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      “Hardt spins erotic gold…”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “22 Best Erotic Novels to Read”

      ~Marie Claire Magazine on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “Intensely erotic and wildly emotional…”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “With an edgy, enigmatic hero and loads of sexual tension, Helen Hardt's fast-paced Follow Me Darkly had me turning pages late into the night!”

      ~New York Times bestselling author J. Kenner on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “Christian, Gideon, and now…Braden Black.”

      ~Books, Wine, and Besties on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “This red-hot tale will have readers fanning themselves.”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Blush

      

      “It's hot, it's intense, and the plot starts off thick and had me completely spellbound from page one.”

      ~The Sassy Nerd Blog on Rebel

      

      “Craving is the jaw-dropping book you need to read!”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones on Craving

      

      "Completely raw and addictive."

      ~#1 New York Times bestselling author Meredith Wild on Craving

      

      “Talon has hit my top five list…up there next to Jamie Fraser and Gideon Cross.”

      ~USA Today bestselling author Angel Payne on Craving

      

      “Talon and Jade’s instant chemistry heats up the pages…”

      ~RT Book Reviews on Craving

      

      “Sorry Christian and Gideon, there’s a new heartthrob for you to contend with. Meet Talon. Talon Steel.”

      ~Booktopia on Craving

      

      “Such a beautiful torment—the waiting, the anticipation, the relief that only comes briefly before more questions arise, and the wait begins again… Check. Mate. Ms. Hardt…”

      ~Bare Naked Words on Craving

      

      “Made my heart stop in my chest. Helen has given us such a heartbreakingly beautiful series.”

      ~Tina, Bookalicious Babes on the Steel Brothers Saga

      

      “An enthralling and rousing vampire tale that will leave readers waiting for the sequel.”

      ~Kirkus Reviews on Unchained

      

      "Dangerous and sexy. A new favorite!"

      ~New York Times bestselling author Alyssa Day on Unchained

      

      “A dark, intoxicating tale.”

      ~Library Journal on Unchained

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          FALCON

        

      

    

    
      The place is a dive.

      Funny.

      Before, I’d never have considered entering such a bar, but now?

      Now, I’m different.

      I’ve seen how the other half lives.

      I’ve been part of the other half.

      And this dive? It called to me, so I went in.

      The bar stools are covered in red vinyl, and the one I choose has a couple of rips in it. Seems appropriate. It’s early—only eight p.m.—so there’s no crowd yet, if there ever is one. Maybe these old bars on the edge of towns don’t do much business. Not that I’d know.

      A neon Old Milwaukee sign hangs on the wall behind the bar, above the shelves of bottles with names I don’t recognize. Probably all rotgut.

      I’m not used to rotgut, but nearly a decade has passed since I’ve tasted alcohol that wasn’t fermented in a toilet tank, so I’m pretty sure the well brands here will taste like fucking Pappy’s.

      No one else sits at the bar, but the barkeep on duty—a middle aged woman who seems intent on wiping lowball glasses—doesn’t seem in any hurry to offer me a libation.

      I clear my throat. “Ma’am?”

      “Be with you in a minute,” she says, her voice low and raspy. A smoker, no doubt.

      A couple tables are occupied with young men wearing T-shirts and orange vests. Construction workers, probably, just getting off duty. In the background, headbanger music plays softly over the intercom. Ironic. An old juke sits in one corner, but it’s not lit. Probably just for show. The tables and the bar are crafted from some kind of dark wood. The bar itself is full of scratches and needs revarnishing.

      “What’ll it be?” the barkeep finally says to me.

      “Bourbon. Neat.”

      “You got it. Brand?”

      “The shittiest you’ve got.”

      She laughs, and it sounds kind of like a frog croaking. “Been that kind of day, huh?”

      I look down at the scratched surface of the bar. “You don’t even know.”

      She turns, grabs a bottle without a label, and pours a shot into a lowball glass.

      “Better make it a double,” I say.

      “You got it.”

      She adds another fingerful and slides the glass to me, along with a napkin that says “Ruthie’s Roadies” on it.

      “You Ruthie?” I ask.

      Another low laugh. “Hell, no. I’m Iris. We get these napkins at a discount. Buy up leftover stock from other places.”

      “Ah. Got it.” I pick up the glass. Take a sniff. Whew! Harsh stuff. A little woodsy, a touch of caramel, and a whole lot of battery acid.

      “What’s your name, cowboy?” Iris asks.

      I raise an eyebrow. “Do I look like a cowboy to you?”

      She eyes the tats on my knuckles. My shaggy dark hair that nearly touches my shoulders. My black stubble. “Not so much. What are you, then?”

      “Not sure.” I shoot the bourbon, letting it crawl down my throat in a slow burn. I slide the glass back to her. “One more.”

      She nods, pours me a refill, and hands it back. “You going to tell me your name?”

      I hold up my glass, swirl the light brown liquid in the glass, the way I used to swirl wine. I used to appreciate fine wine. My mother taught me about wine when I was sixteen years old. She loves the stuff, used to have it shipped from Napa Valley, Burgundy, Tuscany—you name it—to our Summer Creek, Texas ranch. I enjoyed the stuff, and not just because I was only sixteen and it was a thrill to drink. No. I enjoyed the nuances, the colors and aromas, the flavor as it trickled over my tongue and then the finish as I swallowed. Mom said I had the same knack for wine that she did. We talked about going to Europe on a wine tour once I finished college. We’d planned to do it after graduation and before I joined the Navy with my best friend, Leif.

      None of that happened, of course.

      It couldn’t.

      I polish off the second drink and exhale. “It’s Falcon.”

      “Say what?”

      “You asked my name. It’s Falcon.”

      “You’re shittin’ me.”

      “Nope. I’d show you my driver’s license, except I have to get a new one.”

      Iris frowns. “No driver’s license? Good thing I didn’t ID you. How’d you get here?”

      “Cab.”

      “Yeah? What have you been doin’?”

      I push the glass toward her, motioning for another. “Time.”
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      “Who picked this place?” I ask Gert.

      It’s our monthly ladies’ night, and somehow we ended up at this dive with no name somewhere between San Antonio and Summer Creek. It’s picking up now. When we got here ten minutes ago, only a few guys sat at a table and one guy at the bar.

      Not that I’m here to meet guys. That’s not what ladies’ night is about. Gert, Jordan, Ashley, and I decided back in college that we wouldn’t lose touch like so many college besties do. Since we all live in the same area, we’ve kept up the monthly tradition of ladies’ night for six years now. Sure, we’ve missed a few months here and there, but for the most part we’ve been good about keeping the date.

      “It was Ashley’s turn,” Gert says. “She wanted to choose something closer to your new place.”

      Ashley’s turn. Now I get it.

      I moved last week from Austin to the town of Summer Creek, Texas, near Del Rio on the border. It’s a ranching town for the most part—not my jam so much, but I was looking for a way out of my previous situation, so when the job offer came through, I couldn’t refuse. I don’t know the area very well yet, but surely there was a better place than this for our monthly outing.

      I scan the old movie posters on the walls. “I told you all that I’ll happily drive up to Austin or San Antonio once a month. I just need a place to crash.”

      “Absolutely.” Gert pushes a strand of dark hair behind her ear. “You know you can stay with me. But Ash wanted to do this for you, and Jordy and I agreed.”

      Ashley wanted to do this for me. Right.

      Ashley and Jordan excused themselves to go to the bathroom a few moments ago. I hope I don’t need to go anytime soon. I don’t want to touch anything in this place. The tabletop shines with grime. Decision made. I’m keeping myself to one drink tonight.

      A middle-aged woman ambles to our table, her blond hair pulled up in a knot. “What can I get you ladies this evening?”

      “I’ll have a glass of Chardonnay,” Gert says. “A nice oaky one.”

      “Ernest and Julio okay?” the waitress asks in her low voice.

      Gert’s cheek redden. “Uh…sure. Whatever you have is fine.”

      She turns to me. “You?”

      “Something red.”

      “Wine? Or a vodka cranberry?”

      I cock my head. “I was thinking wine, but you know? A vodka cran sounds good. Refreshing.”

      “Got it.”

      “Our friends are in the bathroom,” Gert says. “Wait, here they come now.”

      Ashley and Jordan take their seats at our small table.

      “Oh, good.” Ashley eyes the server. “I feel like tying one on tonight.”

      “What’ll it be?” the woman asks them.

      “A cosmo,” Ashley says.

      She raises her eyebrows. “What’s that?”

      Ashley drops her jaw. “A vodka martini sans the vermouth with cranberry, lime, and Cointreau.”

      The server wrinkles her forehead. “Sans?”

      “It’s French,” Ashley says. “It means without.”

      “Then why don’t you just say ‘without?’”

      “Could I just get my cosmo please?”

      The server looks to me. “Isn’t she describing what you’re having with a few fancy words thrown in?”

      Ashley rolls her eyes. “Just get me what she’s having, then.”

      “Vodka cranberry,” I say.

      Gert’s been telling Ashley that cosmopolitans are passé. Maybe this will convince her. Or maybe this lady truly doesn’t know what the cocktail is.

      “Yeah, that’s fine.”

      “And you?” The waitress nods to Jordan.

      “The same.”

      “Good enough.” She slides her pencil behind her ear and makes her way back to the bar.

      “What kind of place is this?” Ashley shakes her head. “Who doesn’t know what a cosmo is?”

      “You picked the place,” Gert reminds her.

      “I just looked for a bar in Summer Creek,” Ashley says.

      “And this is the best you could do?” Jordan raises her eyebrows.

      “Let’s go, then.” Ashley rises. “We can find somewhere else.”

      “We already ordered our drinks,” I say. “It would be rude to take off.”

      “So?” Ashley never cares about being rude.

      “So we’re staying.” I glance down at my phone.

      “Sav, you’re such a goody two shoes.” Ashley rolls her eyes.

      I’m far from a goody two shoes, but they don’t know that. No one outside my family knows that.

      “One day, Ash, your eyes are going to get stuck in the back of your head.” Gert laughs.

      Ashley ignores Gert. “When’s the last time you got laid?” she asks me.

      I tighten my lips. “Around the fifth of none of your fucking business.”

      Ash and I are ancillary friends, at best. I’m close to Gert and Jordan, and she’s close to Gert and Jordan, but the two of us? We don’t mesh, which explains why, out of what must be myriad bars between San Antonio and Summer Creek, she chose this dive. She’s no doubt thinking better of it now since our server didn’t know what a cosmo is.

      “That long, huh?” Ashley giggles.

      “Give it a rest,” Gert chides.

      “Ladies, this is our mission tonight,” Ashley goes on, ignoring Gert as she did Jordan. “We’re going to find Savvy here—”

      I hate it when she calls me Savvy.

      “—a man. I mean, you’re new in town, right? You haven’t had the chance to meet anyone yet.”

      “I don’t want to meet anyone in this place,” I say dryly.

      “Don’t be silly. Those two aren’t bad.” She gestures toward a table by the wall.

      One of the guys is blond and sort of handsome, but the other is balding with a beer belly.

      “For you, maybe,” I say snidely.

      “Fine.” She huffs. “How about that guy at the bar?”

      I look toward the bar and frown. “His back is to us.”

      “So? Go have a look. If you don’t like what you see, just ignore him and come back to the table.”

      “Yeah. No thanks.” I glance down at my phone again, wishing for an email or text or even something interesting on Instagram to take my attention away from Ashley and her desire to get me in bed with a stranger.

      I don’t do stuff like that.

      Funny thing is, neither does Ashley. Of the four of us, Jordan is the most indiscriminate, but she’d draw the line at anyone from this place.

      Ashley rises. “Then I’ll go.”

      Oh hell, no.

      I stand and shove my phone into the back pocket of my jeans. “Fine. I’ll go. You sit down.”

      Ashley drops back into her chair, smiling. Bitch got her way, as usual.

      I walk to the bar and sit one stool away from the man in question. I slyly glance toward him.

      And nearly lose my breath.

      He’s not just good looking.

      He’s magnificent, in a rough and rugged way. Wavy dark hair that’s unruly, high sculpted cheekbones, and black stubble that graces a granite jawline. Muscles, too. His forearms are corded and sexy with a perfect smattering of dark hair. His biceps bulge, making the simple white T-shirt he wears stretch around them. The sleeve hides all but a bit of a tattoo, so I can’t see what it is.

      The server, who’s now tending bar, glances at me. “I’ll have your drinks in a minute, honey.”

      Good save. Gives me a reason to be up here. “Great. Thanks. I just need to make a slight change.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’d like a red wine instead of the vodka cranberry, if that’s okay.”

      “It’s fine, but we don’t exactly have any French stuff here. You know, for your friend who thinks it’s cute to use French words.”

      “The wine’s for me, not for her. What do you have?”

      She slides a piece of paper toward me. “Our wine list.”

      I take a look.

      Chardonnay

      Merlot

      Red Blend

      White Blend

      I can’t help a giggle.

      “What’s funny?” she asks.

      “Nothing. I’ll have the Merlot, I guess.”

      The man a chair away glances up at me. God, his eyes are so big and dark with lashes to die for. Gorgeous.

      “Could I see that?”

      “Sure.” I hand him the paper.

      He laughs. “Now that’s damned funny.”

      The server glares at him. “You got a problem, Falcon?”

      Falcon? Interesting name. It seems to fit him. A bird of prey—a solitary hunter with speed, agility, and heightened senses. A hunter. This man looks like he could take anyone down.

      Already I’m pretty sure I know what that tattoo must be.

      “Hell no, Iris, but come on.” He holds up the paper. “You call this a wine list?”

      Iris sets her hands on her hips. “That’s what it is, ain’t it?”

      “If you say so.” He shoves it back at her and turns to me. “You want some advice?”

      “Uh…sure.”

      “Switch to the red blend. Blends are almost always a better bet with cheap wine. Less expensive varietals are always better when they’re blended.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. I used to know something about wine.”

      I lift my brow. “And you don’t anymore?”

      He looks down. “Let’s just say it’s been a long time.”

      An empty lowball glass sits in front of him.

      “Can I get you another?” I ask boldly. “You know, as a thank you for the wine advice.”

      “That was hardly wine advice. But I appreciate the thought.”

      “So…?”

      “Thank you, but no. Three’s my limit for cheap bourbon.”

      “What are you calling cheap?” Iris asks.

      “Come on,” the guy—Falcon—says. “It’s not an insult, Iris. It’s simple fact.” He rises, pulls a wallet from his back pocket, grabs some bills, and shoves them toward Iris.

      So much for that.

      He’s leaving.

      At least it will get Ashley off my back.

      But Falcon doesn’t leave. He stays put, and in a moment I realize he’s staring.

      At me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            FALCON

          

        

      

    

    
      Her beauty isn’t obvious.

      Light brown hair and a spray of freckles across her nose. Light brown eyes and full pink lips.

      Maybe it is obvious.

      It’s the freckles that threw me off. I see freckles and I think girl next door. But this woman is far from a girl next door. Granted, it’s been a while for me, but she’s gorgeous. It’s the eyes and the lips. And the tight little body with a fucking luscious rack.

      I didn’t come here to pick up a bedwarmer, but now that she’s here…

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      She pauses a moment, clearing her throat. “Vannah.”

      “Like Vanna White?”

      “Sure,” she says. “We’ll go with that.”

      “I’m Falcon.”

      “I know.”

      I lift my eyebrows. “How would you know?”

      “Iris called you Falcon.”

      “Oh. Right.” Way to go, Fal. Foot in mouth.

      “Nice to meet you,” I say.

      “You too.” She glances over her shoulder.

      I follow her gaze to a table of three more women, all gorgeous—two blondes and a brunette. “Friends of yours?”

      “Yeah. It’s ladies’ night.”

      “Then what are you doing up here at the bar talking to me?”

      “I’m…making a change to my drink order.”

      “Right. The Merlot.”

      “You know? I’m going to take your advice and go with the blend.”

      He stares at me, and for a moment I think he’s going to smile, but he doesn’t. “Vannah, if you were going to take my advice, you wouldn’t drink any of the wine here.”

      “You’re drinking here.”

      “I am.”

      “Why?”

      “Why not?”

      I know damned well why. This is the kind of place ex-cons are supposed to go to. Besides, until I get my new driver’s license and access my bank accounts, I can’t afford the kind of wine and bourbon I want to drink.

      Oh, and as a parolee, I’m not supposed to be drinking anyway.

      Soon, though. Fucking soon.

      “So…what do the letters on your knuckles mean?”

      I make two fists and look first at my right and then my left hand. On my right hand are the letters R, R, H, and E.

      On my left…

      A skull and a red ribbon, and the letters F and B.

      “Aren’t knuckle tattoos for prison inmates?” she asks.

      “No.”

      I was an inmate. But inmates aren’t the only ones with tattoos on their knuckles, although I did get mine in prison. My only other work is the falcon on my left arm and the word “savage” on my upper back. One of the best tattoo artists in Texas did my bird. I got “savage” on furlough. The ones on my knuckles? Done by Fargo in cell block C. About the best I can say about his ability is that I didn’t get an infection. Some of the guys he inked did, so I was lucky.

      “Then what do yours mean?”

      “On my right hand, they’re my siblings’ initials.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. Eagle, Hawk, Robin, and Raven.”

      My voice automatically softens at Raven’s name. Damn…

      Vannah widens her eyes. “You all have bird names?”

      “Yup.”

      I got done being embarrassed over my name the day I grew over six feet tall at fourteen. No more need to take any shit from anyone. My brothers soon followed suit. We’re all over six three, with Hawk the tallest at six five.

      Robin and Raven are both five ten. We come from tall stock.

      “Is there a reason for that?” she asks.

      “Does there have to be?”

      “I guess not. I mean, you didn’t choose your name.”

      There is a reason. My mother’s name is Starling, and she loves birds. But that’s my business. I’m not looking to trade life stories with some barfly, no matter how hot she is.

      And she is fucking hot.

      “And the symbols on the other hand?” she prods.

      “F and B are my initials.”

      “Oh.”

      “And the skull and the ribbon mean savage.”

      She jerks backward just a touch. “Savage?”

      “Yup.”

      I got the nickname inside. Careers thought I’d be an easy mark because I came from an upstanding family. I proved them all wrong in a hurry. Vannah can’t see the ink on my back. I got that when I went on furlough last year to attend my grandmother’s funeral.

      “Why savage?”

      “Why do you think?” I burn her with my gaze.

      Her cheeks turn a rosier pink.

      Either she’s frightened or turned on. I’m hoping the latter, but a little of both won’t hurt either.

      “So”—she clears her throat—”why do you have your brothers’ and sisters’ initials?”

      “To remind me.”

      “Of what?”

      “That family is everything, sweetheart.”

      She blushes further at the endearment. I’m not sure why I said it. Just seemed like a sweetheart moment.

      At least that’s what I tell myself.

      Vannah takes a sip of the red blend that Iris served her, all while turning to regard her friends.

      They’re smiling, laughing, and one of them mouths something to her. I can’t make it out.

      She turns back to me, takes another sip. “Sure I can’t get you another?”

      “I’m sure.” I pull my wallet back out and throw a few more bills on the bar. “Yours is on me, though.”

      “I couldn’t,” she says.

      “Sure you can. I haven’t bought a gorgeous woman a drink in a long time.” Eight years to be exact. “Humor me.”

      “All right.” She takes another sip. “Well…thank you.”

      I rise, head to the back to the restroom, take care of business, and return. “Could I use your phone?” I ask Iris. “My cell’s dead and I need to call a cab.”

      I don’t have a cell yet. First order of business tomorrow. Well…second order of business.

      “Do you live near here?” Vannah asks.

      “Not too far.”

      “I can drop you off.”

      I raise my eyebrow at her. I’m not any danger to her…but what the hell is she thinking? I just told her my nickname is Savage.

      “Thank you, sweetheart, but I can’t impose.”

      “It’s no imposition.”

      I sit down, this time on the stool right next to hers. “I have two sisters, both a year younger than I am—twins—and I’d never let either of them get into a car with a man they just met. So I’m not letting you do it, either.”

      “Are you a threat to me?”

      I burn her with my gaze. “What do you think?”

      She takes a sip of her wine, her lips trembling. “You’re right. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “It’s okay. I wish I could take you up on your offer, but I’m a gentleman.”

      Yeah, that’s a fucking lie. But I was once. Prison changes things.

      “You still need the phone?” Iris asks.

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      “There’s one in the back by the kitchen. It’s a pay phone. You need change?”

      “You still have a pay phone?”

      “Yeah. Never got rid of it.”

      I root around in my pocket and pull out a couple quarters. “I should be good.”

      Then I rise. “Bye, Vannah.”

      “Bye”—she smiles—“Savage.”

      Damn. Her soft voice hits me right in the groin. But I don’t want her calling me Savage. I’m no longer that guy. I’m Falcon Bellamy, out on parole, and I’m never going back inside.

      Hell, no.

      Still…I feel like Savage. Part of me will always be Savage.

      “It’s Falcon,” I say.

      “But you said—”

      “I know what I said, but that part of my life is over.” I walk back to the door by the kitchen and find the pay phone in a small alcove. I insert both quarters, listen for a dial tone—

      “I’m sorry.”

      I turn at Vannah’s voice. She stands, looking beautiful in her black leggings, leather boots, and forest-green tunic.

      “For what?”

      “For calling you Savage. For offering to drive you home. You’re right. I wasn’t thinking, and thank you for looking out for me.”

      “No thanks needed.”

      She smiles. “Well, I appreciate it. More than you know.”

      My fingers itch. They itch to reach out. To touch the milky skin of her cheek, the soft silk of her hair. Already I’m hard as a rock just thinking about it.

      Of course I am. It’s been eight fucking years, unless you count the one-nighter on furlough. The alcove is private enough.

      I look around.

      No. Can’t do it. Besides, she’s not offering.

      “You’re welcome. Now do me a favor. Get the hell away from me before I pin you up against this wall and fuck you.”
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      Oh God…

      I squirm. I can’t help it. He’s so tall, so broad, so amazingly sexy with his knuckle tats and all that dark hair.

      And those eyes…

      Those eyes are the sexiest of all.

      They’re so dark, and his lashes are long, thick, and black, longer than most women’s. He’s staring at me with such intensity, and I feel it everywhere…especially between my legs.

      I followed him back here to apologize, sure, but also because I didn’t want to say goodbye just yet.

      Something about him pulls at me, and it’s not just his raw masculinity. Sure, it’s been a while for me, but I don’t normally offer a guy, no matter how gorgeous, a ride home. Of course I know better. For a moment I considered that it was a reaction to Ashley’s cajoling, but it wasn’t. Ashley’s a pain in my ass, but I don’t let her dictate what I do. Not ever.

      No.

      This is something else.

      Something physical that I’ve never felt before.

      Something that’s pulling me.

      Making me ache.

      I should go.

      I should take his advice and go, because I’m not the kind of woman who lets a stranger take her up against a wall in a public place.

      Those words, coming from any other man, would be a total turnoff.

      But coming from this man?

      Oh. My. God.

      I gulp. “Not here.”

      “Fuck that.” He pulls me to his body and smashes his mouth to mine.

      I part my lips without thinking, and he sweeps his tongue between them, a low growl emanating from his chest and into mine.

      Our lips slide together, our teeth clash, and thank God for his big, muscular body because my legs have turned to gelatin. His arms steady me, and I wrap my own around his neck, tugging on his hair and sliding my hands over his broad shoulders.

      He deepens the kiss with another feral growl, and I glide my tongue against his. He tastes of the bourbon he was drinking, of spice and mint, of burly man. Intoxicating.

      He slides one hand down my back and grabs my ass, pulling me against the hard bulge in his jeans.

      Warm tingles shoot through me, and I grip his hair at the back of his neck to keep my balance. His kiss has me on fire, hot blue flames, and I’m powerless against it.

      And that’s okay. In this moment, I relish that powerlessness.

      I’ll let him fuck me up against this wall. No questions asked.

      I’m ready, grinding into him, his hard bulge tantalizing my clit through all our layers of clothing.

      So ready… So ready—

      He rips his mouth from mine, wipes his own with his hand. “Fuck.”

      I swallow, biting my lower lip. His lips are even fuller and pinker now from our passionate kiss. His eyes are narrowed, and he’s burning me with his gaze.

      “You need to leave,” he says. “Now.”

      “What if I don’t want to leave?” I say boldly.

      “Vannah, I’m serious.” He gazes at me, all over me, making me even hotter. “I want you. I want you as much as I’ve ever wanted anyone. More, even. But you’re too good for this. You deserve better than a quick fuck in a public place. I can’t do that to you. I won’t do that to you.”

      His words only make me want him more.

      But he’s right. This isn’t me.

      I break free quickly and rejoin the others at the table.

      “Where were you?” Ashley asks. “Did you get some?”

      “Your lips are swollen,” Gert says dryly.

      “Nothing happened.” Warmth bubbles under my skin. “He’s a nice guy.”

      “There he goes.” Jordan motions to the entrance. “You can still catch him.”

      “He’s…not my type.”

      “Sav,” Gert says, “that guy is everyone’s type. He’s masculinity personified. Unless you’re looking for a beta.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not looking for anyone. He’s a nice guy. We kissed a little, and that was it.”

      Ashley stands. “If you don’t want him, I’m going after him.”

      Jealousy spears through me, but what can I do? He had to call a cab, so he’s probably still outside.

      Once Ashley’s out the door, Gert turns to me. “You’re not going to let her do that to you, are you?”

      “She’s not doing anything to me.”

      The words are bitter on my tongue. Already I feel like Falcon is mine. Apparently he didn’t feel what I felt, though, as it seemed only too easy for him to stop that soul-wrenching kiss and walk away.

      Just as well.

      I don’t need a one-time thing. Sure, they can be fun, but I’m twenty-seven years old, and it’s time to start thinking about long-term choices, not quick rolls in the hay.

      Ashley is blond and gorgeous, and she will catch Falcon’s eye.

      Or will she?

      He turned and looked at my friends more than once while we were sitting at the bar.

      When Ashley doesn’t return right away, though, I know the truth.

      The kiss was just a kiss to him. And that fuck up against the wall that didn’t happen? It would have been just a fuck.

      Ashley is no doubt inside his cab right now, going…well, somewhere. To his place, I guess, since Ashley lives in San Antonio.

      “You can still go,” Gert reminds me.

      I shake my head, just as Ashley walks back into the bar.

      A concrete block rises from my shoulders. I don’t know why it should matter, but I’m giddy that Ashley isn’t with Falcon in his cab.

      “How’d it go?” Jordan asks.

      Ashley shrugs. “He’s not my type.”

      “Right, Ash,” Gert says. “That’s why you hightailed it out there after him.”

      “I’m thinking maybe you’re not his type,” Jordan cajoles. “Your lips aren’t swollen like Sav’s are.”

      I absently bring my finger to my still burning lips.

      “What’d he say?” Gert asks.

      Good. She asked. I sure wasn’t going to.

      “Said he had to go. Had an appointment first thing tomorrow.”

      “Oh? What kind of appointment?” I ask.

      “You mean he didn’t tell you?” Ashley scoffs softly.

      “I didn’t ask.”

      “Oh…so you’re really not interested in him?”

      I simply shrug. Whether I am—and I am—or not doesn’t matter. Falcon is gone now, and I have no way of getting in touch with him. One thing’s for sure, though. If I say I am interested, Ashley will go out of her way to find him and seduce him.

      Though she didn’t seem to have much luck tonight.

      “How about another round, ladies,” Jordan says. “This one’s on me.”

      “Yes, please.” Ashley draws in a breath. “Make mine a double this time.”

      Ashley was outside for over ten minutes, and though I’m dying to know what she and Falcon talked about, I will not ask. Not in this lifetime.

      “What else did you talk about?” Gert asks Ashley.

      Good old Gert. Always dependable. I nudge her thigh under the table.

      “Not much. He’s not real talkative.”

      I resist raising my eyebrows. He seemed talkative to me. He told me about his tattoos. Of course, I asked.

      He did seem preoccupied, though. Perhaps he does have an appointment tomorrow, and whatever it is must be weighing on his mind.

      But that kiss…

      That was not a kiss of someone who was thinking about something else.

      Not until he broke it, anyway.

      No.

      That kiss was rabid. Primal. A kiss of yearning and of need.

      It was far from one-sided.

      I sigh and paste on a smile.

      “Well, ladies,” I say, picking up my wine glass. “Here’s to another night out.”
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      No one knows what to say to me. Makes no sense, since they all had plenty to say when I pleaded guilty. But now that I’m home? No one knows what to say.

      It’s the elephant in the room.

      Not just my incarceration…but the reason I’ve been released early. I was due to get out on parole for good behavior anyway, but my release was expedited.

      I’m about to see that reason now.

      My sister Raven lies in her hospital bed, her normally rosy skin pale. Her long dark hair, normally lush and shiny, is gone, and her lips are dry and cracked. Don’t they have lip balm here? Damn.

      But she manages a smile.

      “Falcon,” she says softly.

      “The one and only.” I touch her cheek. “I’d gladly stay locked away for the rest of my life to spare you all of this.”

      “I can’t thank you enough.” Raven grabs my hand from her cheek and squeezes it.

      “Where are Mom and Dad?”

      “They haven’t come in yet this morning.”

      “They’re avoiding me, you mean.”

      “No. That’s not it. I think they wanted me to be able to talk to you alone.”

      I take a seat in an uncomfortable looking chair next to her bed. “You don’t have to say anything, Ray.”

      “I know. It’s just…” She stares at my hip, wincing.

      “It’s okay.”

      “It’s a painful procedure, Fal.”

      It is. I researched it. But none of that scares me. Hell, nothing scares me anymore. I’ve been…

      Well, let’s just say I’ve been to hell and back many times over.

      “That doesn’t matter. I don’t care. You’re worth more to me than a little bit of pain.”

      “We’re not talking about a little bit of pain,” Raven says.

      It’s only a bit of pain compared to what I’ve been through, but my sweet sister doesn’t need to hear about that.

      “My answer doesn’t change. I don’t care.”

      A nurse enters and checks Raven’s vitals. “How are you feeling today?”

      “Better now.” She gestures weakly to me. “This is my brother Falcon.”

      The nurse turns to me, widens her green eyes.

      She’s pretty, with slightly tan skin, long dark hair that’s pulled up in a ponytail. Even with her green scrubs, I can see she’s got a great rack. I don’t react, though, not like I reacted last night with Vannah.

      Damn.

      I wish I’d gotten her number. But I’ve got other stuff to worry about, my sister being number one. I had no business kissing a stranger, certainly no business saying what I did to her. And I’ve got no business fantasizing about her now when my sister is lying here ill and needing me.

      I’m getting used to the eye widening. Everyone freaks when they meet an ex-con for the first time. I’m no longer Falcon Bellamy, oldest child of Austin and Starling Bellamy of Bellamy Ranch.

      I’m Falcon Bellamy, ex-convict, who pleaded guilty to involuntary manslaughter, a crime I never committed.

      “I’m unarmed,” I say dryly.

      “Oh, I didn’t mean—”

      “Sure you did, but it’s okay.” I hold my hands up in mock surrender. “I’m innocent. I was always innocent. So you’ve nothing to fear from me.”

      “I’m not…” She clears her throat. “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Bellamy.”

      “Falcon,” I say. “Mr. Bellamy makes me sound about a hundred. I understand you need more of my blood?”

      She nods. “Yeah. I’ll get that paperwork for you.” She clears her throat again. “And may I just say… It’s wonderful what you’re doing.”

      “She’s my sister. You’d do the same for your sister.”

      “I don’t have a sister, but of course. Anyone would.”

      I stare her down. “Then it’s not so wonderful if anyone would do it.”

      “What I meant was—”

      “I know what you meant. But I’m no hero”—I glance at her name tag—“Rosemary. I just want Raven to get well.”

      “She’s got a good chance now that you’re here.” Rosemary types some notes into the computer.

      “She’s got more than a chance,” I say. “I’ll make it happen.”

      “We can’t guarantee—”

      I gesture Rosemary to be quiet. “I can. I will personally guarantee that my bone marrow will cure my sister. Damn it, I’ll will it if I have to.”

      Another woman—wearing blue scrubs this time—enters. “Mr. Bellamy?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m Tracey. I’m here to draw your blood. If you’ll come with me, please.”

      I rise. “Take good care of her,” I say to Rosemary.

      “I will.”

      I follow Tracey out of Raven’s room to a small cubicle and take a seat, offering my left arm. She ties a rubber band around my upper arm, glancing at my falcon.

      “That’s some nice work.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Did you get that…”

      “In prison? No.”

      Her cheeks turn red. “I didn’t mean—”

      “I’m sorry.” Words I should have said to Rosemary.

      You get hardened in prison. You learn to watch your back, and you learn to assume everyone would just as soon stab you as look at you.

      Time for me to give that up…if I can.

      But part of me will always be Savage. That’s my life now.

      “It’s okay. It is beautiful work.”

      “I got it in Summer Creek the year I turned sixteen. My father took me.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. It’s what I wanted for my birthday.”

      “For your sixteenth birthday? Most kids want a car.”

      “I already had a car.”

      “Right.” She chuckles. “I forgot who I was talking to for a minute.” She taps my vein and then inserts the needle.

      I feel nothing.

      You learn to feel nothing on the inside.

      You suppress everything to survive.

      I watch as my dark red blood fills the glass tube. Tracey removes it and places another on the needle, and I watch the liquid fill this one as well.

      She removes it when it’s full, tapes a cotton ball to the small wound, and rises. Then she hands me the tube.

      “Can you verify that your name and date of birth are correct?”

      I take a look. “It’s all good.”

      “Thank you. That’s all I need. You can go.”

      “How long for the results?”

      “Not long. These are just to make sure you’re in good enough health to make the donation.”

      “I’m in fine health.”

      “I know. But we have to check your blood counts. If they’re even slightly off, you can’t—”

      “Listen,” I say, “I’m making this donation. I’m the only one out of three brothers and a sister—a twin sister—who was a match. I’m doing this.”

      “I’m sure everything will be fine, Mr. Bellamy.”

      “It’d better be.” I leave the cubicle and head back to Raven’s room.

      Her eyes are closed, and Rosemary is still there, tapping on the computer.

      “She fell asleep,” Rosemary says. “The poor thing’s exhausted.”

      I nod and take my place in the chair next to my sister’s bed. “Has anyone else been in this morning?”

      “Not yet. Your mother usually comes around ten, and the others when they can.”

      I check my watch. It’s nine thirty, and I have another appointment at ten thirty. I’ll be out of here by ten. Just as well. I haven’t seen any of them since I was released. Hawk wanted to pick me up but I told him no.

      I took a cab. I didn’t want anyone in my family going to that place ever again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I sit with Raven, holding her hand while she sleeps, until nine fifty. Then I kiss her forehead. “I’ll be back soon, sis.”

      Time to meet my parole officer—one Michael Barrett—and begin the rest of my life.
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      “Here are your appointments for today.” Bridget, my supervisor, hands me a file folder.

      Funny how government agencies still use scads of paper when most other companies have all their stuff digitized. But whatever.

      “Don’t I have orientation or something?”

      Bridget chuckles and runs her fingers over her graying hair. “Are you kidding? I don’t know how it was in Austin, but we’re completely understaffed and underfunded here. You’ll have to learn on your feet.”

      “Sure, that’s fine.”

      “Look,” she says. “Normally I’d let you shadow one of the others at least for a day, but one of our officers was in a car accident last night—”

      I widen my eyes and gasp.

      “It’s terrible,” she continues. “Some drunk woman plowed into him. It looks like he’s going to be fine, thank goodness, but he’ll be out for a while, and we’re shorter on staff than usual. You’ll be taking his new cases to start.”

      “Okay.” I follow Bridget to an empty cubicle. “Here you go. You can access all the records via our system on your computer. We keep hard copies as well.” She points to a manila envelope on the metal desk. “All your insurance and other benefit information is in that envelope. You’ll need to sign a few things and get them to Blanche in HR. She’ll take care of getting them submitted, but you’re covered as of today. All federal and state holidays off plus three weeks PTO per year.”

      “What about sick leave?”

      “Use your PTO for that, so if you want a long vacation, don’t get sick.”

      I open my mouth but she gestures me to stay quiet.

      “Since the pandemic, we allow you to work from home if you have cold or flu symptoms but are well enough to work. But if you have appointments, you’ll have to reschedule them.”

      I nod. “Got it. I never get sick, anyway.”

      “Yeah, I thought that too, until I had a monster flu last winter.”

      I’m not sure what to say to that, so I say nothing.

      “Anyway,” Bridget says, “looks like your first appointment should be here any minute. You can access your schedule on your computer monitor as well. But your folders are in order.”

      I grab the top folder and open it. “Rudy Hansen.”

      “Just take the folder, go out to the waiting area, and call his name. Then bring him back. You’ve done this before, so you know the drill.”

      “I’m sure I’ll get the hang of it.”

      “I’m sure you will too. Enjoy your first day.” Bridget whisks out of the cubicle.

      I grab the folder and walk out to the waiting area. It’s crowded, as I expected. Parolees are either here to meet their new parole officer, as Rudy Hansen is, or check-in.

      “Rudy Hansen?” I say.

      A young man with dark hair and eyes rises. He looks pretty clean-cut, which is normal for the first visit to your parole officer. His hair is cut short, and he’s clean-shaven. He wears a white button-down shirt and faded Levi’s. Some kind of sports shoes. Maybe Nikes, but I can’t see. He walks toward me, and I notice a gold stud in his left ear.

      Also a tattoo on his left hand.

      “Mr. Hansen,” I say, “I’m Savannah Gallo. Please come with me.”

      I turn, assuming he’s following me, and head back to the cubicle.

      I point to the chair sitting across from my desk. “Have a seat.”

      “Thank you,” he says.

      “How are you feeling today?”

      He scoffs. “How do you think I’m feeling?”

      “I don’t know. That’s why I asked. I’m here to help you, Mr. Hansen, so you’d be well advised to drop the attitude.”

      He looks down at his lap. “Sorry.”

      “I see you were granted parole for good behavior. You were charged with moving a controlled substance.”

      “I was framed,” he says.

      I resist an eye roll. That’s what they all say. Well, most of them, anyway.

      “I’m afraid that doesn’t matter at this point, Mr. Hansen. Can you tell me about the charges and the time you served?”

      “Don’t you have all those records?”

      “I do, but it’s important for me to get your version of the events.”

