”

      She flicked the paper. “I found this under the door from my uncle.”

      “Read it.”

      “Hayden and Sawyer. I had to go to work and didn’t want to wake you, but I want you to know MacKenzie has been in contact and wants to meet me tonight after work. I’ll text you the details when MacKenzie sets it up. Kevin.”

      “Shit,” Sawyer said. “That’s all he wrote?” He glanced at his watch. “When does he go to the ranch?”

      “Usually heads in around five in the morning.”

      “So, he’s been gone for a couple of hours.” Sawyer sidestepped her and dived onto his futon; reaching across the bed, he found his cell.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Calling Crew.”

      “Why?”

      He held his phone up. “Because MacKenzie has called me three times. My grandmother never calls me. She’s up to something and we need to get one step ahead of her before that meeting tonight.”

      So much for getting the upper hand with his grandmother. His grand plan to manipulate her by having her think he was in debt due to a gambling problem would have to be tossed out the window now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      The blood in Sawyer’s veins boiled. His fingertips burned. The idea he could be breathing the same air as his grandmother in the next hour changed his essence. At least the meeting would be outside and not indoors.

      He wouldn’t be able to tolerate being in an enclosed space with MacKenzie.

      His pulse pounded between his ears. The amount of emotion swirling around in his gut overwhelmed his brain. He didn’t know what to do with the feelings; there were so many conflicting ones. They ranged from fear and intimidation to rage and wanting revenge.

      He wasn’t exactly sure how to file everything away so it didn’t destroy whatever plan they came up with because now that MacKenzie had reached out, things would happen quickly. They had to because she wouldn’t come to town unless she was willing to pull that ace out of her sleeve.

      “You need to settle down,” Crew said from his perch on the fence as he watched his fiancée, Heather, one of the trainers at Whiskey Ranch, and Hayden work with a couple of the horses.

      Even though Hayden wasn’t training and no one would let her get on the backside of a bronco, there was no reason she couldn’t help out while Sawyer, Crew, and Kevin tried to come up with a strategy for dealing with MacKenzie.

      Only, thus far, they had been digging out of the backstory, filling in all the holes. It was necessary, but they needed to push forward so they could put an end to this once and for all.

      “When my grandmother is behind bars, I’ll be as relaxed as a loggerhead riding the East Australian Current,” Sawyer said.

      Crew chuckled. “Your first payment is next week?” Crew turned his attention to Kevin.

      “As soon as we get paid from the rodeo.” Kevin nodded. “We send it right to MacKenzie.”

      “What else does she have you doing?” Crew asked.

      “Nothing, yet. And I didn’t tell Hayden this, but MacKenzie did tell me that she might want Hayden to throw an event or two. That was the deal when she gave me the extension.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me.” Sawyer continued to walk back and forth in front of the fence by one of the smaller corrals at Whiskey Ranch. They were on the far west side, closer to the bull riding school and where Luke and Georgia Moon lived in their big mansion that Luke had built a few years ago.

      In the distance, the main house, JW and Kitty’s, stood tall and proud. The ranch itself was an impressive piece of land and Sawyer had fallen in love with Buhl, Idaho. It was the first time in his short life that he felt like he’d come home.

      And when it came to Hayden, in her arms it was as if he’d found his soulmate. She was the one person he could tell anything to and she wouldn’t judge him or look at him differently. She understood him on every level, and he did the same for her in return.

      They were the final pieces of each other’s puzzle.

      “This is my grandmother’s slow build. She’s watching. And waiting. But she didn’t anticipate me and I’m sure she’s taking a step back, trying to figure out what role I play in this and how to exploit it.”

      “She’s going to use Hayden,” Crew said. “She’s both yours and Kevin’s weak spot. All MacKenzie has to do is get to Hayden and she controls both of you.”

      “And how is she going to get to her?” Kevin asked. “Outside of what she already has because she owns both of us until I pay her back.”

      Sawyer paused midstep and caught Crew’s gaze. “She could give them freedom for my loyalty.”

      “You mean if she thinks you care enough for the girl.” Crew shoved his sunglasses up on the top of his head. “MacKenzie does her homework, so she’ll know you’ve lived under the same roof for less than a month.”

