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For you, the brave one. The hard things you’ve survived don’t define you.

But, damn, they’ve shaped you.

This story is about life after something massively altering. It’s about looking at bravery from a new perspective. It doesn’t have to be bold and loud, sometimes it’s quiet, lingering there all along. And then sometimes it takes someone else to make you realize just how much of a badass you are.

If you need someone on loan for that last part, then I’m happy to introduce you to the Crowne women…and Julian Colton.






A NOTE ABOUT RUMOURS & WHISKEY

I’d like to welcome you to Rumor, Tennessee! This is the first book in the Whiskey Women series, and while this romantic suspense is a work of fiction, there are some heavy subject matters that you should be aware of before diving in.

The following is a list of potential triggers that are not meant to be spoilers or tropes, but rather a warning of what’s inside if you feel more comfortable knowing before diving in:

Death, murder, descriptions of torture, kidnapping, use of weapons—specifically knives and sharp self-defense tools, loss of a parent (off page), captivity, torture, body dismemberment, PTSD flashbacks, physical violence on page, references to domestic violence, cannibalism, grief, discussion of sexual assault (off page), drugs without consent, destruction of fragile male egos, vulgarity, and descriptive sexual content.





PLAYLIST

Listen to the Rumours & Whiskey playlist here:

[image: Image: QR Code.]
https://open.spotify.com/playlist/32HH3F0LOOCRxzaMcojcPh?si=TqIV5bItQdiv1ZeuI7f5CQ





PROLOGUE [image: ]

IT’S BEEN ONE-HUNDRED AND TWENTY-TWO days since I’ve heard the sound of my own voice.

“Isn’t he clever, Professor?”

I don’t answer. Ignore the question. Stifle the fear that rises unwanted in the back of my throat, threatening to come out in the form of a plea or scream. Quiet is smart. If I’m anything anymore, it’s smart.

“Am I misreading things?” I want to remember who said that, but I can’t.

“Professor?” He chews, trying to get my attention. Clicking his tongue, his mouth tips up in his version of a smile—a perverse smirk laced with false emotions. “Isn’t our new friend the most clever? Aside from you, of course.”

Don’t blink. I maintain a stoic gaze and motionless, unwavering posture. I will not speak or answer. Feigning disinterest in this disruption will make him enjoy it less. I’m not brave. I hate him. The way he entered just now, though, is anything but usual—out of breath and seemingly disheveled. As much as I try to keep my expression impenetrable, he knows that despite my best efforts, I’ve noticed the large body he’s dragged inside, in plain sight and not stowed inside his black leather rolling bag.

My mother would be fucking appalled knowing I’m choosing to be silent. But she’ll never know. I blink back the blurred tears that unexpectedly swell in my eyes. It happens every time I think about her. I block out images of Stevie and Jo. If I allow myself to remember the last time we laughed until we cried or yelled until we laughed, I will die. If I soften, even a little, he’ll know.

He slowly sharpens his filleting knife along the rough leather hanging between the shelf and metal table. I can see flecks of dust kick up around him from the desk lamp as he drags the smooth edges back and forth. My chest tightens with every scrape and scratch. It reminds me of an old park seesaw—creepy or comforting depending on the memory surrounding it. Much like here—a small rectangular space that for some might be a luxury, but for me, it’s a nightmare.

“Professor,” he tuts like I’m being silly for being silent. Again, he smiles, his crooked front tooth escaping just enough to show how pleased he is with my predictability. That tooth is one of many imperfections that would otherwise seem mundane on someone’s face. A man I would have never looked at twice. Ordinary on the outside in every way. But inside, he’s the kind of monster I never prepared to encounter. “You are my most prized possession, Professor. So smart and beautiful. What makes you think I’d ever let you go?”

It’s been one-hundred and twenty-nine days since he’s had me. After the first seven of those days, I learned that he liked screaming and begging. His pants bulged when I pleaded for him to let me go. He smiled, petting me like I was his fucking pet. I screamed so hard and so loud it burst a blood vessel in my eye and made my throat burn for nearly a week. That was the last time. Above everything, I’m smart enough to recognize that my pain was fuel, a turn-on for him.