      “I was caught with an ounce of meth in my car. It was planted.”

      “I see.”

      “Can I talk to my attorney?”

      “There’s no need. You’re not being charged with anything.”

      “It sure feels like it.”

      “These are just questions, Mr. Hansen. I’m here to help you, as I’ve said.” I shuffle through the papers. “Let’s just move on.”

      “You’re not the person who I met before my release,” he says.

      “Did you meet with Michael Barrett?”

      “Yeah, his name was Michael. It was probably him.”

      “Unfortunately, Mr. Barrett was in an automobile accident yesterday, so I’m taking over his caseload for now.”

      “Lucky me.” He waggles his eyebrows.

      Great. One of those.

      “Let’s take a look at the conditions of your parole.” I glance at his paper. “Of course you know you’re supposed to stay away from drugs of any kind, and that includes alcohol. You’ll be expected to get a job and undergo counseling. I also suggest getting your GED.”

      “Is that a requirement?”

      “It’s my requirement,” I say.

      “Nobody said anything about that to me before, man.”

      “First of all, Mr. Hanson, I’m not a man, as you can well see. Second, no, it’s not a condition of your parole. But I highly advise you to look into it. You’ll be able to get a better job that way.”

      “No one will hire an ex-con.”

      “We have facilities to help you with that. I’m here to help you, Mr. Hanson.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      I glance at my computer screen. “You were granted parole because of your good behavior, so I commend you for that. What are your goals for the rest of your life? What do you want to get out of your parole?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You need to think about that. This is your second chance, Mr. Hansen, and you may not get a third one, so make this one count. What skills do you have?”

      “Not a lot.”

      “All right then, manual labor might be your best bet. There are always jobs in the construction industry. You’re young and strong. You’ll do well.”

      Rudy’s eyes light up. “Yeah, construction. That sounds good. It’s better than slinging hash at some fast-food joint.”

      “I’m going to give you a questionnaire to fill out. It will help me evaluate what your skill sets are, and I can better assist you in finding employment.” I hand him a clipboard.

      He stares at it. “I don’t need to fill this out. I told you what my skills are.” He sets it down.

      “This will help. Please just fill out the form. It will only take about ten minutes or so.”

      “No.”

      “One of the conditions of your parole, Mr. Hanson, is that you cooperate with your parole officer. That’s me. Fill out the form.”

      He says nothing.

      “Why don’t you—”

      Then it occurs to me.

      “Mr. Hanson?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Would you prefer that I read the questions to you?”

      He says nothing, but then he nods.

      He can’t read. Back in Austin, some of my colleagues came across illiterate individuals. I never did…until now.

      “That’s no problem at all, Mr. Hanson.”

      I read the questionnaire, writing down his responses.

      No wonder he didn’t want to get his GED.

      “All right, Mr. Hanson. This gives me a good idea of what you can do. I’m also going to give you the number of a counselor, and I want you to call him.”

      Rudy crosses his arms. “I don’t need no counseling.”

      “That’s not really for you or me to determine. It’s a condition of your parole, so if you want to stay out of prison, you will need to undergo counseling.”

      He takes the card from me. “Fine.”

      “In fact,” I say, “I’ll make your first appointment for you. I’ll need your current cell phone number.”

      He rattles off some numbers that I write down.

      “And your current address?”

      He rattles that off as well.

      Normally I’d give him a piece of paper with all of this written on it, and ask him if it was correct, but I don’t want to embarrass him further.

      “All right, Mr. Hanson. Very good. I will text you—I’m sorry, I’ll call you—with the time of your first appointment. And I’ll be checking in with your counselor to make sure you went.”

      “Wait a minute. Isn’t there some kind of confidentiality thing?”

      “Absolutely. All I will do is check in with him to make sure you attended your session. I won’t ask him what you talked about.”

      He nods.

      “All right, Mr. Hanson.” I rise and stick out my hand. “It was a pleasure meeting you.”

      He takes my hand, gives me a good firm handshake.

      “I’ll see you the same time next week.”

      “Does it have to be every week?”

      “Until I decide it can be less often.”

      “All right.”

      “I’ll see you out.”

      “No need. I can find the way.”

      “All right. Have a good day, Mr. Hanson.”

      I check my watch. A few minutes until my next appointment, so I go through the documents in the manila folder, sign the requisite forms, and take a walk to the front.

      “Where can I find Blanche?” I ask Debby, the receptionist. “I need to give her these.”

      “She’s down the hall to your right. Corner office.” Debby smiles.

      “Thanks.”

      I drop off the documents and head back to my cubicle, grabbing the next file.

      And my jaw drops.
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      I don’t belong here.

      I’m sitting here with criminals, waiting to see my parole officer, and I don’t fucking belong here.

      It’s crazy, how everything went down all those years ago. How I copped to manslaughter for the sake of my brother.

      How I got out a few months early because Raven is ill.

      And now…I’m forced to talk to some government hack when I’ve been innocent all along.

      Life…

      “Falcon Bellamy.”

      That voice. I know that voice.

      I look up.

      And my groin responds.

      Damn.

      It’s Vannah.

      I rise and walk toward her.

      “I’m Savannah Gallo,” she says. “Come with me.”

      “Sa-vannah, huh?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Where’s Michael Bennett? That’s who I met before my release.”

      She clears her throat. “You mean Michael Barrett. Mr. Barrett was in an accident, and I’m taking over his caseload.”

      I follow Savannah, never taking my eyes off her long and shapely legs and her ass in a tight-ass navy skirt, to a cubicle near the back of a large office area.

      She gestures to the folding chair across from her desk. “Have a seat.”

      I sit, nearly too big for the chair.

      Damn. I never thought I’d see the woman again, and God knows I don’t need anyone complicating my life right now, but a certain part of my anatomy is damned happy with this circumstance.

      “So…Mr. Bellamy.”

      I lean forward and place my elbows on her desk. “Falcon. I think we’re beyond the Mr. Bellamy thing, since we’ve had our tongues in each other’s mouths.”

      She blushes, and damn…that rosiness creeps down her neck. I’m betting her luscious tits are pink right about now. Pink, with brownish red nipples.

      “Mr. Bellamy,” she says, enunciating in a patronizing way, “I’ll be your parole officer. And I feel it’s my duty to inform you that you’ve already violated your parole.”

      I nod. “The drink last night.”

      “Yes. As a condition of your parole, you’re to abstain from all drugs and alcohol.”

      “So I’m in trouble now?”

      Little does she know that drink was a last hurrah for me. I have to abstain from alcohol until after the bone marrow procedure. I chose the dive on purpose. I wanted something other than toilet hooch, but nothing so good that I’d remember what I’ve been missing. That will have to wait.

      She clears her throat again. “Tell me a little about yourself, Mr. Bellamy.”

      Is she serious? She’s got my record right in front of her.

      “I’ve got a nine inch—”

      “Oh my God…”

      “…hammer.” I chuckle.

      “Let’s be serious, please. I take this job seriously, and I’m new here, so I’m not going to screw this up.”

      I furrow my brow. “I haven’t seen you around before. Of course, I haven’t been around lately, except when I was out on furlough last year for my grandma’s funeral.”

      “I just moved here from Austin.”

      “Oh? What’d you do there?”

      “Uh…I was a parole officer.”

      “What’d you want to leave the big city for?”

      She doesn’t reply.

      Instead—

      “What are your goals for your parole?”

      “To get to know you better.”

      I’m not sure where those words came from. I need a girlfriend like I need a bash to the head, but something about her makes me want her.

      “Please be serious, Falcon.”

      I smile. “You called me Falcon. Should I still call you Vannah? Or Savvy maybe?”

      “I detest Savvy, and no one calls me Vannah.”

      “Then I will. After all, it’s the name you gave me.”

      “Savannah, please. Or Ms. Gallo.”

      “Ms. Gallo’s not happening.” I chuckle. “We’ll make it Savannah. That’s a gorgeous name. Are you from Savannah?”

      “No.” Another throat clear. “Falcon, this isn’t about me. We need to get through this initial meeting and map out your goals. Now…another condition of your parole is that you’ll find employment.”

      “Done.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. I work on my ranch. Bellamy Ranch.”

      Her eyes widen into circles. “You’re that Falcon Bellamy?”

      “Not sure there are too many of us.”

      “Right.” She shuffles some papers, her cheeks flushing. “I don’t know why I didn’t make the connection. I’m new on the job and I’m just… It doesn’t matter anyway.”

      “I’m that Falcon Bellamy. Son of Austin and Starling Bellamy of Bellamy Ranch.”

      “Right. Your grandmother who just passed away…”

      “Patricia Cooper Bellamy, of Cooper Steel.” I smile. “That’s right. You’re looking at a steel heir. I’ve got a hefty trust fund and everything.”

      Another throat clear.

      “You coming down with something?” I ask.

      “I’m fine.”

      “That’s a lot of throat clearing, Savannah. I’m beginning to think I make you uncomfortable.”

      “What kind of work do you do on the ranch?” she asks, ignoring my comment.

      “Everything. My father taught my brothers, sisters, and me everything about beef ranching.”

      “So you’re not an executive?”

      “Technically, yeah, but we have paid suits to do the shitty administrative work. My brothers and I like to be outside.”

      Never more accurate. I sure missed the days beneath the hot Texas sun when I was on the inside. We got an hour a day outdoors, but that wasn’t near enough, especially because it was on asphalt with nothing more than a couple basketball hoops and a few balls to occupy us. Most of the guys ended up fighting with all their pent-up aggression. I kept clear of them…but only after I proved myself as Savage.

      I spent some time in the infirmary for that stunt, but I proved myself.

      No one messed with Savage after that.

      Growing up on a beef ranch makes you strong, and Austin Bellamy was a father who pushed all of us, even my sisters, to our limits and beyond.

      I have to hand it to the old man. Those particular virtues came in handy on the inside.

      “So you served time for involuntary manslaughter.” Savannah reads from her file.

      “Yes.”

      She looks up at me. “You’re not going to tell me you’re innocent?”

      “Would you believe me?”

      “Probably not, but that’s the first thing almost every parolee tells me. That he was wrongfully accused or framed.”

      The truth is that I am innocent, but what does it matter at this point? I chose to plead guilty, and because I’m a Bellamy, I got the book thrown at me. The system decided to make an example of me. My old man and my grandmother tried to pay off every judge in the Lone Star State, but they all refused.

      So I went to prison, and no one will know the truth. I made a promise long ago, and I aim to keep it.

      “I’m not here to prove my innocence to you, Savannah,” I say. “I know in my heart who I am and what I’m guilty of. I’ll be honest. I didn’t commit the crime I was incarcerated for, but I’m hardly innocent.”

      No truer words.

      She inhales. “So you’ll be doing ranch work. Are you paid?”

      “I am.”

      “And can your father attest to this?”

      “Why does he need to? I’m paid by having all my needs met and an eight-figure trust fund. I live off the proceeds.”

      She nods. “I see.”

      “But there aren’t any free rides as a son of Austin Bellamy. I work for the ranch.”

      “I’ll need documentation from your father or someone who handles payroll.”

      “Fine.”

      I’m not on payroll, not in the way she means, but I’ll find something to satisfy her and her rules. My stomach lets out a growl.

      She eyes me. “Are you hungry?”

      “I’m fine. Just missed breakfast, is all.”

      “There are some doughnuts in the breakroom. I’ll be happy to get one for you. And some coffee.”

      “Thanks, but I’m fine.”

      She nods. “Now,” she says, “about counseling.”

      Right. Michael Barrett said I’d require counseling, something about learning to live on the outside again.

      None of these people understand my circumstances, but I’ll do what I have to do to stay out.

      Raven needs me.

      “Fine. Counseling. Just tell me when and where.”

      She narrows her eyes. “You’re certainly being cooperative.”

      “Aren’t most people?”

      “Not when it comes to counseling. Now, about the weekly drug tests.”

      “I don’t use drugs, and you saw my last drink of alcohol for a while.”

      “Still, it’s a requirement of—”

      “Of my parole, yes. I get it. Tell me where to show up, and I’ll pee in a cup.”

      “All that information will be in the folder you’ll leave here with. If you miss an appointment, you’re considered in violation of your parole, so if something comes up and you can’t make it, be sure to call me right away.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah…”

      “I’ll give you the number to call for your mandatory counseling sessions as well.”

      “Got it.”

      “And Mr. Bellamy?”

      “Falcon.”

      “Falcon.” She blushes. “I’m here to help you. So feel free to call me anytime.”

      “You bet I will, Savannah. You bet I will.” I rise. “Is that all?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Because I have somewhere to be.”
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      Where?

      I want to ask where so badly.

      But that would be unprofessional. As attracted as I am to Falcon Bellamy, I can’t get involved. I’m his freaking parole officer.

      Besides…he wasn’t interested last night.

      He let me go.

      I offered myself up on a silver platter, and he let me go.

      Just as well. Back in Austin, I’d go to Jonathan and ask to be removed from the case for a potential conflict of interest. Jonathan was always good about that. He didn’t ask a lot of questions. About anything, which also served me well.

      I can’t ask to have Falcon reassigned, however. I hardly know Bridget, and this is my first day on the job. Not a good look to go to her and tell her I made out with one of my parolees last night.

      Yeah, not happening.

      I can’t help watching Falcon walk out of my cubicle. His ass is delectable in his jeans. No lowriding for Falcon Bellamy.

      I close my eyes and will my pulse to stop racing. Or try to, anyway. It seems like it’s on overdrive at the moment.

      I don’t have another appointment until after lunch, which is in thirty minutes. I take the time to write up summaries of my meetings with Falcon and Rudy, and then I grab my purse for my lunch break. I figure I’ll just grab something from the machines in the break room, but Bridget waylays me.

      “Would you like to go to lunch?” she asks.

      “Uh…yeah. Sure. Thanks for the invite.”

      She smiles. “No problem. I like to take the new people out, answer any questions when we’re not so swamped, which is all the time. Lunch hour is sacred around here.”

      “Good to know.”

      “I’m serious. Don’t ever work over lunch. We put in enough extra hours anyway.”

      “We do?”

      “Oh, yeah. You’ll see. Quitting time is five, but most of us are here until six or later.”

      I nod. I don’t have a problem with working hard. Being a parole officer is a thankless job, but someone has to do it. My original plan was to go to law school after I finished my degree in criminal justice, but my family needed me working. Seven years later, I’m still doing the same job, and law school isn’t in my future.

      I actually enjoy working with the parolees. It’s the endless paperwork I can do without, but it’s a necessary evil. Red tape galore.

      “Where would you like to go?” Bridget asks.

      “I’ve only been here for a few days. I don’t really know what’s good. Why don’t you choose?”

      “All right. How about Italian? There’s a great little mom and pop restaurant a block away. We can walk.”

      “Sounds good.” Though walking means conversation.

      Then again, lunch means conversation, so I’ll go with it. I’m not big on small talk, which was made abundantly clear during my conversation with Falcon last night at the bar, but we’ll be talking about work. I can handle that.

      We reach Papa Moroni’s in about five minutes. Bridget holds the door open for me.

      “Bridget,” the hostess greets. “Good to see you.”

      “Hi, Gina. Table for two, please.”

      “You got it. Follow me.”

      I follow Bridget and Gina to a booth along the side of the restaurant.

      “This okay?” Gina asks.

      “Perfect,” Bridget says. “Thanks.”

      Gina hands us two menus and whisks away.

      “The lasagna is great here,” Bridget says, “or if you’re thinking something lighter, the angel hair and scallops is to die for.”

      “I love lasagna, but if I eat a heavy meal, I’ll risk falling asleep at my desk this afternoon.”

      Shit. Not a good thing to say to your new boss.

      I chuckle and hope she thinks I’m kidding…even though I’m not.

      “I hear you. But I’m having the lasagna anyway.” Bridget smiles.

      It does sound good, but I can’t order it now. Especially since it really will put me to sleep. I carb crash like crazy, so I’m going high protein. Chicken piccata.

      A server brings glasses of water and a breadbasket. “Hi, Bridge.”

      “Hi, Priscilla.”

      “The usual?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “And for you, ma’am?” Priscilla asks.

      “Chicken piccata please, but could I have a house salad instead of the side of spaghetti?”

      “Sure.” Priscilla scribbles on her pad. “Anything to drink besides water?”

      “Water’s fine,” I say.

      “I’ll have an iced tea,” Bridget says.

      “Good enough. I’ll have those right out for you.”

      Before we can say much, Priscilla comes by with Bridget’s iced tea. She takes a sip, grabs a slice of bread from the breadbasket, and places it on the small plate in front of her. Then she takes the carafe of olive oil on the table and splashes some over the bread. “So much better than butter,” she says.

      I smile and nod.

      “You want some bread?”

      “Yeah. Maybe just one slice.”

      Can’t carb crash from one slice, right? Probably not, since the rest of my meal will be protein.

      I grab a slice and follow Bridget’s lead with the olive oil. It’s delicious.

      “So,” Bridget begins, “how did things go this morning?”

      “Good, I think. I met with two parolees, wrote up the summaries. They were both cooperative.”

      She lifts her eyebrows. “Really?”

      I laugh. “Well, yes, all things considered. The first one gave me a bit of attitude. Didn’t want to do his counseling.”

      “Very few of them are receptive to that.”

      “I know. It was the same in Austin.” I take a sip of water. “Plus, he’s illiterate. I tried not to embarrass him.”

      “Let his counselor know,” Bridget says. “They can help with that. I saw you got Falcon Bellamy.”

      “Yeah.” My cheeks warm.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard all about that case.”

      “Actually, I haven’t.”

      She nods. “The family kept it as hush hush as they could, but it was big news in these parts. They paid a lot to keep it from going national.”

      I nod. I read one of those news recaps online every morning. I stopped watching the news on TV a few years ago. It was too depressing.

      “Yeah, of course,” I say.

      “He was eligible for parole about five years ago, but an inmate attacked him in the cafeteria, and he injured the assailant with a shiv.”

      I widen my eyes. Is that how he became Savage? “Sounds like he was defending himself.”

      “He was. But the shiv was contraband.”

      “Yeah, of course it would be. But these people need to be able to defend themselves.”

      “You’ve seen Falcon Bellamy. He probably didn’t need the shiv.”

      I’ve seen him all right. More of him than she knows.

      “His file says he was eligible again in a couple months. Why’d he get out early?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he paid someone off. The Bellamys are loaded.”

      “I didn’t get the impression that he’s like that,” I say.

      “Maybe, maybe not.” Bridged grabs a second slice of bread and dips it. “You’ve been doing this for several years. You know how these parolees are. We want to give them a chance, and some of them want that chance. Others, not so much.”

      “I suppose.”

      Priscilla arrives with our meals, and Bridget digs right into her lasagna. Just as well. Not as much time to talk.

      Why did Falcon Bellamy get parole early?

      There’s one way to find out.

      I’ll ask him the next time I see him.
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      “All right, Mr. Bellamy,” Dr. Stevens, a gorgeous redhead, says. “I’m going to take you through the steps of the procedure so you have full understanding of what will happen.”

      “That’s not necessary, Doc. I’m doing this for my sister no matter what.”

      “It’s our protocol, Mr. Bellamy.”

      She’s hot, for sure. But my dick isn’t reacting. Not even slightly, and it’s not because I’m about to have a needle poked into my bones.

      It’s because I can’t get Savannah Gallo out of my mind.

      “As you know, you’re the best match for the recipient out of all your siblings. What this means is that your human leukocyte antigens are the closest to your sister’s.”

      “Right.”

      Hell, yeah, I know that. It’s what got me early parole. I should have been out five years ago, but that motherfucker Zion forced me to shiv him in the cafeteria.

      He learned his fucking lesson, though.

      “Human leukocyte antigens are blood proteins. Your bone marrow contains blood-forming cells, also known as stem cells, which we’ll then transplant into the recipient—”

      “Her name is Raven.”

      “Of course. Raven is the recipient.”

      I cross my arms. “I get that you have a speech you have to give me, Doc, but my sister is a person. A family member who means something to me. She’s not just a recipient.”

      “Of course.” Dr. Stevens clears her throat. “Your blood labs all came out normal, and you’ve tested negative for HIV, CMV, Syphilis, and Hepatitis.”

      “What the hell is CMV?”

      “It’s a form of the herpes virus.”

      “I don’t have any of those.”

      “No you don’t, but it’s protocol to test for them, especially since you were so recently incarcerated—”

      I stifle a scoff. “Right. I get it. No one touched me in prison. I made sure of that.”

      “Very well.” She reddens. “I’ll perform a quick physical exam today to check your overall health.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Do I look unhealthy to you?”

      “It’s—”

      “Protocol, right.” I resist rolling my eyes. “You do what you have to do, Doc. Just get my cells into my sister pronto. This illness of hers needs to fuck off.”

      “Once I’ve cleared you after the exam, here’s what to expect.” She looks down at a paper. “You’ll be taken to an operating room where a doctor will administer general anesthesia. Have you had general anesthesia before, Mr. Bellamy?”

      “You’ve got my records.”

      “Yes, but I—”

      “Never mind.” I breathe in slowly. She’s just doing her job, but I’m on edge. “Yes. Once, but it was a long time ago. I broke my leg in a horseback riding accident when I was fifteen. I required surgery for the repair.”

      “Did you have any side effects?”

      “Not that I recall.”

      “Good. You’ll be lying prone for the procedure. That means on your stomach.”

      “I know what prone means.”

      “Fine. You’ll be intubated—”

      “Which means I’ll have a tube down my throat. I know. Not all ex-cons are morons.”

      Dr. Stevens inhales, pauses a moment.

      I should apologize.

      But I don’t.

      “I’ll place a needle through your skin into the narrow cavity of your hip bone. The hip bone contains the most marrow and the largest number of healthy stem cells. I may need to insert the needle several times to get enough marrow.”

      “Whatever. I’ll be out cold.”

      “Yes. I’ll need to collect about a pint of liquid marrow.”

      I raise my eyebrows.

      “That sounds like a lot, but it’s only about ten percent—probably less in your case—of your marrow cells.”

      I nod.

      “The procedure will take about an hour. Do you have any questions so far?”

      “Nope.”

      “All right. Once we’re done in the OR, you’ll be taken to a recovery room. You’ll be monitored before and after you wake up from the anesthesia until your blood pressure and pulse are stable. The recovery nurse will also check your hip bandage to make sure there isn’t any excessive bleeding. You’ll still have an IV at this time. Once you’re fully awake, you’ll receive instructions on how to care for the wound on your hip. Once you can take fluids orally, the nurse will remove the IV. Any questions?”

      “Nope.”

      “All right, then. Once you’re awake and stable, you’ll be released. You’ll feel tired for the rest of the day, and you may have a sore throat from the breathing tube. You may feel slightly nauseated. You’ll be fatigued for the next couple of days. If you need help rising and going to the bathroom, don’t be afraid to ask for it. You don’t live alone, do you?”

      “I do. I have my own place on my family’s property.”

      “Is there someone who can stay with you for a couple days?”

      “I’ll be fine, Doc.”

      “I’d feel better if—”

      I hold up a hand. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Someone needs to be here today. For the procedure. I can’t let you drive yourself home.”

      “I’m not going home. I’m staying until my cells are transplanted into my sister.”

      “That won’t happen until tomorrow, Mr. Bellamy.”

      “Then I’m staying.”

      “Mr. Bellamy—”

      “I missed enough of Raven’s life while I was on the inside. I won’t miss another minute.”

      Especially if they’re numbered, as they may well be. I’m doing all I can to give her a second chance.

      I told her nurse yesterday that I’d will her to get better, and I’ll do my best.

      But there’s one thing I learned on the inside.

      There are no fucking guarantees. One shiv to an assailant, and your life goes to shit.
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        * * *

      

      “Fucking stinks in here.”

      I turn around, holding my tray that contains the Wednesday special, beef stroganoff—or creamed diarrhea, as we call it. That’s what it looks like, but it’s not half bad. Or maybe I’ve just gotten used to it. Derby works in food service, and he says it comes in giant boiling bags. Heat and serve. A dinner roll, some mushy canned peas, and two pudding cups round out the meal.

      I turn. A new guy. Only the new guys notice the prison cafeteria smell—that intoxicating aroma of subpar food, caustic chemicals, and mildew.

      The new guy’s big—as tall as I am but broader in the shoulders. His head is shaved bald and his eyes are the lightest blue I’ve ever seen.

      “You get used to it,” I say.

      “Did I fucking ask you?” He steps toward me.

      Great. He’s one of those. The kind who thinks he has to prove himself on his first day.

      “I hear they call you Savage.” He narrows his eyes at me.

      “I hear they call you Asshole.”

      He stalks toward me, but another inmate—Larkin—steps between us.

      “You don’t want to fuck with Savage,” Larkin says.

      Asshole pushes Larkin out of the way, jarring my tray in the process. Larkin hits the concrete floor and slides a few feet in my beef stroganoff.

      “Man,” I say. “What’d you go and do that for? Now I’m going to have to take your dinner.”

      Another inmate helps Larkin to his feet while I close the distance between Asshole and me. “Let me clue you in. No one fucks with me. And no one fucks with any of my men.”

      “I bet you do your share of fucking, Savage.”

      “Not here,” I say through gritted teeth. “And neither will you.”

      “I think I’ll do as I please.”

      Two uniformed guards stand at both entrances. Neither of them intervenes. They won’t. Not unless things get way more physical.

      I’ve been here long enough to know that if you stay in one of these tough guy’s face’s long enough, he’ll back down.

      Asshole isn’t one of them. He throws a left hook at me, which I easily block.

      That only pisses him off more.

      “Get him, Savage!” someone shouts.

      I lunge forward, grabbing his shirt and pushing him against the wall. “Fuck with me again, and I’ll slit your pretty throat.”

      He backs off, glancing toward a guard who’s now moving toward us.

      But this won’t be the end of Asshole. I can tell by his eyes. You learn to recognize that look of an Alpha who wants to rise to the top and is willing to kill anything in his way. But Asshole—I find out later his name is Fletcher—won’t take my place anytime soon. I have a shiv I made by filing an old toothbrush against the spalling concrete in my cell.

      I’ll be watching my back, and I’ll use it if I must.
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        * * *

      

      For a hot doctor, Lois Stevens has freaking cold hands, even with those blue gloves on. The exam doesn’t take long, and she pronounces me healthy enough to go through with the procedure. Not that I had any doubts.

      I’ve always been big and strong, but you learn to keep yourself that way on the inside. Anything other than full muscle makes you a target.

      And I’m no one’s target.

      I’ve been through enough.

      I’ve got my hospital bracelet on my wrist, a blue and white gown which leaves nothing to the imagination covering me, an IV stuck into the back of my hand, and I’m being wheeled in a hospital bed to the OR.

      I squint against the bright lights in the OR. I’m on my back, and they don’t ask me to roll over. I guess they’ll move me when I’m out.

      “Mr. Bellamy,” a doctor in a surgical mask says, “I’m Dr. Dunne, your anesthesiologist. I’m going to put this oxygen mask over your nose, and I want you to count backward from ten to one.”

      I give him a thumb’s up, close my eyes, and begin.

      Ten.

      Savannah Gallo’s silky hair.

      Nine.

      Savannah Gallo’s sweet lips.

      Eight.

      Savannah Gallo’s tight pussy…or so I assume.

      Seven…

      Savannah Gallo…
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      Bridget was right. I’m not done with my paperwork until after six. Better to do it the same day to keep my mind fresh. Plus, I don’t have to scurry to get it done before my first appointment tomorrow.

      I get into my VW Golf and head to my new place. I’m renting one side of a duplex from an elderly couple, Jim and Susan Shaw. They’re very sweet and Susan has already brought me oatmeal raisin cookies. They’re still in the cookie jar on my counter, and I grab one. The workday is over, so I don’t need to worry about a carb crash.

      I have to go grocery shopping. My refrigerator is bare, but it will have to wait until the weekend. I’m still tired from staying out late at ladies’ night last night. Not the best idea right before my first day of work, but I didn’t want to let the girls down.

      Except for Ashley. I’d let her down in a minute.

      I grab a loaf of bread and a jar of grape jelly out of the fridge. The peanut butter sits on the counter from where I ate some with my fingers when I got home last night.

      I make myself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, pour a glass of water, and sit down in my small living room to read Cosmo. Cosmo is my vice. Normally I read novels, but once a month I get my Cosmo fix. I still get it in hard copy. I dislike reading magazines on my e-reader.

      I’m knee-deep into a quiz on my sexual IQ when my phone buzzes.

      “Hey, Gert,” I say.

      “Sav, have you heard?” Her voice is frantic.

      “Heard what?”

      “It’s Ash. She got into a wreck last night after she left the bar. She’s at Ridgemont Hospital outside of Summer Creek…and it doesn’t look good.”

      My pulse quickens. “You’re just hearing this now?”

      “Jordy and I just heard. Ash’s mom called. She’s there with her, and Jordy and I are on our way. God, why didn’t she listen to us when we told her not to drive? Can we crash with you tonight?”

      “Sure, but I only have the one bedroom. Well, I have two, but there aren’t any beds in the other.”

      “You’ve got a couch, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And your bed’s a queen?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ll bunk with you if you don’t mind, and Jordy can take the couch. Thanks, a bunch, Sav. We’ll see you at the hospital.”

      I throw down the issue of Cosmo and grab my purse, stuffing my phone in. I’m still in my work clothes, but I need to get to the hospital. I’m not a huge Ashley fan, but I don’t wish any ill will on her. God, I hope she’s okay. I should have pumped Gert for more information, but then again, she probably told me all she knows.

      I feel like tying one on tonight.

      Ashley’s words to Iris haunt me. She did exactly that. She tied one on, and I thought about mentioning the amount she was drinking, but I didn’t. I decided I wasn’t her keeper.

      I wish I’d said something, though she probably would have huffed and said something like, “Oh, Savvy, you’re such a buzzkill.”

      I leave my place, locking the door behind me, get into the car, and tap Ridgemont Hospital into my GPS. Good. Only a couple miles away.

      Once I’m there, I find a spot—a million miles away of course—and hurry inside. A volunteer sits at a desk near the entrance.

      “May I help you?” she asks.

      “I’m looking for my friend. Ashley Hunt. She came in last night.”

      “Are you a family member?”

      “A friend.”

      “You’ll have to check with reception, then.”

      I nod and hurry toward the large reception area, but before I get there, Ashley’s father approaches me, wearing a dark gray suit and royal blue tie. His blondish gray hair is disheveled.

      “Savannah,” he says, “thank you for coming.”

      “Mr. Hunt, I’m so sorry. How is she?”

      “She’s stable, at least. Donette is with her in her room on seven. Her car is totaled.”

      Who cares about her car? Well, besides Ashley. She loves that Mustang. I’m tempted to tell Mr. Hunt how Ashley refused to give Gert her keys last night, but it’s probably best to keep that to myself.

      “What happened?”

      “She plowed into a parked car on the side of the road.” He shakes his head. “A man was in the car, checking his emails. He’s got a lot of broken bones, but he’s going to live, thank God. I’ve told her time and again not to drink and drive, but does she listen?”

      Now’s not really the time for a drunk driving lecture, though I agree with him. Ashley has clearly tempted fate one too many times.

      “Her airbag didn’t deploy,” he says, “otherwise her injuries would have been minor.”

      “Oh my God…”

      “Apparently there was a recall for her airbag, and Ashley didn’t—” He chokes up. “If only…”

      I want to comfort him, but I don’t know him well enough to squeeze his arm or anything like that. “I’m so sorry. Jordan and Gert are on their way. May I see her?”

      “She’s not very responsive, though I’m told her surgery went well.”

      I’m probably not the first person she wants to see anyway, but I don’t say this to her father.

      “But you can see her,” he continues. “I’ll take you up. I was just down here getting a bit to eat. Donette won’t eat. I’m going to take her a sandwich.” He holds up the brown bag in his left hand.

      Together we walk to the elevator and Mr. Hunt pushes the button for the seventh floor. When we arrive, he leads me to a private room and opens the door.

      “Hey,” he says. “We’ve got a visitor.”

      Mrs. Hunt looks up, her blue eyes sunken, sad, and rimmed with mascara smears. “Savannah. How nice.”

      “Gert and Jordan are on their way,” I say.

      Then I glance at Ashley.

      I stop my jaw from dropping.

      Gorgeous Ashley’s face is swollen and half covered in bandages. Severe lacerations, probably from the glass from her windshield.

      “She had internal bleeding,” Mr. Hunt says, “which required surgery. She’s sedated, and she hasn’t woken up much. Only a few times, and then she falls right back to sleep.”

      Mr. Hunt hands her the bag.

      “I won’t try to talk to her.” I gaze at Mrs. Hunt. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

      Mrs. Hunt takes the sandwich out of the bag. “Yes, actually. I’d love a bottle of water to go with this.”

      Mr. Hunt sighs. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “It’s okay, Tony. I’m not thinking straight either.”

      “That’s no problem,” I say. “I’ll get you both a bottle of water. I’m feeling a little parched myself.”

      “Thank you, Savannah.” Mr. Hunt smiles weakly.

      I nod and leave the room, secretly glad not to have to look at Ashley. Remorse flows through me. I’d been thinking badly of her, and now…

      I shake my head to clear it. My negative thoughts didn’t do this. Besides, she’s been way nastier to me than I’ve ever been to her. Still, she doesn’t deserve this.

      I stop at the nurse’s desk.

      “May I help you?” a young man in green scrubs asks.

      “Yeah. Is there a vending machine up here? I need a couple bottles of water.”

      “All the way to the end of the floor.” He points. “There’s a little sitting area there and a couple vending machines.”

      “Thank you.” I head that way, find the machines, and grab a credit card from my purse.

      Only to find that the bottled water is empty.

      Crap.

      I guess I’m heading back downstairs where the main vending machines are. I walk to the elevator and push the down button. Once on the first floor, I walk toward the cafeteria signs. Sure enough, right next to the cafeteria is a small alcove with several vending machines, but since the cafeteria is still open, I decide to go there instead to pick up the waters.

      I find the refrigerated section, grab three bottles, and take them to the cashier to pay.

      “Damn,” I mutter, walking back to the elevator.

      The bottles are freezing. I should have gotten a bag. I get into the elevator and push the button for seven. When the elevator dings and the doors open, I walk into the ward toward Ashley’s room, when I notice the room numbers begin with six instead of seven.

      How did I push the wrong button?

      Easy. I’m holding three large bottles of water.

      I head back toward the elevators when a man walks out of one of the rooms, and—

      The three bottles fall from my grip, landing on the hospital floor with three consecutive thuds.
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      My heart nearly stops.

      Savannah Gallo. What the hell is she doing here?

      I bend down, trying to ignore the ache in my hip, and retrieve her bottles of water.

      “Thank you,” she murmurs.

      “You’re welcome. What are you doing up here?”

      God, I hope she doesn’t know someone on this floor. No one deserves that.

      “I… I pushed the wrong button. I meant to go to seven.”

      I sigh in relief. “Oh. Good.”

      “Good?”

      “I mean, I’m glad you… Never mind.”

      “What floor is this?”

      “Six.”

      “I know that. I mean…”

      “Oncology.” I clear my throat. “It’s oncology.”

      She gasps. “Oh my God… Are you…?”

      I shake my head. “I’m fine. Just a little sore from a procedure I had today.”

      She swallows. “A procedure?”

      “Yeah. I told you I had an appointment that I couldn’t miss.”

      “I… Okay… I mean…”

      “It’s okay. You can ask about it.”

      “You’re not…ill, are you?”

      “No. I’m fine.” I point to my aching hip. “I had a bone marrow procurement.”

      “You’re donating?”

      I nod.

      “That’s very kind of you. May I ask…to whom?”

      “My sister.”

      Her pretty brown eyes widen. “Oh, God…I’m so sorry.”

      I hold up a hand. I don’t need her pity, and neither does Raven. “She has a chance now.”

      She pauses. “So that’s it.”

      “That’s what?”

      “Why your parole date was moved up.”

      “Right.”

      God. Does everything have to come back to that?

      Of course it does. This woman is my parole officer.

      Which is why I can’t have her.

      No matter how much I want her.

      She glances toward the door of Raven’s room. “Is your sister in there?”

      “She is. She’s sleeping.”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean I was going to bother her.”

      “I know.”

      “I… Well, I guess I should go.”

      I’m still holding her bottles of water. “Let me help you.”

      “I have to go up a floor.”

      “Okay. I’ll go with you. Are you visiting someone?’

      She nods. “A friend of mine was in a car accident last night. I just now found out. In fact…it’s one of the women I was at the bar with. Actually, you may know her. She went out to talk to you.”

      “The blonde? Yeah, I remember. Fuck. I’m sorry.”

      Savannah frowns. “She’s… She’ll be okay. But her airbag didn’t deploy. Something about a recall that she never got taken care of. Her face is all gashed up and she had to have surgery to stop internal bleeding. She’s probably got some broken bones too. I… I didn’t look too closely.”

      “I get it. It’s hard to see someone you care about like that.”

      “Is your sister…”

      “She’s going to be okay now.”

      “With your bone marrow?”

      “Yup. Absolutely.”

      No guarantees.

      Those words, spoken by all the doctors, echo in my head.

      But I can’t lose my baby sister. I just can’t.

      Robin and my brothers were here earlier. Mom and Dad are staying at a hotel a couple blocks away rather than driving nearly an hour to get back to their house on the ranch. I’m the only one spending the night.

      I missed too much of Raven while I was gone.

      I won’t miss another fucking minute.

      Except for the minute where I help Savannah take these water bottles up to the seventh floor.

      “Come on.” I head to the elevator carrying the bottles.

      Once on seven, she leads the way to her friend’s room. “Thank you,” she says softly, taking the bottles and knocking lightly on the door.

      An older man answers and takes two of the bottles from her, glancing briefly at me. “Thank you, Savannah.”

      “See you,” I say, and walk away.

      I walk away from Savannah and back to my sister.

      Walking toward my sister feels right.

      But walking away from Savannah feels all kinds of wrong.
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      “She woke up for a minute while you were gone,” Mr. Hunt says.

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. She asked for her mother, but then she fell back to sleep.” He touches Ashley’s forehead. “She’s got a touch of fever, but the nurse says that’s normal after such a serious operation.”

      I simply nod. I’m not sure what to say to either of them. Do they know that Ashley and I don’t like each other much? Is that in my head? Maybe Ashley truly considers me a friend.