      “She’s tried to use people I’ve had a brief history with to get me to join her crew.” Sawyer leaned against the fence and stared at Hayden who held the reins of a horse and walked him in a large circle. He thought he could go through life alone. That he could find some semblance of a happy existence living in one small town after the other, playing his music, pretending he didn’t need people.

      But he did.

      And he wanted Hayden.

      “The good news about my grandmother is she lives by a code when it comes to murder.”

      “How is that good news?” Kevin asked.

      “Because she won’t kill someone for merely missing a payment or because she wants to control me and she knows she can’t bluff me that way, so she won’t even try; she won’t be coming at me, threatening to hurt them.”

      “This isn’t really making me feel any better,” Kevin said. “I know she’s had people killed.”

      “That’s an extreme response when she’s left no choice,” Crew said.

      “As long as you’re giving her money, doing something she wants, and she’s getting something out of it, she’ll keep going.” Sawyer turned. “Here’s the thing. Let’s say Kevin paid her off today. Every penny he owed her, MacKenzie wouldn’t let him go. And she’d use Hayden as leverage, with Kevin, not me. However, you moved to Buhl, and below my apartment, and that changed everything.”

      Kevin folded his arms and glared. “We gave your grandmother her smoking gun.”

      “No. Because she thinks I’m like her. Not my father, even though I killed him.” Sawyer rubbed the back of his neck.

      “I’m not following,” Kevin said.

      “MacKenzie prides herself on being a good person. She truly believes that in order to have longevity in her business, a gangster has to have heart.”

      “That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard.” Kevin shook his head.

      “A lot of gang leaders say that,” Crew said. “I’ve seen it firsthand in Detroit when I lived there. It’s both what holds those crews so tight, but also is their downfall.”

      Sawyer nodded. “One of the reasons my grandma didn’t want my old man in her business was that he didn’t think before he pulled the trigger. If someone got in his way, or he didn’t like something, he got rid of them. My grandmother saw that as a sign of weakness and poor leadership.”

      “What does that have to do with this situation?” Kevin asked.

      “I don’t think she came here for Hayden and Kevin. They are her excuse. Her front. But she came here for me.” Sawyer waved to Hayden, who smiled sweetly as she passed by. “If I hadn’t landed here in Buhl, she wouldn’t bother coming to put the pressure on you. You don’t owe her enough money to care and there isn’t really anything you can do for her. Besides, you’re the kind of people who pay and she can actually turn loose because Hayden won’t turn and Kevin is a loose cannon.” He turned and stared off at the horizon. The sun had begun its decent behind the mountains in the distance. In an hour, the sky would be filled with stars and the moon would be hanging high.

      The bewitching hour.

      And he’d have to come face-to-face with the wickedest witch of all time who dressed like she was your fairy godmother.

      “What exactly are you saying?” Crew asked.

      Sawyer planted his hands on his hips and did a three-sixty. “She’s been watching for the last few weeks. Not her personally, but she’s had her people here ever since she found out Hayden was going to be in the same place as me.”

      “I told her we were coming to train at Whiskey Ranch three months before we did. That’s how I got the extension for payment. She was excited that Hayden was getting back on the horse that threw her.”

      “No offense, but the only reason MacKenzie even cared.” Sawyer blew out a puff of air. “Is because I was here and you gave her three months to figure out how to work her magic so that I would take notice.”

      “What do you think she’s done?” Kevin asked. “Other than give me an extension.”

      “She emptied out the house I was living in, making sure the family was able to find a house they could afford and the financing they needed,” Sawyer said.

      “Fuck,” Kevin muttered. “MacKenzie’s the one who sent me the listing for the rental. She was all excited about it and thought it was perfect. Which it was.”

      “Of course she did.” Sawyer hadn’t worried too much about his grandmother over the years, but he did constantly look over his shoulder, wondering when she’d show her hand. “I would bet she’s had someone in this town watching me since then, but who?”

      “It would have to be someone we wouldn’t suspect. Someone that would blend in,” Crew said.

      “Someone that belonged here, because as an outsider, let me tell you, everyone wants to know your business, and some don’t hide trying to find out about your past.” Kevin took off his Stetson and set it on a large rock before sitting. He folded his massive arms across his chest. He wasn’t that old, but his wrinkled skin, that looked more like leather around his eyes, showed a man who had lived more years than his age.