When he cut along my skin, I didn’t scream. Instead, I bit the inside of my cheek to disperse the pain. I clenched my fists and breathed only through my nose. Screaming and pleading were encouragement. He craved it, so I denied him of it. He likes to play and taunt as if I’m his special brand of entertainment. I never liked entertaining people, that was my sisters’ and mother’s arena. My highs came from learning and teaching. Researching, testing, and waiting. I took comfort in being the one people underestimated but who always outperformed.

I swallow the tangy-false sweetness of my spit. It’s a reminder that my last sip of water was nearly two and a half days ago. It’s been just under three days since I’ve eaten the food he laces with some form of barbiturate. Lethargic movements in exchange for not dying of hunger. I miss the way it feels to have my belly full and pants tight.

Stop it, Wyn. I grind my molars, snapping away those feelings.

A shiver rolls up my back and through my body, anchoring my anger. It’s the only emotion I allow myself to focus on. Tempers are the unmistakable signature of being a Crowne. I know I’m going to die in here, but I’m not going to make it easy. Or rewarding. When he kills me, I will not give him what he wants. I think only about the things I can control now. Being quiet and obedient is my method. He doesn’t restrain me anymore, and I wonder if it’s carelessness or just that he knows I’ve accepted my fate.

Control in chemistry is about creating a baseline for the variable being tested. I’m the control now, not the variable. Moments like this, when something ugly and evil is a glance away, I think about my favorite ways to apply what I’ve learned. The processes that led me to my academic career. I think about whiskey. The taste of it, yes, but also the process of making it—the head, the heart, and the tail. Three components that came off the still, but only one worth keeping. I want to be the part worth keeping.

“You’ve wandered into something, friend, that I don’t think you quite comprehend,” he says to the still-breathing body. “But you will.” The pitch of his voice is elevated, like he’s readying to show off. I hate knowing that this is where I’m going to die and that his voice is the last one I’ll ever hear.

My eye catches on the blood draining from a discarded limb in the far corner. As usual, nausea rolls through my sweat-slicked body. I never met its owner. Not officially, at least. She looked a lot like me. Similar build, the same color hair, cropped short like mine had been when he first took me. I hated that haircut the moment I watched the stylist start drying it.

I cycle through the things that comfort me. The smell of burning oak. The first taste of whiskey when it’s ready. The way charcoal smooths out its bite and how barrels can change the chemistry completely, helping it become something new, something better. I mix up the order sometimes, but I think through each process and dissect what could be done to bend “the rules.” As soon as my mind drifts to who taught me, I redirect. I can’t allow that—it’ll have me unraveling. Instead, I shift course. Frozen honeydew melon balls in pink lemonade make me think of summer. Summer rolls into the picking of a banjo. It’s a Pavlovian thought that tricks my mouth, making me salivate, picturing smoked meats and tangy barbecue. I stifle my instant curiosity about what it feels like outside right now.

I clear my mind again as he parades a new person into the snug space. It’s the second person he’s brought here—wherever “here” might be. The first, I thought, was only here to scare me. To show me what he planned to do to me next, but it was like he wanted to impress me. I recognized the act of it—the posturing and flaunting. My experience was only with intellectual sophomores with overzealous five-year plans in my chemistry lab, or a cocky graduate student who cared more about hearing himself speak than the response he garnered. Someone finding my opinion of them important always felt strange. But this is entirely different—watching the inner workings of a monster unfold and trying to remain unaffected. Other people’s opinions of me had always mattered—maybe too much. It’s the only part of him that I can relate to—caring how someone else sees your accomplishments or lack thereof. My indifference now, however, is a performance that I’m banking my life on. He won’t see approval from me, or disgust. The moment he sees it, he’ll have won. I won’t give him that satisfaction. Ever.