      I’ll be a better friend.

      A much better friend.

      I’ll stop taking everything Ashley says so personally. That’s just how she is.

      I open my bottle of water and take a sip. It soothes my dry throat. Then I take another sip. And then another. My throat is no longer dry, but it gives me something to do.

      I glance at some commotion in the hallway. Gert and Jordan have arrived. Mr. Hunt welcomes them into the room.

      Gert rushes to Mrs. Hunt’s side. “Donnie, how are you doing? How is Ash doing?”

      Mrs. Hunt—always Mrs. Hunt to me, not Donnie—squeezes Gert’s hand. “She woke up a few minutes ago. She’s sedated, but she’s not completely out.”

      Gert winces as she gazes at Ashley’s bandaged face.

      She’s thinking about the scars Ashley’s likely to have, but she won’t say anything to Mrs. Hunt about that.

      “The surgery was for internal bleeding,” Mr. Hunt tells Gert and Jordan. “The doctors were able to repair the damage, but she had to have a transfusion. Her wrist is fractured, and she has several broken ribs. Honestly, she’s lucky it wasn’t worse.”

      “Thank God for her airbag,” Jordan says.

      Mr. Hunt shakes his head.

      “The airbag didn’t deploy,” I say. I don’t mention the recall issue.

      “Oh.” Jordan’s eyes widen. “Then thank goodness this wasn’t worse.”

      Mr. Hunt simply nods.

      I’m feeling like a fourth wheel now that Ashley’s real friends are here. I take another gulp of my water. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go to the restroom.”

      “You can use this one.” Mrs. Hunt points to the small bathroom attached to the room.

      “That’s okay. I’ll be right back.”

      I don’t have to use the bathroom, but I go anyway. My hair is a mess, falling out of its ponytail, and my blouse is coming untucked.

      Great. This is how Falcon Bellamy saw me.

      I sigh.

      No biggie. At least it shouldn’t be. I’m his parole officer, and I’m not asking to get transferred off his case. Not after one day on the job when they’re understaffed.

      I grab a brush from my purse, fix my hair, and tuck my blouse back in. I brush a few specks of lint off my skirt, and then I apply some lipstick and blush.

      Much better.

      Not that I need to look good for Ashley’s parents.

      I wash my hands, dry them, and leave the restroom…

      And I find myself walking toward the elevator.

      Entering.

      And pressing the button for the sixth floor.

      I have no business doing this. Falcon’s sister and her illness are not my business.

      Not even slightly.

      But I’m driven. Driven by something inside me.

      Driven to see him.

      I’m his parole officer, after all. He’s my responsibility.

      And he may need me.

      The elevator dings, and I exit onto the sixth floor, walking toward Raven Bellamy’s room.

      Six thirty-five. That’s her room number. Almost exactly below Ashley, who’s in seven thirty-three.

      I stand next to room six thirty-five for a moment. What the hell am I doing?

      He doesn’t need me. I’m doing this for myself, not for Falcon Bellamy.

      Still I—

      “Code blue!”

      Alarms blare.

      A crash cart manned by several nurses whips by me, heading for…

      Oh, no…

      Please, no…

      Falcon walks out of his sister’s room, his head in his hands.

      I don’t think.

      I only act.

      I walk swiftly toward him.

      “Falcon…”

      He looks up, sears me with his dark gaze.

      “She’ll be okay.”

      His tan face has gone pale. “She stopped breathing.”

      “She’ll…”

      He grabs me then, crushes his mouth to mine.

      I pull away.

      “Not here,” I whisper.

      He takes my arm, yanks me along behind him. I have no idea where we’re going, and I don’t care.

      I care only about him.

      I don’t know why.

      I don’t care why.

      Only that I’m going with him. Anywhere. If he takes me to the end of the hallway and wants me to jump out the window with him, I will.

      That’s how hypnotized I am by Falcon Bellamy in this moment.

      We end up near the end of the hallway in a vacant hospital room.

      He closes the door, leaves the lights off.

      “Tell me no,” he says.

      I swallow. “Tell you what?”

      “Tell me no. Because if you don’t—”

      “Yes,” I say. “The only word you’re going to hear from me is yes.”

      He grabs me and his mouth descends on mine once more.

      The kiss… It’s more fervent and passionate than it was last night. His tongue strokes mine, and he tastes the same, like cinnamon and mint but without the caustic bourbon.

      He growls into my mouth, dives in deeper with his tongue, and I do what I knew I’d do.

      I respond.

      I kiss him back with equal fervor and passion.

      I kiss him back with a desire that this kiss never end.

      I lose track of time as our lips slide over each other’s. I lose track of thought as well.

      Until—

      He rips his mouth from mine and inhales deeply.

      I lick my lower lip, savoring the taste of the kiss.

      “Damn…” he growls.

      I say nothing.

      “Take off your skirt,” he commands.

      I widen my eyes.

      “I didn’t stutter, did I?”

      I shake my head, trembling.

      “They made me leave. They kicked me out of her room. What if she…? What if—” He rakes his fingers through his head. “Do it, Vannah. Take off that damned skirt. I can smell your pussy already.”

      I don’t doubt it. My pussy is on fire, throbbing. I can feel how wet I am, and I squirm against the intensity.

      Falcon unbuttons his jeans, unzips them.

      And all I can do is stare.

      His shirt is still on, but he drops his jeans and his boxer briefs to mid-thigh.

      And my God…

      He wasn’t kidding.

      Nine inches. Eight at the very least.

      And a damned respectable girth as well.

      Nothing that size has been anywhere near me, but I have to have it.

      I have to have it now.

      I scurry out of my skirt, my panties, kick off my pumps—

      “Leave them on.”

      I raise my eyebrows.

      “The shoes. They’re sexy. Leave them on.”

      Simple black pumps are sexy?

      I don’t care. He wants them on, so they’ll stay on.

      I’m putty at the moment. Freaking putty.

      He advances toward me, his eyes on fire, even in the dark hospital room. He slides his fingers between my legs.

      “Fuck…” he grits out. “So wet.”

      I close my eyes, savor the feel of his hand on me, and when I open them, he moves his hand, brings it to his mouth, and slides his tongue over his fingers.

      And I get wetter.

      “Damn, you’re sweet. God, I’d love to eat you. Suck all the cream out of that pussy and make you come until you can’t stand.”

      “God, yes,” I say on a sigh.

      “But not this time. I’ve got to get inside that tight little cunt. I already know it’s tight, Vannah. I already know you’re going to glove me like nothing else.” He pushes me against the wall.

      No bed. No naked.

      He turns a moment, and I notice the bandage on his left hip.

      “Are you in pain?” I ask.

      He turns around, faces me, his hard cock jutting forward. “Do I look like I’m in pain?”

      I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. What do I think I’m going to say? Of course he’s in pain. There’s a crash cart in his sister’s room. We may well leave this room and find her gone, after he went through such a painful procedure today to save her.

      “I don’t have a condom.”

      “I… I’m on the pill. And I haven’t been with anyone for a while. I should be more worried about…”

      He comes close so that our mouths are only inches apart.

      “No one touched me in prison. I made sure of that. I haven’t been with anyone since my furlough over a year ago, and I used a rubber. I just had a blood test for the procurement, and I’m negative for everything. So stop this fucking talking. I need you. I need you now.”

      I nod. “Then take me. Take what you need from me.”

      He grips the sides of my hips, lifts me, my back still against the wall, and then shoves his cock up inside of me.

      One smooth thrust, and that giant dick burns through me as if he were made of fire.

      I gasp at the invasion. I’m no virgin, so it doesn’t hurt exactly, but it’s just so big. So enormous. Even as wet as I am, I feel the stretch.

      He groans, holding himself inside me for longer than I want him to.

      I want the thrusts.

      A moment later—

      He pulls out and plunges back in.

      I gasp, my breath coming in rapid pants.

      “Fuck, you feel good,” he says through clenched teeth. “Tell me it feels good, Vannah. Tell me it feels good to have my massive cock inside that tight little pussy.”

      “God, yes,” I breathe out.

      “Good. One day I’m going to taste you down there. Get you to scream.”

      Then all I can think about is that—his black stubble between my legs, that velvet tongue inside me.

      And just the thought of it—the thought of it, and the thrusts that hit my clit—

      “My God!” I whisper harshly.

      The contractions slide through my pussy, spread outward through my veins all the way to the tips of my fingers and toes.

      I’m flying. Freaking flying.

      “Fuck yeah, Vannah. You come. You come all over my hard cock. Is that good? Is that good, sweetheart?”

      “Yes, yes…” I close my eyes.

      “No you don’t. You open those pretty brown eyes. Look at me. You watch me fuck you.”

      Without thinking, I pop my eyes open. His gaze is glued onto mine. His jaw is clenched, as he thrusts, thrusts, thrusts…

      “Damn. I don’t want this to be over so soon, but it’s been so long— Fuck!”

      He thrusts up into me, and as I’m coming down from my first climax, his contractions inside me spur me into another, and with this one I glide even higher.

      High, so high, as my blood sizzles in my veins.

      I feel every spurt of his cock. Every one.

      My pussy is clamping on him, clamping down and contracting as my entire body becomes one ball of energy.

      Falcon’s forehead thunks against the wall, and a drop of his sweat slides onto me.

      A few seconds later, he pulls out of me and gently holds onto me as my feet touch the ground.

      I look up at him, and I realize…

      That drop that hit me?

      It wasn’t sweat.

      It was a tear.
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      I was only a year old when the twins were born.

      Robin and Raven.

      Hawk came two years later, and Eagle two years after Hawk.

      I’m closest to my brothers.

      But my sisters?

      They’re angels.

      I’m protective of all my siblings, and I’d do anything for them. Hell, I’ve proved that. I’ve done time to protect them. My brothers, that is.

      My sisters?

      They’re good souls. If anyone deserves to be lying in a hospital bed with paddles electrocuting them, it’s me.

      Certainly not Raven.

      Damn.

      How did it all come to this?

      When I got carted off eight years ago, I thought I’d hit rock bottom. That was before I got to prison.

      You hear tales, you read books, but nothing prepares you for the reality of life on the inside. I was one of the lucky ones. I only got my ass kicked a couple times before I became a leader on my cell block. I protected the weaker ones as best as I could. There were no rapes on my cell block. But I couldn’t protect everyone.

      I couldn’t protect my brothers and my sisters in my absence.

      And now?

      I can’t protect Raven from the disease that’s ravaging her bloodstream.

      Leukemia.

      The disease has been around for a long time. Why the hell isn’t there a cure?

      Except there is.

      Me.

      My bone marrow.

      Maybe.

      No guarantees.

      They tried chemo.

      Raven is still beautiful even without hair.

      I was ready for the baldness.

      Not ready for the loss of her eyebrows and eyelashes. All the hair.

      The chemo takes all the hair.

      “Falcon…”

      Savannah’s sweet voice.

      I’m still standing with my forehead against the wall.

      My eyes are wet with tears, but I’m not the crying type.

      I didn’t cry when Eagle nearly died eight years ago.

      I didn’t cry when I was sentenced to prison.

      And I didn’t cry when I heard about Raven.

      But now?

      I fucked Savannah Gallo, and I’m a fucking mess of emotion.

      I inhale, move backward, pull up my jeans, and buckle my belt.

      Savannah swallows as she reaches for her panties and skirt.

      I want to tell her to leave them off. That she’s too beautiful to cover her body with clothing.

      But this was a mistake.

      She’s my parole officer, and I don’t know whether my sister is dead or alive a few rooms down.

      Christ, what the hell have I done?

      I rub my hand over my forehead, smooth my hair out of my face.

      “Falcon…” She tries again.

      I grunt.

      “I… We should check on your sister.”

      Damned right we should. I should never have left her room. Of course they kicked me out, but I should have waited in the hallway. Instead, I’m fucking my parole officer.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      Why aren’t my thoughts with Raven, where they should be?

      I wince at the ache in my hip.

      It ached the whole time I was fucking Savannah, but I didn’t care. Pain was irrelevant. I wanted her, and I took her.

      I’m a fucking animal.

      That’s what prison does to a man. Turns him into a damned animal. A savage.

      “Go back to your friend on seven,” I say. “I need to see to my sister.”

      “Falcon…I want to know if she’s all right. Your sister.”

      I shake my head. “She’s my responsibility, not yours. Go.”

      I leave then, Savannah still naked from the waist down except for her black pumps.

      God, her black pumps.

      What is it about black pumps? Black patent leather pumps?

      But I erase her from my mind—or try to—and go back to Raven’s room.

      The nurses are still hovering over her, but no one is trying to electrify her.

      My heart drops to my stomach. What if…

      A doctor whisks past me.

      “Hey,” I say. “What happened? Is she okay?”

      He turns to me. “Are you family?”

      “Yeah. I’m her brother. Falcon Bellamy.”

      “She stopped breathing for a moment, but she’s better now.”

      “So you didn’t electrocute her?”

      “The paddles? No. We didn’t have to use the paddles. She started breathing on her own again. Now we have to figure out why.”

      I fall against the wall. “Thank God.”

      “She’s not out of the woods, yet.” The doctor looks down at his phone. “People don’t stop breathing for no reason.”

      “The transplant. She’s supposed to get my bone marrow.”

      “Yes. We’ll do everything we can to make sure that happens as scheduled.”

      “But—”

      “I’m sorry, sir. I have to see to my patient.”

      “My sister, you mean. She’s not some chart. She’s a person. She’s my sister.”

      “Yes, sir, and your sister is my patient. If you’ll excuse me, please.”

      “Can I see her?”

      “When I’m done with my exam. In the meantime, do you need to call anyone? Your parents? Other siblings? A significant other?”

      “Yeah. Right. Okay.”

      I walk to the end of the wing to the alcove where there’s a small waiting area and some vending machines. I pull out my brand-new cell phone—man, these things have changed in the last eight years—and call home.

      “Hello?” My mother’s voice is anxious.

      “Mom, it’s me. It’s Falcon.”

      “Oh! I didn’t recognize the number.”

      “It’s a new phone. New number. Listen, Raven had a spell tonight.”

      Mom gasps. “What is it? Is she okay?”

      “Everything seems okay now, but she stopped breathing for a minute. The doctor’s with her now.”

      “I’m coming to the hospital.”

      “It’s okay, Mom. I’ve got this.”

      “Oh, Falcon…” She chokes up. “Do you remember? Do you remember how I used to depend on you?”

      I don’t reply right away.

      I was twenty-two when I went away. Freaking twenty-two. Dad was always busy with the ranch or with other business, and Mom… She’s been telling me I’m her strength since I was sixteen.

      I look back now and I think that’s a hell of a shitty thing to do to a sixteen-year-old.

      It was a hell of a thing to do to herself too, because once I was gone, who was her strength then?

      Robin and Raven? Mom’s a little sexist, so she wouldn’t look to her daughters for strength.

      Hawk?

      Hawk was nineteen and in college.

      Eagle? Seventeen and fucked up at the time. He’s clean now.

      “Mom, I got this,” I say again. “Get some sleep. There’s no danger at this point.”

      “What about the bone marrow?” she asks.

      “I don’t know. The doc will let us know if the transplant can still take place.”

      “Oh, Falcon…”

      “Mom, I didn’t call to send you into a tailspin. I called to let you know what’s going on. I got this, okay?”

      “Thank God you’re back, Falcon.”

      “I am. You don’t need to worry anymore.” I end the call.

      I hope I didn’t give my mother bad information. She’ll worry anyway.

      She adores her kids, all of us. It about killed her when I got sent away.

      She doesn’t know the truth of what happened. Hawk, Eagle, and I swore an oath. But she always believed in my innocence. She never once doubted. She was ready to use every cent of her fortune to get me the best attorneys.

      I didn’t let her.

      I didn’t let her because those attorneys would have done what was best for me.

      I had two brothers to look out for. I was more concerned with what was best for them. So I copped to the shooting. I lied. I told my attorney what I was doing, and though my father tried to pay off judges and politicians to get me out of prison time, nothing worked. They made an example out of Falcon Bellamy. Proved that even the rich can get sent up the river.

      I stand outside Raven’s room.

      Finally, Savannah emerges from the vacant room.

      She’s dressed now, looking professional as ever, though her hair’s a little unkempt.

      She walks by me to get to the elevator.

      She doesn’t say a word.
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      I go back to Ashley’s room just to tell Gert and Jordan that I’m going home.

      “Okay, we’ll see you there later,” Gert says.

      I hand her an extra key. “Just let yourself in. I’m going to bed.”

      “Yeah, sure. I’ll try not to wake you when I go to bed.”

      I nod and turn.

      “Sav?”

      I look over my shoulder.

      “You okay?”

      No.

      I’m far from okay.

      I just screwed my parolee in a vacant hospital room.

      The best sex I’ve ever had, and it was with an ex-con who is also my parolee.

      And he left.

      He just left.

      Granted, he’s worried about his sister.

      God…how is Raven?

      Why didn’t I ask?

      “I’m fine.”

      I leave quickly and head back to the sixth floor. I need to make sure Falcon’s sister is okay.

      But he’s gone when I return, and several nurses and a doctor are in Raven’s room. Her heart monitor is beeping, so she’s alive.

      Thank God.

      I let out a breath.

      I walk swiftly back to the elevator. The doors slide open, and—

      Falcon. He’s there, looking so tall and muscular and gorgeous…and haunted. All at once, and my God, it works for him.

      “Hey,” he says.

      “Your sister. I came back to see if she’s okay.”

      “For now.” He holds the elevator door open for me. “Leaving?”

      I nod. “It’s getting late, and I have work in the morning.”

      “More parolees?”

      “That’s my job.”

      He doesn’t reply. Just walks past me toward his sister’s room.

      “Falcon?”

      He looks over his shoulder.

      I want to tell him I wish him well. That I wish his sister well. That what happened between us meant something to me. That to me, it wasn’t just a quickie in a vacant hospital room.

      Except that’s exactly what it was, and I’d do well to remember that.

      Falcon Bellamy may be an ex-con, but he’s still way out of my league.

      “Never mind,” I say.

      He nods, turns, and walks back to Raven’s room.
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        * * *

      

      I arrive at work ten minutes late the next day. I hardly slept a wink, and each time I finally nodded off, Gert kicked me in her sleep.

      She and I were roommates for four years in college, but we never shared a bed. Now I know why. I love her, but if she and Jordy stay another night, I’m giving them the bed and I’ll take the couch.

      They were off to see Ashley again this morning. Both have been at their jobs for years, so taking some personal time off is no biggie.

      Me? I’ve been at my job for one day and three minutes. Negative seven minutes, if you count the fact that I was late today.

      Bridget smiles when I arrive at the door to her office.

      “I just want to apologize for being late,” I say. “A friend of mine was in an accident, and I was at the hospital last night.”

      She clasps her hand to her mouth “I’m so sorry to hear that. Is she okay?”

      “It’s touch and go, but the prognosis is good. Anyway, it won’t happen again.”

      Bridget smiles. “We don’t punch a time clock around here, Savannah. You get your work done, and you won’t hear from me.”

      “Got it. Thanks.”

      “Oh, and Savannah?”

      “Yeah?”

      “There’s a seminar this afternoon that’s required. About professionalism regarding interaction with parolees.”

      My cheeks warm. “Oh?”

      “Yeah. We had some issues last month with one of our officers. Attendance is required. You can play a game on your phone for all I care. I just have to say that all of my officers attended.”

      “Sure. Thanks, Bridget.”

      My cheeks are hot as flames.

      If anyone needs that training, it’s me.

      Except I don’t. I know what I did with Falcon Bellamy was wrong.

      And the thing is?

      I’d do it again.

      And again and again and again.
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      The docs couldn’t determine the cause of Raven’s issue last night, and they’ve chalked it up to a bout of sleep apnea.

      Mom claims Raven has never had sleep apnea, but then again, how would Mom know? Raven’s almost thirty years old.

      At any rate, the bone marrow transplant is going on as scheduled today.

      I’m tired and achy. Tired because I spent the night in Raven’s room trying to sleep on her pullout, but the docs and nurses came in every hour to check on her. I wouldn’t have it any other way, though.

      Mom, Dad, and the others are on their way, and I’m happy to have some alone time with Raven before they get here. I sit next to her, letting her sleep.

      “Just sleep, Ray,” I say softly.

      Her eyes flutter open. “Fal?”

      “I’m right here, sis.”

      “Hey.”

      “You gave us quite a scare last night.”

      “So I hear.”

      “Have you ever had sleep apnea?”

      Raven blinks a few times. “Not that I know of, but I sleep alone most nights. At least for the past five years.”

      “Right. What about when you were living with Ted? Did he say anything about you stopping breathing in the middle of the night?”

      She scoffs softly at her ex’s name. “Ted wouldn’t notice anything that didn’t have to do with him.”

      “You were happy then, weren’t you?” I squeeze her hand. “I’d hate to have to find him and fuck him up.”

      “You don’t do anything of the sort. I need you here, Fal. It was horrible having you locked up.”

      “You can say that again.”

      Her gaze softens. “Oh, no. I don’t mean it that way. Of course it was much more horrible for you than for any of us.”

      “I know you didn’t mean it that way.” I smile. “But back to the apnea. You never noticed?”

      “How could I? If I had a spell and then began breathing again, I would have been asleep so I wouldn’t have noticed.”

      “Do you mind if I call Ted?”

      “Uh…yeah, I mind, Falcon. I don’t want Ted knowing anything about this. Besides, he’s living with some stripper now.”

      Man. I always knew that guy was no good. What the hell was Raven doing with him?

      “Okay. I won’t call him. But you need to take care of this apnea thing, Ray.”

      “At the moment, I’m concentrating on living.”

      I sigh. She’s right, of course.

      “I never thanked you,” she says.

      “Sure you have. About a thousand times.”

      “Then I’ll do it again.” She smiles weakly. “Thank you, Falcon. Thank you for donating your bone marrow.”

      “There was no question. Any one of us would have done it for you.”

      “You know what, though?” She sighs softly. “I’m glad it was you. I’m glad it’s my big brother. My hero.”

      I drop my gaze to the floor. “I’m not sure I’m anyone’s hero.”

      “You’re Hawk’s. He says so all the time. And you’re mine.”

      “Don’t go giving me a big head.”

      “Bigger than the one you’ve got?”

      I just chuckle, but I’m not laughing on the inside. I did have a pretty damned big head when I was younger. Prison has a way of knocking you down to size. Even for the big man on cell block D like I was. I had to earn that status, and it wasn’t easy. But no way was I letting anyone make me his bitch. Instead, I became Savage, and a part of him will always remain with me.

      “So, you ready for this?”

      “Absolutely,” Raven says. “I want to live, Falcon. There was a time, during some of the treatment, when I truly thought I was going to die. But I never faltered. I never wished for it to be over, like so many do. I wished only to live.”

      “That’s your strength,” I say, “and that’s why this is going to work. And if you need more marrow? They can pull it out of me again. I’ll give it all for you, sis.”

      “I won’t take it all,” she says. “I want you here. Home. Where you were always supposed to be.”

      “Not according to the state of Texas.”

      “The state of Texas got this one wrong.”

      They did, at that, but only Hawk and Eagle know the truth, and they’re sworn to secrecy. We’re not only brothers by blood.

      We’re blood brothers. Since that night.

      “Tell you what,” I say. “I think it’s time we both go home for good. Me out of the slammer, and you out of this damned hospital.”

      “I’d like nothing more.” She smiles weakly.

      So pretty, my sister. She and Robin are both beautiful, but they’re fraternal, not identical twins. If they were identical, Robin would have been a perfect bone marrow match. Raven and Robin are both gorgeous, but Raven has a softness about her that Robin doesn’t.

      She’s beautiful in a more classically feminine way.

      Speak of the angel.

      Robin knocks at the open door and enters.

      “Hey, you two.”

      “Hey, Robbie,” I say.

      Robin leans down and gives me a quick hug. “How is she this morning?”

      “She is just fine,” Raven says. “I can answer for myself, Rob.”

      “Good. Mom and Dad are on their way. Just parking the car.”

      “And the guys?” Raven asks.

      “We haven’t heard from them,” Robin says. “But they know about the procedure, so I’m sure they’ll be here.”

      “You’re damned right they’ll be here.” I pull out my phone.

      “Good, you got a cell.” Robin pulls hers out of her purse. “Let me program in your new number. Text me.”

      I do as she asks and then excuse myself.

      Time to call my little brothers.

      My not-so-little brothers.

      Nothing is programmed yet, as this is a brand-new phone, but I have all my family’s numbers memorized. I called Hawk and Eagle the most from the prison phones when I was allowed to make a call. I’ll take those numbers to my grave.

      I tap in Hawk’s number.

      “Speak,” he says into my ear.

      “It’s me.”

      “Fal? You got a phone. Great.”

      “Yeah. Where the fuck are you two?”

      “I’m on the road. I don’t know where Eagle is.”

      “Our sister is getting my bone marrow today. You’d better be on your way to the hospital.”

      “I am. Just got to make one stop.”

      “No stops. You get here.”

      “I will, Fal. Promise.”

      I grit my teeth. “Whatever you’ve got going can wait.”

      “Okay. You got it. I should be there in fifteen.”

      “What about Eagle?”

      “I haven’t heard from him.”

      “Shit. Okay. I’ll call him. See you in a few.”

      I dial Eagle next. Eagle is the baby of our family. Still, he’s twenty-five and should be here for Raven.

      He doesn’t answer, so I text him.

      I get a one-word text back.

      Busy.

      Get your ass to the hospital, I text back.

      The three dots move as I wait for his response.
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      My morning goes by quickly with two appointments and then some rescheduling because of the required workshop this afternoon. I get a fair amount done, and when lunch hour arrives, I take the time to go to the hospital and check on Ashley.

      Gert and Jordan are there, along with Mrs. Hunt.

      Ashley is awake.

      I knock on the open door. “Hey, Ash.”

      She moves her head slightly, her swollen eyes meeting my gaze. “Savvy.”

      I inhale, determined not to get upset over the hated nickname. Ashley was, after all, in this area for ladies’ night because of my move and my new job.

      God… Does that mean she’s going to blame me for her accident?

      It would be on-brand for her. She’ll forget that she’s the one who downed five vodka cranberries and then ignored the rest of us and got behind the wheel to drive back to San Antonio.

      “How are you feeling?”

      A sound emanates from her throat. Kind of a scratchy choke. “How do you think?”

      Okay. Not the best idea to come here.

      “She’s going to be okay.” Mrs. Hunt smiles weakly. “She’ll be here for a few more days, but the doctors are optimistic.”

      “That’s great news.” I walk hesitantly toward the rest of them. “You gave us all quite a scare.”

      “I scared myself,” Ashley says. “I’m never drinking again.”

      “Me neither,” Jordan says. “Talk about being scared straight.”

      Gert says nothing. Neither do I. I’m not giving up alcohol just because Ashley drank too much and drove. She’s damned lucky the guy she hit is going to make it.

      I never drive drunk. I did only once, back in college, and when I made it back to the dorm in one piece I swore I would never do it again, and I’ve kept that promise to myself. Two drinks max if I’m driving. No more.

      Gert meets my gaze. She was in the car with me that night, more wasted than I was. She joined me in that promise. To my knowledge, she has never wavered either.

      “We’ve been talking about twelve-step programs,” Mrs. Hunt says.

      “Mom, please,” Ashley says.

      That’s Ashley’s way of saying not in front of Savvy. Yup, an ancillary friendship if there ever was one.

      “I can’t stay long,” I say. “It’s my lunch hour, and I’ve got a full plate this afternoon. I’m so glad things are looking up, Ashley.”

      She simply nods. Then, “Ow.”

      “What?” Gert asks.

      “She made me nod, and it hurt.”

      Right. I made her nod. Why am I here again?

      “I’ll get out of everyone’s way.” I turn toward the door and then look over my shoulder. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

      Once I’m in the hallway, I’m shocked when Gert appears and closes the door to Ashley’s room.

      “I’m sorry,” she says.

      “For what?”

      “For her being such a…” Gert sighs.

      “I think the word you’re looking for is…bitch?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Gert, you know I love you and Jordy, but Ash and I are like oil and water. It’s always been that way and it always will be. Still, I’d never wish anything like this on her.” I shake my head. “She’s blaming me, isn’t she? Because you guys came down here for me?”

      “Shockingly, she’s not.”

      I can’t help an eye roll. “Come on. She just blamed me for making her nod.”

      “She’s in pain, Sav.”

      “I get that.”

      Gert sighs. “She tried to blame you, but Jordy and I told her that was a load of BS, and her mom agreed. So she’s not blaming you.”

      “But it was her first inclination.”

      Gert nods. “Like you said. The two of you are oil and water. But Ash isn’t all bad.”

      “So you’ve been telling me since college.”

      “It’s true.” Gert comes closer and lowers her voice. “She may have a drinking problem. Turns out this isn’t her first accident after drinking.”

      I widen my eyes. “Oh?”

      “Yeah. She ran off the road another time in San Antonio, but it was near her place, and all she did was take out a stop sign. Her dad got a lawyer and made it go away.”

      “And that wasn’t a good enough wakeup call for her?”

      “I agree. Jordy and I didn’t even know about it until Donnie called us last night.”

      “Wow.”

      “But…here’s the thing. We can’t give her shit about it. Or about the fact that she wouldn’t give me her keys. I should have tackled her.”

      “No, way.” I shake my head. “You’re not going to blame yourself for this.”

      Gert bites her lower lip. “No. Of course not. But we can’t… I mean, she almost died.”

      I cross my arms. “I didn’t come here to give her shit.”

      “I know that, and Jordy knows that. Even her parents know that. They love you. It irks the hell out of her how much they love you.”

      I rub my forehead. “What are you trying to say, Gert?”

      Gert inhales, holds her breath a few seconds. Then, “It’s probably best if you don’t visit again, Sav.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I know. You’re a good person, and you care, but Ash… She’s in a rough spot. She almost died, and you don’t have the best effect on her.”

      “Is this her idea?”

      “No. Not her parents’ either. Like I said, they love you. It’s Jordy’s, actually.”

      “But Jordy and I—”

      “Are friends. I know. She loves you as much as I do. But she also loves Ash, and…well…”

      “Roommate thing. I get it.”

      “Yeah. I’d do the same thing for you if you were lying in that bed and Ash was affecting you badly. I’d have Jordy tell her not to come. You get it, right?”

      “No. I don’t get it.” I drop my arm and lean against the wall. “I never got what I did to make Ashley feel the way she does about me. I’ve always tried to be nice to her.”

      “Believe it or not, she’s always tried to be nice to you.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “I’m not, actually.” Gert gives me a wistful smile. “You said it yourself. Oil and water. You rub each other the wrong way, even though you’re both nice people.”

      Is that true? Is Ashley a nice person? Are we just not compatible with each other?

      “I don’t buy it, Gert.”

      She chuckles then. A nervous chuckle. “I tried.”

      “What do you see in her?” I ask. “Really. I want to know.”

      “I guess it’s her fun-loving side.”

      “The side that drives drunk and ends up in a hospital bed?”

      Gert frowns and cocks her head. “Yeah. I guess.”

      “Aren’t we getting a little too old for that nonsense?”

      Gert nods. “We are. That’s why Jordy wants Ash in a program. She may have a serious problem.”

      “If this isn’t a wakeup call, I don’t know what is.” I sigh. “Are you and Jordy going to be at my place again tonight?”

      “Yeah, if you don’t mind.”

      “I don’t, but I want you two to take the bed. I’ll take the couch.”

      “I don’t snore, do I?”

      “No. After four years of rooming with you, I’d already know if you snored. You move around a lot. You kick.”

      Gert chuckles. “So you’d rather I kick Jordy?”

      “Absolutely, because I have to get up and go to a brand-new job every morning. I can’t be going in with dark circles under my eyes.”

      “You got it. And Sav?”

      “Yeah?”

      She grabs my arm and squeezes. “Thanks for letting us stay.”

      “Of course.”

      “And…”

      “What?”

      “Thanks for understanding. About Ash.”

      “Just let her parents know that this was Jordy’s idea. I don’t want them thinking it’s my idea to stay away.”

      “I doubt they’re concerned about why you’re here or not at the moment.”

      I nod. “Good point. I have to get back to the office. I’ll see you at my place later.”

      Gert gives me a quick hug, and I head toward the elevators.

      One is already waiting, so I enter, and then I push the button for the first floor. Without thinking, I hastily push the button for the sixth floor.

      Falcon is there.

      Falcon.

      And I want to see how Raven is doing.
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      Got waylaid. Can’t say anymore.

      I read Eagle’s message for the fourth time.

      I don’t reply because I know what it means.

      My little brother is in trouble. Otherwise he’d be here.

      It can’t be that bad, or he wouldn’t be able to use his phone. Still, though…didn’t he learn anything eight years ago?

      Damn, Eagle.

      I shove my phone into my pocket and go back into Raven’s room where Robin is sitting with her. They’re not identical, but they’ve always looked very similar.

      Until now.

      Robin is pink and healthy with her long dark hair pulled into a long braid.

      Raven is pale and bald and so achingly thin.

      That will change today, though we may not be able to see a difference for a while.

      It will change when she gets my bone marrow.

      “Hawk’s on his way,” I say.

      “And Eagle?” Raven asks.

      “Yeah. On his way too.” I hate lying to my sister when she’s in a sickbed, but I can’t tell her what I suspect.

      My brothers and I…we all have rebellious streaks.

      My sisters? They’re just damned good people. Angels.

      I’m worried for Eagle but I can compartmentalize. I’m good at that. You learn to on the inside. When you hear some bitch screaming at night and there’s nothing you can do…you drown it out.

      You compartmentalize.

      If you don’t? You go slowly mad.

      I was never meant to be there, and according to most others, they weren’t either. But most of them were lying. Most of them were damned guilty.

      They had to believe I was guilty as well. In fact, I told them fictitious tales of everything I’d done, every crime I committed.

      It made them fear me, and that’s what I wanted.

      That’s why no one messed with me once I staked my claim…except that one time.

      That one time that got more years tacked onto my sentence, and that was self-defense, pure and simple.

      I’ve never been guilty of a crime, but that doesn’t mean I’m not guilty of something else.

      I’m no killer, but I’d lie and say I was again to protect my brothers.

      Thing is…there’s stuff that needs to stay buried—both literally and figuratively.

      And I’ll take all of it to the grave.

      “Hey, sis.” The deep voice comes from the doorway.

      “Hawk.” Raven smiles.

      My brother’s almost as tall as I am and slightly broader. Eagle’s the tallest and leanest of all of us, but he’s still got his share of muscles. Not an ounce of fat on any of us, just like our father, Austin Bellamy. Good genetic stock, I suppose. That and the fact that we worked our asses off on the ranch since we could walk. Inside, I made sure I kept my muscles intact. I didn’t have a workout room, but I did pushups, sit-ups, everything I could think of in my cell.

      I stayed in shape.

      It helped maintain my image as Savage.

      I nod at Hawk.

      He, Eagle, and I are the only three who know the truth of what went down eight years ago. We’d do anything for each other, which is why I’ve got to compartmentalize now.

      If I start worrying about Eagle…

      Can’t do it.

      “Where are Mom and Dad?” Hawk asks.

      “On their way,” Robin replies.

      “Right here.”

      I turn.

      My father’s big frame fills up the doorway. Hawk looks the most like him, with his blue eyes. The rest of us got Mom’s brown eyes. Dad is big and blond—graying now—with blue eyes. Beside him, Mom looks tiny. Her hair is still dark brown with only a few strands of silver, and her eyes are dark and sad. We all favor her with our dark hair. None of us turned out blond like dad.

      Dad comes from ranching stock. His father, Brick Bellamy, started Bellamy Ranch with our great-grandfather, Francis Stuart Bellamy. They do well but our real money comes from Dad’s mother, Sandra Cooper Bellamy, the Cooper Steel heiress. So now we’re worth over a billion. The ranch brings in millions, but in truth? We could sell the damned thing and live off Grandma’s legacy. But Dad will never do that. He’s a rancher through and through. He raised all of us to be ranchers as well.

      I love the outdoors. I didn’t get to see enough of it on the inside, so I’ll be taking my place on the ranch and spending as much time in the sunshine as I can. You learn to appreciate the little things on the inside.

      A sunrise.

      A sunset.

      Looking at the stars.

      The love of animals.

      The love of a hard day’s work outside.

      I’ve missed all that, and I can’t wait to get back to it.

      But first…Raven.

      Mom walks to her bedside and smooths her fingers over Raven’s bald head. “Today’s the day, honey. You’re going to be fine.”

      Raven smiles. “I know, Mommy.”

      “Your brother has given you the ultimate gift.”

      They make it sound like I’m some kind of hero. The truth is? If I hadn’t been the only match for Raven, I’d still be in the slammer. Sure, I’d be up for parole in a few months, but I’d still be inside, and if someone came after me again and I had to retaliate within that time, my parole hearing would be canceled like it was the first time.

      So in effect, Raven—my sweet sister who nearly met her maker—has given me the ultimate gift.

      I’ll never forget that.

      And I’ll never go back inside.

      But even as I think the words, I know I’d do it all again.

      To protect my brothers.

      It’s getting crowded in the room, so I excuse myself. I need a walk. I head toward the elevators just as one stops.

      The doors open—
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      My heart nearly stops when I see Falcon standing in front of me as the elevator doors open on six. His jeans hug those amazing thighs, and he’s wearing a black T-shirt that shows every muscle on his chest.

      His eyes widen, and then he steps onto the elevator.

      “Hey,” he says.

      “Hi.”

      “You visiting your friend?”

      “I was. I have to get back to work. How is your sister?”

      “She’s good. Apparently it was a bout of sleep apnea last night. At least they can’t find anything else wrong.”

      “You don’t sound like you believe it.”

      He narrows his eyes. “How would you know what I sound like? You don’t even know me, Savannah.”

      Savannah. Not Vannah. Serves me right, I suppose. I told him to call me Savannah.

      Whatever we had is apparently over. Who am I kidding? We didn’t have anything. It was a quickie. Best sex I’ve ever had, but still a quickie. He needed comfort, and I was in the right place at the right time.

      “You’re right.” I clear my throat. “I don’t.”

      “Sorry,” he mumbles. “I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

      “I’m sure you do. No offense taken.”

      Except I do take offense. He has a sick sister—a sister I’m sure he adores. A sister he gave his bone marrow for. And I’m being selfish and focusing on my own feelings.