      “But someone who no one would think twice about because all my grandmother would want is information about how I live my life and then how we all interact. Just enough to know if I’m at a point in my life where I’m payable and she can bend me to her world.”

      “Sounds like she’s tried this before,” Crew said.

      “Sort of.” Sawyer had been on the lookout for his grandmother’s subtle manipulations. One of the many reasons he didn’t let too many people in and moved around.

      One of the reasons he should have left Buhl a few months ago.

      “The only people I can think of that both Hayden, Kevin, and I all have come in contact with that no one would think twice about any of us talking with are the other competitors that are training at Whiskey Ranch.” Sawyer signaled to Hayden to join them. “Specifically, Josie and Keller.”

      She handed the reins to one of the ranch hands and jogged in his direction.

      Heather followed.

      “Keller I’m going to rule out,” Crew said. “She grew up here and is engaged, but Josie only came back a couple months ago, and I know this because she drives my fiancée nuts.”

      “Who makes me crazy?” Heather asked as she hugged her fiancé, giving him a kiss on the cheek.

      “Josie.” Crew made room on the rock for Heather.

      Heather rolled her eyes. “I was shocked she wanted to come back and train here after the last time. Cheyenne wouldn’t work with her, so she pawned her off on a junior trainer and that really didn’t make Josie happy.”

      “No. It didn’t. And she’s been pretty vocal about it, but Cheyenne did just have a baby and she’s not even really working with me. JB is and she’s also pissed about that, but she manages to watch most of my training.”

      “Before you came to the ranch, she was at Boone’s place every night I sang, and she managed to corner me after every set. She even asked me out.” He leaned against the fence, taking Hayden by the hand and pulling her close.

      “I heard Keller did too.” She pressed her shoulder against his.

      He laughed. “That was a long time ago.”

      “Didn’t Josie sort of retire from the rodeo six months ago?” Heather asked. “That’s why we all thought it was weird she came back.”

      “Not to mention her heart isn’t in it and she’s not very good.” Hayden shrugged.

      “Okay.” Crew rubbed his hands together. “So, we have at least one spy with Josie, but we don’t know the connection to MacKenzie, and that’s something we need because she could just be collateral damage and I’d hate to see her get hurt in the process if that was the case.”

      “MacKenzie doesn’t really work that way,” Sawyer said. “Josie either is working for MacKenzie, or she owes my grandmother something. There isn’t any in between.”

      “What do you think Josie’s end game is?” Crew asked.

      “I don’t have any idea,” Sawyer admitted. “I’ve pretty much given her the cold shoulder the entire time I’ve known her.”

      “We’ll see if she shows up to tonight’s meeting,” Crew said, glancing at his watch. “We should take our places. She’s going to be here in a half hour.”

      “I suspect she’s already here, watching, which isn’t good.” Sawyer ran his thumb over Sawyer’s hand.

      “Last year when someone was poisoning the horses, I had my own security cameras installed. The Whiskey family liked them so much, we redid the entire system. If she was on this ranch, we’d know it.”

      “So, what exactly are we doing?” Kevin asked. “Because I’m not really liking this plan. It’s pretty passive.”

      “That’s the point,” Crew said.

      “My grandmother is a narcissist and she’ll enjoy telling us all about her plans. It will be enough for Crew to call in his buddies.” Sawyer pushed from the fence.

      Crew held up his cell. “They are standing by five miles away. Now let’s make sure that wire works.”

      “I don’t like you putting yourself in the line of fire for me and my uncle.”

      Sawyer kissed the back of Hayden’s hand. “I’m the only one who can put an end to this. For anyone. Not just you.”
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      Standing in the middle of the east barn, Hayden curled her fingers over Sawyer’s collar. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

      “No. I’ve been running from this for the last eight years.”

      “I’m sorry,” Hayden said.

      “Why?” He took her hands and kissed the back side of them, enjoying her soft skin and the way she always smelled like vanilla and strawberries. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “If I hadn’t tried to kill myself—”

      He leaned in and kissed her plump lips. “My heart hurts that you felt so desperate and alone that you wanted to do that, but…” He drew her closer. “…it set off a chain of events that brought us together.”

      “I suppose that is one way to look at it.” She rested her hands on his shoulders. “I think my uncle has a crush on you.”

      “He’s not my type.”

      “Good. Because I’d be really jealous.” She palmed his cheek. “I don’t like this. Not one bit. The two men I care about most are going up against a crazy woman.”