Regardless of how many ways he enjoys toying with me—the way he cut parts of me and then sometimes ate them, I never got sick over it. I play over and over in my head the one thing my mother always said to me when life got sticky: “You’re a Crowne, Wyn. Start acting like it.”

A sliver of light catches my attention as it bleeds beneath the pulldown metal door. That’s new. A foot above it, the lever that locks the door is perpendicular to the floor. It’s not locked.

He made a mistake.

His shoes make a scuffing noise—the only warning to look away from his error as he turns toward me. I shift my focus straight ahead at the same crack along the dark-gray cinder block eye level from where I sit and to the right of the metal door. As he opens the small, rectangular case from his bag, I can see the pleased-with-himself smile he has plastered on his long, thin face. I keep my tongue resting on the roof of my mouth and take measured breaths in and out of my nose. I ignore how he grows more and more amused, rubbing his hand along the bulge in his pants just as he turns toward his newest “guest” with a scalpel. “There’s something so pretty about decolletage, don’t you think, Professor?”

I don’t answer. I don’t look. The last “guest” he brought in here, he had slowly sliced the skin that rested along her collarbone. He said, “It’s just like peeling an apple, Professor.” When I didn’t answer and tried to keep my eyes from watering, he asked, “Did none of your students ever bring you an apple?” As if that was why I struggled to keep tears from falling and not the meticulous violence playing out in front of me.

He tsks, like I’ve given him a response. “I hadn’t planned for it, but when the world decides to deliver,” he pauses, “you take.”

A grunting sound echoes, deeper in cadence than what I’ve become accustomed to hearing. It instantly registers that his newest guest is not another woman.

I glance over just as he says, “I’ve always admired men who grew too quickly. That’s all that makes up an Adam’s apple—rushing to grow bigger than the body is ready. But it’s lovely when it protrudes like this.” He smiles at me, knowing he’s got my attention.

I messed up because I catch him smiling.

I shift forward and look at the sliver of light again. I messed up… but so did he.

The latch isn’t pulled closed. The door is not locked. He isn’t this careless. His guest hadn’t been planned. It was reactionary.

Within the same handful of seconds of realizing this, a loud thump echoes off the wall, and the crunch of bone rings out as two bodies hit the floor. The monster and his newest, quite large and very much still alive, guest. Grunts and yells steal my attention back to what’s happening just feet away from where I sit. My hands shake as I glance at the sliver of light again, and then back to the chaos of both men wrestling for purchase on the floor. But it’s the gruff voice that cuts through the chaos and knocks the smarts back into me.

“Go!” he yells as he pins the monster.

I stand, my legs barely holding me upright, heart pounding so fast it makes me dizzy.

There’s another grunt and the sound of flesh being ripped.

My mind made up, I shuffle forward, bend over, and grip the latch. Be brave. Pulling up the door, bright white light blinds me. I squeeze my eyes shut just as a deep voice bellows, “Go! Wyn. Runnnnn!”





CHAPTER 1 [image: ] Wyn

Present

TECHNICALLY, I’M NOT DEAD. BUT it fucking feels like I’m on its doorstep when my heart stops for what feels like a power ballad after being startled awake by a rapid succession of closed-fist knocks. I suck in a breath, sitting up. My left arm is asleep from the awkward angle it’s been draped on the toilet paper holder. My cheek is sore, nearly numb from the cold marble sink it was resting on.

“Are you alright in there?” a woman’s voice calls out, followed by another hurried knock on the other side of the door. I stand too quickly, shifting in front of the mirror, rendering me lightheaded as the haziness blacks out the edges of my vision. I squeeze my eyes closed and take a slow breath. When I exhale, I lean against the sink, elbows locked straight as I stare at my reflection.

“Fucking brilliant,” I whisper sarcastically, confirming that I look as great as I feel. Smudged mascara, nothing left of my long-lasting lip stain except a line edging my lips that somehow makes me look paler than I should for late August, and a nice little same-day hangover headache lingering just behind my right eye socket. I turn my head and spot a crease along my cheek. I rub my fingers along the indentation, trying to erase the evidence of my mid-party power nap.