      Get a grip, Sav.

      The elevator stops at one and the doors open. Falcon gestures for me to walk out first.

      A gentleman.

      An ex-con and a gentleman.

      Falcon is an exercise in contradictions.

      Not that ex-cons can’t be gentlemen, but those I’ve met during my years of working as a parole officer are few and far between. Most of them are nice enough, but not the type to hold a door open for a woman. Truth be told, on average, I’ve had more trouble with my female parolees.

      “So…I guess I’ll see you at our appointment next week,” I say.

      “Sure. Whatever.” He walks toward the cafeteria, while I head toward the exit.

      Time to go home. Get some sleep on my couch before Gert and Jor—

      I gasp as strong hands grip my shoulders, turning me around. I meet Falcon’s gorgeous dark gaze.

      “Vannah, I…”

      “What?”

      “I need you. Right here and right now. Raven’s surgery is in an hour, and my brother, he…” Falcon shakes his head.

      “Your brother what?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I have to focus on Raven. I need you. I want you.”

      Screwing me isn’t focusing on his sister. Not in the slightest. What he wants is another quickie—a quickie to get his mind off his sister’s illness and surgery.

      I’m not falling for it. We could easily find another vacant room or a secluded hallway, but no.

      I’m not going to be that woman. That woman who falls for hot sex with a hot guy—a hot guy who has his own damned issues—and thinks it’s something more.

      Though I don’t want to, I place my hands over his and remove his grip from my shoulders. “I have to get back to work.”

      “Vannah…”

      “I have a job to do. We’re not all Cooper Steel heirs, Falcon.”

      He cocks his head. What? Is he surprised? He told me about his background himself? And if he hadn’t, I’d have found it in his file.

      “You think I’ve got it so easy?” he says.

      “No, I just mean…I’ve got to earn a living. No one’s paying my bills except me. I don’t have a trust fund or a sugar daddy or—”

      Man, I’ve learned to lie so well over the years… But I don’t want my family’s money for reasons I prefer not to think about.

      “You looking for a sugar daddy, Vannah?” he growls into my ear.

      “No. Of course not. That’s not what I—”

      His lips come down on mine so quickly that I’m gasping in a breath as he plunges his tongue into my mouth.

      Right here, by the exit to the hospital in the middle of the day.

      Anyone could see us.

      Gert and Jordy could walk down. Mr. or Mrs. Hunt.

      I push at his chest to no avail.

      Right. Because I don’t want to end the kiss. The kiss to end all kisses.

      But—

      This time I push with more force, and our mouths separate with a smack.

      “Stop it,” I say. “Just stop it. I have to get back to work.”

      He pierces me with his dark gaze, his eyes wild. “Then tonight. Meet me here.”

      I widen my eyes. “Falcon, I’m your parole officer.”

      “Reassign me.”

      “I can’t. I told you, I just started this—”

      His lips are on mine again, right in the middle of my speech so my lips were parted, and his tongue is ravaging my mouth.

      Ravaging, taking, so savagely…

      I push away again, this time my knees wobbling. “Stop.”

      “Tonight,” he growls in my ear. “Meet me here. We’ll go somewhere.”

      “Falcon…”

      He turns, looks over his shoulder, and mouths, tonight.

      I walk toward the wall, my legs like jelly, and lean against it for support as I watch him walk back toward the elevators.

      I stand there for a while until I glance at the large clock above the reception area.

      Shit.

      I’m going to be late getting back from lunch. Possibly late for that stupid workshop this afternoon.

      I hurry to the parking lot, get into my car, and drive the ten minutes to the office. When I slide into a parking spot…

      Damn.

      I’m wet.

      My whole body is on fire…and I’m wet.
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      “No surgery?” I ask my mother.

      “No, Falcon. The bone marrow will be inserted through Raven’s central line. She’ll be awake throughout.”

      “I just figured they’d put it in the same way they took it out of me.”

      “Didn’t do your research, huh?” Hawk laughs.

      “Shut the fuck up.”

      Mom gives me a glare. She’s the mother of three sons, and still she hates profanity, even though my brothers and I all talk like sailors on leave. So does our father. Mom ought to be used to it by now.

      Mom glares at me again. “Raven received high dose chemo to condition her for the transplant.”

      “Where’s Dad?” Hawk asks.

      “Went to get something to eat,” Mom says, not meeting Hawk’s gaze.

      “He can’t take this, huh?” I say.

      “It’s difficult for him,” Mom says. “It’s difficult for all of us to see Raven like this.”

      “Hello,” Raven says. “I’m right here. Don’t talk about me like I’m not here. You know I hate that.”

      “Sorry, sweetie.” Mom kisses Raven’s bald head. “The doctors say you’re looking great and that there’s no reason to believe the transplant won’t be successful.”

      “Falcon…” Raven says.

      I go to her, and Mom moves out of the way.

      “Yeah, Ray?”

      “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

      “I’ve told you before. No thanks needed. I’d do anything for you.”

      “I’d do anything for you too.”

      “I know that, sis.” I kiss her head, carefully avoiding Mom’s lipstick mark.

      “All right,” a nurse says. “We’re ready to begin. I can only allow two visitors in the room at one time during the transplantation process, which can take up to four hours.”

      “Falcon stays,” Raven says.

      “You got it, sis.”

      “The rest of you can go.”

      Mom’s eyes widen. “Raven…”

      “Mom, I love you all, but the last thing I need is another person hovering over me. I want Falcon. It’s his marrow that’s being pumped into me. I want him here because he’s part of me now. But I can’t handle anyone else. Please try to understand.”

      Mom nods, though her eyes are glistening slightly. “We do understand, right, Hawk? Robin?”

      “Of course.” Hawk squeezes Raven’s hand. “You’re going to do great.”

      Robin simply squeezes Raven’s leg through the bedcovers, and the two of them leave. Mom follows, after kissing Raven’s head once more.

      “They don’t get it,” Raven says.

      I squeeze her hand. “No, they don’t, but I do.”

      “I knew you would. It’s like when you first went to prison—not that I’m equating prison with getting a bone marrow transplant.”

      I nod. “I understand. I didn’t want anyone visiting me at first. I didn’t want my family to see me there. In prison orange, freshly deloused. It was humiliating. But you don’t have any reason to feel humiliated, Ray.”

      “No, and it’s not humiliation I feel. It’s just…” She frowns. “This is something I need to do alone. Like you had to do it alone.”

      “Then why do you want me here?”

      “Because I meant what I said. You’re part of me now, Fal. Whether I live or die—”

      “You’re going to live.”

      “Let me finish.”

      “But Raven—”

      “Don’t make me play the sick sister card, Fal. Let me fucking finish.”

      The woman knows how to push a button. “Okay, okay. Go ahead.”

      She pauses a moment, closes her tired eyes, and then opens them. They’re so dark. The darkest of all of us, even darker than mine.

      “Don’t interrupt me.”

      I cross my heart.

      “Whether I live or die, I’m going to find a way to be worthy of the gift you’ve given me.”

      How will she be worthy if she dies? She’s going to live, damn it. But I don’t interrupt her.

      “I know you think that doesn’t make any sense,” she says, as if reading my mind. “How can I be worthy if I die? But I’ll find a way, Falcon. I swear to you I’ll find a way.”

      “Can I speak now?” I ask with a weak smile.

      “Yeah. Go ahead.”

      “First, Ray, you’re already worthy. You’re a beautiful person inside and out and you’ve got more worthiness in your little finger than I have in my whole body.”

      “Hey—”

      “Your turn not to interrupt. Don’t make me play the ‘I’m giving you my bone marrow’ card.”

      She laughs softly. “Touché.”

      “Second, you’re not going to worry about having to find some way to be worthy beyond the grave because you’re not dying, Raven.” I clench my hands into fists. “You’re not. There’s no reason in the world to believe that this transplant won’t take. You’re young and strong.”

      “Hardly.”

      “Yes, you are. And so am I, which means my bone marrow is young and strong too.”

      I’m well aware that I’m making this up as I go along, but one thing I do know is that believing you’ll live is as important as the best medical care in the world.

      I want Raven to believe.

      I need Raven to believe.

      I already lost eight years of her due to my time in prison. I won’t lose any more.

      “You’re going to live. That bone marrow from my hip is going to help you heal, but it’s only part of it. The rest is up to you. Get on board, Ray, because this train has a long way to go. Fifty more years, at least.”

      She smiles. Then she nods.

      I pat her hand.

      A team of nurses and a doctor enter then. “Ready, Raven?” the doctor asks.

      “I am,” she says.

      “Good. I understand you want your brother in here with you. Would you like him to leave while I set up the transplant?”

      “It’s not necessary,” Raven says. “It’s his marrow.”

      “Very well.”

      One of the nurses hands the doctor a clear plastic pouch full of reddish goo.

      My bone marrow. My hip aches as I look at it.

      “You’ll get your brother’s marrow through your central venous catheter, Raven, as you know.”

      I want to ask about the central line, about where it goes to and what its function is, but I don’t. I can’t do anything to make this more difficult for Raven.

      The line looks like an IV that goes straight into her chest. The doctor hangs the bag on her IV pole, but my vision is blocked after that, with the doctor and nurses all huddled around Raven.

      About ten minutes later, the nurses move back.

      “You’re all set, Raven. Your brother’s bone marrow will be infused over the next couple of hours. Your nurse will watch you closely for any signs of intolerance, but we don’t expect any issues. I’ll be back this evening to examine you as well. Do you have any questions?”

      “No,” Raven says.

      The doctor turns to me. “And you, sir?”

      I shake my head. “Just take care of her.”

      “We have every plan to do just that.” He turns and leaves the room.

      I rise and follow him.

      “Hey, Doc?”

      He turns. “Yes?”

      “What are her chances? I mean really. Level with me.”

      “Survival rates after transplant for acute leukemia are fifty-five to sixty-eight percent when the donor is related, which you are.”

      My heart drops into my gut. “That’s it?”

      “That’s better than fifty-fifty, Mr. Bellamy. Raven is young and strong, and she responded well to chemotherapy. She has a good chance.”

      “What about donors that aren’t related?”

      “From twenty-six to fifty percent.”

      “I see.”

      “There is every reason to be optimistic, Mr. Bellamy. The most important thing is for Raven herself to be optimistic, and she seems to be.”

      “Does she?”

      He cocks his head. “Has she said something different to you?”

      “She says stuff like, ‘whether I live or die,’ as if it could go either way.”

      “It could go either way.”

      “But like you said, she needs to be optimistic. She needs to get her head in the game.”

      “She’s been optimistic throughout her treatment, Mr. Bellamy, but she’s tired. She’s exhausted. She’s lost her hair, and the chemo takes its toll on everyone, even young and strong women like your sister. She is optimistic. She’s just tired.”

      “Not good enough,” I say.

      “I’ve treated many patients with Raven’s disease over my career. She’s doing well mentally and emotionally. I assure you.”

      I breathe in. Exhale. “If you say so.”

      “I say so.” He smiles. “Now go. Be with her. Hold her hand. Give her your strength. It will help.”

      “All right. And Doc?”

      “Yes?”

      “Is this leukemia a genetic thing?”

      “No. Not usually. In fact, we couldn’t find anyone in your extended family who had it. There’s no need to worry for yourself.”

      “I’m not worried for myself,” I say. “Trust me, I’m the last person I worry about. I just want to be informed. I should have done more research, but I just got out—”

      Yeah, time to shut up.

      “I’m aware of your circumstances, Mr. Bellamy. You have time now to become better informed if you wish to.”

      “I do wish to. I’ll do anything for my sister.”

      “You’ve done all you can. You’ve given her a good chance, Mr. Bellamy.”

      I nod. “Thanks, Doc. For everything.”

      “You’re very welcome. I’ll be back this evening.”

      He walks away, and I head back into Raven’s room.

      She’s fallen asleep.
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      Nothing like sitting through four hours of a workshop on not getting involved with your parolees.

      Yeah.

      Great.

      Nothing new. I’m aware of ethics and conflicts of interest and all that jazz.

      The only problem?

      This time I personify the training.

      I don’t fault myself for the first kiss at the bar. I didn’t know who he was then. The problem is that once I found out, I screwed him in an empty hospital room. I also let him kiss me—twice —this afternoon during my lunch hour.

      And he thinks I’m meeting him this evening at the hospital.

      Which I’m not, of course.

      I can’t.

      No matter how much I want to.

      No matter how good the sex was.

      And oh my God, it was good. A wham, bam, thank you, ma’am that was better than the most prolonged sessions with any of my exes.

      But damn…

      I can’t do it again.

      The idea when I left Austin was to stay under the radar. Getting involved with a parolee doesn’t exactly fit that bill.

      I gather my purse and a few files to take home with me and head out. The drive from my office to my duplex takes only ten minutes, and when I get there, Gert’s car is on the street.

      I sigh. That’s right. They’re staying another night, which means I’ll be couching it tonight.

      Once inside, Gert greets me with a cupcake. “Your favorite,” she says. “Carrot cake with cream cheese frosting.”

      I throw my purse on the coffee table and take the cupcake. “What’s the occasion?”

      “A thank you for letting us crash here. There are five more in the fridge. Jordan and I found this delish cupcake place on the Summer Creek main drag. Didn’t you know about it?”

      “I haven’t had the chance to do much exploring,” I say. “I moved, got settled, and then started my new job.”

      “Tomorrow’s Saturday,” Gert says. “Jordy and I thought we’d stay the weekend and see your new town. Apparently you’ll be seeing it for the first time as well.”

      “There’s an adorable shop next door to the cupcake bakery,” Jordan pipes in. “I’m dying to go antiquing.”

      I resist an eyeroll. I don’t understand people who use “antique” as a verb. I can’t think of anything more boring than looking at old furniture.

      “But first, we’re taking you to dinner tonight,” Gert says. “We also found a great Italian place.”

      “Papa Moroni’s?”

      “No, this one’s called Mario and Luigi’s.”

      “Seriously? Like the Mario Brothers?”

      “Yeah, and their Italian subs are to die for. Unless you want something other than Italian.”

      “No, Italian sounds great, actually.”

      “Perfect. We’re treating you.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “Are you kidding?” Jordan smiles. “We have to eat, and we know it’s a pain in your butt to have us crashing here. We’re buying you dinner. No arguments.”

      I smile. “No arguments, then,” I echo. “But shouldn’t you two be at the hospital?”

      “We’ll check in on Ash after dinner.”

      “With me in tow?” I ask.

      “We won’t be long. You can wait outside the room. But if it bothers you, we’ll just drop you back here first.”

      “No,” I say, almost too quickly. “I’ll go back. I still care how she’s doing.”

      “Good enough.” Gert gestures to my bedroom. “Now go change out of those uptight office clothes so we can go. I’m starving.”
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        * * *

      

      Mario and Luigi’s is a hole in the wall decorated in early American mob. The lighting is dim for the dinner hour, and Dean Martin croons “That’s Amore” through the sound system. Black-and-white photos of Al Capone, Lucky Luciano, Marilyn Monroe, and Gina Lollobrigida, among others, grace the papered wall. The tables are covered in red-and-white-checkered tablecloths, and fat wine bottles surrounded in straw baskets sit on each one, a candle inserted in each.

      The hostess, who looks about twelve and wears denim overalls, leads us to a table by the front window and hands us three menus. “Your server will be with you in a moment.”

      “Thanks.” Gert smiles politely and takes her seat.

      I sit next to her, and Jordan across from Gert. I grab my menu.

      The robust aroma of tomatoes and cheese permeates the place, and my stomach lets out a growl. That’s right. I didn’t have lunch. I went to the hospital to see Ashley.

      And to kiss Falcon Bellamy.

      “What’s up, Sav?” Gert asks.

      “Nothing.”

      “You just had the dreamiest look on your face.”

      My cheeks warm. “Uh…I’m looking at the menu.”

      “Then you’re in love with baked ziti or something,” Jordan giggles. “I agree with Gert. You were far away for a minute.”

      Clearly I’m transparent. Just thinking about kissing Falcon Bellamy…

      I attempt to laugh it off. “The two of you are in high spirits, considering your bestie is fighting for her life.”

      “You heard as well as we did,” Gert says. “She’s going to pull through. And if this gets her to stop drinking and driving, it will have been worth it.”

      “I’m just glad the other guy is going to pull through,” Jordan says, and then her eyebrows rise. “Sav, we found out today that the guy she hit is a parole officer.”

      I drop my jaw. “Not Michael Barrett.”

      “We didn’t get his name,” Gert says. “Who’s Michael Barrett?”

      “A parole officer who was in an accident the other night. When I started work yesterday, I got saddled with his workload. We’re terribly understaffed.”

      “Wow, what are the odds?” Jordan asks.

      Where Ashley is concerned, odds don’t always play a role. But I keep that to myself.

      “Right?” I say. “My boss says he’s going to be okay, though.”

      Our server—a hottie wearing Levi’s and a white button-down—approaches our table. “Good evening, ladies. I’m Giancarlo. Can I get you something to drink?”

      Giancarlo is blond and muscled with searing blue eyes. Normally my type—much more than Falcon Bellamy is. All my exes are blond, but I don’t feel the slightest ripple of attraction to the server.

      “I’m driving,” Jordan says, “so no for me. But I’d love a sparkling water.”

      “A glass of your house Chianti,” Gert says.

      “Same for me.” I smile.

      “You got it. I’ll be right back.”

      I peruse the menu.

      “Lucky Sav,” Jordan says.

      I look up. “What?”

      “The way he looked at you.”

      “Did he?”

      I truthfully didn’t notice.

      “He’s totally your type too, Sav,” Gert says. “I’d go for it.”

      “I didn’t move here to hop in the sack with some local.” I continue scanning the menu.

      Spaghetti Bolognese, Eggplant Parmigiana, Lasagna Classico…

      In reality, Giancarlo was probably looking at Jordy or Gert. They’re both much more attractive than I am. Gert especially. She was the homecoming queen in college. She’s gorgeous with her dark hair and those eyelashes that are a mile long.

      “Shh!” Gert whispers. “Here he comes.”

      Giancarlo returns with a bottle of sparking water for Jordan and two goblets of Chianti for Gert and me. “Have you ladies decided on dinner?”

      “I’ll have the spaghetti marinara,” Jordan says, “with a side of garlic bread.”

      “Excellent choice.” Giancarlo turns to Gert.

      “The same. Except make mine garlic cheese bread.”

      “Good, and you, pretty lady?” His eyes meet mine.

      I drop my gaze to the menu. I haven’t decided, so, “I’ll have the same. But hold the garlic bread.”

      “You sure?” Giancarlo raises his eyebrows. “Our garlic bread is perfection.”

      “Yeah, you love garlic bread, Sav,” Gert says.

      She’s right. I do love garlic bread.

      But if I go back to the hospital tonight…and I see Falcon Bellamy…

      Damn. I can’t do it. Maybe garlic bread will keep me from kissing him.

      “You know? I will have the garlic bread.” I close my menu and hand it to Giancarlo.

      “Perfect.” He takes my menu, scribbles on his pad, and then takes the menus from Gert and Jordan. “This shouldn’t be long, ladies.”

      “What’s with the no garlic bread?” Gert asks.

      “I’m getting garlic bread.”

      “You know what I mean.” She glances toward Giancarlo. “You do like him.”

      “If I did, would I be getting garlic bread?”

      “He probably eats garlic at every meal,” Gert says. “He’s Italian.”

      “He doesn’t have an accent.”

      “So he grew up here. His name is Giancarlo.”

      “He’s blond and blue-eyed.”

      “He’s northern Italian,” Jordan says.

      Man, these two have an answer for everything. I take a sip of my Chianti. I love Chianti. It’s always good and doesn’t require a lot of contemplation.

      “Great wine,” Gert says.

      “Yeah,” I agree.

      Though Gert cracks me up. She knows nothing about wine. Not that I know much more than she does. Falcon taught me something at the bar the other night—order a blend when all the options are cheap wine.

      “So…let’s get his number.” Jordan sips her mineral water and gazes at Giancarlo, who’s taking another table’s order.

      “Go for it,” I say, “but Austin’s quite a long commute for a date.”

      “I mean for you, silly.” Jordan giggles. “He hasn’t given Gert or me a look.”

      He hasn’t, which is odd in itself. Jordan’s cleavage is on full display, and Gert is… Well, she’s Gert.

      Giancarlo returns with our dinners ten minutes later, and Jordan is in full Jordan mode.

      “You live around here, Giancarlo?”

      “Yeah. You?”

      “Gert and I live in Austin, but Sav here”—she gestures to me—“lives close by.”

      “I thought you looked familiar,” Giancarlo says to me. “Have we met?”

      Ah, so that’s it. I look familiar to him, which is why he was looking at me in the first place. “I don’t think so. I just moved here literally days ago.”

      He rubs his jaw. “I could swear I’ve seen you before.”

      “We were at a dive bar on the outskirts of town a couple nights ago,” Gert offers.

      “I wasn’t there.” Giancarlo shakes his head. “I guess it’s a mystery.”

      I smile. Giancarlo returns my smile but then turns and leaves, which is fine with me. He has other tables, after all.

      “See?” I say. “He just thinks I look familiar.”

      “Still,” Gert says, “you could do a lot worse. He’s gorgeous, and he lives here.”

      “And he’s not the least bit interested,” I retort.

      “Who says?” Jordan asks. “You can get him interested.”

      I twirl my spaghetti around on my fork. “Maybe I’m the one who’s not interested.”

      “Why the heck not?” Gert demands.

      “I just moved here. I have a new position that requires a lot of time and effort. A guy doesn’t fit into the picture right now.”

      Jordan giggles. “Sav, a guy always fits into the picture.”

      “For you, Jordy. Why don’t you go for it?”

      “Maybe I will.” She wipes her mouth on her napkin, grabs a mirror out of her purse, and checks her makeup. Then she rises. “Wish me luck.”

      “Good luck,” Gert and I say in unison.

      “I think you’re giving up gold,” Gert says.

      “I’m not interested, Gert. I swear I’m not.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Because—”

      I drop my jaw.

      Because…

      The reason for my disinterest in Giancarlo just walked into the restaurant.
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      “May I help you?” the hostess at Mario and Luigi’s asks me.

      “Yeah. I called in a takeout order. Bellamy.”

      “Yeah, just a sec.” She turns to a shelf behind her where several brown bags sit. “Wow. These are all for you.”

      “I have a big family.”

      “I know.” She blushes. “I know who you are, Mr. Bellamy.”

      “Most people do.” Though she looks like she was about three when I went to prison.

      Crazy shit.

      She pulls the bags off the shelf one by one. “This is all paid.”

      “Yep, I know.”

      “Can I ask how Raven is doing?”

      Damn. Being away I forgot about how things operate in a small town. Everyone knows everyone else’s business. They all know I pleaded guilty to manslaughter, and they all think I’m guilty. Why the hell else would I allow myself to be sent away?

      Myriad reasons, none of which will ever see the light of day.

      “She’s good so far.” I don’t offer any other information. The fact that I gave her my bone marrow is no one’s business but hers and mine.

      “I’m glad to hear it. You want some help with these bags?”

      “I can handle it, but thanks.” I grab two of the bags and glance around the restaurant.

      Damn.

      Savannah Gallo.

      Savannah Gallo in a low V-neck that shows her cleavage and the tops of those luscious tits.

      Is there some kind of magnetic force pulling us together? She’s here with two of the women from the bar the other night. The fourth one is in the hospital.

      A glass of wine sits at her place. That means she’s probably not planning to come to the hospital to meet me tonight.

      Fuck.

      She’s right, of course. She has a huge conflict of interest, being my parole officer and all. I need to get that changed.

      Not that I want a relationship, but she’s a tight little fuck, and I do want more of that.

      I haven’t been able to get her out of my mind since I first laid eyes on her at the bar.

      Such a pure and unassuming beauty. She far outshines the other two at the table, with their fashionista sense and flawless makeup. Vannah doesn’t need makeup with that milk and honey complexion of hers, that spray of freckles over her pert little nose.

      Fuck, I’m getting a boner.

      I grab the two bags, deliver them to my new car that’s parked in the one takeout spot in front of the restaurant, and return to grab the other two.

      I glance toward Savannah’s table again. One of her friends has left, and it’s just Vannah and the dark-haired one.

      I bypass the two bags still sitting on the hostess’s counter and head toward the table.

      “Savannah,” I say.

      She looks up, her eyelashes fluttering. “Hi there. What are you doing here?”

      The other one flashes a smile and holds out her hand. “I’m Gert.”

      I take her hand, shake it firmly. “Falcon Bellamy.”

      “Right,” Gert says. “From the bar. Sav was talking to you.”

      Sav? Cute, but I prefer Vannah. “Right.” I turn back to Savannah. “I’m picking up takeout.”

      They both furrow their brows at me.

      “You asked what I was doing here,” I say to Savannah.

      “Oh.” She blushes. “Right. I did. We’re having dinner.”

      “So I can see.” I nod. “I’ll leave you to it.”

      “Would you like to join us?” the one called Gert asks.

      No, but I’d love to replace you.

      Can’t say that, though. The family’s waiting for the takeout. They’re damned sick of hospital food, and so am I. It’s only slightly better than prison food.

      “Thank you, but I can’t. I have to get the takeout back to my family.”

      “Of course.” Gert smiles. “It was nice meeting you.”

      I turn to Savannah. “Will I see you later?”

      Her already blushing cheeks redden further while Gert’s eyes widen into circles.

      “I…uh…”

      “We have to go to the hospital,” Gert says. “To see our friend. You might remember her from the bar. She was in a car accident that night.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. How is she?”

      “She’s going to make it,” Gert says. “She got lucky.”

      “How is”—Savannah clears her throat— “your sister doing?”

      “She got lucky too,” I say.

      Savannah smiles, and God, she sparkles. “That’s wonderful news, Falcon.”

      “Yeah. I have to go.” I turn.

      “Wait.” From Savannah.

      I turn around.

      “I… I’m really glad to hear about your sister. I know how worried you’ve been.”

      I simply nod, head back toward the front, grab my remaining two bags of food, and leave.
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      “Easy to see why Giancarlo isn’t turning your crank,” Gert says. “You’re red as a beet.”

      I touch my cheeks. God, they’re blazing.

      “I’m sure he found it charming.” Gert smiles. “And now I totally see why you’re not interested in our waiter. He makes Giancarlo look like dog food.”

      She’s not wrong. Falcon Bellamy is tall, muscular, and ridiculously gorgeous in that dark way of his. In fact, he’s Gert’s type. With their dark hair and eyes, the two of them would make the most gorgeous children ever.

      Just the thought of Falcon with Gert makes my insides knot.

      He’s not mine. I have no claim on him. He’s my parolee. He’s an ex-con who killed a man.

      He’s Savage.

      “I’m…not interested,” I lie.

      “Then I sure am.” She glances out the window. “Too bad he’s already gone.”

      “You’re not interested either,” I say.

      “The hell I’m not.”

      “He’s my parolee,” I blurt out. “He’s an ex-con.”

      There, that should do it.

      “Shit!” She widens her eyes. “What did he do?”

      I shake my head. Crazy how the Bellamys were able to keep this quiet. “I’m not at liberty to say.”

      Gert pulls out her phone. “Fine. I can find out easily enough.” She taps, her fingernails clicking.

      I love Gert. I do. She’s my BFF and I’d do anything for her…but at the moment I want to put my fist through her perfectly sculpted jaw.

      She drops said perfectly sculped jaw. “Manslaughter?” she whispers.

      “I’m not at liberty to say.” I glance down at my spaghetti that’s getting cold.

      “He’s innocent, right? Framed?’

      “I’m—”

      “Not at liberty to say,” she finishes for me.

      “I’m not. This is my job, Gert. You know I take my job seriously.”

      She puts her phone down. “I’m sorry, Sav. I shouldn’t have pressed you. Such a waste, though. The most perfect man I’ve ever laid eyes on, and he’s a freaking ex-con. A rich ex-con, but still an ex-con.”

      “It happens.” Stupid thing to say, but I can’t think of anything else.

      “It’s weird that he came up to you at a public place,” Gert continues. “I mean, wouldn’t he want to steer clear of his parole officer?”

      “Depends on the parolee.”

      “Wait!” Gert’s eyes dance. “Did you know he was your parolee when you met him at the bar? No, you couldn’t have. You hadn’t started your job yet.”

      My cheeks go warm again.

      “Oh, my God… Sav!”

      “What?” I feign as much innocence as I can muster.

      “He asked if he’d see you tonight. What is all this about?”

      “I…”

      “Oh my God,” she says again. “You’re seeing him, aren’t you?”

      “Don’t be silly.” I look down and twirl some spaghetti on my fork. “He’s my parolee. That would be…unethical.”

      “Right, but if you met him before… My God, Sav. An ex-con. Manslaughter charges.”

      “Gert, with all due respect, you don’t know what you’re talking about.” Jordan approaches the table. “Jordy’s coming back, so can this, okay?”

      “As long as you promise we’ll talk later.”

      “Fine,” I grit out.

      Jordan slides back into her chair. “Guess who’s got a hot date tomorrow?”

      “From Austin?” I say.

      “Silly, did you forget? Gert and I are staying for the weekend, and if things go well, maybe I won’t be at your place at all. You can have your bed back and Gert can take the couch.”

      I don’t hate that idea.

      “Tomorrow night is Saturday. He’s a waiter. Saturday’s a big night for restaurants.”

      “It just so happens that he’s related to the owner, and he got the evening off. Just for me.”

      Jordan’s getting all squirrelly. That’s how she is when she meets a new guy. Whatever. It’ll be a one-nighter if anything, as she lives in Austin and Giancarlo lives here. I don’t see Jordy as the type who can handle long distance.

      Jordan takes a bite of her spaghetti and makes a face. “It’s cold, but it was totally worth it. In fact, he asked me to meet him tonight, after his shift ends at eleven.”

      “Are you going to?” Gert asks.

      “I haven’t decided yet. I told him we have to go to the hospital to see Ashley, and I didn’t know how long we’d be.”

      “We certainly won’t be there until eleven,” I say dryly.

      “True enough, but I didn’t want to appear overeager.”

      “What will you do, then?” Gert asks.

      “I’ll meet him, of course.” Jordan takes another bite of her dinner, chews, swallows.

      Good. Maybe I’ll get my bed tonight too.

      We talk about nothing in particular as we finish our dinners. Giancarlo comes by.

      “Did you save room for dessert, ladies?” he asks.

      “I’m pretty sure Jordan did,” Gert says, her eyes dancing again.

      Classic Gert. She loves to embarrass Jordan. She doesn’t do it to me near as much. Thank God she didn’t do it when Falcon was here.

      “I’m stuffed,” I say. Not true, since I couldn’t finish my dinner after the run-in with Falcon, but I’m antsy to get out of here and get to the hospital.

      And not to see Ashley.
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      Is it my imagination, or has some color come back into Raven’s cheeks?

      Is it the transfusion of my stem cells?

      Is it the baked ziti from Mario’s?

      Most likely, it’s my damned imagination, but it’s good to see anyway.

      Eagle finally made it to the hospital in the middle of Raven’s transplant. I need to get him alone and find out what trouble he’s gotten into, but he’s avoiding me like the plague.

      Which means there’s something he doesn’t want to tell me.

      I’m ready to yank him into the hallway and interrogate him, but I hold myself in check. The whole family is gathered in Raven’s room eating the Italian feast, and Raven looks better than she has since I got out, so I don’t want to disturb any of that.

      Raven is happy, and that’s the main thing.

      Eagle is as jovial as ever, joking and giving everyone seven shades of shit. I keep my eye on him, though, and when he leaves to hit the can, I follow him.

      “Hey.” I grab his arm.

      “Not now, Fal. I’ve got to piss.”

      “Funny. So do I.” I walk beside him to the end of the hallway where the restrooms are located near the elevators.

      “I don’t need a fucking audience,” he says.

      “I don’t plan to watch.”

      “Then stay out.”

      “Why? Maybe I need to piss too.”

      He huffs. “Fine.”

      We enter the restroom, which, fortunately, appears empty except for the two of us. Most visitors probably use the bathrooms in the hospital rooms, plus, it’s after the dinner hour and most have probably left for the day.

      Eagle unzips his fly and takes a spot at a urinal. I hit the one two away from his and take a piss.

      “How the fuck do you do that?” Eagle asks.

      “Do what? Piss?”

      “Piss while I’m standing right here.”

      I can’t help it. I laugh. A big belly laugh that feels strange because it’s been so long. “I’ve been pissing in front of other men for the last eight years. Shitting too. You get used to it.”

      “Well, I can’t get used to it. If you’re done, get the fuck out.”

      I zip up, go to the sink, and wash my hands. Then I leave. We’re on the sixth floor, so it’s not like my brother can escape out a window or anything.

      Five minutes later he emerges from the bathroom.

      “We’re having a talk,” I say.

      “Right here? Right now?”

      “You know of a better place?”

      “How about tonight at Mom and Dad’s? Or your place?”

      “I haven’t been home. I’ve been staying here with Ray.”

      “You staying tonight?”

      “I don’t know. Probably.”

      “She’s doing fine, Fal.”

      “I missed years of her life. I’m not missing any more.  If this is near the end, I’m not missing any of it.”

      “You heard the docs as well as I did. She’s got a good shot, thanks to you.”

      “I know, but I can’t be too careful. For now, though…” I grab his arm.

      He yanks it free. “Stop that.”

      “Fine.” I gesture to the end of the hallway. “Then come with me.”

      He walks beside me, huffing with exasperation the whole way, down the hallway toward the small waiting area near the elevators. Good. It’s vacant.

      “Sit,” I say.

      “Shut the fuck up.” But he sits.

      I take a seat next to him. “Spill it.”

      “Spill what?”

      “You know what. I didn’t spend nearly a third of my life behind bars so you can get into more trouble. What the hell is going on, E?”

      “Nothing bad.”

      “Are you kidding me? I know how close you are to Raven. Nothing would keep you from getting here…unless your life depended on it.”

      He sighs. “It’s not like that.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that. Spill it. You owe me, Eagle.”

      My brother scowls. “You promised never to shove that in my face.”

      “Am I shoving? I’m stating fact. When I went down all those years ago, you and Hawk made me a promise. To stay clean. Out of trouble. To keep our secrets.”

      “I’ve never said a damned word.”

      “Did I say you did? I’m just saying I know you. I know you as well as you know yourself.”

      “With all due respect, Falcon, you don’t. You were gone. I’m not the same man I was.”

      “You were no man when I left, E. You were seventeen.”

      “Fine. I’m not the kid I was. I’m a man now, and—”

      “Enough is fucking enough,” I say through clenched teeth. “Raven was your favorite sibling when I left, and I have no reason to believe she’s still not, which means something kept you from getting here. Now what was it?”

      Silence.

      “I’ll fucking punch it out of you if I have to.”

      Eagle stands then, clenches his fists. “I grew a lot bigger while you were away, if you haven’t noticed. I’m taller than you now, so I’d like to see you try.”

      I stay seated, but my body tenses. “Those are fighting words, Eagle. And it’s a fight you’ll lose. Trust me on that one. I took down bigger men than you on the inside, and they were a hell of a lot meaner too.”

      “It was just a little deal,” Eagle says. “I didn’t think it would harm anything.”

      “What kind of deal? And if you say drugs I’m going to mess up that pretty face of yours.”

      “No, no. Of course not. I lent some money to a guy in Seven Oaks.”

      “Who?”

      “A friend.” He draws in a breath. “Well, a friend of a friend.”

      “Exactly who, Eagle?”

      “I don’t know his name. He called himself Jones.”

      “Great.” I roll my eyes.

      “Scarlett Ramsey knows him. Or knew him. Hell, I don’t know. Anyway, Scarlett said someone needed my help, and—”

      “And you were a little pussy-whipped so you said okay.”

      Eagle’s talk of Scarlett reminds me of Leif Ramsey.

      Damn.

      Leif, my best friend in the world since we were in diapers, until…

      Yeah, until.

      “What can I say? She’s hot.”

      “You’re not eighteen anymore. When has Scarlett Ramsey given you the time of day? She’s four years older than you are.”

      “So? She’s still hot.”

      “Hot isn’t everything.”

      The elevator door dings and it opens in front of us.

      To reveal…

      Damn.

      Savannah Gallo.

      In a denim mini skirt that clings to her round ass and that V-neck that shows rosy cleavage.

      And here I am lecturing my little brother on being pussy-whipped.
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      Right there, as if I’d ordered him up on a platter, is Falcon Bellamy, standing with another man who’s nearly as hot as Falcon himself. He’s got to be one of the Bellamy brothers.

      My cheeks are already scorching just from Falcon’s presence. He seems to be engaged in a serious conversation with the other guy, but then his gaze lands on me.

      Right on me.

      And I feel it everywhere…especially between my legs.

      “Go back and see Raven,” Falcon says to the other one. “We’re done for now.”

      “Thank God,” the other murmurs, and he heads down the hallway toward the room where Falcon’s sister is hospitalized.

      Falcon walks into the elevator with me. “Vannah,” he says.

      “Hi,” I say, my voice shaking a bit.

      “You came.”

      “To see Ashley.”

      “She’s one floor up.”

      “Right. I know. I just wanted to see how your sister was doing.”

      “She’s good.” He burns me with his dark gaze. “Ever done it in an elevator?”

      God. My cheeks. They must be on fire.

      “Have you?” I ask.

      “When would I have had the chance, Vannah? You know where I’ve been the past eight years.”

      “Then I guess we’re both elevator virgins.” I laugh nervously.

      “Not after tonight.” He pushes the button for the basement.

      “What if someone calls for the lift?” I ask.

      “Lift? Are you British today?” His gaze smolders.

      “No. I mean, my nanny was from the UK. I grew up with both words.”

      Shit. Now he knows I had a nanny. I’ve got to watch what I say. Though he doesn’t seem fazed. Bellamy and Cooper money most likely equaled a nanny or two when he was a kid.

      “We’ll go all the way to the lowest floor,” he says, “and then I’ll press the stop button.”

      “Won’t that sound an alarm?”

      “Yup.”

      “And they’ll call the police?”

      “Probably not.”

      “But they might.”

      “I doubt it. They’ll alert the maintenance crew, but by the time they get in place, the lift”—his lips curve slightly—“will be going again.”

      “So another quickie,” I say, disappointment lacing my tone.