      “Aww. You care about me?”

      She smacked his chest. “This isn’t funny.”

      “I know.” He brushed his lips over hers tenderly. “But if I don’t do this, I’m going to forever be looking over my shoulder and eventually, she’s going to do something that is going to force my hand and I’m either going to turn into her, or worse. I can’t have that.”

      Hayden nodded. “Then let’s get this over with.” She took his mouth in a hot, passionate kiss. One that told him that when this was all said and done, he had better spend some quality time with her before she ended up on the road.

      Better yet, he should go on the road with her since her uncle had to stay back and work.

      “I think that’s enough sucky face,” Kevin’s voice echoed in her ears. “And we’re going to have to talk about sleepovers. Or should I say that I won’t be allowing them. She’s too young. And in training.” He ran a hand over his head. “I’m not ready for any of this.”

      “You’re not ready for what?” Hayden asked. “To take down a gangster or the fact that I’m head over heels for a country singer.”

      “The latter,” he mumbled, slapping Sawyer’s back. “You’re a good man, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to like this.”

      “No offense, Kevin. You don’t have a choice.” Sawyer looped his arm around Hayden and puffed out his chest. “I really care about her and I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Good. She deserves the best. Better than I gave her and I think you fit that bill.” Kevin slipped his Stetson on his head. He held up his cell. “Crew just texted. They’re on their way. We should get going.”

      “This is going to be interesting,” Hayden said.

      “I don’t like leaving you,” Sawyer said.

      “You’re not,” Heather said from one of the stalls at the other end of the barn. “I’ll take good care of her. Crew gave me strict instructions, so don’t you worry. We’ll be fine.”

      Sawyer nodded. “I’ll see you at home.”

      “Be safe.” Hayden gave Sawyer one last kiss before she led one of the horses out of the barn and down the south trail, following Heather. “Do you think their plan is going to work?”

      “I have total faith in my future husband.” Heather placed her foot in the stirrup and hoisted herself onto the quarter horse.

      Hayden did the same and they took a leisurely stroll down through the wooded trail toward the main house where they’d drop these two beauties off, pick up Heather’s car, and head off the ranch on a private access road that no one else would use.

      All part of Crew’s master plan to keep Hayden out of the line of fire.

      Just in case things got dicey, but he didn’t think they would.

      Hayden leaned forward and squinted as she noticed a couple of horses headed her way. “Was there a guided lesson or something this late?”

      “Absolutely not,” Heather said.

      There were two saddled horses, but no riders.

      “We better go check that out.” Hayden kicked her horse and took off in a trot.

      Heather passed her.

      “Slow down.” Hayden had a bad feeling about the scene. The horses didn’t appear to be spooked, but where were their passengers? She glanced around. The trail zigzagged through the woods, following the creek. There were lots of rocks and trees and places where people could hide.

      This wasn’t good.

      Heather pulled back on her reins, slowing down her horse as she came up on the grazing horses. She pulled out her cell. “These two are from the riding school.”

      “I recognize them,” Hayden said.

      “I’m calling JD to see who is on—”

      “I wouldn’t bother.” Josie stepped out from behind a tree.

      Hayden jerked in her saddle, spooking her horse, who raised up on his front legs a little. “Whoa there, boy.”

      “What the hell are you doing out here? You need to take the animals back to the school.” Heather had a tightness in her voice that she normally didn’t have, but it was understandable under the circumstances.

      “We were just making sure Sawyer didn’t pull some bullshit stunt, but his grandmother figured he would.” Josie pulled out a handgun and aimed it at Hayden just as another man Hayden had never seen stepped from the woods and aimed a weapon at Heather. “I think it would be best if the two of you slid from the saddles.” Josie inched closer to Hayden, poking her in the leg with the butt of her gun. “Get down. Now.”

      Heather’s horse didn’t particularly care for the weapons and he did a little dance, kicking his hind legs up, and then his front, while he made a hissing noise.

      However, Heather didn’t do anything to stop the horse. If anything, she continued to encourage the restless behavior.

      Hayden swallowed, catching Heather’s gaze.

      She nodded.

      Hayden slid down the side of her horse while Josie grabbed her by the hair, yanking her back, and her sidekick took her by the arms, tying her wrists together.