“All good,” I singsong, like it’s totally normal for a woman in her mid-thirties to get tipsy and then sleep it off in the bathroom. “I’ll be right out.”

What time is it? I turn over my phone to check—Fuck me. Blinking hard, I focus on the blurry glow of 1:26 a.m. Below it, there’s a wall of texts from my sisters in response to the rescue request I sent nearly two hours ago.

WYN:



I need a ride.





STEVIE:



I got pulled into covering at the bar tonight.





STEVIE:



Jo, will you go pick her up?





JO:



I am literally next to you watching you text this and there’s a crowd stacked 4 rows deep of drunks and cranky bikers. Neither of us is going anywhere any time soon.





STEVIE:



Text mom.





JO:



Again, do you need your eyes checked? She’s on the shot swing.





I wasn’t going to text my mother anyway. The last thing she said to me was that “I’m always so predictable.” I told her she was a narcissist, to which she replied, “At least I’m not boring.” I swallow the guilt of hating her again.

STEVIE:



Sorry Wynnie. Go a little wild, call a rideshare.





JO:



Come to the bar before you go home.





JO:



A bachelor party just walked in and Stevie has that ready-to-stir-some-shit look in her eyes.





I sniff out a laugh. I missed them more than…I look up, trying to coax back the tears from falling. I should go to the bar. I didn’t like leaving after an argument—life’s too short, despite wanting to flip Lu Crowne off regularly. I thought I’d never see any of them again, never mind hear them laugh or listen as they continue to make the most ridiculous life choices. And then, by some karma-level turn of events, life threw me a curveball. Again.

A shiver runs across my skin and settles low. Goosebumps track up my arms, but it’s not from nerves or panic. It’s the kind that has my cheeks warming and thinking about a different place. An entirely different life. About him.

Swiping to the rideshare app, I find that there isn’t a car available for at least thirty-five minutes. Superior timing, Wyn.

I turn the faucet on long enough to mimic handwashing, dip my wrists under the cool water, and then press my palms against my cheeks. My face is flushed, and the lingering buzz will give me just enough courage to pretend like this didn’t happen.

“Wyn,” my boss’s voice calls out. Tonight’s host and head of the university’s chemistry department knocks again, just as I swing open the door. “Are you alright?”

Giving her a smile, I say, “Your wife’s spritzers were too good.” Smiling and playing off the fact that I just took a nap in her half bath, I add, “I’m so sorry if I wandered for too long.”

She flaps her hand at me like that was a wild thing to say, and then loops her arm with mine. “Not at all. There were so many people here, I feel like I barely had a chance to talk with you. I thought you’d left, and I wanted to say again how thrilled I am to have you back.”

I didn’t think I’d return to work. At least not right away. But small counties have an impeccable way of rolling out townie news like thunder from a summer storm. Quiet at first, and then fast, furious, and without invitation. Before I could consider the audacity of declining, I had my position at the university back—tenure isn’t taken lightly in academia, and damn did I work my ass off for it. So when tonight’s host said, “Wyn, we’re going to throw a little welcome back party in your honor,” I was appreciative. But now, I can’t get out of here fast enough.

I smile and awkwardly wave at my boss. She leans in for a hug, just as I raise my hand. Turning on my heel, I tell her, “Lovely party,” as I side-eye four of my colleagues playing an intense game of Catan in the dining room. Two of our department secretaries linger in the foyer, speaking quietly about something or other. I give them a smile and half wave as I keep walking, trying to avoid being pulled into whatever it is they’re gossiping about.

The moment I step outside, it’s like an open-handed slap of skin-slicking humidity. My blouse sticks to my lower back, as if sweat was readying itself to flee from my pores as soon as I remembered it’s August. I hated it and missed it all at once. I tilt my chin up and close my eyes, hoping for a wave of relaxation to wash over me. I should’ve opted for a maxi dress instead of my typical work attire. I’m not sure what it is about chiffon and tweed that says, well-respected chemistry professor to me, but it works. I slid into the clothes and persona as if I had never left—like memorable armor, or a mask. Right now, though, I want breathable cotton, the less the better.