      “I’m happy to spend more time on your gorgeous body, Vannah, but you’ll have to let me come to your place.”

      “I…can’t.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’ve got friends staying with me.” I sigh. “But that’s not even the point, Falcon, and you know it. This is…wrong.”

      “But it feels so right.” His hot breath caresses my neck.

      The elevator stops at the bottom floor, and true to his word, Falcon pushes the stop button.

      Then he stares at me, his dark eyes so beautiful and so full of desire.

      So full of something else too…

      Darkness.

      A darkness I long to penetrate. Prison changes a person. I should know. And this man was called Savage for a reason.

      I’d do well to remember that.

      He pulls me to him, kisses me deeply, and then breaks the kiss and turns me so I’m facing the back of the elevator.

      “Cameras,” I eke out.

      “Not from this angle,” he says.

      “You sure?”

      “Nope.”

      “Oh, God…”

      And I don’t care. I don’t fucking care. I don’t care if the whole damned world sees me. I want this more than I care.

      He grips my thighs, edges my skirt up and around my hips. Then my panties. Simple white cotton. If only I were wearing a lace thong. But I hate thongs. They’re so uncomfortable.

      He grasps the white fabric, shoves it down until it’s on the floor. I instinctively step out of it. I’m wearing wedge sandals and a V-neck T-shirt with a cotton sweater. He leaves everything else in place, and then…

      The snap of his jeans, the zing of his zipper…

      And the hard thrust of his cock.

      “Say you want it, Vannah. Say you want what I’m doing to you.”

      “Falcon…”

      “Say it, or I’ll stop.”

      “God, no. Don’t stop.”

      “Then say it. Tell me you want it. Tell me you want this. You want me.”

      I grit my teeth, close my eyes. “Yes, I want this. I want you, Falcon. I want you.”

      He pulls out and thrusts back in. “So tight, Vannah. So fucking tight. Do you have any idea how you affect me? How I react just by seeing you? How that first night I imagined your tight little pussy hugging my cock like it is now? Fuck. Reality is so much better than my imagination. So fucking much better.”

      He pulls out and thrusts in again.

      This time the sensation travels all the way to my clit, and one more thrust and—

      “God, yes!”

      “That’s it, baby doll. You come for me. You come all over my big cock.”

      Thrust, thrust, thrust….

      “Falcon, my God…”

      My eyes well with tears. Why? I don’t know. I only know that this climax is taking me to someplace emotional, someplace foreign. Someplace new and exciting and damned near heavenly.

      “Keep it coming, Vannah. Keep it— Fuck!”

      He pushes into me hard, and I feel him release in me. I’m still reeling from my own climax, and knowing he’s feeling what I’m feeling takes me even higher.

      He stays inside me, and then his lips… They glide over my neck, and his teeth. They scrape the soft flesh.

      Chills skitter over me, in direct contradiction to the heat of our bodies. It’s sensational. So erotic.

      I feel suspended in time.

      Suspended in nirvana.

      Until he pulls out of me, and I hear him zip up.

      I turn reluctantly, meet his dark gaze. He bends down, picks up my panties, and hands them to me. I shove them in my purse while I pull my skirt back down over my thighs.

      Falcon says nothing. Simply pushes the stop button back in place. The doors open, and a uniformed maintenance guy stands there.

      “Seems to be working now,” Falcon says.

      The maintenance man rolls his eyes. “If you say so.”

      Embarrassment wells through me. I’m sure I’m red as a beet.

      Falcon pushes the “doors close” button, and we head back up to six.

      Then he pushes three quickly, and the elevator stops, the doors open.

      “What floor is this?” I ask.

      “I don’t care. I just don’t want to say goodbye yet.”

      He takes my hand and we head down the hallway to the small alcove at the end of each floor that houses a waiting area and vending machines.

      He takes a seat on a sofa and gestures me to sit next to him. I comply.

      I’d do anything he asks, and that scares the hell out of me.

      “How’s your sister?” I ask, willing my voice not to shake.

      “She tolerated the transplant well. Everyone is optimistic.”

      “That’s great news.”

      “And your friend?”

      “As far as I know she’s going to make it.”

      He nods. “Good.”

      “Yeah.”

      He draws in a deep breath and lets it out in a slow whoosh. “I can’t get you out of my mind, Vannah. You’re making me insane.”

      I swallow, my nipples still hard and aching. “I… I don’t mean to…”

      He rakes his gaze over my face. “That’s why you do. God, you’re fucking beautiful.” He pushes a strand of hair behind my ear.

      My pussy is still pulsing from the orgasm as I stare into his dark eyes. “Thank you. And you. You’re…”

      He cups my cheek. “I know my effect on women. Fuck, it’s been so long for me.”

      My heart falls then.

      This is just sex to him.

      He’s filling a need, and for some reason I’m the one he’s chosen to fill it.

      I know myself. I let my heart get involved too quickly. I’ve been burned before. Burned badly, and I’m here to start anew.

      I can’t do this. Not now. Not ever.

      I rise. “I have to go.”

      “To see your friend?”

      “Uh…yeah. To see my friend.”

      “When will I see you again?” he asks.

      “At your next appointment. Next week.”

      “Not good enough.” He rises, closes the distance between us.

      I breathe in, gather my strength. “It has to be good enough, Falcon. Whatever this is between us is over.”

      “You came tonight, like I told you to.”

      “I came to visit my friend.”

      He narrows his eyes. “You came to see me, Vannah. Don’t deny it.”

      I open my mouth to do just that, but nothing comes out.

      “This isn’t over,” he says.

      “It is. I don’t do this. I don’t just…have sex. Indiscriminate sex.”

      “It’s not over,” he says again. Then he turns and takes a few steps until he’s at the entrance to the alcove, his eyes heavy-lidded and on fire. “It’s not over until I say it’s over.”

      And he walks away.

      Leaving me standing there, my mouth dropped open, my heart racing, and my pussy throbbing at his words.
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      She’s not the sex-only type. She’s the picket-fence type.

      That’s so not me.

      But damn it, it’s not over. I don’t take orders from women. I don’t take orders from anyone. I’m done with that. No more telling me when to eat, when to sleep, when to take a damned shower.

      I’m fucking done taking orders.

      From now on, I’m giving them.

      Savannah’s gotten under my skin, and I’m far from done with her. If she can’t reassign me, I’ll reassign myself. First thing Monday I’ll go into the parole office and ask to be assigned to a different officer.

      That will take care of her issues once and for all. Then I’ll use her gorgeous body until I’ve had enough.

      I get back on the elevator and head back up to six to check on Raven.

      Mom, Dad, Robin, and Hawk are still in her room, but Eagle’s nowhere to be found. Fucker. He doesn’t want to continue our conversation. Well, he will. Tomorrow. Tonight I’m staying with Raven again.

      “Where’ve you been?” Dad demands when I walk in.

      “I was talking to Eagle, and then I got a phone call. Where is he?”

      “He had to go,” Mom says.

      “Did he say why?”

      “No.”

      “Did you ask?”

      “No. I don’t demand that my children tell me where they’re going,” Mom says. “You’re all adults, Falcon. I know he was a kid when you left, but he’s grown up now.”

      “Easy, Star,” Dad says. “He was just asking.”

      “Yeah.” I nod. “Just asking.”

      I already know where he is. Back trying to deal with whatever trouble he’s gotten himself into. Loaning money to some derelict because he’s pussy-whipped over Leif Ramsey’s sister, who was always trouble waiting to happen.

      Christ.

      “We’re all about to go, anyway,” Robin says. “Ray needs her rest.”

      “Yeah,” Hawk agrees.

      “Good enough. I’m staying the night again.”

      “Fal,” Raven says. “You can’t possibly get a good night’s sleep here.”

      “I do fine. I’m not leaving your side until you leave this hospital.”

      “That’s silly,” she says.

      “Not to me.”

      They don’t get it.

      They learned to get along without me while I was gone, but I didn’t learn to get along without them. On the inside, you need something to look forward to. For me, it was being reunited with my family.

      I’d do anything for my family.

      I’ve more than proved that.
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        * * *

      

      Sunday, Raven is doing great, and the doctors decide to discharge her and let her spend some time at home. She’ll be going back to the main house where Mom and Dad can keep an eye on her.

      And I’ll be going back to my place.

      The house I had constructed after my twenty-first birthday, after my graduation from college.

      The house I lived in while I was on break during college.

      It’s been waiting for me all this time, and I haven’t yet spent a night there since I got out. I didn’t want to risk losing time with Raven.

      My house is a large ranch on the Bellamy property. Hawk, Eagle, Robin, and Raven all have their own homes on our property too. I haven’t seen any of them. There wasn’t time when I got furlough, and I wasn’t all that interested anyway.

      I was interested in getting laid, and I did.

      I expected it to be something amazing, but it was just a fuck. A couple fucks, actually, with three women.

      None of which were as good as Savannah Gallo.

      Sweet Savannah Gallo. The ultimate girl next door.

      The ultimate girl next door who should stay the hell away from me.

      I rub my hand over my forehead to ease the stress headache that’s erupting. She deserves better, and I should let her go. Let her go about her business and meet someone who’s good for her. This isn’t my old cellblock. I can’t just take what I want.

      Which means I’m still going to the parole office tomorrow to get reassigned. That way, I’ll never have to see her again. Maybe I can get my records sent to a different office. After all, I don’t want to accidentally run into her when I visit my new officer.

      I’ll make it all happen. The Bellamys can make anything happen.

      I scoff out loud at the thought.

      Not everything.

      My family couldn’t keep me out of the slammer.

      Someone had to go down for that dead cop, and it wasn’t going to be my brothers. We were all involved, and I, as the oldest, was responsible.

      So I took responsibility. I copped to something I didn’t do, so my juvie brother wouldn’t have to cop to something he did do and have his life ruined.

      I drive the familiar winding roads up to Mom and Dad’s ranch house, and I help Raven out of the car. I’m using one of Dad’s cars until I buy one of my own. That’s another thing to do this week. I got the cell phone, and now I need some wheels.

      I pop the trunk, get out, and open the passenger door for Raven and offer her my hand.

      She takes it. “Thanks, Fal.”

      “Stay here a minute while I get your stuff.”

      I walk to the trunk and grab her two bags, put them both in one hand, and hold my other arm out to her.

      “I can walk by myself,” she says.

      “Humor me.”

      We get into the house where Mom is there to greet us. She kisses Raven’s cheeks. “Welcome home, honey. Everything’s set up in your room.”

      “Thanks for letting me stay for a while.”

      “You’ll stay as long as you need to. Until you get all your strength back.”

      Raven nods. She still looks so weak, but at least she has some color in her cheeks.

      My bone marrow did that.

      I did that.

      I’ve never been so grateful for anything.

      I help Raven get settled, and then I say my goodbyes and head to my own place.

      It’s a large ranch house, stucco with a little brick, on the family acreage used for housing. I walk in.

      Damn.

      It’s all the same.

      The only thing missing is a dog.

      I’d just gotten a dog when I went away. An adorable rescue pup named Sam. Raven took Sam in after I left and loved him as her own. Another reason I owe her. I saw him on furlough when Raven brought him to our parents’ house, but he didn’t remember me. Something else I missed. He growled when I tried to pet him. He’s a dog, so of course he didn’t remember me after seven years, but it still hurt a little.

      He’s gone now. Died six months ago. Cancer.

      I didn’t shed a tear when I heard. Prison hardened me, and I won’t get back that part of me that it took.

      Maybe I can’t have Savannah, but I can still have a pet.

      Right after I visit the parole office tomorrow, I’ll go to the shelter and get a dog.

      A dog who needs me as much as I need him or her.

      Mom and Dad used to breed golden retrievers when we were little, but they gave that up a while back. I love goldens, but I’m a true sucker for a pup that needs me. A pup that didn’t ask to be brought into the world and only wants some love.

      I can do that.

      Dogs are easy to love. A hell of a lot easier than people.

      I love my family. My parents, my brothers, my sisters.

      But I’ve never loved anyone else. Not any of my old high school or college girlfriends.

      Maybe Leif. My best friend.

      But no more.

      The asshole never visited me in prison. Showed me where I stood in his life. I hate the fucker now.

      The house is nice and cool. I asked Robin to come in a few days ago and get the air conditioning running. I sure as hell didn’t want to walk into a house full of stifling Texas heat.

      My living room, dining room, kitchen, family room.

      I hired a decorator and told her to do what she wanted. Some of the stuff hadn’t come in yet when I went to prison.

      And now…

      I hate it. Every bit of it.

      The centerpiece of the living room is a sleek black lacquer coffee table, its smooth surface reflecting the ambient lighting. It sits on top of a shaggy white area rug. The sofa and loveseat are white leather, and two wingback chairs are black-and-white striped brocade.

      This is no place for a dog to live. Hell, this is no place for a man to live.

      Then again, who the fuck cares? It’s ugly shit, but I’ll deal. As soon as my dog ruins it, I’ll get new stuff.

      I walk through the hallway off the family room all the way down to the end, where my master suite is located.

      It’s a two-room suite, sitting area and bedroom, along with a large master bath and a large walk-in closet.

      The décor in the bedroom is slightly better. I like the black and red striped comforter. Not crazy about all the black lacquer chest and headboard, though.

      I shake my head. Who cares?

      It’ll be great to sleep in an actual bed, black lacquer and all.

      Ray wondered how I could sleep in that uncomfortable fold-out in her room. I’ve got news for her. It was a hell of a lot better than the mite-ridden cots we had inside. Tonight I’m going to sleep so fucking well, I may never want to wake up.

      I leave the bedroom, open the doors to the other bedrooms. No furniture or anything. I never got around to them since no one was using them.

      Outside, in my large fenced-in yard, is a swimming pool and hot tub and a large redwood deck with no furniture. The pool is full. Robin must have taken care of that as well.

      I’ll have to thank her.

      In fact, a swim sounds great.

      I shed my clothes down to my boxer briefs, open the French doors, and step onto my deck. Damned heat burns the bottoms of my feet, so I head off the deck and to the pool deck. The pool is enclosed in screens, and I dive right in.

      Several laps later, I simply float, staring up at the blue sky.

      And wondering…how the hell am I going to give up Savannah Gallo?
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      Sunday evening, Gert and Jordan drive back to the city.

      “Thanks so much for letting us crash here.” Gert squeezes me in a hug.

      “No problem.”

      It really wasn’t. Jordan spent the last two nights at Giancarlo’s place, so I got my bed to myself and Gert took the couch.

      “Yeah, we totally appreciate it, Sav.” From Jordan.

      “Will you be coming back next weekend?” I ask. “To see Giancarlo?”

      She blushes. “He’s coming to Austin, but Gert and I may be back anyway if Ash is still in the hospital.”

      “Okay.” I smile. “You two better get on the road if you’re going to make it home before dark. Love you guys.”

      “Love you too,” they both say.

      I watch from the door as they cram into Jordan’s car and drive away.

      Away from my little duplex. Away from Ashley. Away from Summer Creek.

      Away.

      And I’m here.

      I’m here because this is my life now.

      Funny that I’ve never told Gert, the bestie of my besties, the true reason why I left Austin. I don’t like to think about it, and it’s nothing new. I’ve never told Gert or anyone who my family is.

      In fact, I don’t want to think about it now.

      I want to see Falcon Bellamy.

      I told him it was over, and he told me it wasn’t.

      It has to be over.

      Except I don’t want it to be over.

      I want it to…

      Hell, I don’t know what I want. Scratch that. I do know what I want. I want to be in Falcon’s bed. It doesn’t even have to be a bed. We haven’t used a bed yet—even though one was readily available in that vacant hospital room—and it’s been phenomenal. Better than anything else I’ve experienced, from the purest vanilla missionary style to the hottest fuck in the wilderness against an old oak tree.

      Even better than the one time I truly let myself go and allowed someone to tie me up, blindfold me. It was an experiment, and I thought I’d hate it. In truth? I liked it. A lot.

      But not as much as those quickies with Falcon Bellamy.

      I grab my purse, shove my phone inside, get into my car, and drive to the hospital. Parking is worse than usual on a late Sunday afternoon. Strange.

      Then maybe not so strange. This is the day the clergy probably do their visits to parishioners who are hospitalized. Plus family members who don’t live in town come to visit.

      I finally find a spot and walk into the hospital. I didn’t bother changing. I’m wearing leggings and an oversized sweatshirt. My hair is up in a messy ponytail, and the only makeup I have on is some pink-tinted lip gloss.

      Falcon has only ever seen me in my work clothes or out with the girls, with my hair styled and my face fully made up.

      But I don’t care.

      I want to see him, and I know exactly where he’ll be.

      I head to the sixth floor, exit the elevator, and walk to Raven Bellamy’s room.

      Her name is still on the name plate, but the door is closed, which is odd. It’s always been cracked open.

      I knock, but no answer.

      So I open the door.

      It’s dark…and the bed is empty.

      My heart drops to my stomach.

      No.

      Please, no!

      She was doing well.

      So well!

      This can’t be happening. My God, it will kill Falcon. Big strong Falcon, who gave his bone marrow to save his sister, only to have her…

      I can’t bear it.

      I race back to the elevator, leave the hospital and drive home. Once there, I grab my laptop and fire it up, logging into my work computer.

      I shouldn’t.

      I just shouldn’t.

      But Falcon…

      He needs me.

      So I do something I know I shouldn’t do. I find his phone number in his file, and I call him.

      I fucking call him.

      “Yeah?” he says when he answers.

      “Falcon?”

      “Yeah, this is—

      “Fuck, Vannah?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. Falcon, I’m so sorry. Do you need anything?”

      “I need you,” he says gruffly.

      I clear my throat, trying to budge the sobs that want to spew forth. “I mean…Raven.”

      “What about her?”

      “I’m so sorry. I was at the hospital. She’s…”

      “Home,” he says. “She’s at our parents’ place. She was doing so well they discharged her for a few days. Said it’d be good for her.”

      A lead weight falls from my shoulders. “Oh, God. Thank God.”

      “Did you think…?”

      “Yes,” I gulp out. “I went… I went to see Ashley.” Such a fucking lie. “And I thought I’d check on your sister. Her room was dark, but her name was still on the plate. I just… I just…” I sniff back a sob.

      “She’s fine, Vannah.” He pauses. “As fine as we know for now. But all the docs are optimistic. Optimistic enough that they’re letting her have some time at home. If that doesn’t work out, she’ll go back to the hospital.”

      I don’t know what else to say. I’m so relieved.

      “How’s your friend?” he asks.

      “Who?”

      “Your friend. Who you went to see.”

      I didn’t go anywhere near Ashley’s room. She doesn’t want me there anyway. Of course I lied to Falcon about my reason for being at the hospital because…

      Because why?

      “She’s the same,” I say, “but Falcon, I…didn’t actually go to see her. I lied to you. I went to see you.”

      Silence for a moment. “I thought you said it was over.”

      “And you said it wasn’t.”

      Silence again. Then, “I changed my mind, Savannah. I… It’s over. Done. I don’t want to hear from you again.”

      “But…I’m your parole officer.”

      “Not anymore. I’m going in tomorrow morning and getting reassigned.”

      “But…”

      “It’s over, Savannah. Don’t call me again.”

      “Falcon—”

      The call clicks as it ends.

      My phone falls from my grasp and thuds onto my coffee table, landing on my latest copy of Cosmo, which, ironically, features an article entitled “Prioritizing Your Career.”

      Nothing like a message from the universe.

      It’s best this way.

      It’s what I was planning anyway.

      So why does my heart feel like it has just cracked in two?

      He was so cold on the phone. So achingly blunt.

      Why did he change his mind?

      I wish Gert were still here. I didn’t want to talk about this in front of Jordan. Some things you only tell your bestie of besties, and that’s Gert.

      But she’s on the road, probably three-quarters of the way home by now. She and Jordan will stop for a drink or a burger, so I won’t get her alone for another hour or two.

      I plop down on my couch and stare at my blank television screen.

      I could binge some Netflix.

      I could order a huge-ass blizzard from Dairy Queen and have it delivered.

      Or I could just go to bed.

      Go to bed and forget all about Falcon Bellamy.
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      I rise with the sun Monday morning, determined to make it into my office before it opens to the public. I don’t want to risk running into Falcon when he arrives to get reassigned.

      I don’t have to wait long. By nine a.m., Bridget knocks on my cubicle.

      “Savannah?”

      “Yeah? Come in,” I say.

      “I just got off the phone with Falcon Bellamy.”

      A phone call. Of course. Why was I thinking he would come to the office to get reassigned? He wouldn’t want to risk running into me, after all.

      I’m just some woman he fucked a few times, and now he’s done.

      I clear my throat. “Oh?”

      “Yeah. He’s requested that we assign him a new parole officer.”

      I raise my eyebrows, feigning surprise. “Did he say why?”

      “Just that he didn’t think the two of you clicked. Is that how you feel?”

      “No, of course not.” Blood whooshes to my ears like white noise. I do my best to ignore it. “I felt we clicked as well as I click with anyone else. Of course every officer has better rapport with some parolees than others, but I’ve always gotten along fine with everyone I’ve been assigned.”

      Bridget smiles. “I’m glad to hear that. Mr. Bellamy is a unique case, as you may know. His family is well known here in Summer Creek. And all of Texas really.”

      “Yeah, of course I’ve heard of them.”

      “So I’d like to accommodate his request, but the truth is, with Michael out, no one else has an opening on their schedule.”

      I narrow my gaze. “So you’re saying…”

      “I’m saying you’re going to have to stay as his officer for now. Once Michael is back after rehab, we can reassign him, but for now, I’m telling you the same thing I told him. Unless he has a specific complaint about you breaching your ethics or acting in some other unprofessional way, I can’t reassign him at this time.”

      My cheeks warm. “I assure you that—”

      “Of course. He said you were perfectly professional. Just a heads up, though, that he does want to be reassigned. You’ll need to tread carefully during his appointments.”

      I meet Bridget’s gaze head on. “I always tread carefully, Bridget. I’ve been doing this for a while.”

      She smiles. “I wasn’t accusing you of anything, Savannah. We’re thrilled to have you, and if it’s any consolation, one of your parolees specifically stopped by to tell me how great she thinks you are after just one appointment.”

      My cheeks warm again. “I’m happy to hear that.”

      “I think Falcon Bellamy is just used to getting his way. He seems to forget he spent the last eight years behind bars and now he’s a spoiled Bellamy brat again.”

      I lift my eyebrows.

      Bridget lets out a sigh. “I shouldn’t have said that. I don’t know the Bellamys, and they’re certainly not on the scale of the Hiltons or the Rockefellers, but they have money. Falcon’s grandmother was a steel heiress. Cooper Steel.”

      “I see.”

      “Anyway, like I said, just a heads up. When is your next appointment with him?”

      I glance at my schedule even though I know exactly when he’s coming in. “Tomorrow morning.”

      “Good. I’m sure you’ll fix whatever his complaints are. Thanks, Savannah.”

      “You’re welcome. Thanks for keeping me in the loop.”

      “Of course.” She leaves my cubicle.

      Falcon could have destroyed my career and told Bridget how unprofessional and unethical I’ve acted. If he wanted to be reassigned that badly, he totally could have. Should have, even.

      But he didn’t. He protected me. Rather than be reassigned, he lied. Told Bridget I hadn’t acted unprofessionally.

      My God…

      I want him even more now that I know he protected me.

      But I can’t go after him.

      I can’t call him again. If I’m concerned about Raven, I’ll just have to be concerned. It’s none of my business anyway.

      I keep busy with appointments and paperwork, and I ignore Bridget’s advice and work straight through my lunch hour. By six, I’ve got things under control.

      And I allow myself to think about Falcon. How can I not? He’s my first appointment tomorrow morning.

      Nine a.m. sharp.

      His last appointment was at ten.

      Why does he have to be my first appointment of the day?

      I gather my belongings, say goodbye to the few people who are still in the office, get to my car, and leave, only to find myself driving to the hospital instead of home.

      Why? Raven’s no longer there, so Falcon won’t be there.

      Guilt, that’s why. Guilt that I haven’t spent more time looking after Ashley. We’re not close, to be sure, and her accident is entirely her own fault, but she means a lot to Gert and Jordan, so I’ll check in.

      I stop, find a parking spot, and head into the hospital, taking an elevator to the seventh floor.

      Ashley’s room.

      I gasp when I get there.

      It’s dark and empty, but Ashley’s name is still on the name plate. Just like Raven’s.

      Which means she hasn’t been gone long.

      She must have been discharged.

      The Hunts aren’t here, and Jordan and Gert arrived back in Austin last night.

      No one to give me any information.

      I head to the nurse’s desk. “Excuse me?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m looking for Ashley Hunt. Was she discharged?”

      The nurse’s lips turn downward. “Oh, goodness. Are you a friend?”

      “Yes. I haven’t seen her in a few days, but some other friends were here yesterday.”

      She pauses, takes a breath. “I’m so sorry to have to tell you this, ma’am, but Ms. Hunt passed away this afternoon.”

      “What?”

      “Yes, she…”

      But I stop listening as my limbs go numb and my throat tightens. I swallow hard.

      No. She was fine. Her prognosis was good.

      Guilt.

      God, the guilt again.

      I try to swallow it.

      I was just thinking about how the accident was Ashley’s fault.

      How can I be so callous?”

      “I’m so sorry,” the nurse says again. “The doctors did all they could.”

      “Yes, I’m sure they did,” I say robotically. “I know I’m not family, but can you tell me what happened?”

      The nurse cocked her head. “I just did.”

      I rub my forehead. “Yes. I’m sorry. I didn’t… I didn’t process any of it.”

      She attempts a smile. “I understand. Ms. Hunt suffered a stroke. It’s not uncommon after such trauma. Her parents are devastated. She was doing so well, but these things happen. There’s just no predicting them sometimes.”

      I sniff back tears and swallow again. No luck. The guilt is still there, clogging up my throat. “But…strokes aren’t always…”

      “No, they’re not always fatal. But Ms. Hunt had suffered a huge trauma to all of her systems. I’m so sorry, ma’am.”

      “What about arrangements?”

      “Her parents will be taking her body home to San Antonio,” the nurse says. “That’s all I can tell you.”

      I rub my forehead again, my temples throbbing. “Thank you. Thank you for the information.”

      “Is there anything I can do for you?” She opens a drawer and pulls out a few pamphlets. “I have the names of grief counselors. There are some good ones here at the hospital.”

      “No. Thank you, but no.”

      I’m in the elevator then, not clear on how I got there.

      Down I go, and I when I get off on the main floor, I head to my car, get in, and bury my head in my hands.

      I cry.

      I didn’t like Ashley much, but she was twenty-seven, same as me.

      She didn’t deserve to die at such a young age.

      She didn’t deserve to die at all.
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      I wake up to my phone ringing.

      “Yeah?” I grumble into the phone.

      “Mr. Bellamy? This is Debby from the parole office. I’m going to need to cancel your appointment with Ms. Gallo.”

      I clear my throat. “What?”

      “Your nine o’clock appointment today with Savannah Gallo,” she says. “Ms. Gallo won’t be in today.”

      My eyes jerk open. “What? Is she all right?”

      “She’s taking a personal day. That’s all I’m at liberty to say. Anyway, you’re scheduled for next week at this same time. Ms. Gallo will be back by then. We don’t normally like to skip meetings with new parolees, but we’re understaffed this week and this is the only way. Ms. Gallo will see you a week from today at the same time.”

      My pulse goes nuts. “Wait, wait, wait…”

      “Yes?”

      “I… She… What happened?”

      “I can only tell you she’s taking some personal time.”

      “But she’s…”

      “Thank you for your time, Mr. Bellamy. We’ll see you at the same time next week.” The call ends with a beeping in my ear.

      I throw the phone down.

      Vannah? Personal time?

      She only began this job last week, and she made a huge deal about how she couldn’t ask for me to be reassigned because she’d just started.

      And now she’s taking personal time?

      What the hell?

      I close my eyes, try to calm my rapid breathing.

      Damn.

      And I was looking forward to seeing her today. Also dreading seeing her. Fuck, what’s wrong with me?

      Doesn’t matter.

      Now I want to know what’s going on with her. Want to make sure she’s okay.

      But I don’t have any way to get in touch—

      I jerk upward in bed.

      Yes, I do. She called me Sunday night. I have her number in my recent calls.

      I grab my phone from where I’d thrown it and scroll through, finding the requisite call.

      It goes to voicemail.

      Hi, this is Savannah. I’m sorry I’m busy and can’t take your call. Please leave a message and I’ll call you back.

      The sound of her sweet voice makes me ache.

      I hang up.

      What am I supposed to say to her?

      I was horrible to her. Told her it was over, that I was going to get reassigned, only then to find out there was no one to reassign me to.

      This time I throw my phone across the room.

      Looks like I have the day off from going into town for my parole appointment.

      And I know exactly what I’m going to do.

      I get out of bed, head to the shower, and then to the kitchen where I brew a pot of coffee.

      After two cups and three fried eggs, I head out.

      I’m going to town. To see a friend.

      A friend who can tell me what the fuck is going on.
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      “Gert,” I say into the phone.

      “Oh, Sav,” she says, sobbing. “Have you heard?”

      “I…” I gulp. “Yeah. I went to the hospital last night to see her, and…”

      “It’s the worst,” Gert says. “Jordan is beside herself. You know they were besties like you and I are. I don’t know what she’s going to do without Ash.”

      “I know. I’m so sorry, Gert. She and I weren’t close, but…”

      “I know. I know you would never wish anything like this on her.”

      “The nurse I talked to last night said the Hunts are taking her body back to San Antonio. Do you know what their plans are? For a funeral or whatever?”

      Gert gulps back a sob. “I haven’t heard yet, but I’ll be sure to keep you in the loop.”

      “Yeah, please do.” I swallow.

      “You okay?” Gert asks.

      I catch a glimpse of my reflection. My damp hair is stringy and my nose is red from crying. “I’m dealing. I took a personal day. I didn’t want to, but this is affecting me more than I thought it would. She was so young.”

      “I know. It’s horrific.” Gert sighs.

      Truth is, had it not been for the appointment with Falcon today, I wouldn’t have asked for a personal day. I’m sad about Ashley, to be sure, but she and I were not close enough to merit a personal day, especially at a brand-new job.

      But seeing Falcon…

      I just couldn’t do it today.

      I couldn’t face him when I might burst into tears at any moment. I could hold back Ashley tears with other parolees, but with Falcon?

      And the way he’s treated me?

      And the way I’ve treated him?

      I don’t even know his whole story, but something tells me he’s not a killer. Not in the least.

      Maybe  one day he’ll tell me the truth.

      But probably not.

      Because there’s nothing between us.

      “You still there?” Gert asks.

      “Yeah, yeah.” I gulp.

      “Jordan and I will be going to San Antonio for whatever service they decide to have. This must be killing Tony and Donnie. Ashley was their only child.”

      I gulp against the lump that’s been in my throat since I heard the news. “I know. God…”

      “So will you be coming?”

      “Probably. If it’s on a weekend, I’ll be there for sure. But I’m already taking today. If they choose to have the services during the week, I can’t promise to be there.”

      “Sav, come on. You weren’t close, but you should be there. Tony and Donnie love you. San Antonio isn’t that far from Summer Creek. It’d be a day trip.”

      She’s right. I should be there. In fact, I should have sucked it up and gone to work today. Too late now, though. The admin has already canceled all my appointments.

      “I’ll make it,” I say. “I’ll make it work, whenever they choose to have it.”

      “They’ll probably have it on a weekend, anyway. Ash had so many friends, and so many of them are young working people. Tony will think of that. Donnie will be too distraught to, but Tony will.”

      She’s babbling. Perhaps Mr. Hunt will be logical about it all. He’s a high-powered executive for a pharmaceutical company, and he works nonstop to keep Ashley and her mom—God, just her mom now—in the life they’ve come accustomed to.

      “I’ll be there, Gert. I promise.”

      “Okay, good. I’ve got to go, Sav. I’m having a hard time holding it together.”

      “I get it. Talk later. And you take care of yourself, okay? Are you working today?”

      “Just a half day. I called in this morning. Said I had an appointment because a health issue was acting up.”

      “What health issue?” I ask.

      “I’ll think of something. Love you.”

      “Love you too. Bye.”

      I end the call and then notice a missed call. Funny that it didn’t click through. Or maybe it came in while I was in the shower and I didn’t notice until now.

      I don’t recognize—

      But then I do.

      It’s Falcon. The number I got off his records on my iPad.

      No voicemail though.

      Now what? Should I call him back?

      My heart thumps as I return the call.

      After four rings, it goes to voicemail.

      Hey, it’s Falcon Bellamy. That’s right. I’m a free man now. Leave your message and I’ll call you back when I can. Live life, man. Live it every day.

      Live life, man. Live it every day.

      Interesting.

      I open my mouth to respond, and then I close it.

      No. I have to say something. I clear my throat, still failing to dislodge the omnipresent lump.

      “Hi. It’s Savannah. Savannah Gallo. You called me? I hope you’re okay. Sorry about our appointment today. Bye.”

      Good enough. I kept my voice from shaking and everything. Did I keep the despair out of my message? Probably not.

      I’m showered, but still in my robe and slippers. My wet hair is beginning to dry, so I hurry to the bathroom to run a brush through it before it becomes a tangled mess.

      I’m not beautiful.

      I’m pretty, but I’m not beautiful.

      Gert is beautiful.

      Jordan is bordering on beautiful.

      Ashley is—was—beautiful.

      I’ve always been the ugly duckling of the bunch.

      Sure, I’m pretty, but in the midst of true beauty? Pretty becomes ugly.

      The one thing I have going for me is my body. It’s nearly perfect, with a smaller waist and curvy but not too big hips. My boobs are pretty good too. An overflowing C cup. Big enough to catch notice but not too big that they sag or prohibit me from wearing button-down shirts.

      I drop my robe from my shoulders and look at myself.

      My nipples are a light brown. I always wished they were pinker, but they’re a nice size. They harden in front of me, and I let my hands wander to them.

      How would they feel beneath Falcon’s lips? His teeth?

      All we’ve had is a couple of quickies—quickies that were better than my most exciting longies in the past.

      I slide my fingers over my hard nipples, and then I pinch them each lightly, the sensation arrowing straight between my legs.

      God, Falcon…

      I close my eyes, continue my nipple play. I twist, pinch, tug on them, imagining my fingers are his lips.

      One hand wanders downward, and I slide my fingers between my legs.

      I’m wet. Wet like an aloe plant.

      I glide my fingers over my pussy lips to moisten them, and then I touch my clit.

      A soft gasp erupts from me, and I open my eyes.

      My cheeks are flushed pink, and so are the tops of my breasts.

      I bite my lower lip, continue playing with my clit and my nipple.

      And wishing for Falcon’s hard cock.

      The climax hits me quickly and with unexpected force.

      I’m not sure I’ve ever come this fast. Maybe with Falcon, but never from masturbating.

      It’s not my own touch.

      It’s the thought of him. Of Falcon. Of Falcon’s lips on my nipples. Of his lips around my clit.

      Will I ever experience those amazing feelings? Because already I know they’ll be amazing. If a quickie with Falcon sends me reeling, just think of what a full session will do.

      Once I come down from my orgasm, I stare at myself again. At my rosy cheeks and breasts, my swollen pussy.

      “You’re ridiculous,” I say out loud to my reflection. “You took a personal day to grieve for your friend, and you’re playing with yourself in front of the mirror, fantasizing about a man you’re never going to have. A man you shouldn’t even want. What the hell is the matter with you?”

      I brush through my tangled hair again and then pull out my blow dryer. Once my hair is dry, I head into the bedroom and put on a pair of virginal white cotton panties. My “it’s laundry day” panties. I glance at my hamper and frown. The one thing I don’t like about this place is that it didn’t come with a washer and dryer. It has a hookup and I plan to purchase one myself to take with me when I eventually move into a house. Of course, who the hell knows when that will be?

      Anyway, I don’t have them yet, so what the hell? I may as well hit the laundromat. It’ll be a lot less crowded than it will be on the weekend. I was planning to wash a load of underwear in my sink to get me through. I don’t normally get this far behind in laundry, but the move has me off schedule.

      I pull on a pair of gray sweatpants and a black tank top and then pile my hair on my head in a messy bun. No makeup. Not even lip gloss, which I almost never leave home without.

      Nothing. Nada. Savannah au naturel.

      Spending a personal day at the laundromat. What a fucking loser.
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      When you’re on the inside, you get to know things about the outside that no one else knows.

      For example, when I turned sixteen, I got my falcon tat at Ogden’s Tats and Piercings in downtown Summer Creek. Gene Ogden was an awesome artist, voted one of the best in Texas by some tat magazine, but now his son, a former classmate of mine, runs the place. Lance Ogden was a pothead—one of the guys who smoked cigarettes and weed behind the brick building before and after school.

      On the inside, I learned what the Ogdens are actually into. How this information makes it to the prison pop without the rest of the town knowing it was a mystery to me at first. Then I found out.

      There’s always a guard who can be bought, and Lance Ogden knew most of them.

      Anything can be bought on the inside, and not always for money.

      I did some buying myself on the inside.

      It only cost me a couple days in the infirmary.

      Bruno Martin is still there, doing time for a double homicide. I was a mere twenty-four when Bruno showed up, but luckily I’d been there for a couple years and I’d gotten tough. Damned tough.

      Savage. That’s how I got the name, by taking down the biggest guy on cell block D.

      Bruno was bigger than I was, but I was younger and quicker.

      When he got there, he wasted no time in making one of the little guys, Tommy Ortiz—in for armed robbery—his bitch. I couldn’t take Tommy’s screams, so I challenged Bruno and won. Tommy was mine after that.

      No one touched him again, least of all me.

      He got released about a year ago, and he said if there was anything I ever needed, he’d find a way to help me. I’m the one who helped him by telling him to see Lance for a job.

      Lance can get information. He and his dad are bona fide hackers hiding behind a tat parlor. It’s the perfect cover-up. Who the hell thinks a couple tattoo artists know anything about computers?

      I walk into the tat shop at ten in the morning. Tommy’s there, manning the reception desk.

      His eyes widen when he sees me. “Falcon! I heard you got out. How the hell are you?”

      Tommy’s a little guy, about five eight, good looking with real fine features. Hence his problem in prison.

      Once I got him away from Bruno, I worked with him on getting in shape. He’s muscled now, and frankly, I don’t think anyone would fuck with him if he wound up inside again.