      That’s when Heather made her move and took off in a full gallop.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      “Stop shooting, you moron,” Josie yelled at her sidekick, but it was too late, all the horses had scattered. “Fuck.” She poked Hayden in the back. “Start walking.”

      Well, at least Heather got away and Sawyer and Crew would have heard the shots.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?” Sawyer tucked his shirt into his jeans and adjusted his belt buckle. He had a good idea what Kevin was thanking him for, but he wasn’t completely sure. Kevin had surprised him time and time again and the more he got to know the man, the less he realized he had misunderstood him from the very beginning.

      He still had some anger toward him and hitting a woman—a child—in anger could never be excused, but Kevin was trying to make amends and he was willing to do whatever it took. That was the sign of a real man in Sawyer’s eyes.

      “Helping Hayden and I patch up our broken relationship. I know things might never be great between us, and I have a lot of changes I need to make in my life, but you’ve shown me I can do them.”

      “You can.” He climbed up on the golf cart and slid behind the steering wheel, heading for the main entrance of Whiskey Ranch. It was an odd place to meet, and that concerned Sawyer and Crew. But Crew had assured Sawyer that there was no way anyone had penetrated the ranch that wasn’t supposed to be on the premises. Everyone had been accounted for, right down to Josie who had signed in a guest.

      Some new boyfriend and all his credentials checked out, but still, Sawyer didn’t like that they were on the ranch, somewhere, lurking in the distance. It didn’t matter that Crew and his buddies were on top of it. The ranch was vast and Josie might not be a hardened criminal.

      She worked for his grandmother.

      Enough said.

      “You’re wise beyond your years.”

      “I also happen to know that Fierce happens to be gay.”

      “The hot waiter at Boone’s?” Kevin asked. “You don’t say. And here I thought my gaydar was rock solid.” Kevin held on to the side of the cart as they approached the hill heading toward the front gate. “I had no intention of staying in Buhl.”

      “And if Hayden does?”

      “I do love that kid. I know I haven’t shown it very well over the years and I can’t tell if she wants—”

      “She does. But she also wants you to be happy. Can you be that here?”

      “This town does rub off on you.”

      Sawyer glanced around. Something seemed off. While his grandmother had always been weird, this seemed over the top. Not so much wanting to meet in the wide-open space of where Kevin worked, but that she wanted to meet at all.

      It smelled like a setup and they all knew it.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      Sawyer jumped, slamming on the brakes. “What the fuck was that?”

      “Gunshots,” Kevin said as he leaped from the golf cart.

      “That was a rhetorical question.” Sawyer wasn’t a fan of weapons, but he pulled his out and held it to his side as he stepped from the cart. “I feel like a sitting duck.” The sounds of a horse racing toward them echoed in his ears. He turned to see Heather—alone—galloping in his direction.

      “Where’s Hayden?” Kevin asked.

      “Fuck if I know.” Sawyer pulled out his cell and pulled up Crew’s contact information, but he didn’t have to hit send as Crew raced across the open field on his Jeep.

      Dirt kicked up behind the monster tires.

      “This isn’t good.” Sawyer jogged to the top of the hill and stared down at the empty entrance.

      His grandmother was nowhere to be found.

      “What the hell is going on?” Kevin asked.

      Heather leaped from her horse and raced toward her fiancé. She gasped for air, pointing behind her.

      Crew swung open his SUV door before he slammed the vehicle into park. “What happened?”

      “It’s Josie and some man I don’t know. They took Hayden. I was able to get away and we scared off the other horses, so they are on foot, but they had guns and handcuffs and I’m not sure I did the right thing by leaving her.”

      “No. You did the right thing.” Crew tapped his cell and pressed it to his ear. “We’ve got two perps on foot with one hostage. I don’t know what happened to MacKenzie, but she’s a no-show. There are only so many places anyone could hide transportation on the outskirts of the ranch. Find it. Now.”

      “Josie is staying at the east quarters. With the advanced riders on break right now, she’s alone in that wing,” Heather said.

      “Let’s go.” Kevin jumped into the Jeep.

      “What makes you think you’re going?” Crew asked.

      “She’s my niece. If you think I’m sitting on the side—”

      “He gets to come,” Sawyer said. “I might need his help with my grandmother. I bet she’s there waiting.” He slipped behind the steering wheel.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Crew asked.