I work my fingers through the first two buttons of my blouse before I hear a deep voice cut in from my right. “Thought you left, Dr. Crowne.”

I practically choke, shuffling to my left. “Holy fucking shit,” I rush out. My mouth tilts up into a smile as soon as I realize I’m okay and who it is. “Reed,” I say on an exhale. “I didn’t see you there.”

“And I didn’t know you had such a colorful vocabulary, Wyn,” he says in an amused tone. His gaze flicks to the sharp weapon gripped in my hand. Catching me off guard isn’t safe for anyone.

I glance down at it. A matte-black metal cat head with finger-size eye-holes where my middle and ring finger fit snugly, and razor-sharp pointed ears that protrude perfectly to puncture skin with the right amount of force.

As I shift my weapon into my back pocket, he passes me my phone that fumbled to the ground when he caught me off guard.

The rideshare app displays the abysmal arrival time just as it buzzes, and then powers down, turning black and flashing the dead battery logo. “You’ve got to be kidding—”

“Come on, I’ll give you a ride,” he says in that warm country drawl of his, nodding toward a black Porsche Cayenne.

From afar, Dr. Reed Andrews looks like an upgraded version of the man I once knew. Instead of golf polos and baggy cargo pants, now he wears a crisp white Oxford button-down and well-fitted suit pants. His sandy-blond hair is short and nearly buzzed at the sides, with tousled waves impeccably styled along the top, and his smile is kind above a cleanly shaved jawline.

“That’s yours?” I ask, smirking at the car he’s moving toward. I’ve always looked at those fancy cars and thought: Someone’s trying a little too hard.

He smirks right back. “Jealous?”

My eyebrows pinch as I laugh out, “It screams finance bro, or at the very least, I won my fantasy football league three years in a row.”

“Two years.” He chuckles, knocking on the roof of it. “Want a ride?”

“It’s fine,” I say, waving off his offer. I wasn’t sure how I’d feel seeing him again. Everyone I knew moved on with their lives.

I clear my throat again. “I’m living in Rumor now, closer to where my family lives. It’s a bit out of your—”

“Wyn, I don’t mind,” he says, leaning on his open door with a soft smile. “I’ve been out that way plenty of times, and I’ve got nowhere else to be at this hour. I’m a bit of a night owl.” Looking at his phone, he taps away at the screen.

I need to get out of this heat, and my head already hurts from the lack of something greasy. I’ll have to let at least one of my sisters know I got home safely. And maybe Lu is still wrapping up at the bar—she owes me an apology.

I nod, making my way down the front stairs, thinking about how this is the second time tonight Reed’s managed to rescue me.

“Isn’t that clever, Professor?” my colleague asks.

The smile I’ve been faking falters. My fingers tingle, and a cold chill runs up my spine and down my arms.

Don’t pass out.

“Prof-professor?” another voice stutters, and nausea takes shape.

Four pairs of eyes study me, trying their damndest to politely ignore the fact that I had been on a leave of absence that had started as a missing persons case nearly three years ago. And despite being back, having to only share that my case was confidential and I was unable to share more, a part of me feels like I don’t belong here anymore, that this part of me is still missing. I had my job again—it’s a luxury, truthfully, but my desire to dive into work, the passion I had for it, didn’t follow me home.

“A published article from that long ago should not still impact grant distribution…”

I maintain a tight-lipped smile, trying to ignore the audacity of that remark, along with how bored I am. Did I used to enjoy this? I spent years working and studying to practically erase any signs of my origins. It’s what I’d always wanted—difference and distance. But now, it feels more like a punishment than an achievement.

“Dr. Crowne?” my colleague in the center prods. “Are you alright?”

I shift my weight to shove down the panic. My chest burns from holding my breath, and the lack of oxygen is making me dizzy.