      Which he’d better not.

      I shake Tommy’s hand. “Doing okay. Is Lance in?”

      “In the back. You want me to get him?”

      “I’ll go back and talk to him myself.”

      I walk behind the counter. “Lance?”

      “He might be outside smoking a joint,” Tommy hollers at me.

      The more things change…

      But I find him coming out of the john. He looks the same—shaggy blond hair and baggy jeans.

      “Fuck me,” he says. “Falcon Bellamy. I’ve got to say, between the two of us, I figured I’d be the one doing time.”

      “Is that original?” I ask. “Because I keep hearing it everywhere I fucking go around here.”

      “No one thinks you had anything to do with that dead cop,” he says. “I sure never did.”

      “It’s ancient history,” I say. “I’m here for something else.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I need some information. On one Savannah Gallo.”

      “A woman? Why? She owe you money?”

      I close in on him and lower my voice. “Do you need to know the reason?”

      He holds up his hands. “Hell, no.”

      I back off a bit. “What’ll it cost me?”

      “A grand.”

      “Good enough. She’s a parole officer up at the county. That’s all I know.”

      “I’ll look into it.”

      “Great.” I give him my number. “Call me when you have something.”

      “Will do.”

      I walk back out. “Take it easy, Tommy.”

      Tommy walks out from behind the reception desk. “Hey, can I buy you a drink?”

      “Uh…it’s ten thirty in the morning.”

      He chuckles. “I mean tonight. I owe you so much.”

      “You don’t owe me anything, T. Plus, neither one of us should be drinking on parole. Just take it easy.”

      “Okay. But anything, Fal. Just ask.”

      I nod and leave, and then I drop my jaw.

      Savannah Gallo.

      Dragging a laundry bag and heading toward Josie’s laundry across the street.

      Fuck me.

      I don’t yell for her, I simply follow her into the laundromat.

      “Hey, Savannah,” I say.

      She jerks around.

      God, she looks like a dream. A dream with a cherry on top.

      Women look so fucking sexy in sweatpants and a tank top. And Savannah? She’s about the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.

      Fuck. No bra. Her nipples are protruding through the cotton of the tank, and I want to bite them off.

      “Falcon, hi.” She looks at her canvas laundry bag. “Did you get my message?”

      “That you had to cancel our meeting? Yeah.”

      She blinks a few times. “Oh. Yeah. That too. But I left you a voicemail. It seems you called me?”

      “Right. Just wanted to make sure you’re okay. I thought maybe you were sick.”

      “No. Just taking a day. My friend, from the hospital?” She closes her eyes a moment. “She… She passed away.”

      Damn.

      It hits me like a brick. I’ve been so worried about Raven, who until now has been dying of a rare incurable disease. And a car crash can take a perfectly healthy person out. What a slap in the face with mortality “I’m sorry.”

      She nods. “I’m okay. We weren’t super close, and it hit me harder than I expected. How is Raven doing?”

      “So far, so good. She’s still weak, but she’s got a lot of color now, and she smiles a lot. She’s feeling stronger.”

      “Good. I’m glad to hear that.” She fidgets with her bag. “So…I’m doing laundry.”

      I smirk. “Really? I figured you were flying a kite.”

      She reddens. And oh God, she’s so beautiful. Her beauty is so unassuming, and because of that it’s absolutely irresistible.

      I open the door to the laundry for her. Only a few customers are here today.

      “No washer and dryer at your place?” I ask.

      “Nope. I’m going to get a set as soon as I can, but I haven’t had the chance.” She walks toward a vacant washer, dumps out her laundry, and begins separating it into two piles.

      And I can’t help but notice her bras and panties.

      She reddens again. “So…anyway, nice to see you.”

      A brush-off.

      Nothing less than I deserve.

      “You want to get some coffee?”

      “I’m busy here,” she says.

      “Get your clothes started, and then you’ll have some time while they wash, and we can get a cup.”

      She looks at me. Truly looks into me, as if she’s searching for something underneath my exterior.

      Newsflash.

      She won’t find it.

      I sold my soul long ago.

      “Sure. Okay. I could use another cup.”

      “Good.”

      I wait while she starts two loads of laundry, and then she follows me a few doors down to our local coffee shop, Beans of Glory. Starbucks hasn’t made it into Summer Creek, Texas yet.

      I open the door for her and she walks in.

      “Is the coffee here good?” she asks. “I haven’t had the chance to do a lot of exploring yet.”

      “You were at Mario’s the other night.”

      “I had friends in town. To see Ashley.” She drops her gaze.

      I can’t help myself. I tip her chin so she’s looking into my eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” I say again.

      “We weren’t that—”

      “Close. I know. But you’re obviously upset. And to answer your question”—I lower my voice—“the coffee here used to suck, but it’s been a while, so maybe it’s better now.”

      “You mean…”

      “I mean I haven’t been here since I went to prison, Vannah. That’s what I mean.”

      It never hurts to remind people of who I truly am.

      The Falcon Bellamy who was on the fast track to become a Navy SEAL? He no longer exists.

      He’s an ex-con.

      An ex-con who ran his cell block.

      An ex-con who did some shit he can’t even put into words these days.

      He’s Savage.

      She nods.

      “Have a seat,” I say. “I’ll get us some coffees. How do you take it?”

      “Black.”

      “Okay. Or do you want a mocha or something?”

      She shakes her head. “Just coffee.”

      “Anything else? A cinnamon roll or anything?”

      “No. Just coffee.”

      Cheap date. Not a bad thing. Though I have money. I have lots of money.

      Even my parents don’t know about all the money I have.

      Damn.

      I grab two coffees, adding a generous tip in cash, and bring them to the table by the window where Savannah is sitting.

      “Here you go.” I slide one of the paper cups toward her.

      “Thank you.” She puts it to her lips. “That’s hot!”

      “Yeah.” I remove the plastic cap. “Best to let it cool a little first.”

      And we’re talking about hot coffee.

      But indeed, what do I expect? It’s not like we’re friends. She’s my parole officer. It’s not like I have friends anyway.

      On the inside, I had minions. They weren’t my friends. They did my bidding because they were afraid of me.

      Take Tommy Ortiz. A good guy, but we’re not friends. He probably thinks we are, but he’d be wrong.

      I haven’t had a friend since…

      Well, since Leif Ramsey.

      Leif Ramsey, who, once I went on the inside, disappeared off the face of the fucking earth.

      His father visited me several times. A good guy, Mr. Ramsey. He always told me to call him Krister, but he’ll always be Mr. Ramsey to me.

      After college, Leif went off to join the Navy without me, got into SEAL training within a year, and then forgot all about me. Forgot all about his fucking blood brother.

      “What are you doing today?”

      Savannah’s voice knocks me out of my thoughts.

      “I had some stuff to do here in town.”

      “Like what?”

      I pause. “Boring business stuff.”

      “Oh.”

      I take a sip of coffee. It’s still too hot. “Vannah…”

      “What?”

      “I’m sorry. For what I said.”

      “Oh, no. You were right.” She fiddles with the plastic coffee lid. “We can’t see each other. And I’m sorry Bridget—”

      “Bridget?”

      “My boss. I’m sorry she couldn’t get you reassigned as you requested. One of our officers was in a car accident right before I started, so we’re incredibly understaffed. In fact, I took over his cases. Once he’s back, you’ll be reassigned to him anyway.”

      “Michael Barrett.”

      “Yeah.”

      “He’s the one I met with right before my release.”

      She nods. “Right. I haven’t met him.”

      “Because he was in an accident,” I say.

      “Yeah.” She stares at her cup of coffee. “It may have been the same accident. The timing adds up, and the other guy is a parole officer. I haven’t had the heart to find out, and even though I was at the hospital to see Ashley, it didn’t feel right going to visit someone I’d never met.”

      “How bad was his accident?” I ask.

      “Pretty bad.” She gazes into my eyes. “I don’t know the details, but he’ll make it. He broke some bones.”

      “Sounds like he’ll have some rehab.”

      Not a bad thing. It’ll keep me with Vannah for a while. I know from experience how long rehab can take, though he’ll have better rehab than I got in fucking prison. Then again, he’s a government employee, so maybe not.

      “Probably.”

      She takes a sip of her coffee, this time only wincing a little.

      “Still hot?”

      She nods.

      “So, Savannah Gallo…” I meet her gaze. “Tell me about yourself.”
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      Tell me about yourself.

      Yeah. I don’t go there.

      Even Gert doesn’t know the real reason why I left Austin and moved to such a podunk little town like Summer Creek.

      “What do you want to know?”

      He leans in. “Anything. You know all about me. At least as much as my parole file contains. I know nothing about you.” He lowers his voice. “Except how to make you come.”

      My cheeks warm, and not from the hot coffee or the laundromat’s lingering humidity.

      “I’m originally from Long Island,” I offer.

      “Oh?’

      “Yeah. I grew up there, but my dad got transferred to Austin my senior year of high school.” That’s the official party line, anyway.

      “Damn. That’s rough. Moving during such a big year.”

      “Yeah. It kind of sucked.” I take another sip of coffee. “I had no friends my senior year. So no football games. No prom. No nothing. It was a nothing year for me. But then I went to college here, and I met Gert.”

      “Is she one of the women you were with at the bar?”

      “Yeah. The gorgeous one. Long dark hair and eyes.” I shift in my seat. “You and she would make beautiful children.” I clasp my hand over my mouth. “Sorry. That just popped out.”

      “All four of you were attractive from where I was sitting,” he says, “though you were the best of the bunch.”

      She clears her throat, looking down. “Anyway, Gert and I hit it off right away, and we roomed together all four years. Jordan and Ashley were roommates as well, and on our corridor freshman year. Gert and Jordan got close because they were both English majors, so they had classes together. We became somewhat of a foursome, and Jordan and I had a lot in common. But Ashley and I… Well, we never really clicked.’

      “The one who died.”

      I widen my eyes. “That was blunt.”

      “I’m blunt. You get pretty cynical on the inside.”

      “I can imagine,” I say.

      I’m a parole officer. I’m trained to sympathize with parolees.

      He raises one dark eyebrow. “Can you, Vannah? Can you really?”

      More than he knows, but I’m not going there. Not with a parolee. And sure as hell not with someone who’s seen me naked.

      Then I laugh out loud.

      He hasn’t seen me naked. I’ve always had my clothes on. We’ve only had quickies. He hasn’t even seen my pussy. He’s touched it, fucked it, but he hasn’t seen it.

      “What the hell is so funny?” he asks.

      “Nothing.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “It was nothing. Really.”

      “And again, I call bullshit.”

      I sigh. “Fine. If you must know, I was thinking that I can’t get too detailed with you because you’re my parolee. Then I was thinking, ‘yeah, but he’s seen me naked.’ And then it dawned on me. You haven’t seen me naked.”

      He narrows his eyes. “I’d sure like to.”

      God…those eyes of his. They can burn right through me, and they’re focused like lasers.

      I cross my legs. “We’ve had this discussion. You ended it, remember?”

      “Yeah. And I can un-end it too.”

      “You think? You think you hold all the cards here?”

      “Baby, I know I hold all the cards here. And in your heart and your head, you know that too.”

      I scoff and then take another drink. “You’re awfully sure of yourself for someone who’s just getting back to real life.”

      He shakes his head, scoffing lightly. “You think prison isn’t real life? It’s real life at its most base level. It’s survival of the fittest, Vannah. It’s eat or be eaten. That’s the core of life, Savannah. No one knows that better than someone who’s been on the inside.”

      I stop my jaw from dropping.

      What he said makes an eerie sort of sense. Sure, we’re civilized as human beings, but when push comes to shove, we revert to our primal ways. We are, at our cores, animals.

      Eat or be eaten.

      Interesting words he chose.

      He could have said ‘kill or be killed,” but he didn’t. Were his words purposeful? I want to ask, but I choose not to.

      “I’m surprised,” he says.

      “Surprised at what?”

      “That you have nothing to say to that.”

      “I know how prison works, Falcon. I’ve been working in the system for five years.”

      “Sweetheart, unless you’ve been inside, you have no fucking clue how prison works.”

      “I hear the stories. Sometimes horrific stories, when my parolees choose to share them with me.”

      “Trust me, Vannah, you don’t hear half of it. There are some things we can’t talk about. It’s like when soldiers come back from a war with PTSD. I’m not saying prison is like a war. I can’t say that because I’ve never been in a war. I never had the privilege of serving my country.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. “Did you want to?”

      “I did. A friend and I were going to join the Navy after college, try to become SEALS together. He went without me.”

      “Because you…

      “Went to prison. That’s right.”

      “I bet you would have made a great SEAL.”

      He shrugs, looking down. “Maybe. Maybe not. It’s all moot now.”

      “It’s not too late, Falcon. You can still serve your country.”

      “Who’s going to want an ex-con?”

      “You can get a waiver from the secretary of defense.”

      “Right. And I can also fly to the moon tomorrow.” He rolls his eyes.

      He’s right. It’s tough, but I’ve seen it happen. And my God…Falcon Bellamy is an amazing specimen of manhood. If I were in a foxhole, he’s the one I’d want with me.

      Then again…

      I don’t want him joining the military. I don’t want him going anywhere.

      I want him here. In Summer Creek, Texas.

      I want him with me.

      God, I’m in trouble.

      I look at my watch. “My wash cycle is nearly done. I want to get back. I hate it when people take my clothes out and set them somewhere so they can use the washer.”

      “No one does that here. Small town manners are impeccable. Plus the laundry isn’t ever too busy on a weekday.”

      “Still”—I rise—“I’ve got to go. Thanks for the coffee.”

      I turn and walk out the door, all the while an invisible magnet seems to be yanking me back toward him. I fight it and make it across the street to the laundry.

      Only to feel a profound sense of loss at leaving Falcon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            30

          

          
            FALCON

          

        

      

    

    
      The urge to follow Savannah is like an ache in my groin.

      But instead, I head back to the tattoo shop.

      “Hey,” Tommy says. “You’re back.”

      “Stating the obvious, Tom. Lance still here?”

      “Right here.” Lance walks out to reception. “I don’t have anything for you yet. An hour is fast even by my standards.”

      “I need some more information,” I say under my breath. Tommy’s totally trustworthy, but I’m not sure he knows about Lance’s side business.

      “Come on back.”

      I follow Lance.

      “What else do you need?”

      “Find out what my brother Eagle is up to. He’s into something that’s going to get him into trouble.”

      “You sure?”

      “I can feel it in my bones.”

      Lance chuckles. “So you’re a psychic now?”

      Anger simmers in my gut. “I am when it comes to my brothers, all right?”

      One day, the truth about what really happened is going to poke its head out of the ground, and I want to make sure my brothers are clean and spotless when it does. I don’t worry so much about Hawk. But E, he’s a loose cannon. Always has been.

      “Eagle Bellamy? Your baby brother?”

      “Yeah. He was the baby. Mom and Dad spoiled him rotten, and he’s got this bulletproof complex. I sure as hell thought it had been nipped in the bud when he watched me go down, but apparently it wasn’t.”

      “All right. I’ll check it out.”

      I pull out my wallet. It’s empty. “Fuck. I have to get to the bank. Have to get new credit cards, if anyone will give me one.”

      “To a Bellamy? Sure, they will.”

      “To a Bellamy who’s been in prison? I’m not so sure.”

      “Have Daddy make a call.”

      I curl my hands into fists. “Is my hearing going? Because you sure as hell didn’t say what I think you just said.”

      Lance holds up his hands and backs away. “Just a joke, Falcon. Christ.”

      I step toward him slowly. “I don’t depend on anyone. Not even my father. Didn’t I prove that years ago?”

      “Hey, look, no one knows—”

      “Right. And no one’s ever going to know if I have anything to say about it. Don’t you ever fucking mention my father again.”

      “Okay, okay.”

      “You’ll be paid for your work. Every penny.”

      “I know that, Falcon.”

      “Good. Now I’ve got to get to the fucking bank. Call me when you’ve got something.”

      “Got it.” He salutes. “See you.”

      “Right.”

      I leave the shop without saying goodbye to Tommy. I’ve had enough Mr. Nice Guy for today.

      As I leave, I catch a glimpse of Savannah sitting on the bench outside the laundry. She must have her stuff in the dryer now.

      I want to go to her. Take her back to my place and fuck her silly.

      But I turn the other way.

      Time to go home and visit Raven.
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      The Bellamy Ranch main house stands against the backdrop of the Texan landscape, surrounded by rolling hills, expansive pastures, and a scattering of mesquite and oak trees. The outside is natural stone and warm earth-toned siding, which blends with the rustic beauty of the surroundings.

      Classic rocking chairs sit on the wide porch that extends the length of the house. I walk in, and two golden retrievers pant at my feet. When Mom and Dad stopped breeding a while ago, they made sure their dogs’ lines were kept intact by farming them out to another reputable breeder in the area. These two, Dusty and Zach, are from that line. They don’t know me well, but goldens love everyone. Their claws tap on the hardwood floor of the foyer, which leads into an airy open floor plan. Mom has redecorated in a sort of rustic modern. I like it much better than the décor at my place.

      Funny. I took this place for granted when I was growing up here. I never thought I cared about things like a house or how it’s decorated. Now? I get a warm feeling just being inside with the dogs pimping for pets. I stroke their soft heads.

      The heart of our family home is an expansive great room with high ceilings and exposed wooden beams Large windows provide panoramic views of the surrounding landscape and let natural light in to flood the space throughout the day.

      Raven sits in a leather recliner. She’s up, dressed, and looks pretty darned good. Her hair is pulled back in a low ponytail, and she’s wearing baggy jeans and an old sweatshirt from Dad’s Texas A&M days.

      “Looking good, Ray,” I say as I enter.

      She moves to stand.

      I gesture to stop her. “Don’t get up.”

      “I’m perfectly capable of standing up, Falcon.”

      “Did I say you weren’t? In fact, I’m thinking a walk might be good for both of us. Where are Mom and Dad.”

      “Dad’s out working, of course, and Mom went to run some errands.”

      “ Can I get you anything?”

      “I’d die for a soda,” she says. “Orange Crush.”

      “I’ll get it.”

      I head behind the bar to the full-sized fridge and open it. Sure enough, there’s half a case of Orange Crush, Raven’s favorite. Mom set her up.

      I grab a can for both Raven and myself, pop them both open, and return to her, handing her a can.

      She takes a drink. “Mmm. Tastes like sunshine.”

      Tastes like sunshine.

      She always says the same thing when she takes her first drink of Orange Crush. She’s been saying it since we were kids.

      I take a drink. Not sunshine so much as fake flavoring and fizz, but I keep that to myself. “So how about that walk?” I ask.

      “You know? That sounds awesome. Mom hardly lets me out of this damned chair.”

      “We can go out back, take one of the trails. We can take the dogs with us if you want.”

      Raven rises, and I resist the urge to help her, knowing it will just piss her off.

      We walk to the spacious gourmet country kitchen and out the French doors onto our giant redwood deck. The pool and hot tub, along with the pool house, sit to the right.

      Dusty and Zach follow toward us, begging for more pets. Raven and I both oblige them. In the distance sit two guesthouses made of the same stone and rustic siding. I lived in the bigger one during my summers home from college.

      Seems like a lifetime ago.

      “You two want to walk with us?” Raven asks, scratching Dusty behind her ears.

      But then a bird chirps, and Dusty and Zach are back in the yard, chasing the sounds.

      “Guess we’re on our own,” I say.

      “Just as well. You and I can talk.”

      Raven’s a talker. Always was. Except lately. So the fact that she wants to talk is a good sign.

      “What about?” I ask.

      “Everything, Falcon.”

      I frown. “There are some things I’ll never talk about, Ray. Not to you, and not to Mom and Dad.”

      “But to Hawk and Eagle.”

      “They were there,” I say. “They know everything anyway.”

      “Falcon.” Raven grabs my arm. “You and I both know you never killed anyone.”

      I say nothing.

      She tugs on my arm. “Fal…”

      I brush her hand away. “Raven, you’ve been sick for nearly a year. Chemo worked at first, until it didn’t. You need to put all your energy into healing now. My bone marrow won’t do you a bit of good if you don’t keep your attitude up. And talking about events that are ancient history isn’t good for anyone’s attitude.”

      She shakes her head. “You’re a big pain in my ass, you know that?”

      “Yeah? Well you’re a pain in mine, too, and I’ve got the bandage to prove it.” I point to the back of my left hip.

      “Low blow, Fal.”

      “Come on. I’m teasing, and you know it. In truth? I’m glad I could do something for you that no one else could. And before you say it, no, not because it got me out on parole earlier. I was headed in that direction anyway.”

      “I can never thank you enough.”

      “So stop trying, then. No thanks are needed. I’ve told you all this before, Ray. Come on. Let’s take the short trail.” I look up at the blue sky. “Damn, it’s a gorgeous day, isn’t it?”

      “It’s a typical Texas spring day.” She stares into the distance, smiling. “But you’re right, it’s gorgeous. I finally get to see it.”

      “I hear that one. We got about an hour a day outdoors while I was inside, but it wasn’t enough. Not by a long shot. I sure missed the sun.”

      “Me too. And you know what, Fal?”

      “What?”

      “I’m glad to be out of that damned hospital, and I’m super glad you’re out of that damned prison. I hated you being there. I hated it.”

      “I wasn’t overly fond of it myself,” I say.

      She gives me a good-natured swat. “Because you never did anything to deserve to be there. I’ll never believe that you did. I don’t care how much evidence the police had.”

      In reality, the only evidence they had was my gun. I didn’t take the shot, but it was my gun. So I confessed.

      And I’d do it again. At least I always thought I would. But with Eagle getting into God knows what? I’m not so sure anymore.

      If I’d been a better brother, I’d have stopped the whole thing from occurring in the first place.

      But could I have? So many of the circumstances were beyond my control. Beyond Hawk’s and even Eagle’s.

      Sometimes, you play the cards you’re dealt, and the outcome sucks, but you have no choice.

      And sometimes…you do what you must to protect the people you love.

      And you do it gladly.

      Okay, maybe not gladly, but you do it because it’s the right thing to do.

      And sometimes…it costs you your soul.
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      I’m hardly in the office the next morning when Gert calls on my cell.

      “They’ve already put the service together for Ashley,” she says, her voice cracking. “It’s this weekend. Saturday, so you won’t have to miss work.”

      “That’s good news,” I say.

      But is it? This way I don’t have an excuse to get out of going to the memorial. And then the guilt. I should want to go. We weren’t close, but she was a big part of my life from the time I was eighteen years old.

      So yeah, I should be there.

      “Sure, I’ll be there.”

      “The service is at Lord and Savior Episcopal outside San Antonio at four p.m. Then there’s a wake with food and drink at the Hunts’ house afterward.”

      Food and drink.

      Sure, let’s celebrate death. It’s always been that way and it always will be.

      “I’ll be there, Gert.”

      “Jordan and I are getting a room for the night. You want in on that?”

      “And have you kicking me in my sleep? I don’t think so. But thanks.”

      “For God’s sake, Sav, I’ll share a queen with Jordy. You can have the other.”

      “That’s kind of you, but I think I’ll just drive back to Summer Creek after the wake. It’s only an hour or so.”

      “You won’t be able to drink then.”

      “I don’t think I’ll be drinking anyway. It’s a memorial.”

      “All the more reason to drink,” Gert says. “But have it your way. If you change your mind, you can always crash with us. We owe you for sure.”

      “You don’t owe me anything.”

      “We crashed with you several nights.”

      “I know that. And you don’t owe me. It’s what friends do.”

      “I just wish…”

      “I know, Gert. We all do. I’ll see you at the service, okay?”

      “Right. I’ll see you then. But we’ll talk beforehand, won’t we?”

      “Sure, if you want to.”

      Silence for a moment.

      “Yeah. I’ll call you.” Gert ends the call.

      No Falcon Bellamy this week because of my personal day. And this weekend, I’ll be going to San Antonio for Ashley’s services.

      So when will I see Falcon?

      Next week, at our appointment, unless…

      Unless I run into him before then. Before I leave Saturday morning for the service.

      I’ll be at work each day the rest of the week. Two more days after today, so no chance of running into him in town, like I did yesterday.

      The thought shouldn’t sadden me, but it does.

      We can’t be together.

      And it’s not just because he’s my parolee and I’m his officer.

      And it’s not just because he served time for killing someone.

      There’s another reason, as well—one I don’t allow myself to dwell on.

      Because if I do?

      I have to think about my own darkness, my own skeletons that will always hang around in my closet.

      And I can’t.

      I just can’t.
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      I get a late start on Saturday and nearly end up missing the service. When I walk in, the organ is playing and everyone is already seated, so I sit down silently in the last church pew. Gert and Jordan may be sitting up front with the family, for all I know. Did they save me a spot? Do they think I blew the service off?

      When it’s over, they’ll know I didn’t. I’ll blame traffic.

      Right. Traffic on country roads on a Saturday morning. Maybe there was an accident.

      God, I can’t use an accident as an excuse. Not when an accident cost Ashley her life.

      Her own fault, though…

      Stop it, Sav. Now is not the time to be blaming Ashley for her own death. Now is the time to mourn. To grieve. To remember. To smile at the memories.

      Except my memories of Ashley aren’t great.

      I rack my brain, search my mind, for one memory that might give me some peace. That might make me feel less guilty for not being completely devastated at a young woman’s death.

      And I remember.

      One time.

      Just once when Ashley was there for me.

      Senior year was rough. I had a full plate of difficult classes, mainly because I’d allowed myself to get caught up in sorority bullshit the first three years and took an easy load. I ended up a few credits short on gen ed requirements, so this year I was cramming them in. Senior year is supposed to be fun, but for me? It was work. A shit ton of work.

      It was also when we had the most responsibility for our sorority. Ashley, Jordan, Gert, and I all pledged Gamma Delta Pi freshman year, and we were all in the same boat senior year. All except Ashley who declared the cushy interdisciplinary major of movement studies. My father wouldn’t pay for that shit—he already had my criminal justice career etched in stone—but Ashley was the Hunts’ one and only, and Ashley got what Ashley wanted.

      Ashley, of course, was elected president of GDP, and the new class of freshmen were rushing.

      We were all busy, and Ashley was a commander to end all commanders. She took no prisoners.

      But once, when I had to cram for an exam that I hadn’t had time to prepare for, she let me out of my sorority duties.

      Yeah.

      That was it.

      The only time Ashley did anything for me out of the goodness of her heart.

      Then a lightbulb flashes in my brain—something else Ashley did for me, though it had nothing to do with the goodness of her heart.

      She bullied me into talking to Falcon at ladies’ night. If she hadn’t, I’d still have met him the next day at work. And if Ashley hadn’t crashed into Michael Barrett’s car, I’d have never seen Falcon again. He’d be Michael Barrett’s parolee.

      So many variables.

      The priest takes his place at the lectern and says a few words about Ashley. Then a soloist sings. After that, the eulogy, given by none other than Jordan. Who else? Mr. and Mrs. Hunt couldn’t possibly do it. They’re probably still beside themselves.

      I’m amazed Jordan does it, as Ashley was her BFF. It would make more sense for Gert to do it, but she’s nearly as upset as Jordy is about the whole thing.

      Jordan takes her place behind the podium, adjusts the microphone.

      She clears her throat. “Thank you all for coming,” she says. “I met Ashley freshman year. We were assigned each other’s roommates, but we also became close friends. It’s not everyone who can say that about their freshman roommate.” She pauses as a few light chuckles reverberate through the church. “Ashley and I were lucky, as were our friends Gert and Savannah, who were also freshmen roommates who stayed close and became good friends.

      “Ashley and I roomed together the whole four years of college, and then we got an apartment together. We were besties until…” She sniffles. “Well, until Ashley passed away.

      “She deserved better. And…” Jordan sniffles again, wipes her eyes. “I’m sorry. I can’t go on.”

      The priest takes over. “That’s okay, Jordan. We all know how you’re feeling. Let’s all bow our heads in prayer.”

      I lower my head as the priest’s words go in one ear and out the other.

      That’s got to be the shortest eulogy ever.

      And I’ve been to a lot of funerals, I’m sorry to say.

      Gert finds me after the service. “There you are. Poor Jordan. She totally flubbed the eulogy. She had several pages written.”

      “She said all she could,” I say. “It’s not like Ashley was here to hear it anyway.”

      Gert smiles weakly. “I know, but I can’t believe Jordan said she’d do it. First, she hates speaking in front of an audience, and second, Ashley was her total bestie, and third, Jordan cries during television commercials with puppies and kittens in them. Whatever made her think she could pull off a eulogy for her bestie?”

      I simply shrug. What am I supposed to say to that?

      “I can’t believe the Hunts asked her either,” Gert continues.

      “Neither of them could do it,” I say. “They’re way too…you know.”

      Gert sighs. “I know. For sure. But couldn’t they have found a cousin or something? Or a friend who wasn’t as close to her?”

      “I suppose they could have asked you.”

      “Oh, God!” Jordan slides her hands over her cheeks. “That would have been awful.”

      “See? Who else could they have asked?”

      We reach my car and I click my key fob, unlocking it. “I guess I’ll see you at the Hunts’ house.”

      “I told Jordan I’d drive with you,” she says. “She’s still in the bathroom trying to compose herself.”

      “Oh?” I glance back at the church. “We really shouldn’t leave her here.”

      “She told me to go ahead. I think she needs time alone.”

      “All right. If you say so.”

      I unlock my car and Gert slides into the passenger seat while I take the wheel.

      Fifteen minutes later, we reach the Hunts’ posh home. Cars line the streets. It was a full house in the church, so it will be a full house here. I park a block away and Gert and I walk to the house.

      Mr. and Mrs. Hunt didn’t have a receiving line at the church. Who can blame them? Now, at the house, they’re sitting down in the living room as people come by to offer their condolences before they nosh on the elaborate spread.

      This is all so wrong.

      Yet it’s so much like every other wake I’ve attended.

      And like I said…I’ve attended a lot of them.

      One in particular that I never let myself think about.

      I follow Gert to the line of people waiting to talk to the Hunts. I feel like I shouldn’t be here. Just like I felt at the hospital.

      Ashley and I were ancillary friends.

      She didn’t like me much, and she made it clear.

      I didn’t like her much, but I never made it clear. Or I tried not to. I always tried to do the right thing.

      I still always try to do the right thing.

      Except with Falcon Bellamy. With him, I always do the wrong thing.

      And God…it feels so right.
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      “Hey, Lance,” I say into the phone. “What have you got for me?”

      “Not much yet, but her address was easy to find.”

      “Savannah’s?”

      “Yeah. She’s renting half of a duplex owned by Old Man Shaw. You know, Jim Shaw.

      “The Shaws, huh?” Another change. The Shaws were ranchers, and no one used to call Jim “Old Man Shaw.”

      “Right. You were gone when they moved into town. Bought the duplex, and they live in one half and rent the other half out. They sold their ranch about five years ago.”

      “Now I remember. I think Dad may have mentioned that to me. He bought them out.”

      “It’s what you Bellamys do. Pretty soon your old man is going to own all the ranch land around Summer Creek.”

      “That’d be a lot of land,” I say.

      But I don’t doubt it. My old man has a kind of manifest destiny approach to ranching. He always has.

      “All right. So what’s the address?”

      “It’s a few blocks off the main drag on Oak Avenue. The house number is 445B. The Shaws live in 445A.”

      “Thanks. Anything else?”

      “Not yet.”

      “And about Eagle?”

      “That’ll take a while longer. I’m going to have to do some staking out.”

      “Whatever you have to do,” I say.

      “You got it.”

      I end the call after scribbling down the address on an old grocery receipt. I tap it into my notes on my phone so I don’t lose it.

      Today is Saturday, so she’s probably either home or out running errands. She got her laundry done on Tuesday, so she won’t be doing that.

      I get into my car and drive from my house on Bellamy property into town. I cruise through the main part of town, looking carefully, but not seeing Savannah anywhere.

      So I drive to the duplex.

      I have no idea what kind of car she drives, and it doesn’t matter anyway, because the duplex is in an older part of town and the driveways are in the back, coming off of an alley. I park in the street a few houses down, and then I walk to Savannah’s door.

      I ring the doorbell.

      No answer.

      I knock.

      Again no answer.

      It’s nearing dinner hour. Is she out? Does she have a date? The thought hits me right in the stomach like a ton of bricks.

      I go back to my car and I’m ready to drive away when a Chevy Cruze drives past me, turning into the alley.

      Hmm…

      I wait a few minutes, and then I walk back to Savannah’s door, this time foregoing the doorbell and just using my fists.

      I knock, noticing there’s no peephole on the door. She won’t know it’s me.

      The door opens, and Savannah stands there, her mouth open when she sees me.

      Her hair is pulled up into a tight bun, and she’s wearing a black skirt and blazer, a white satiny blouse, and black pumps.

      “Falcon,” she says.

      “Hi there. You look like you’re ready for a funeral.”

      She swallows. “I just got back from one.”

      Shit. Now I feel like an asshole. She just had a friend pass away. I should have thought of that.

      “Your friend,” is all I say.

      “Yes. Ashley. Her service was today in San Antonio. I just got back.”

      “I’m sorry again for your loss.”

      She nods. “What are you doing here?”

      “I…”

      What the fuck am I doing here? What is it about this woman that turns my mind into oatmeal?

      “You want to have dinner?” I ask.

      “I ate at the…you know.”

      “Right.”

      “A big spread,” she says. “Lobster, caviar, you name it. They spared no expense.”

      “All right, then. See you next week.” I turn to walk away.

      “Wait.”

      Her voice pierces my heart. I turn. “Yeah?”

      “I…”

      “What, Vannah?”

      She holds the door open, gesturing me to come in. “I really don’t want to be alone.”

      I walk into her place. It’s a small living area with a couch, two chairs, and a coffee table.

      Basic.

      Then again, she just moved in.

      “Then come to dinner with me,” I say. “You don’t have to eat anything. You’re already all dressed up.”

      I, of course, am wearing jeans and a T-shirt. But this is Summer Creek. No one dresses up to go out to dinner here.

      “Where do you want to go?” she asks.

      I open my mouth but I’m not sure what to say. I asked her to dinner on a whim. “Doesn’t matter to me.”

      “But you’re the one who wants to eat. I’ve only been to Papa Moroni’s and that other Italian place. What else is here in town?”

      “There’s a Mexican place that’s decent, or we can drive into Possum Oaks down the road fifteen miles. There are some places there.”

      I hope I’m not lying. For all I know these places could be closed by now with a whole slew of new restaurants having taken their places.

      “Let’s drive,” she says.

      “Sure.”

      “I want to change, though.”

      “You look great.”

      “I look like I just came from a funeral,” she says. “Give me a minute.”

      “Sure.”

      She leaves the living room and disappears behind a door.

      Her bedroom.

      With a bed.

      A bed where I can fuck her into next week.

      All I need to do is walk in on her. Our hot as hell chemistry will do the rest.

      I try to stop myself. Really I do, but I walk to the closed door. I hold up my hand to knock when she opens it and gasps as she comes face to face with me.

      “Falcon! What are you doing?”

      I grab her, slide my tongue up the side of her neck to her ear. “Coming to you,” I whisper. “I can’t stay away from you, Vannah. I want you. I have to fucking have you.”

      She sighs and melts into me, eliciting a groan from my very core.

      I nip her earlobe and then nibble on her neck. She smells like a fantasy. A fucking tropical fantasy. Coconut, beach, roses.

      My cock is straining in my jeans.

      I walk, pushing her back into her bedroom along with me, until the back of her legs hit the queen-size bed.

      Fuck, Vannah’s bed.

      “Has anyone fucked you in this bed, Vannah?” I ask, my voice gruff.

      She swallows. “No, Falcon.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Do you want me to fuck you in this bed?”

      She breathes in sharply. “I…”

      I grab her wrists. “Tell me, Vannah. Tell me you want me to fuck you right here. Right here in your bed.”

      “I…do.” She meets my gaze, her eyes blazing. “I want that, Falcon.”

      I draw in a breath, exhale, breathe in again. My heart is beating double time. “How much do you want it, Vannah? How much do you want my hard cock inside that tight little pussy of yours?”

      “Oh, God…” she sighs.

      “I’ve never seen your titties, Vannah. Never sucked on your hard nipples. I’ve never stuffed my tongue up your hot little cunt. I want to do all that, Vannah. And then I want those ruby red lips of yours on my cock. I want you deep-throating me. Then I want to thrust into that sweet pussy of yours and drive you to the brink. Tell me you want all that too. Tell me. Tell me now.”

      “I…”

      I tighten my hold on her wrists. “I said tell me. Tell me, or I’m going to spank that luscious little ass of yours until it’s red as a fire truck.”

      She gasps, pulling away.

      But her cheeks are rosy pink, and her nipples hard and protruding against the cotton camisole she changed into.

      “Naughty girl, Vannah. Did you forget to put on your bra?”

      She crosses her arms over her chest and sits down on her bed. “Falcon…”

      “I know you want it as much as I do.” I stand over her so the bulge of my cock is right at the level of her sexy mouth. “I just need you to say it. Say it, Vannah, and I’ll take you to fucking paradise.”
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      My skin is tight over my flesh, as if I’ve been wrapped in plastic. I’m aching between my legs, and my nipples are so hard and straining I feel like they’re about to pop off.

      “Show me, Vannah,” Falcon says in his low, dark voice. “Pull that shirt right over your head and show me those pretty tits of yours. Show me those hard little nipples, or I swear to God I’ll go Savage on you.”

      Without thinking, I uncross my arms, and though I don’t pull off my shirt, my hands go straight to my nipples and I pluck each one.

      He groans.

      A deep and guttural groan. “Fuck…”

      I pull at my nipples, twist them through the cotton.

      “Wouldn’t it feel better if I were doing that?” he asks, still standing above me, his gaze penetrating mine.

      “God…” I twist my nipples harder.

      “Take off that shirt, Savannah. Take it off and show me those gorgeous tits.”

      I let one hand wander down to my waist where I lift the fabric of my shirt. A second later, the camisole is over my head and I throw it to the floor. My breasts fall against my chest, and my nipples… They’re so hard… So aching…

      He sucks in a breath. “My God, you’re even more beautiful than I imagined.”

      The heat from my cheeks creeps down to the tops of my breasts, making them round and rosy.

      “Play with those nipples again, Vannah. Make yourself feel good.” He adjusts the bulge in his jeans.