      Sawyer tapped his chest. “You can listen to everything with my wire. That hasn’t changed. Feel free to break down the doors before she kills me.”
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        * * *

      

      Sawyer swallowed the lump in his throat. “Hello, Grandmother.” He leaned against the front of the Jeep and folded his arms.

      “You’ve filled out since the last time I saw you,” MacKenzie said. “You look like a man.”

      “That’s because I am,” he said with a little too much sarcasm. “Of course, you told me killing my father made me one, so there’s that too.”

      She tossed her head back and laughed. “I still can’t believe he taunted you and you shot him a fourth time. What a fool my son was not to know you had it in you.”

      “If you’re going to say the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, you’re very wrong. I’m nothing like you, or my father.”

      MacKenzie shrugged. “You’re wrong about that, but I’ll let it go for now.” She turned her attention to Kevin. “You, however, are a surprise. So is your niece.”

      “Let her go. She has nothing to do with this,” Kevin said.

      “Oh, but she does.” MacKenzie smacked her lips. “I finally found my grandson’s Achilles’ heel.”

      “I don’t think so,” Sawyer said. “I’m only here to tell you I won’t come work for you. I still want nothing to do with you.”

      MacKenzie whistled. “Bring her out.”

      A man emerged from the building. He shoved Hayden out in front, pushing her to the ground.

      “You fucking bitch.” Kevin lunged forward.

      Sawyer grabbed him with both hands around the waist, barely able to hold the man back. “Don’t,” he said sternly.

      Kevin shrugged himself free. “What the fuck do you have to gain from hurting Hayden? Your issue is with me. I’m the one who owes you money.”

      “But you’re useless. There is nothing you can do for me.” MacKenzie took a few steps back, bent over, and helped Hayden to her feet.

      Sawyer made sure he stayed in front of Kevin. He couldn’t afford for the man to go off half-cocked. He made eye contact with Hayden, who didn’t look as if she were too badly shaken up.

      “This one can make me money at the rodeo.”

      “Not if she’s injured, she can’t,” Sawyer said. “Besides, you saw the other day. She doesn’t have what it takes anymore. She’s washed up.”

      “Perhaps. But she got your attention.” MacKenzie shook her head. “Men. You’re so weak. You always need a warm body.”

      Sawyer laughed. “As opposed to a hard, plastic toy?”

      “Something like that,” MacKenzie said. “Is she a good fuck?”

      “Not the worst.” Sawyer swallowed the bile that smacked his throat.

      Kevin shot him a nasty glare. “You’re no better than your grandmother,” he said behind a tight jaw.

      Sawyer didn’t have time to deal with Kevin’s wounded ego on behalf of his niece. He needed to get this over with and fast. “But like you said. A warm body.” He held his gun, pointing it at his grandmother’s chest. “She’s means nothing to me, and you can’t use her to get to me. But I am tired of this dance.”

      “You’re not going to kill me.”

      “You know. That’s what my father said to me and we both know how that worked out for him.” Sawyer gripped the gun with all his might, thankful his hand didn’t shake, because his insides were like a fucking earthquake. When he went to confront his father, he had every intention of killing him, only he couldn’t do it. Not until his father threatened his life.

      Sawyer knew without a doubt that his father would have killed him.

      The difference in this situation was that Sawyer had no idea what his grandmother would do, but murdering Sawyer probably wasn’t on the agenda. She might kill Kevin. Maybe even Hayden, but she wouldn’t do it right this second.

      She understood what self-defense really was and how it played out in the courts and right now, he’d lose that fight. MacKenzie was provoking him. Pushing his buttons. But his life wasn’t in imminent danger.

      “All right, little boy.” MacKenzie held her hands to the sides. “Come on. Pull that trigger. Go ahead. I dare you.”

      “Nope. Not this way.” He released his hand on the trigger, lifting the gun to the sky. He let out a slow breath.

      “You’re not a cold-blooded killer. And that’s a good thing. I couldn’t shoot you unless I was forced to. You’re my flesh and blood and I want you by my side.”

      “It’s never going to happen. Now let her go. We brought the money Kevin owes you. In full. Walk away. Go fuck with someone else and leave them alone.”

      “And what about you? What are you going to do?”