Breathe. In and out. Say something.

They glance at each other as if I should have something prolific to say in response. It’s been years, and all it takes is a combination of two words to trigger me. I’m stronger than this.

The lead scientist of the chemical engineering department adds, “The reentry program grants you’ve been able to secure already are really quite—”

“Remarkable,” a deep and familiar voice cuts in.

I instantly exhale the breath I’d started holding again and smile at him. A friend, and for a brief moment, something more. Reed flexes his superpower—making everyone feel at ease.

He gives me a wink and a smile. “Brava, Dr. Crowne,” he adds with a teasing smirk. Flirt. He’s one of the only teaching assistants, better known as TAs, who didn’t flounder in his first graduate year. Instead, he could command a packed lecture hall with grad students who were his own age. Just another reason I wasn’t surprised to find that he was hired as full-time faculty while I was gone.

“Put in the address,” Reed says as I click my seat belt and look at the brightly lit console. “You can charge your phone there, too, if you’d like.” His head tips to where there’s a wireless charging pad.

When he glances at the screen and where I’ve typed, he asks, “The Whispering Fool?”

“I want to see if my sisters are still there before heading home,” I say, knowing they’ll want a status update on my whereabouts. They were both more concerned about me, now that they knew. At least the pieces I was able to tell them. I watch the campus lights off to the left blur past. I used to enjoy the luxury of living this close to campus. But now, I crave space. I want to be closer to the home I missed.

I look over at Reed as he focuses on the road. I know he spent some time with my grandmother after I disappeared. He was always thoughtful and present; it’s one of the things that made him feel comfortable. “Birdie said you came around a few times after I…” I struggle to find the right word. “Left.”

He glances at me, and I feel the need to add, “Thank you for that.”

He simply nods, nothing more. Maybe an old friend wouldn’t be the worst thing to have right now. I considered him that, some time ago. We were more than colleagues, friends who respected each other, and then briefly crossed that line. Reed has an easygoing, all-American vibe about him—an athletic, an academic, and a rule-follower. Reed was, and still is, the opposite of the type of men I grew up around—rough around the edges and bleeding masculinity as thick as their facial hair. Motorcycle club members and blue-collar boys, who rarely regarded women as anything more than a good time. I naïvely thought all men who looked like that believed the same-minded small things. And I didn’t want anything that resembled the lifestyle I grew up around.

Settling isn’t the right word, and I liked Reed, but he used to feel so comfortable. And back then, it was nice to have someone look at me the way he did after a long day and a late night in my office. But now, I know the difference between an attractive friend and attraction. When I glance at Reed again, I think to myself, you never felt right, not like it did with him.

I lean against the door, propping my chin on my fist as I look out into the dark. My mouth feels suddenly dry, I try swallowing, and my face heats as I play with the worn, brown leather cuff on my wrist. I crave someone I’ll never see again. A shiver runs along my skin as I recall the scratch of a beard along my neck. Clearing my throat, I focus on where I am, and the person I am now. It’s only ever going to be a memory, a fantasy that I can call on when I need it.

Reed turns on the radio and flips through news talk on satellite, pulling my attention back to this car ride and out of my head.

“Are you still packing lecture halls?” I ask him teasingly.

He smiles, looking ahead. “The novelty of being a young teaching assistant isn’t in my favor anymore,” he says.

A familiar voice talking about whiskey and crime comes through the car’s speakers, interrupting.

“Wait, stop on that one. It’s Stevie’s,” I say as he scrolls past my sister’s widely listened to podcast. I smile to myself, loving hearing her. I’ve been listening to her podcast for longer than she even knows. It was the only thing that kept me connected to my family, to this place, and back then, I was convinced I’d never set foot here again.

“The Distilled Truth,” Reed says, glancing at the center of his dashboard. “She’s causing a bit of an uproar at the university. Lots of interesting opinions…”

“She’s always been good at making people pay attention,” I say proudly, then shift the conversation back to work. I haven’t spoken with him much since I’ve been back. “Do you plan to use a teaching assistant for the fall semester?” I ask. Immediately realizing that was a poor choice of words, I close my eyes.