      “But you said…”

      “Yeah. I said. And I’m going to give them all the attention they deserve. But first I want a feast for my eyes. I want to watch you play with yourself.” He’s staring at me, glaring even, as if he’s a wolf and I’m his next meal. “God, your tits are perfect. Play with them, Vannah. Make them ache for me.”

      They’re already aching for him. All I can think about is having his full lips sucking on them, nibbling on them.

      But something in his voice makes me want to obey his command. So I let my fingers wander to them again, and first I caress them lightly, and then I pull on them. A jolt arrows straight between my legs, and I squirm, letting out a low moan.

      “Fuck…” he says, his jaw clenched. “Do you have any idea what you do to me? What watching you play with those sweet nipples does to me?” He adjusts his bulge again. “I’m so fucking hard for you. Hard as fucking marble. A marble cock for you. For your mouth, your pussy, your ass. For every part of you, Vannah.”

      I pinch my nipples hard then. I let out a squeal, imagining his cock everywhere all at once.

      My mouth, my pussy, my ass.

      Everywhere.

      Every-fucking-where.

      He steps back from me. “Stand up, Vannah. Stand up and take off those jeans. Take off your panties. I want to see that pretty pussy of yours.”

      I can’t help myself. I rise at his command, unsnap and unzip my jeans, slide them over my hips, leaving only my white panties.

      “The panties,” he says.

      I slide my fingers beneath the elastic waistband of the cotton and I slide them down over my hips until they’re a white puddle on the floor, and I step out of them.

      He steps toward me, closing the distance between us, places his hand between my legs.

      I gasp softly.

      “Already wet for me, Vannah. Just like always.” His gaze darkens. “Tell me something. Has any other man made you this wet?”

      I open my mouth, but no words come out.

      “No one will make you feel like I do, Vannah. No one will fuck you like the savage I am. But first”—he pushes me back down on the bed—“I’m going to suck on those little nipples. Suck them so hard, Vannah.”

      He pushes me gently back so that I’m lying on the bed, and then he hovers over me, still fully clothed.

      He grabs both my breasts, cups them, squeezes them, and then he stares at them. “I’ve never seen breasts as beautiful as these. Never.”

      I suck in my breath. Hasn’t he? I suppose it’s been a long time, and I know my boobs are nice, but he’s Falcon Bellamy. He can have any woman in the world. A woman as beautiful as Gert.

      He lowers his head, flicks his tongue over one nipple…

      And I burst into flames.

      “They taste as sweet as they look. Like fucking cherry velvet.” He flicks his tongue over my nipple again, while he plays with the other between his thumb and forefinger.

      The electric shocks fly through my veins straight to my pussy.

      Never like this. Never have I wanted a man this much. I love attention to my boobs, but this… Nothing ever like this…

      I close my eyes—

      “No,” he commands. “You keep those eyes open, Vannah. You watch everything I do to you. You watch me suck your sweet little nipples, you watch me play with them, twist them, torture them. You watch me every fucking minute.”

      I shoot my eyes open. And I watch him.

      I watch as his full lips close around another nipple and suck.

      I watch as his stubble grazes over the sensitive flesh of my areola, my breast.

      And I watch as my hips undulate of their own accord, ready to take his cock inside me.

      He sucks on the nipple, going between hard suction and soft licks. He twists the other with his fingers, tugs on it, and then simply massages it. His hard and soft approach has me going slowly insane.

      And that thick black stubble… As it scratches at my flesh…

      I lift my hips, searching… Searching for what I know is hiding in his jeans.

      He continues sucking on my nipple, twisting the other one. Low moans emanate from me, as if they’re coming straight from my chest. Straight from my nipples as he sucks.

      I whimper at the loss when he lets my nipple go from his lips, but then he moves to the other one, licks it. I watch as his pink tongue snakes around it, and I swear to God it gets even harder.

      I wait for his hand, his fingers, to start playing with the other, but instead…

      He glides his hand down my side, over my abdomen, and then between my legs.

      He drops the nipple from his lips. “Spread those legs for me, Vannah. Spread those beautiful legs.”

      I obey, spreading my legs, and he slides his fingers through my slick folds.

      “Fucking wet. So wet.” He sucks my nipple between his lips again.

      He massages my clit, but only slightly. I’m halfway to an orgasm already, and with just a little more attention…

      But instead he slides a finger into me, groaning as he sucks my nipple.

      He moves it around, pressing against my G spot, and I let out a squeal.

      “You like that?” he says against my nipple.

      “I like it all, Falcon. I like it all.”

      “You just wait,” he growls against my boobs. “You just fucking wait, Vannah. This is only the beginning.”
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      As much as I love her tits, what I’m gunning for is a taste of that sweet pussy. I give her nipple one last suck, biting down hard and making her squeal. Then I slide my tongue over the curve of her abdomen, down to that treasure between her legs.

      First, I inhale. Inhale the musk of her sex. Something about a woman who’s aroused… I know I’m hardwired to enjoy the aroma, but to me it’s the sweetest perfume. Sweeter than the wildflowers on the ranch on a breezy spring morning.

      And Vannah? Her scent is as unique as she is. How have I gone this long without tasting her?

      I remove my finger, suck it into my mouth, and my cock throbs. Sweet and tart at the same time, like a Granny Smith apple.

      Then I look.

      I look at the beauty spread in front of me. She’s swollen and pink, and damn, she looks delicious.

      I want to appreciate everything about her, everything about this moment. The smell of her, her beauty. The wetness between her thighs. And now…

      Her flavor.

      I slide my tongue between those wet folds.

      She writhes beneath me, lifting her hips, spreading her legs farther to give me better access.

      I want to crawl inside her pussy, taste every bit of it.

      It’s better than the apples. It’s better than the normal female musk.

      It’s Savannah.

      Savannah Gallo’s pussy.

      I could get drunk on this. Drunk on her sweet, tangy taste, her musky and spicy aroma, her sweet moans in my ears.

      So fucking drunk…

      Better than the best bourbon or the lustiest red wine from Napa Valley.

      I slide through her again, savoring the full flavor. Savoring the slickness against my tongue.

      She moans, grinds her pussy against me, as I lick and suck.

      Every time her clit nudges against my tongue, she gasps, and I know she’s on the brink.

      I could make her come. I could make her come now, but I’m feeling like a tease.

      So each time I lick her clit, I leave quickly.

      Until—

      “Falcon… Please…”

      The fucking magic word. When a woman begs, I become a sucker. I close my lips around her clit and shove two fingers deep inside her cunt.

      She shatters around my fingers, milking them, and with each contraction, I let up on her clit just a bit.

      Her pussy pulses against my hand, and I slide my tongue down, capturing the juices that flow out of her.

      “That’s right, baby. You come for me. Come for Savage.”

      With those words, I clamp my lips around her clit once more and pull.

      And her orgasm begins again.

      Yeah. She’s good at this. She’s one of those women. One of those who can come and come again.

      She’s going to come and come again. She’s going to come until she’s exhausted. And then—and only then—will I shove my cock into her sweet heat.

      I continue, pulling climax after climax out of her.

      Her hips move with me, with my mouth, with my fingers, and her hands are full of the covers she grasps.

      “Let go of the covers, Vannah. Let go of the covers,” I say against her. “Play with those tits of yours. Make it better. Make yourself have the best orgasm of your life.”

      She lets go of the covers, cups her breasts. “Already have. Already had the best orgasm. With you.”

      God, my aching cock.

      I want to be inside her so badly, but she’s not done climaxing. I know I can pull at least one more out of her when she starts playing with those nipples.

      I watch her, watch as her fingers curl around each nipple, watch as she tugs, pulls, twists…

      Then I suck her clit, jamming a third finger inside her, aiming straight for her G spot.

      “God!” she cries out. “God, Falcon!”

      Yes… This is the one I was going for. That deep, guttural orgasm—the one that takes all the effort. The one that’s so worth the wait.

      Not just for her but also for me.

      She’s still coming, still playing with her tits, as I withdraw my fingers, stand, and undress as quickly as I can.

      My cock is hard and juts straight out. I pull on it a few times, and then I hover over Vannah and shove myself into her.

      She moans deeply, taking all of me.

      I kiss her neck, sliding up to her earlobe, biting on it. “That’s me inside you, Vannah. That’s me. Inside. You.”

      She moans again. “Feels so good.”

      “You don’t know the fucking half of it,” I growl.

      Then I pull out and push back again, this time going even deeper.

      I hold myself inside her for a moment. Relishing the completeness that I feel. Filling her. And I want my cock everywhere.

      Her mouth, her pussy, her ass…

      I wish I had three cocks.

      I pull out and thrust in, and she meets me with every thrust, wrapping her legs around me as I plunge deeper, deeper, deeper.

      I won’t last long, but that’s okay.

      Because with Savannah, I’ll be ready to go again in no time.

      I thrust, I thrust, I thrust, and—

      “Fuck!” I growl, emptying into her.

      I stay there for a few moments as time seems suspended.

      I’ve enjoyed each time with Savannah, but I swear to God… This may be the best release of my life.

      Granted, my releases for the last several years have been mostly by my own hand, but I’m hardly a novice.

      I’ve had many women.

      But this?

      It’s fucking heaven.

      When Savannah goes limp against me, I pull out. Her eyes are closed, her breath still coming in rapid puffs.

      “Savannah?”

      She opens her eyes into narrow slits. “Hmm?”

      “You tired?”

      “Relaxed,” she says.

      “Yeah.” I lie down next to her, pulling her up so that we’re both at the head of the bed, heads on her pillows.

      And I’m not sure I’ve ever felt as relaxed as I do right now.

      Certainly not on the inside, but even before. Before, when my biggest worry was whether to work with the livestock or work in the office.

      Even when I had a woman—a woman I thought I loved—with good sex on a regular basis.

      Never have I felt as relaxed—as satiated—as I do at this moment with Savannah lying at my side.

      Without thinking, I kiss her cheek.

      Then I entwine her fingers with mine.

      I allow my eyes to close.
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      I jerk my eyes open.

      I’m naked, and…

      There’s a man in my bed.

      Not just any man. Falcon Bellamy. My parolee. An ex-con.

      And my God, the best lover I could ever dream of having.

      What the hell have I done?

      I’m not even sure what day it is.

      Yesterday.

      Ashley’s service.

      Saturday.

      Right. So today is Sunday.

      Thank God. I can do damage control for a day before I go back to the office.

      And then Tuesday…

      Tuesday is Falcon’s appointment.

      My God…

      Should I wake him up?

      I have no idea what to do. I throw on my tank top from yesterday and a pair of sweatpants, and then I pad out to the kitchen to start a pot of coffee. As I recall, he drinks it black, same as I do.

      Once the coffee is brewing, I look inside my refrigerator.

      Not much. I’ve only been here for a little over a week. I’ve been subsisting on frozen dinners and sandwiches. I don’t have any breakfast food.

      Falcon pads out then in his jeans, his dark hair unruly and sexy, stubble longer than normal. He yawns and stretches, his corded arms flexing.

      I suck in a breath.

      “Morning,” he says.

      “Good morning. I started some coffee, but…I’m sorry. I don’t really have anything for breakfast.”

      “Yeah.” He scratches the back of his head. “I didn’t intend to fall asleep. I wasn’t anywhere done with you yet.”

      Seriously? I lost count of how many orgasms I had last night. Normally I have to work for one. With Falcon, they just come. I laugh inside my head at my own pun.

      “No problem. We’ll go out.”

      “To breakfast?”

      “Yeah… That’s what we’re talking about, right?”

      “Falcon, I—”

      “What do you have planned for the day?”

      “Well…it’s my day off I guess. I need to go grocery shopping.”

      “Except in a small town, the grocery stores are closed on Sunday.”

      “Then I’ll drive out of Summer Creek and find a supermarket,” I say.

      “Okay. But what if I can give you something a lot more fun?”

      “You mean go back to bed with you?”

      He laughs then. A deep raucous laugh. Have I heard him laugh before? He’s always so dark and brooding. I like this laugh.

      “That would be the most fun,” he says, “but I was thinking about going to the shelter.”

      “Like a homeless shelter?”

      He laughs again. “No, silly. The rescue dog shelter. I need a dog.”

      Oh God…

      He’s hitting all my soft spots. I love dogs.

      I’ve never had one of my own because I’ve never lived in a building that allows pets. But this duplex does allow pets, and I was thinking about getting a dog as well.

      “You like dogs?”

      “I’ve had dogs all my life, Vannah. I just got a new rescue pup when…” His facial expression softens. “Well, you know. Raven kept him for me. He died six months ago, though. Cancer. But I know she gave him a good life.”

      My heart hurts. How sad for him. “I’m so sorry.”

      He shrugs. “Water under the bridge.”

      “So you’re a dog person.”

      “Sure am. I love dogs.”

      Damn. There’s got to be something about him I don’t like. Other than the fact that he served time.

      But so far, I can’t find anything. He’s devoted to his family. He gave a bone marrow donation to his sister. And he likes dogs.

      Oh, and lest I forget. He’s really great in bed.

      The icing on the cake is that he’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.

      I gaze over him. At his tanned chest, his glorious sixpack, his muscular arms, his big hands with long fingers.

      All the way down to his bare feet.

      Even his feet are perfect. Square toenails. Just wide enough. And the big toe to the pinky go down in descending order. No longer second or anything like that.

      If he weren’t my parolee…and an ex-con…

      He says he’s not guilty.

      They all say they’re not guilty.

      There’s a story behind Falcon Bellamy. A story I’ll probably never know. Because when someone opens up and tells you their deepest stories? You’re kind of bound to tell your own, and I’ll never be ready for that.

      I grab my phone and open my map app. “Do you know where the closest supermarket is?”

      “There’s a Savemart on County Road Seven, going into Del Rio. But if you can wait until tomorrow, I know Josh and Haley over at Grumpy’s would appreciate your business.”

      “I work tomorrow, remember?”

      “They stay open until eight o’clock on weeknights so people can go in after work.”

      “All right. I mean, I moved to a small town for a reason.”

      “Oh? What’s that reason, Vannah?”

      Now I’ve stepped in it. I don’t want to get into my reasoning.

      “Just tired of life in the big city,” I say. “I’ll wait. I’ll do my shopping tomorrow night. But in the meantime, I’ve got nothing to eat in the house.”

      “Then I suppose I have to feed you today.”

      The coffee maker dings, signaling that the coffee is ready. I pull out two mugs and pour them each full of coffee, handing one to Falcon. “I don’t expect you to feed me.”

      “You fed me.”

      “What?”

      He narrows his gaze. “You fed a hunger that was more profound than any hunger I ever had for food.”

      Oh my God. My entire body suppresses a shudder.

      What is up with him and his words? But it’s not just the words. It’s the way he says them. That deep voice. That brooding intensity.

      “You’re pretty cute when you’re embarrassed.”

      I touch my hands to my cheeks. They’re nearly as hot as the coffee. I’m sure they’re crimson.

      “There’s something nice about a small town on a Sunday morning,” Falcon says. “The coffee shop has breakfast pastries, and then there’s also Junie Bee’s Diner. She’s open Sundays. Closed Tuesday and Wednesday. Midweek.”

      “That makes sense. To take advantage of when people are off.”

      Why did I even say that? It’s obvious.

      “Exactly. You get used to small-town life. We go at a slower pace here, and the hours are different. But it’s all I know.”

      Except it’s not all he knows. He knows the regimented life of an inmate. Where you eat when they feed you or go hungry.

      “So what do you say?” He takes a sip of the coffee. “Breakfast?”

      “Yeah. I… I need a shower.”

      “I think I saw one in your bedroom.”

      My entire body quakes. He’ll need a shower too. He doesn’t have a change of clothes here.

      “Don’t you want to go home? Change your clothes?”

      “Now why would I want to do that, Vannah, when I can stay here and shower with a beautiful woman?”

      I gulp.

      And I walk back into my bedroom, toward the bathroom…where the shower is.
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      I stand in the doorway of her bedroom, and I watch.

      I watch as Savannah removes her sweatpants and tank top. As her hard nipples protrude. She walks toward her en suite bathroom door.

      I should leave her alone.

      This is so fucked up. I’m so fucked up. I’m messed up from my time behind bars, and I’m screwing my parole officer.

      And she’s letting me.

      I haven’t been this wound up in a woman in a long time. Of course, I haven’t had the chance for the last eight years. I’m probably just horny.

      That and the fact that she’s my parole officer. That makes it forbidden.

      I could never resist the forbidden fruit.

      She stands in her doorway for a moment, her back to me, and then she walks into the bathroom and turns on the shower.

      She looks in the mirror, picks up a hairbrush, runs it through her silky hair. I expect her to walk into the shower then. The water is no doubt heated by now.

      And she turns, looks at the glass doors leading to the shower, takes a step forward, but then looks over her shoulder, meeting my gaze.

      “You coming?” she asks.

      “Absolutely.”

      All I have on is my jeans, and they come off quickly. My dick is already hard, but we can fuck in the shower.

      She steps into the shower, and I stand in the doorway, taking care that the water doesn’t splash onto her floor. I watch as she leans her head back, closes her eyes, lets the shower water plaster her hair away from her face. Drops of water land on her long eyelashes, trail over her cheeks, over the swells of her breasts.

      I step in, closing the shower door behind me.

      It’s not a large shower by any means. The two of us barely fit in here. Really no room for fucking up against the shower wall.

      Just as well.

      Savannah grabs a bottle of shampoo from the hanging shelf on the showerhead and squeezes some into her palm, and then, to my surprise, she turns around and pushes me into the shower so my hair gets wet.

      Then she reaches up and massages the shampoo into my scalp.

      Not exactly what I was expecting, but I’m surprised at how erotic the sensations are.

      Her fingernails are short and just sharp enough to scratch my head perfectly without hurting it.

      She washes my hair and then turns me around. “Rinse off now,” she says.

      By the time I’m rinsed and looking at her again, she’s lathering shampoo through her own hair.

      “You want me to do that?” I ask.

      “I’m almost finished.”

      Good enough. I grab her shower poof and squirt some gel into it. Lather is an amazing thing. The shitty soap on the inside never lathered.

      When she’s done with her hair, I move toward her with the lathered pouf and slide it over her breasts, tweaking her nipples in the process. She lets out a soft gasp. I glide it over her body until she’s covered in suds.

      She takes the pouf from me and does the same. Lathers me all over. Then we take turns standing in the water, rinsing off.

      Then she does something that takes me completely by surprise.

      She melts against my body, and slides down, the water still pelting us.

      And she takes my dick between her gorgeous lips.

      I can’t help it. I groan. A long slow groan that comes from the very core of me.

      I haven’t had my dick in a woman’s mouth in so long.

      I’d love to be on the bed savoring this, but watching her slowly suck me as the water showers her face is perfection.

      I won’t last long for sure.

      And damn… She’s good at this. Or have I just not had it in so long?

      No, she’s good.

      She takes me almost to the back of her throat and then pulls back, using her fist to help her with the friction.

      Every time she gets to my cock head, she sucks right on the tip, making me insane.

      I’d like for her to come, but—

      “Fuck!” I pull out of her mouth quickly and spurt into the shower.

      The orgasm takes me, shatters me, and I revel in the feelings, until, when I finally open my eyes—

      She’s still on her knees.

      I help her to her feet, kiss her red lips. “That was amazing, Vannah.”

      “You could have…”

      “What?”

      Her cheeks blush a soft rose. “You could’ve come in my mouth. I don’t mind.”

      Damn. Those are fighting words.

      “I didn’t want to be presumptuous.” I squeeze her ass. “Next time, I’ll take you up on that.”

      Which means, of course, there will be a next time. I may be a fucking ex-con, and she may be my parole officer, but this isn’t ending anytime soon.

      I won’t allow it.
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      We arrive at the animal shelter by noon, after having breakfast and coffee in town.

      “What kind of dogs do you like?” Savannah asks.

      “I like bigger dogs,” I say. “But I like to raise them from pups. My folks used to raise golden retrievers when we were little. I’ve been around pups most of my life, so I like raising them myself.”

      “So you wouldn’t take an adult dog?”

      “Sure, I would, if I found the right one. But I do like raising a pup.”

      “I’m getting an older dog,” she says. “I feel like they’re harder to place, you know? And I want to make sure I can give one of them a good home.”

      “That’s sweet of you, Vannah.”

      “Plus… They’re usually already housetrained. Or at least easier to housetrain because their bladders are bigger.”

      I laugh. Sort of. “Good point.”

      I pull into the drive. The shelter’s always open on the weekends because that’s when most people are looking for animals to adopt. This particular shelter is where I got my pup Sam, the one Raven raised for me.

      Once we get out of the car, the yips and yaps from the shelter become louder. Several people are already there, and we check in with one of the volunteers and then look around.

      “This is so difficult,” Savannah says. “I want to take them all.”

      “Yeah, I know the feeling.”

      Growing up on a ranch, I’ve been around animals my whole life. Horses, cattle, chickens, cats, and dogs. I’ve always loved animals. I could never allow myself to get too close to the cattle. Most of them end up on someone’s dinner table. But I loved the horses and the dogs.

      Especially the dogs.

      I’ve never been much of a cat person. But the cats serve a purpose on the ranch. They keep the barns free of rats and other rodents.

      My mom is a cat person. The rest of us are dog people.

      We walk along, looking at all the dogs. Vannah tries not to look too long. I can tell she’s feeling sorry for all of them, wanting to take them all home.

      But then we stop at a kennel. A medium-size dog with golden fur and light brown eyes stares at us longingly. Beside her sits a pup who looks just like her, except his eyes are dark brown.

      A volunteer smiles. “That’s Sydney and her pup, Teddy. She came in pregnant, had her litter. All the other pups have been adopted.”

      “Oh she’s beautiful,” Savannah says. “They’re both beautiful.”

      “The pup is a little demon,” the volunteer says, “but cute as a button. And Sydney, she’s as sweet as you could want. She’s been a wonderful mother to her nine pups.”

      Savannah kneels. “Hi, Sydney. You’re such a beautiful girl.”

      Sydney licks Savannah’s hands through the kennel.

      “She’ll make a wonderful companion,” the volunteer says.

      “Do you know how old she is?” Savannah asks.

      “We never have an exact number, but our vet’s best guess for Sydney is about two years old. She’s in great health. She was a trouper through her labor and delivery. Like I said, she was a perfect little mama. Of course, she’s been spayed now that her pups are weaned.”

      “I can’t take her away from her puppy,” Savannah says.

      “You won’t have to,” I say. “I’d like to adopt the pup.”

      “That’s wonderful,” the volunteer says. “Sydney and her pup will live together forever.”

      Vannah stands. “Oh, we’re not together. I mean, I’ll be adopting Sydney, and Falcon here, he’ll take the pup. We don’t live together.”

      A brick hits my gut. Savannah is right, of course. We’re not together, in the sense of a relationship.

      “Oh.” The volunteer’s cheeks redden. “I shouldn’t have made that assumption.”

      “Not a problem,” I say, tamping down the crushing feeling.

      “Why don’t the two of you come with me and we can get your paperwork started.”

      Savannah and I follow the volunteer out of the kennel area and into a small office.

      “As you may or may not know, we are a no-kill shelter, so if for any reason you can’t keep your animals, we will take them back and help them get placed into another home.”

      “I won’t be returning Sydney,” Savannah says.

      “Yeah, I won’t be returning the pup either. I don’t believe in that. Animals are a commitment.”

      “That’s a wonderful attitude,” the volunteer says. “I wish more people shared it.” She hands us each a manila file folder. “This is the information on the dogs that you’re adopting. Plus our contract. Our adoption fee is two hundred dollars, and that covers the spaying or neutering. The pup isn’t neutered yet because he’s too young, but when he reaches the age of four months, just bring him back to the shelter and we will neuter him free of charge.”

      “Right. I adopted from you guys once. A long time ago.” I look around. Nothing has changed in the office or in the shelter area where the animals are housed. Probably lack of funding.

      “Did you?”

      “Yeah.”

      I don’t volunteer any further information, and I’m glad when she doesn’t ask.

      Savannah is reading through the contract, and then she scribbles her signature at the bottom. She grabs her purse. “Will you take a credit card?”

      “Absolutely.” She turns her head to me. “And you, sir?”

      “Cash.”

      I pull out four hundred-dollar bills. “They’re both on me.”

      “Oh no,” Savannah says. “This is my dog.”

      I hand the cash to the volunteer. “Did I say it wasn’t? I’m happy to do it.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “I don’t recall anyone ever telling me I had to.”

      The volunteer watches us, her gaze darting from one to the other. Finally she clears her throat. “Cash is better for us,” she says, “if that helps you decide.”

      Savannah sighs. “Fine. But I’m paying you back,” she says to me.

      “Suit yourself.”

      Once all the paperwork is dealt with, the volunteer goes to the kennels and returns a few moments later with the dogs.

      “What did you say the pup’s name was again?” I ask as I scoop him into my arms.

      “Teddy.”

      I scratch his soft ear. “I think I’ll change his name.”

      “That’s fine. Dogs learn new names quickly.”

      “What are you going to name him?” Vannah asks.

      He’s a typical pup with expressive droopy eyes, a short muzzle, and an adorable personality. He licks my hand and nibbles on my fingers. “I don’t know yet. I’ll think on it. How about you?”

      Savannah strokes Sydney’s head. “I think she looks like a Sydney to me. It’s a shame to separate them.”

      “Thanks,” I say to the volunteer. Then as we leave the shelter, “You can bring Sydney over any time to see her pup.”

      She flushes. “I didn’t mean…”

      “No one is taking your words at anything other than face value, Savannah.”

      We’re not together. Her words haunt me, but I can’t fault their accuracy. She deserves better. But I won’t be leaving her alone any time soon.

      We get the dogs into the car and head back to Savannah’s place.

      “Now I really have to go to the store,” she says. “I need dog food. A bed. Toys.”

      “There’s about a week’s worth of dog food in the package that the shelter gave us for each dog,” I say. “That’ll get you through until you can get to the grocery store.”

      “Yeah. I’ll do what you asked, Falcon. I’ll wait until tomorrow evening, and I’ll go to the local grocery. I want to give them my business.”

      “They’ll appreciate that.”

      “What are you going to do—” She gasps.

      Teddy—or whatever I will name him—is peeing on Vannah’s carpet.

      “Oh.” I pick him up and whisk him outside the front door. “Bad dog. You do that outside.”

      Now I see why Vannah didn’t want a puppy.

      But this is what puppies do. They poop and pee inside until they learn otherwise. I’ve raised many of them.

      No more pee, though. Vannah’s carpet took the brunt of it. I scoop him up and open the door. “I guess little no-name and I will be going,” I say.

      She opens her mouth and then closes it.

      I have no idea what she was going to say. And I don’t ask. “I guess I’ll see you Tuesday for the appointment.”

      She nods. “Thank you. I’ll pay you back for Sydney.”

      “Whenever.”

      I walk toward her, still carrying the pup. I give her a quick peck on the lips. “See you later, Vannah.”

      She nods.

      And I leave.
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      My heart breaks a little when Falcon leaves. He spent the night here, after all. I didn’t mean for him to. It just kind of happened. And my God… That sex was incredible.

      Sydney is a sweet dog. I take her out to the backyard, and she pees and poops like the good girl that she is. Then I bring her back in, and I show her around, talking to her as if she were a person.

      It’s been so long since I’ve had a dog. Not since high school. I’ve missed it.

      And I wonder… Maybe there’s a reason why I haven’t gotten a dog. Sure, I say it’s because I never lived in a place that allows dogs, but I could’ve easily found a place that did.

      The truth is that dogs remind me of Michael.

      Michael was two years older than I am. He and I were close, and he loved dogs just as much as I do.

      It’s been a long time since he died.

      I’ve been missing out on having a dog.

      Sydney is just the sweetest. She’s got the cutest floppy ears and the prettiest light brown eyes. If I had to guess, I’d say she was part Golden Retriever and part German Shepherd. With maybe something smaller blended in. She’s about forty pounds. A great size.

      “Would you like to go on a walk?” I ask her.

      A leash also came in the bag of goodies the shelter sent home with her.

      Has she ever been on a leash? No problem if she hasn’t. I know how to train a dog to walk on a leash.

      I paw through the bag, looking for the leash, when Sydney’s whine meets my ears.

      She’s looking at me, those gorgeous brown eyes sad. And she’s whimpering.

      I pet her silky head. “You miss your puppy, don’t you?”

      She licks my hand but continues whining.

      “Come here.” I sit down on the couch and motion her to join me, patting the seat next to me. She jumps up and lies down, still whining a little. I stroke her head again, scratching her behind her soft ears.

      “I know. I know you miss your puppy.” I sigh. “Maybe we’ll see him soon.”

      The universe seems to be sending Falcon Bellamy into the center of my life.

      But he’s got so much baggage.

      And he has no idea of my own baggage.

      Of the things I never talk about.

      Not even to Gert.

      The things that haunt me, the things I try to forget, and the things that inevitably make it into the front of my mind more often than I’d like.

      Falcon Bellamy may have his secrets.

      But I have mine as well.

      Like the real reason I left Austin.

      The real reason this job in Summer Creek was an offer I couldn’t refuse.

      Sometimes, like Sydney here, I just want to whimper at the losses.

      And sometimes, I wish someone would just adopt me from a shelter and take care of me.

      I can’t hide forever though. I will eventually have to go home to Austin. I will eventually have to see my family, explain my decision.

      When I took the new job, I swore up and down that I would be the most ethical parole officer the state of Texas has ever seen.

      But what was the first thing I did? I slept with my parolee.

      So much for ethics.

      On the other hand… Sleeping with a parolee is the least of my sins.

      Seems no matter how far I go, no matter how much I wish to change the circumstances of my life…

      The past follows me.

      The past haunts me.

      And the past will never let me go.
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      Back at my place, I find the old kennel that I used for Sam before everything went south.

      “Now, what are we going to name you?” I take the pup outside, tell him to pee and poop.

      He looks at me like I have two heads.

      Then he whines a little.

      “Yeah, I know, you miss your mama.” I crouch down and stroke his soft muzzle. “But you just won the puppy jackpot. I’m going to take great care of you.”

      Finally he scampers off the deck, heads out into the green grass, and sniffs around. He barks as a butterfly flies by. A silly little puppy. I find myself smiling, which I don’t do often.

      “I think your name is Sam,” I say. “Named after your brother who I didn’t get to raise.”

      I’ve never known a Sam, other than my first pup. Not inside or outside. In an old ranching town like Summer Creek, you’d think I’d have met a Sam.

      First I thought of calling him Jay—a bird name, like the rest of us. Then I thought that was stupid. I always swore that if I had kids one day, they would never get bird names. Not sure what my mother was thinking.

      “Come here, Sammy,” I call.

      He cocks his tan head.

      Yeah, that’s his name.

      He’s Sam. Sam part deux. And this time, I’m keeping him, no matter what.
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      “I’ll take care of him, Falcon,” Raven says, sniffling.

      “Thanks, Ray. I owe you one.”

      “You don’t owe me anything.” She shakes her head. “How did it come to this, Fal? I know you didn’t—”

      “Shh. I have my reasons for confessing,” I say. “Reasons you’d probably understand if you knew.”

      “I do know.” She blows her nose on the wrinkled tissue she’s holding. “I know you’re protecting Hawk or Eagle. I’d do the same. But you… You don’t know what you’re in for.”

      “And you do?” I grip her shoulders. “I’m big, and I’m strong, and I’m a lot tougher than you think. Dad didn’t spare me at all on the ranch. As the oldest, I was expected to do the most, to be the strongest. The biggest, the baddest, and the toughest. I’ll be okay, Ray.”

      And I will be.

      Because I have to be.

      It’s only four years of my life. Three if I get out on parole sooner. I’m twenty-two. I’ll still have my whole life ahead of me when I’m done.

      Hawk… He’s not me, but he’d be okay. Might take a few more knocks than I will, but he’d survive. But why should he? He didn’t fire the shot that killed that poor fuck.

      Eagle, though. He’s just a kid. Not quite eighteen. No way is he going to any fucking prison. He’s big and tall, but he still has the lanky muscles of a teen.

      He’d get hurt.

      And no fucking way will I let that happen.

      The kid’s made some severe mistakes. Mistakes Raven doesn’t even know about. Mistakes Hawk and I didn’t know about until recently. But he’s still a kid, and he doesn’t deserve to pay for something stupid he did.

      He won’t. Not while I’m his big brother.

      Hawk has one job while I’m gone—to straighten our youngest brother out. To make sure he’s clean and on the right track by the time I’m sprung. He’d better do his job, or they’ll both be answering to me.

      “I’ll take care of the pup,” Raven says. “What’s his name?”

      “His name is Sam,” I tell her. “He’s a good pup, Ray. He’s already learning not to shit in the house. Peeing will take a little longer, but—”

      “I know how to raise a pup, Fal,” she says. “I grew up on the ranch same as you did. He’ll be fine. He’ll get lots of love.”

      “I know. That’s why I chose you.”

      Raven is the gentlest of all the Bellamy siblings. I guess she’s the only gentle one, really. Robin’s as tough as nails. She did as much work on the ranch as Hawk, Eagle, and I did. Mom kept trying to make her into a miniature version of herself, but Robin had none of it. Raven likes to cook, keep house, all that other shit. She’ll be a great mom someday. In the meantime? She’ll be a great fur mom to Sammy.

      “That’s enough.” The bailiff grabs me and pushes me away from my sister.

      “Falcon!” she cries.

      “I’ll be okay. I promise I’ll be okay.”

      And damn it, I’ll keep that fucking promise. I’ll get out, and I won’t have so much as a scratch on me.
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      Raven kept her promise to me. She took care of Sam, gave him lots of love, and when he succumbed to cancer at age eight, she sat with his head in her lap as the veterinarian gave him peace.

      And I kept my promise to Raven. I got out. A little later than planned, but I got out. As for not having a scratch on me? I’ve got a few, but I kept my dignity and my pride. I became Savage to do it, but that’s how it is on the inside.

      You do what you must to survive. You do what you must to keep your body autonomy.

      Not everyone was as lucky as I was.

      Not Tommy Ortiz, which is why I paid Bruno for his freedom.

      It felt good. It felt altruistic, and I have a blood brother for life in Tommy.

      But Bruno just moved onto the next weakest link.

      I couldn’t save all of them.

      But I saved some.

      I saved Tommy.

      And I got out. I got out early because sweet Raven, the only Bellamy child who got our mother’s softness, got sick.

      Raven, who deserves her fate less than anyone I know.

      That’s always the fucking way. Shit happens to those who deserve it least.

      And Eagle? Who fucked up the most?

      Sits fucking pretty.

      If Lance can’t get me information on what he’s up to, by God, I’ll get it myself. Because I didn’t do time for his fuck-up just to watch him fuck up again.

      I love my brother, but I won’t take the heat for him a second time.

      He’s on his own.
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      Falcon sits across from me in my cubicle, and damn him for looking so delicious. He got a haircut, but his waves still fall over his ears and swoop across his forehead. His stubble is as sexy as ever, and he’s wearing a black button-down. What is it about a man in a black button-down?

      It shouldn’t affect me like this. My father and brothers all wear black shirts. You’d think that would have de-sexed it for me, but no.

      Most men who aren’t my father or brothers look sexy in black, and Falcon Bellamy is no exception.

      I’m tapping on my computer, getting ready to ask how things are going, when—

      “How’s Sydney doing?” he asks.

      I jerk away from my computer. “She’s good. Such a sweet girl. She’s nearly housetrained. She’s only had one accident since I brought her home.”

      “That was only two days ago,” he says.

      “I know. But still, it’s all new to her, so…you know…nerves.” I clear my throat. “How’s your pup?”

      “Sam’s good.”

      I smile. “So that’s what you named him.”

      “Yeah. It’s a good dog name.”

      “Is he named after anyone?”

      He looks to the floor. “Nope. Just like the name.”

      I nod and then look back at my monitor. “How is counseling going?”

      “I haven’t made an appointment yet.”

      “As a condition of your parole—”

      “I know, Vannah. You don’t have to give me the canned speech. I’m going to go. I just haven’t had the time.”

      “What have you been doing?”

      “Fucking you, mostly.”

      My cheeks burst into flames as I narrow my eyes at him and whisper, “Not here.”

      “I had to go to the DMV,” he says, “and get a new driver’s license. My old one had expired, of course. I had to get a new phone and a new number. I had to go to all the banks where my money is, sign documents to get access again because Hawk was taking care of that for me while I was…gone. I had to—”

      I hold up my hand. “I get it, Falcon. You just got out, and there’s a lot to do. But you need to make the conditions of your parole a priority. That means counseling. You’ve been staying away from drugs and alcohol?”

      His brow furrows and his jaw tightens. “I don’t do drugs. And I sure as hell never will.”

      “That’s good. Alcohol?”

      “You’ve been with me when I’ve been out. Have you seen me take a drink other than that first night?”

      “No, but—”

      “I’m not drinking, Vannah. Though there are sure times when I could use one.”

      “Counseling will help,”  I say.

      “Tell me this,” he says, “why aren’t I allowed to drink? I’ve never had a drinking problem in the past, and the reason for my incarceration had nothing to do with alcohol or any other drug. In fact, I—”

      “Standard protocol,” I say. “I’m afraid I don’t make the rules. I just make sure that you follow them.”

      “Then I guess you’ll have to watch me day”—his eyes smolder as he looks at me—“and night.”

      This is crazy. Michael Barrett can’t return soon enough. Even if I asked Bridget to reassign Falcon, which I won’t, she can’t do it, because he already asked her to.

      There’s no one else available.

      Maybe I could trade him for someone. Then again, I don’t want to bring that up to Bridget because I’m still brand new at this job and I’ve already taken a personal day for the death of someone who I wasn’t even that close to.

      “Have you started working?” I ask.

      “Nice pivot,” he says.

      “It’s a question I have to ask, Falcon. You need to be employed.”

      “I am employed on the ranch.” He leans back in his chair, making it squeak. “No, I haven’t done a lot yet. Have you forgotten I donated bone marrow less than two weeks ago? I’m still recovering from that. But if it makes you happy, I’ll call my father as soon as I leave here and tell him I have to get back to work pronto.”

      I inhale, let it out slowly. “I know. I’m sorry you’re still recovering. Though you didn’t seem to have any problem…exercising with me recently.’

      For a moment, I think he’s going to smile, but he doesn’t. “Some things are worth the pain, Vannah.”