      “What I always do. Try to forget I’m related to you, sing my songs, and move on to the next town.” Right now, this was all a waiting game. They had his grandmother on kidnapping. Crew and his team needed to swoop in and do their thing before either Kevin lost his shit.

      Or MacKenzie went off the rails.

      Both were equally bad.

      “Well, that’s not going to happen.” MacKenzie’s smile disappeared. “And you’re right. These two have nothing I want or need.” She waved her hand over her head. “I’ve never done my own dirty work. I’ve always hired someone to do it and I’m never there when it happens. So, young man. It’s time for you and me to hit the road.”

      “Excuse me?” Sawyer swallowed.

      “You heard me.” She jerked her head. “My boy over there is going to take care of your friends. Since you don’t care, it will be no sweat off your back.”

      “You think you can just kill two people and no one is going to ask questions?” Sawyer glanced between Kevin and Hayden.

      “Oh no. That’s not what’s going to happen. Kevin is going to go back to his old ways and he’s going to hurt his niece.” MacKenzie tapped her nose. “Abusers always do. Sawyer, you of all people should know about things like that.”

      “You’re a real bitch,” Sawyer said under his breath. He lowered his weapon. “I might not be a cold—”

      “Get your goddamned hands off her.” Kevin took off running toward his niece, who had been lifted off the ground by MacKenzie’s goon.

      Bang!

      The man shot Kevin.

      He grabbed his gut and doubled over.

      “No!” Hayden cried out.

      “Big mistake, Grandma. Huge.” Sawyer lowered his gun and squeezed, aiming for her thigh.

      Bang!

      “You little bastard. You shot me.” She dropped to her knees, holding her leg.

      He turned, focusing on the man who was using his girlfriend as a human shield. “Put her down.”

      “I don’t think so,” the man said.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Sawyer could see Crew slinking around the back of the building.

      “In about three seconds, you’re going to wish you’d done as I told you to,” Sawyer said.

      “Put a bullet in the bitch and get your ass over here and help me.”

      Bang!

      The man holding Hayden arched before falling forward.

      Sawyer raced to Kevin. “Crew, untie Hayden and get a fucking ambulance out here.”

      “Already on the way,” Crew shouted.

      Sawyer dropped to Kevin’s side, rolling him to his back.

      Kevin blinked, holding his gut, gurgling blood.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. Sawyer ripped off his shirt, putting pressure on the wound. “Stay with me, Kevin. Come on, man. It’s not your time yet.”

      Kevin curled his fingers around Sawyer’s waist. “Promise me you’ll take care of her.”

      “Don’t make me do that. You’re going to be fine.”

      Kevin shook his head. “I need you to promise me.”

      Sawyer nodded. “I promise.”

      “Thank you.”
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Six weeks later…

        

      

    

    
      Sawyer pulled into the driveway and stared at the porch. Life had taken some drastic turns the last few weeks, but this had to be the biggest one.

      The front door swung open and Hayden appeared.

      As did her uncle.

      Kevin still needed the aid of a cane to get around, but he’d been making strides since he’d been released from the hospital ten days ago. He had been lucky he survived his injury. The bullet missed a couple of major organs, but still did a fair amount of damage and he’d lost a lot of blood.

      And thanks to Crew and his buddies at the FBI, Sawyer’s grandmother was facing a shit ton of charges and would be spending the rest of her life behind bars. Sawyer was free from his past and he’d become a different man.

      A more confident one and for the first time in his life, he understood what love was all about and he wanted to take the bull by horns and run with it.

      “I’m so glad you’re back.” Hayden ran down the porch steps and flung herself at him as he stepped from the driver’s seat.

      “Well, hello there.” He embraced her, holding her close to his chest, wishing he could feel her heart beat. “Did you two survive without me?”

      Kevin leaned against the door. “Doctor said I can go back to work next week if the ranch has work where I don’t have to lift anything.”

      “I’ve already cleared that with Heather. She’s got lots of paperwork for you.”

      “Oh, that sounds exciting,” Sawyer said.

      “I can’t wait.” Kevin laughed.

      Sawyer tilted his head. “Do you mind? Or do you want to watch me kiss my girlfriend passionately?”

      Kevin held up his hands. “I’ll go get a couple of drinks.”

      The door clicked closed and Sawyer landed his lips over Hayden’s in a long, wet kiss that probably should have been done in the privacy of his bedroom.