      God, I’m on fire. What he does to me with mere words…

      “All right.” I let out a breath. “I need some proof that you’re working on the ranch. Once you start, that is.”

      “I don’t exactly punch a timeclock,” he says.

      “I know. But could you get your father to sign a statement that says you’re working for him?”

      “We all work on the ranch, Vannah. Dad has made it clear that the property belongs to all of us. It’s not like he gives us paychecks.”

      “Then how exactly do you make a living?”

      “We share in the profits, and we have trust funds.”

      “I see. A trust-fund baby.”

      “You had to know that. You know who my grandmother was.”

      “Yes. Sandra Cooper Bellamy. Heiress to the Cooper Steel Empire.”

      “Right.” He leans forward. “But don’t think I haven’t earned every penny. My siblings and I have worked our asses off on that ranch since the day we could toddle out to a barn.”

      I simply nod. I don’t doubt it. I’ve seen all the Bellamys. You don’t get physiques like that from the gym.

      “Work with me here, Falcon. I need to keep my records accurate, so if you could just—”

      “Have Daddy sign a document saying I work for a fucking living?” He rolls his eyes. “Sure, Vannah. I’ll get it done.”

      I sigh. “Thank you. We’re done for the day. If you could bring the signed statement from your father next time—”

      “I’ll have it tonight,” he says.

      “Tonight?”

      “When we have dinner at my place. Seven sharp. See you then.” He rises, walks out of my cubicle, before I can answer.

      And instead of running after him, arguing with him, I just watch his perfect ass in his snug jeans.

      Falcon Bellamy and his trust fund.

      I envy him. Not for the trust fund by itself.

      I have one of my own.

      For the trust fund he can actually use.

      I’ll never touch mine.

      Never in a million freaking years.
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      Raven is sitting in a recliner in the great room of our parents’ house when I arrive at lunchtime with Sam.

      Her eyes light up as soon as she sees him.

      “A puppy!”

      “This is Sammy.” I set him on her lap. “I just rescued him on Sunday. He’s a handful, but I wanted you to meet him right away. You took such good care of the first Sam.”

      “Sam Senior was an amazing dog,” she says. “So sweet and gentle. But a handful as a pup, just like this one is.”

      Sammy squirms out of Raven’s lap and scampers around the room, sniffing into corners.

      I sit down next to my sister. “How are you feeling, Ray?”

      “Good for the most part. Still a little fatigued, but I’m walking more and more each day. And Mom seems happy with how much I’m eating. I go in tomorrow for blood work. To see if your marrow is doing its job.”

      “It is. Look at you. The color is back in your cheeks, and the sparkle is back in your eyes.”

      “More than it has been in a while, for sure,” she agrees.

      “Is Dad around?” I ask.

      “Probably out somewhere with the stock,” she says. “Mom said he was working outside today.”

      “He could be anywhere, then.”

      “Why do you need to see him?”

      “I need him to sign a ridiculous statement saying that I’m working here on the ranch. My parole officer requires it.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. I have to be either working or actively looking for work. The rules and regs don’t seem to allow for me to just say I’m working on the ranch.”

      “But that’s where we all work.”

      “I know, but rules and all.” I roll my eyes.

      “You obey their damned rules, Falcon.” She points a finger at me. “You’re not going back. Not ever.”

      “Don’t worry.”

      “I do worry.” Her dark eyes bore into me. “I know you never killed that cop. For the life of me, I don’t know why you said you did.”

      “I had my reasons.”

      She huffs. “I know what you all think of me. Poor little Raven. She’s the sweet one. She can’t take it. And then I get sick, so you treat me even more like a weakling. But I’m not weak, Fal. I’ve never been weak.”

      I cock my head. “I never thought that. What’s this about?”

      “It’s about you tiptoeing around me. Hawk and Eagle too. Robin and I aren’t stupid. We know you’re protecting someone. Is it one of our brothers? Or is it someone else?”

      “Raven…”

      “You gave me your bone marrow, Fal. You’re part of me now. Don’t fucking lie to me.”

      Hearing the F-bomb from my sister’s lips stuns me. Robin has a potty mouth, but not Ray.

      While Robbie was a little tomboy and followed me around, Raven stayed inside with Mom, wearing ruffles and baking cookies.

      They’re only a little over a year younger than I am.

      I’d like to tell Raven everything, but Eagle, Hawk, and I promised a long time ago not to tell anyone what happened that fateful day nearly ten years ago.

      I’ll never break that promise. Even Dad doesn’t know the truth, and because Eagle was underage at the time, Dad had to be involved.

      As far as everyone knows, I fired the shot that killed that cop during target practice.

      Dad knew it was a lie. He knows I’m the best shooter of all of us. At least back then I was. I’m out of practice now.

      He knows I’d never mistake a hunter in camouflage for a clump of trees. It’s crap, and even the cops who questioned me knew it.

      It was an accident, though. A terrible accident.

      But it wasn’t the worst thing that happened that night.

      Not by a long shot.

      “There are things I don’t talk about, Raven. That day is one of them. My time inside is another. So don’t ask.”

      She crosses her arms. “Why don’t you trust me?”

      “I trust you more than I trust anyone else. But I made a promise. A promise I intend to keep. That’s all I’ll say on the matter.”

      “You went to prison for this.” She shakes her head. “It’s got to be big. All these years, I’ve wondered. I’ve asked Hawk. I’ve asked Eagle. I’ve even asked Dad. No one will speak of it. And while you were gone, it was like the whole thing never happened. Like I didn’t have an older brother who I adore. Whose puppy I was raising and loving. They didn’t—”

      I gesture for her to stop. “They did the best they could, Ray.”

      “That’s BS.”

      She’s right. It is. But can I fault them? I chose to take the rap. I chose to protect my brother. Which is why I’m not going to watch him go down another crooked path. Because the next time? I won’t be there.

      I’ll never go back inside.

      Not for my brother.

      Not for anyone.

      I rise and walk toward the bar. “You want anything? An Orange Crush?”

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      I grab her a can and a bottle of water for myself. I pop the tab and hand the drink to her.

      She takes a drink.

      “Tastes just like sunshine,” she says, as I mouth the words with her.

      “Speaking of sunshine, it’s a gorgeous day. Let’s take this little rascal out.” I scoop up Sam and then help Raven out of the recliner.

      She nods. “Yeah. Let’s go out.”

      “You want to try a short walk again?” I ask.

      “I’ve already taken my walk for the day this morning. I think I’d like to sit on the deck.”

      “You want to go for a swim?”

      “God, no.” She looks down at her body. “I can’t put on a swimsuit. Not until I put some meat back on my bones.”

      I frown. “Sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Crazy, isn’t it? I remember when I went through my pudgy phase as an adolescent. I wouldn’t put on a swimsuit then either. Back then I would have loved to be skin and bones.”

      “Nah. You wouldn’t have.”

      “Certainly not for this reason,” she says. “But when you’re a kid, you don’t think of things in those terms. You take everything for granted. Like feeling good. I used to feel so sorry for myself when we were kids. None of the rest of you went through a pudgy phase.”

      “Because the rest of us worked our butts off doing manual labor on the ranch.”

      She laughs then. A soft chuckle. “You’re right, and if I’d put two and two together back then, I’d have done a lot more ranch work. I just wasn’t interested.”

      Mom yells at us from the kitchen. “Are you staying for lunch, Falcon?”

      “Yeah. I’ve got to talk to Dad.”

      “I’ll set you a place. You and Raven can come on up. Everything’s ready.”

      My mother is the ultimate ranch wife. A hot sit-down breakfast, lunch, and dinner every day. Always nutritious, delicious, and filling. I always saw Raven as a ranch wife while we were growing up, but it never happened for her. Her ex Ted was an attorney. She works on the business end of things, but of course she’s been off work since she got sick.

      I help Raven out of her recliner, but she yanks her hand away. “I can get up myself. I’m not a fucking invalid.”

      Another F-bomb. “I know that, Ray. Jesus.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. It’s just…” Her eyes brighten. “I’m finally feeling like I’m getting some energy back. It feels good to do things for myself.”

      I nod, and she follows me up the small staircase and into Mom’s huge-ass country kitchen.

      “Robbie and the boys aren’t joining us today,” Mom says, ladling soup into bowls.

      Mom makes great soup, and I swear it never tastes the same twice but it’s always delicious. Even on a hot Texas summer day, she always serves soup at lunch time. It’s tradition in the Bellamy household, and we’re all used to it.

      After she’s done serving the soup, she slices up a crusty loaf of her sourdough and sets it on the table, along with a big bowl of fresh fruit salad.

      The perfect lunch. Something else I learned to appreciate on the inside. Mom’s cooking, especially when she makes Mexican food. She’s a third-generation Mexican-American—her maiden name was Esparza—and her homemade tamales are to die for.

      “Where’s Dad?” I ask. “I need to talk to him.”

      “He’s in his study.”

      “I thought you said he was out on the acreage,” I say to Raven.

      “Sue me. I’m not his keeper.” Raven grabs a slice of bread.

      The old Ray is coming back. Thank God.

      “I’m going to grab him,” I say.

      “He knows what time lunch is, Falcon.” From Mom.

      “I know. But I need to talk to him for a minute.”

      Just as well if we can do it in his office. I don’t really want to announce to Mom and Raven that I need my daddy to write me a letter for my parole officer.

      The parole officer I’m fucking on a regular basis.

      I walk down the hallway and knock on the door to Dad’s study.

      “Yeah, I’m coming, Star.”

      I open the door. “It’s me, Dad.”

      Dad sits behind his desk, wearing his reading glasses. He raises his eyebrows. “Falcon, what do you need?”

      I walk in and shut the door behind me. “It seems my parole officer needs a statement saying that I’m gainfully employed.”

      “What for?”

      “Some kind of red tape. She just needs to know that I’m working for a living.”

      “You’ve been working your ass off around here since you could walk, ”Dad says.

      “Yeah. I know that you know that, but that doesn’t satisfy the government. If you could just type up something. Or have Madison do it at the office. But I need it right away. Like today.”

      “Today?”

      “Yeah.”

      Dad wrinkles his forehead. “Haven’t you already had your meeting today?”

      “No. It’s this afternoon.”

      I don’t particularly like lying to my father, but I can’t tell him that I promised to have it when Savannah comes over to my place tonight.

      “Go on over to the office. Tell Madison what it needs to say, and she’ll type it up for you. She signs my name better than I do.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Dad.”

      I turned to leave when—

      “Falcon?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I expect you to stay on the straight and narrow, son.”

      “Dad…”

      “I may never know what happened that day.” He glances out the window of this study. “God knows you and your brothers won’t tell me. Of course I’ve always had my suspicions.”

      I don’t say anything. I made a promise long ago, and I will keep it.

      “I don’t worry about Hawk. Though with how quiet he is, I always wonder if he’s keeping something inside. But Eagle…” Dad shakes his head. “That boy’s been a rebel his whole life. He’s a loose cannon, and I know he’s the one who shot that hunter. Damn, if only he hadn’t been a cop.”

      I keep my lips sewn shut.

      “I think it’s an amazing thing, Falcon, that you feel so protective of your brother. But you’ve paid dearly for that. Doing time isn’t something you can erase.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” I step forward and place my hands on Dad’s desk more harshly than I mean to. A few papers flutter to the floor. “I lived it, Dad, and trust me, it was far from pretty.”

      “I know that. There’s something I never told you boys.” Dad takes off his reading glasses and sets them on his desk. “I’d like to tell you now, if you’ll level with me.”

      “You can tell me whatever you want, Dad, and if you ask me to, I’ll take it to my grave. But I won’t promise to level with you about something else I promised to take to my grave.”

      “Well, I can’t help but respect you for that. You’re a good man, Falcon.”

      “It’s too bad the state of Texas doesn’t agree with you.”

      “You have to live with the consequences of your actions. You’re an ex-con now. That’s going to follow you the rest of your life. You can try to make up for it. You can be the best man on earth. You’re still going to be an ex-con.”

      “I know.”

      “You were twenty-two years old when you made your deal with the devil,” Dad says. “You were still a kid yourself in many ways, but you were man enough to protect your brother.”

      I sigh, raking my fingers through my hair. “I know that, Dad.”

      Dad rises, walks out from behind his desk, and locks the door to his office. “I’m going to tell you something now. Something no one knows about me. Not even your mother. Only your grandparents knew, and they’re both gone now.”

      A chill skitters over me. Whatever it is, he felt he had to lock the door. “What’s that?”

      “I spent a year in juvie when I was sixteen years old.”

      My jaw nearly drops to the floor. “You think that’s anything like what I went through?”

      “Did I say that? But I was locked up, same as you were. And I bear some scars from it.”

      Scars he won’t talk about I’m sure. I won’t talk about mine either.

      “Because I was a juvenile,” he continues, “once I’d done my time, my record got expunged. As far as the courts are concerned, it never happened.”

      “Why are you telling me this now?”

      “I figured I’d tell you once you were out. But you’re on your honor never to mention it to anyone, and that includes anyone in this family, especially your mother.”

      “Why would anyone care? That was a hell of a long time ago.”

      “Because I got lucky. I’m an ex-con, same as you, but not on paper.” He walks to the window and stares outside. “I just wanted you to know you have something in common with your old man.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. Did you commit the crime for which you were put away?”

      He turns away from the window and meets my gaze. “I did. I got involved with some bad people, and it was an act of vandalism gone wrong. Someone got caught in the crossfire, and my only salvation was that the person ended up living. So there was no manslaughter charge.”

      “Damn.”

      “Damn is right. But I don’t think you did what you were accused of, Falcon. Though I was guilty, I don’t think you were.”

      “Doesn’t really matter now, does it? Like you said. I’m an ex-con, and that’s going to follow me for the rest of my life.”

      “It is.” He frowns. “I’m sure prison was hard on you, but I’ll bet it was a hell of a lot harder on most of the guys you served time with.”

      I nod. He’s not wrong.

      “You know how to take care of yourself.”

      “I do. I paid for that as well.”

      “Yeah, you got your time extended for having contraband. You were able to defend yourself with that contraband. You might not be here if you hadn’t.”

      “I’d like to think I could have beaten the fucker to a pulp anyway.”

      “Maybe you could have. But you’re here now. And yeah, there’s a blemish on your record. But you’ve got a whole life ahead of you. You’re still a young man. I want you to make the most of it.”

      “I appreciate the talk, Dad, but where’s this coming from?”

      “I almost lost a daughter, Falcon, and because of you, it looks like she’s not going anywhere. When you went away, I felt like I lost a son. I knew you’d be back, but I wasn’t sure you’d be the same.”

      I’m far from the same, but I keep my darkness hidden. Being with Savannah has helped that, but it could come out at any time. Dr. Jekyll could become Mr. Hyde.

      “People change, Dad. Even if I hadn’t been on the inside, I wouldn’t be the same man now as I was then.”

      Dad grips my shoulders. “I’m just glad you’re here. You and Raven both. I’m not worried about you, Falcon. I never was. I never worried about Raven either. She was my sweet little girl. But nature has a cruel way with those who don’t deserve it. You copped to a crime you didn’t commit and got taken away, and Raven got sick. Neither of you deserved those fates.”

      “Raven’s getting better. I have every hope that she’ll be good as new. And I’m here. I lost nearly a decade of my life, but I’m here now. I aim to make the most of it.”

      “That’s good to hear.” Dad lets go of my shoulders. “Now let’s get on into the kitchen before your mother comes yelling.”

      “Got it. Thanks for the talk, and thanks for trusting me with your secret. As I said, I’ll take it to the grave.”

      “I will tell you this much as well, Falcon. That year in juvie? I saw some shit I can never unsee. Experienced some shit that will always be part of me.”

      I draw in a breath. “I do understand that for sure.”

      “You’re a good man, Falcon.”

      I feel closer to my father right now than I have in a long time. He and I always got along well, but he kept his emotion on the inside. He was tough but fair.

      But if he knew some of the things I had to do to survive on the inside…

      I’m not so sure he’d think I’m such a good man.

      And if he knew the real reason why that crime happened…

      He’d probably disown me—and my brothers—forever.
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      For a hot minute, I consider standing Falcon Bellamy up.

      But only for a hot minute.

      He has some kind of hypnotic pull on me. Like the strongest magnet ever—the kind that they use in junkyards to pick up entire cars.

      His home is on the Bellamy Ranch property and it takes a little while to get there. I end up driving on dirt roads until I finally come to his driveway with the mailbox marked F. Bellamy.

      I drive up the winding driveway, park my car, and get out to walk to the door. “Come on, girl.” I say to Sydney.

      I didn’t ask Falcon if I could bring Sydney, but I thought it would be nice for her to have some time with Sam. She misses her pup. Sydney and I make it up to the door, where I knock.

      Sydney goes crazy when we hear Sammy yapping through the door.

      Falcon opens the door. “I see you brought company.”

      “I didn’t think you’d mind.”

      “No.” He picks up a squirming Sammy. “And this one certainly doesn’t mind. Come on in.”

      I walk in and widen my eyes at the beauty of the place.

      It’s a large ranch house. To my right is a formal living room, with white leather furniture, black-and-white wingback chairs, and a black lacquer coffee table.

      To the left is a formal dining area complete with a dark oak table and chairs and a china cabinet. Medium hardwood floors in both rooms, but in the foyer where I’m standing?

      Marble tiling.

      I knew the Bellamys had money. But hell, this is nearly as grand as my parents’ home in Austin.

      At least this home was built with money that wasn’t dirty.

      As far as I know, anyway.

      The Bellamys are famous around southern Texas, but how much do I really know about them?

      Falcon puts Sam down, and he leads me through the foyer, and into a large kitchen. He opens the sliding glass doors, and Sammy scampers out. I unclasp Sydney’s leash so she can go with him.

      “It’s fenced in, right?”

      “Yeah. It’s a big yard. They’ll have fun.”

      I step out onto the redwood deck. To one side is a screened-in swimming pool and sauna. Man… Nice digs.

      I feel bad for Sydney. My little duplex has a backyard the size of a large closet. She’d be much happier here.

      What was I thinking, adopting a dog? I love her dearly, and I’ll never give her up now, but what kind of life can I give her? I’m gone all day at work. When I get home, I have so much else to do I won’t have time to walk her. She’ll be stuck getting her exercise in my tiny backyard.

      What’s done is done. She’s mine now. I need her.

      Maybe I can bring her over here to Falcon’s and—

      God, what the hell am I thinking? I’m his parole officer.

      I laugh out loud.

      “Something funny?” he asks.

      “It’d be funny if it weren’t so sad.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Just an expression. You and I…” I sigh. “Why are we even doing this?”

      “I’ve got a pretty good idea why I’m doing it, Vannah.”

      “Sure. You’re not the one who’s breaching your ethics.”

      “I tried. I tried to get reassigned.”

      I bite my lip. “I know. I just promised myself…”

      “Promised yourself what?”

      “I promised myself that once I got here, once I started this new job, I would do everything by the book.”

      “Were you doing things by the book at your old job?”

      I look down. “Of course I was.”

      It’s not totally a lie. I did everything by the book. I dotted my I’s and crossed my T’s.

      Except when one of the family’s minions was involved.

      Then I did what I was told.

      But no longer.

      He tips my chin up. “Look at me.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m not a commitment kind of guy.”

      “Did I say you were?”

      “I can’t give you a white picket fence, Vannah.”

      I can’t help myself. I look around his gorgeous house. Then I look out at the dogs playing together on the green lawn. Right next to the screened-in swimming pool.

      There may not be a white picket fence here, but it comes pretty close.

      “Did I ask for one?”

      “That’s just what I’m saying. If you think I asked you here to talk about us, you’re wrong.”

      “I don’t have any expectations, Falcon.”

      “Good. Don’t have any. Then you can’t ever be disappointed.”

      He grabs me then, crushes our mouths together.

      I want to make sense of his words, but this kiss…

      This kiss is like a drug to me.

      Our lips meld together and our teeth clash into each other’s. It’s a raw kiss. It’s a kiss of want, a kiss of yearning.

      It’s not a gentle kiss, and it’s certainly not a kiss of love.

      Not that I ever expected love from Falcon Bellamy. Hell, I didn’t expect anything from Falcon Bellamy.

      It just kind of…

      He rips his mouth from mine, sears me with his gaze. “Anyone ever kissed you like that, Vannah?”

      “No,” I whimper.

      “No one ever will. Your kisses belong to me.”

      “You just said—”

      “I know what I just said, damn it. But I know what I feel when I kiss you. I’ve kissed a lot of women, Vannah. Most of them a long time ago. I like women. I like kissing. I like sex. It’s all very powerful. So you tell me. Has anyone kissed you the way I kiss you? Has anyone fucked you the way I fuck you?”

      I don’t answer.

      Words don’t come.

      “Tell me this now, Vannah. Tell me today. Today your kisses are mine.”

      The word today is not lost on me.

      He’s talking today, not tomorrow.

      Fine. I can play his game. “My kisses are yours, Falcon. Today.”

      “That’s right. I don’t make any promises for tomorrow or the next day. But today, Vannah. Today you belong to me.”

      His lips come down on mine again.

      The kiss is savage this time.

      Savage and raw.

      The same way he fucks me.

      Doesn’t matter whether he’s kissing me, sucking on my nipples, eating my pussy, or shoving his cock inside me.

      Everything this man does is savage.

      Savage, but in a beautiful way.

      Like a savage sin.

      Because though I’m not a religious person, this is a sin. It’s forbidden. I’m breaching my ethics, and frankly?

      That makes it all the more arousing to me.

      When I breached my ethics for my family, all I felt was guilt and disgust for myself.

      Breaching my ethics with Falcon Bellamy?

      Oh, the guilt is there for sure.

      But there’s no disgust.

      God no. Only pure need and ache.

      Only a wanting that’s more intense than anything I’ve ever known.

      And I know… I know that I’m his today.

      Whether I’m his tomorrow doesn’t fucking matter.
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      She’s like crack.

      I don’t have an addictive personality, nor have I ever tried crack, but this must be what it’s like. What caused Eagle to break.

      That aching need, you can’t get enough. You have a little and you want more.

      That’s Savannah Gallo.

      The more I have of her, the more I want of her. When I get her again, it’s never enough.

      Today.

      But already I know today is a farce.

      I’ll want her just as much tomorrow, probably more.

      Her tongue is like soft silk against mine, her lips plump and sweet.

      Damn. She tastes good too. That spicy sweetness.

      My cock is hard and aching, straining. I need to get inside her, and I need to get inside her soon.

      The swimming pool.

      The hot tub.

      Perfect.

      I grab Savannah and scoop her into my arms, carrying her to the pool.

      “Falcon, what are you doing?”

      “What we both want.”

      The screen door isn’t locked. It’s kept open for the pool service guys, so it’s easy for me to open it, and I set her down on the deck.

      “Take off your clothes, Vannah.”

      She jerks her head from left to right, looking around the area.

      “The entire house is fenced in, a six-foot fence.” He gestures. “You can see so yourself. Plus we’re isolated on the Bellamy acreage. No one will see you.”

      “Oh? What if your mother decides this is a good time for a visit?”

      “She won’t.”

      “What if—”

      “Damn it, Vannah. I’m not going to say it again. Take your fucking clothes off or I’m going to tear them off your body.”

      Her eyes go wide, and she sucks in a breath.

      “What are you feeling, Vannah? Do you have an ache between her legs? An ache like an emptiness? An emptiness that needs to be filled?”

      She squirms, pushing her thighs together.

      “I know how to read a woman. I know you ache for me. I know your pussy is on fire right now, on fire for my cock. We can fuck in my pool. In my hot tub.” I grit my teeth.  So get your damned clothes off. Now.”

      Her eyes still wide, her lips trembling, she unbuttons her blouse, a little slower than I prefer, but if I move one step closer to her, I’ll be ripping it open and buttons will go flying.

      She slides the blouse off her shoulders and sets it on one of the pool chairs. She’s wearing a white lace bra, and her tits are lusciously pushing up against it, her nipples protruding against the silky lace.

      Just as I expected. She’s as turned on as I am.

      “The rest. Unless you want them in shreds.”

      “What if I do?” she says.

      I take another step toward her. She’s within arm’s reach now. “You think I won’t do it?”

      “God no, Falcon. I know you’ll do it.”

      “You’re damned right I will.” I grasp her bra, right between her tits, and yank as hard as I can.

      It dissolves under my grasp, and she shimmies the straps off her shoulders and lets the torn bra fall to the concrete pool deck.

      I cup those luscious tits, squeeze them, rub my thumbs over her hard nipples.

      She moans.

      “You like that, don’t you Vannah? You like when I touch those hard nipples.”

      She nods, her lips still trembling.

      “The rest, Savannah. You take off those pants, those underpants, and those shoes. I want you standing naked before me.”

      She nods, this time obeying without question. Maybe she doesn’t want another piece of clothing ruined. I’ll buy her a new bra. I’ll buy her anything I destroy.

      She kicks off her sandals, and then shimmies out of her black dress pants. The only thing between me and paradise is her white lace panties.

      Not cotton this time, but lace. They match the bra I ruined. She slowly places her fingers underneath the waistband and then lowers them inch by inch.

      She’s teasing me.

      But I allow it.

      I allow it because with each new inch of her flesh that’s exposed, I get all the harder.

      When those white panties are finally down around her ankles, she steps out of them.

      She looks up at me, meets my gaze, bites on her lower lip. “Now you,” she says.

      “Now I what?”

      “You undress, Falcon. You undress, or I’ll rip your clothes into shreds.”

      “I give the orders here, Savannah Gallo.”

      “Says who?”

      “Says me.” I grab her long hair, grip it in my fist, pushing her head back. Then, with a growl, I descend on her neck, kissing that soft flesh, inhaling her provocative scent of apples, spice, and Savannah.

      She moans beneath my touch. I slide my tongue up her neck to her earlobe, which I nip softly…and then not so softly.

      “I will have you, Savannah. I will have you today. Today you’re mine. These kisses are mine. These beautiful tits are mine. That sweet little pussy is mine. All fucking mine. Say it.”

      “Mine,” she says.

      “No. You tell me. You tell me who you belong to.”

      Her breathing quickens. “You, Falcon. I belong to you.”

      “And who gives the orders?”

      She swallows. “You do.”

      “Damn right.”

      I step back. Stare at that gorgeous body, those ruby lips.

      Then I pull my T-shirt over my head and toss it onto the pool deck.

      She sucks in a breath.

      Good. She likes what she sees.

      “You want to see more?”

      She nods, still biting on her lower lip.

      I’m not wearing shoes, so I unsnap my jeans, unzip them, slide them over my hips, along with my boxer briefs.

      I step out of them, my cock as hard as it’s ever been. I give it a few pulls, trying to ease the ache.

      It doesn’t help.

      The only thing that’s going to help is her pussy. Her tight and succulent pussy. My cock buried inside its sweet haven.

      I walk to the wall, turn on the timer to the hot tub.

      Savannah looks toward it as the bubbles erupt.

      Then I return to Savannah, scoop her into my arms again, and carry her to the tub.

      She gasps when she touches the water.

      “It’s lukewarm now. It’ll get hotter.” I slide my lips over her neck. “It’ll get hotter as we get hotter.”

      “I’m already hot, Falcon. I’m so hot for you.”

      I slide my fingers between her legs. Even with the hot tub water surrounding us, I can still tell how wet she is, how slick, and I slide one finger inside of her.

      She moans. A slow and guttural moan.

      “Still worried about someone seeing us?” I grit out.

      “I don’t care, Falcon. I don’t care who sees us. All I care about in this moment is your touch. Your lips on mine. Your dick inside me.”

      This time I groan. It comes out of me like a growl. I sound like a wolf. A wolf about to devour his prey.

      I sit down next to her, my cock hard and ready, and then I pull her onto my lap.

      She sinks down on me with a moan.

      “God, so good, Vannah.”

      I grip her hips, pull her up off me, and sink her down again.

      I take control. We go at my pace, which is quick. Thrust, thrust, thrust…

      Her fingers wander to her nipples, she plays with them, and then—

      “My God, Falcon!”

      She’s coming already, milking my cock with the contractions of her pussy.

      And I know I’m done for.

      I grip her hips, move her faster, faster, up, down, up, down, until—

      “Yes, Vannah. God.” My jaw is clenched, and as I pump into her, I release. “Mine, Savannah Gallo. Tonight you’re mine.”
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      I slump over his shoulder, burying my face in his fragrant neck. Around us, the water bubbles, the sound of the jets drowning out our moans, groans, our shouts of ecstasy.

      I stay on top of him, his cock still embedded in me. I’m not sure I ever want to move.

      It wasn’t the most intense orgasm I’ve ever had with Falcon, but it was the best. It was the best because for this night, I’m his.

      For this night, I’ll do whatever he asks of me. Whatever he demands. I will obey.

      The water has gotten noticeably hotter, and after a few timeless moments, Falcon whispers in my year.

      “We need to hydrate, Vannah. I’ll get us some water.”

      He lifts me off him, sets me down on the hot tub bench, and steps out. The soft dark hair is pasted to his legs, and water trickles from him as he walks toward a bar on the pool deck.

      I did notice the bar before. I didn’t notice the outdoor barbecue, and I didn’t notice the table and chairs. The lounge chairs. The pool floaties.

      I didn’t notice any of it.

      Because my whole world was Falcon Bellamy.

      Falcon returns with two cold bottles of water. He opens one and hands it to me.

      I take a deep drink. “I didn’t realize how thirsty I was.”

      He sinks back into the tub, displacing the water so it comes up almost to my shoulders.

      “I love the hot tub. I could sit in here for hours. But you have to remember to hydrate.” He takes a long drink of his water.

      “This is heaven,” I say.

      “It’s pretty close,” he says. “But the real heaven is between your legs, Vannah.”

      My cheeks warm, and it’s not from the heat of the tub.

      My nipples are still hard, and though that orgasm was good, I could go again in a minute.

      Falcon takes another drink of water, and then he pulls me into his arms as we sit together. He kisses the top of my head.

      I close my eyes. Relaxation sweeps through me. Relaxation like I haven’t known in… Have I ever? Not since I was a kid, not since before I knew…everything.

      I nuzzle into his shoulders, closing my eyes again.

      But then I open them quickly. I hear something. Like a gate closing.

      “You okay, Vannah?”

      “Yeah. I’m fine. I thought I heard something.”

      “Probably just the dogs playing.”

      “Right. It’s not like I could hear anything over the whirring of the jets anyway.”

      I snuggle back into his shoulder, try to recapture the relaxing feeling.

      But it evades me. Something is off. Like my internal radar is glitched out or something.

      I’ve had this feeling several times in my life. And it’s always when—

      I shoot my eyes open.

      A sharp bark. A sharp bark from Sydney.

      “She’s barking, Falcon.”

      “They’re just playing.”

      “Right…”

      But it’s not a playful bark. It’s—

      Falcon jerks away from me, standing.

      “Savannah. See that door by the bar? It goes to the changing room. You go over there, slowly, close the door, and lock it.”

      “What?” I gasp.

      “Do as I say.” His voice is soft but commanding. So low I can hardly hear it over Sydney’s barking.

      “Falcon!”

      “Damn it, Savannah. Do it now.”

      I tremble as I step out of the hot tub, walk over by the bar, looking only straight ahead. I find the door he’s talking about and open it. I close it behind me, and I twist the deadbolt into place.

      I flip the light switch on.

      It’s a large dressing area, with shelves holding fluffy towels. There’s also a closet which I presume holds swimming garments and maybe robes. I don’t dare open the door to check. I’m too frightened.

      I knew something was off. Though I’m closed in, I still hear Sydney barking.

      Falcon? Where are you?

      But he told me to stay here.

      And stay here I will.

      It’s not the first time I’ve had to cower down, fear for my life. But it’s the first time I’ve had to do so unarmed.

      And that scares the hell out of me.

      Sydney’s still barking, and then Falcon’s voice—loud, dark, and menacing.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing here?”
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      Eight years earlier…

      Dad isn’t particularly happy with my plan to join the Navy right out of college. He insisted I build my house on the property, and I did, but the military has always been my dream. My buddy and I have been talking about it since our middle school days. Leif Ramsey and I went to separate colleges, but we stayed in touch, spent our summers together, chasing women and getting drunk. Talking about what we’d do once we joined up.

      In two weeks, Mom and I leave for a wine tour of France and Italy. Then, once I’m back, Leif and I are leaving for officer training.

      We both want to be Navy SEALs.

      We’re both crack shots, but even Leif admits I’m better than he is.

      My brother Hawk is a close second.

      We like to practice on the edge of the Bellamy property, where the brush of Texas forest meets our ranchland. Hunters come for the mule deer.

      An old barn sits right on the edge of our property, built by my grandfather—hell, maybe his grandfather—years and years ago.

      We never go in the barn. It should probably be condemned. But there’s a clearing about a quarter mile away that’s excellent for target practice.

      Hawk sets up the targets while I load my pistol.

      The clouds above us are rolling, and thunder cracks in the distance.

      Once the targets are set, Hawk returns, also looking at the sky. “I don’t know, Falcon. Looks like we might get rained on.”

      “So then we get wet.”

      I line up my target, aim, shoots three bullets in a row dead center.

      “You’re good,” Hawk says. “But not as good as I am.”

      He aims, shoots three bullets the same, right in dead center of his own target.

      “I always beat you in contests,” I say.

      “Yeah? Nothing says I can’t get better.”

      Hawk is three years younger than I am, just finished his freshman year of college. I’m not quite ready for him to be as good as I am at anything, but it’s not like I have a fucking choice.

      We continue our practice, until lightning strikes pretty close, and thunder cracks right over our heads.

      And then the rains come.

      As if from nowhere, water falls from the sky, drenching us.

      “Fuck.”

      “I better get those targets,” he says.

      “Leave them. The winds are picking up. This isn’t going to be any run-of-the-mill Texas rainstorm.”

      “We’re pretty far from shelter.”

      “There’s that old barn. We can go there.”

      We set into a run, reaching the old barn in just a few minutes. The door is latched, which is odd.

      “Who could have done that?” I ask Hawk once we’re inside, the rain beating like a drum on the old roof.

      I look around. Leaks are everywhere.

      “Damn,” Hawk says. “This is one hell of a storm.”

      “Yeah, I wish we had a tarp.” I walk around, avoiding the leaks, looking for a dry place where we can wait out the storm. I shuffle my feet over the dirt floor, and when I finally find a place that’s pretty much dry, I shuffle my feet again.

      “Damn. What’s this?”

      Beneath my shoe is a tiny streak of white. I kneel, take a closer look.

      Hawk comes up behind me. “Looks like powdered sugar or something.”

      I look around. “Yeah…which means it’s not powdered sugar.”

      Hawk sits down beside me. “The dirt is a little bit less compact here as well. What the fuck?”

      “We don’t have any shovels,” I say.

      “Not sure we need them. This dirt is pretty loose.” Hawk begins shoveling the dirt away with his hands.

      I join him, and once we get down about a foot, it becomes clear what that white powder was.

      There’s a bag of it, and it’s got a tear in it.

      “I’ll be god damned,” Hawk says.

      Several bags lie underneath the ripped one.

      “Is this what I think it is?” Hawk asks.

      “Looks like cocaine to me, not that I’d know.” I take a little bit of the powder on my finger, run it across my tongue. “Sure isn’t powdered sugar. It’s bitter as shit.” I spit it out.

      “How the hell did it get here? On our property?”

      “I don’t have a clue. But I’m betting I know who does.”

      Hawk raises his eyebrows? “Eagle? No. I know he’s a little rebel. Youngest kid syndrome and all. But he’s not into drugs, Falcon. None of us have ever been into that.”

      “One way to find out,” I say. “We bring him the fuck out here.”

      Hawk points to the stash. “What do we do with this in the meantime?”

      “We get it the hell off our property for sure.”

      “I don’t want to touch the stuff.”

      “You think I do? But what happens if some hunter is out here looking for shelter and finds this?”

      He nods. “Yeah, you’re right. What do we do? Take it home and flush it?”

      “Or take it to the cops.”

      “Falcon…”

      I shake my head. “Yeah, I know. If Eagle has anything to do with it, then we’re risking him getting arrested.”

      Hawk shakes his head. “I still say Eagle has nothing to do with this. We’re close to the border here. Could be some mule found the spot and thought it would be a good place for a dead drop.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Which means… Someone will come back here looking for these damned drugs.”

      “Shit.” I’m the oldest Bellamy kid. I’ve always taken care of my brothers and sisters. Always looked out for them, made sure no one gave them any shit. What do I do now?

      “I say we get out of here. We’ll be in a lot more trouble if someone finds it on this property.”

      I nod. “Yeah. We’ll get rid of it.”

      I’m not sure it’s the right thing to do. I’m not sure of anything right now.

      “You think we can take it all with us once we leave here?”

      “I don’t know. Looks like there’s ten bags here at least. Each one weighs about…” I hold in my hands. “This has got to be three pounds.”

      “We’ve got our packs. If we leave the targets out there, we can carry it all.”

      I nod again.

      I’m glad we found it, especially if our brother is involved.

      But thirty pounds of coke on our property? This isn’t going to lead to anything good.
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        * * *

      

      I’m composed, ready to strike at the two muscled men—one dark-haired and one blond, both dressed in black—holding pistols. The dark haired one points his at Sydney, who’s still barking.

      “Don’t you fucking dare,” I say through clenched teeth. “Who the fuck are you? Who sent you?”

      “Nobody you know,” the blond says.

      “Bullshit. Was it Bruno? Fletcher? It’s got to be somebody from the inside. Somebody I pissed off. Somebody I put in their place. Now you’ve come to take it out of me.”

      “We’ve got no beef with you.” From the blond again. “Quit threatening the dog, Abel.”

      “Fine.” Abel moves his gun from Sydney back to me. He gestures to the pool house and then spits. “We’re here for her.”

      

      Falcon and Savannah’s story continues in Sweet Sin, coming soon!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE FROM HELEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for reading Savage Sin. If you want to find out about my current backlist and future releases, please visit my website, like my Facebook page, and join my mailing list. If you’re a fan, please join my Facebook street team (Hardt & Soul) to help spread the word about my books. I regularly do awesome giveaways for my street team members.

      If you enjoyed the story, please take the time to leave a review. I welcome all feedback.

      I wish you all the best!

      Helen

      Sign up for my newsletter here:

      http://www.helenhardt.com/signup
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