      “I know I was only gone for a few days, but I missed you,” he said.

      “I missed you more, but I think my uncle would say he missed you the most. Swear to God, all I heard, was things like Sawyer does it this way, or if Sawyer was here, he’d be doing this. Drove me up a freaking wall.”

      “He’s my bromance.”

      “It’s weird,” Hayden said. “But I am glad you get along so well, and guess what.” She took him by the hand and made her way to the swing on the porch. “He’s got a date with Fierce.”

      “That’s awesome. I like Fierce. He’s nice guy.” Sawyer kissed the back of her hand. “So, I’ve got some interesting news.”

      “Yeah. What’s that?”

      “While I was in Nashville, I got an opportunity to sing some of my songs at this bar where some representative for some big country star was and they want to buy some of my songs.” That was a slight understatement, but he wanted to gauge her reaction and wait for Kevin to drop the big bomb.

      Hayden squeezed his biceps. “Are you kidding me? That’s awesome. What did they offer? You know. You should probably get a lawyer or something. I mean, you’re so talented. You could really make this a big-time career.”

      Sawyer’s heart hammered in his chest. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out the check. His fingers burned. He set it aside. He’d show that to her in a bit. “You’re always such a big cheerleader. You make me feel so good about myself.”

      “You shouldn’t need me for that.”

      “Perhaps, but I can’t imagine my life without you in it.” He palmed her cheek. “You mean everything to me.”

      “Aww. You’re so sweet.”

      “No. I’m not. I mean I am, but this isn’t me being that.”

      She tilted her head. “What is it then?”

      “These last few days apart, I realized that I’m in love with you. I love you.”

      Her eyes grew wide and her smile wider. She gasped, covering her mouth. “You what?”

      “I love you,” he repeated the words.

      “Wow.” She dropped her hands to her lap. “I don’t think anyone has ever said that to me.”

      “I can’t say I’ve ever said it before.”

      “I haven’t either.” She cleared her throat. Tears formed in her eyes. “I love you, too.”

      “Oh, good grief,” her uncle mumbled as he pushed open the screen door with his hip. He held a bottle of wine and three glasses. “I guess we’re celebrating lovey-dovey shit?”

      Sawyer laughed. “Or we could party because I sold an entire album worth of songs.”

      “What? You said some songs? And this is a done deal?” She stood, helping her uncle with the wine and glasses.

      Sawyer picked up the check. “I didn’t want to say anything until I knew what would happen and I’m sorry I didn’t tell you that the Whiskey brothers had found me an agent who could help me navigate all this, but I didn’t want to get your hopes up.”

      “Get our hopes up?” Kevin handed him a glass. “I think you were more concerned you weren’t good enough, which is crazy. You have more talent in that little pinky of yours than most people.”

      “I agree with my uncle.”

      He leaned in and kissed her rosy lips. “You have to say that because you love me.”

      “I’m not going to listen to this love shit for the rest of my life.”

      “Yeah, you are,” Sawyer said with a laugh. “So, while it’s awesome that I just earned rent for the next year.” He slammed the check on her thigh. “For both of us.”

      “Holy shit.” She held up the check to the sunlight and examined it as if it were a precious rock.

      “Jesus. That’s a fat check.” Kevin leaned over her shoulder.

      “There is a negative,” Sawyer said.

      “What’s that?” Kevin asked.

      “I have to go to Nashville a couple of times a year. Actually, more like every other month.”

      “I like Nashville,” Kevin said. “Do you like Nashville, Hayden?”

      Hayden nodded.

      “I don’t see what the problem is. So, we take a few trips to Nashville. Maybe my new boyfriend will like it,” Kevin said with a raised glass. “Our first date is tomorrow. I think my future nephew-in-law needs to take me shopping for a new tie.”

      Sawyer slapped his forehead. “I’ll drive you, but you can afford your own tie.”

      “That is true.” Kevin squeezed his shoulder. “I’m real proud of you.”

      “Thanks.” Sawyer glanced up. “I’m proud of you too.”

      “My boyfriend is in love with my gay uncle.” Hayden laughed.

      Sawyer finally had real family. The kind that stood up for each other and stood by one another in the time of need.

      He wrapped his arm around Hayden, tucking her head into his shoulder. She’d be the only girl he’d ever need to go front porch sitting with ever again.

      He’d found his forever home.
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