His lip kicks up, and he glances at me. “The last assistant I had, decided to leave mid-semester. It caused a bit of noise, and it left the graduate program a little messy. But yeah, I’ll probably use one,” he adds. “You were lucky with me; I was post-doctoral when I assisted you, much more mature than some of the graduate students coming through the doors now.”

Needing some fresh air, I crack open the window. I look out at the dark shadows that fly past—trees backlit by the moon that barely wants to peek through the night.

Our drive hugs the river after only a few exits on the highway, and just as the view of it starts to get lost behind the tree line the Welcome to Rumor sign comes into view. It’s only a twenty-minute ride from campus, not too far from Nashville, but tucked away enough that people need to be looking to find it. It’s a small town that lives up to its name. It’s where I grew up, where my family lives, and where I wanted to return to.

I spent so much of my life longing to feel close to my family, but needing distance. Growing up a Crowne wasn’t for the weak or sensitive. My family’s business thrived, while our reputations were dragged through too much mess to ever really come out seeming clean. Distance felt necessary. Then I felt too far.

I click the button to roll the window down farther, and the warm breeze blows in the savory smells of earth and herbs that linger in the air here.

Dry dirt kicks high under crunching gravel, painting his shiny black sports car with a film of dust as we pull into the oversize parking lot. The standout bright neon sign is dark now, but it’s still big enough to read. The Whispering Fool is the kind of bar that encapsulates all the things I didn’t want for my life—a beacon where most of the nasty rumors about the Crowne women began. And every woman from my grandmother to my youngest sister fueled those rumors in varying degrees of bold displays of careless and crass behavior. A bar that’s as much of a show as the life I’m trying to fit back into.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watch Reed look over to me twice. It’s why I wanted to avoid too much silence.

“You can ask, but I’d rather you didn’t,” I tell him, assuming the typical questions will start any second now. Specifically, ones like, Where have you been? Are the rumors true? Or my favorite: How could you have done that to your family?

“I didn’t say anything,” he says. “Your family never stopped believing you’d find your way back to them.” He leans along the armrest between us. “I’m just happy you did and that you’re alright.”

Am I alright?

With one hand draped along the steering wheel and the other still on the center console, he smiles, and while it’s comforting, there’s a part of me that doesn’t want to hear what he’s going to say. “You look good, Dr. Crowne.”

I bark out a laugh. It’s smooth, I’ll give him that.

“What? You do. You seem…different. But it suits you.”

I am different.

“I’m not inviting you for a nightcap, Reed,” I say with my hand on the latch for the door, quirking my eyebrow at him.

He shakes his head. “That wasn’t where my head was, Wyn.” But he smiles once more, like my proclamation isn’t at all surprising, but rather reassuring. “Just glad to see you’re good…that we’re good.”

I don’t know what we are, but the reality is that I’ve been avoiding him since I returned.

When I lean down before closing the passenger door, he meets my eyes through the still-open window. “Grab a coffee with me this week?”

I simply nod and smile as I grab my phone from the center console, charged enough to turn back on finally.

Quiet settles as his car pulls away. I look around the empty parking lot of the bar—this place was probably rowdy as hell little more than an hour ago. Birdie’s always been adamant about a midnight closing time. Anyone who tried to linger any longer, she had no problem hoisting her shotgun up to rest on her shoulder as my mother would so eloquently deliver the line: “You don’t have to go home—at least not alone—but you sure do have to get the fuck outta here.”

Even though the neon sign by the road and the one above the door are dark, there’s still a light on inside. I tilt my head back and take a glimpse at the big moody sky, with its deep grays and purples, deciding just how much rain it wants to dispense.

I whip my head to the left at the sound of movement over the gravel. My stomach sinks, feeling instantly unsafe. On instinct, my hand moves to my back pocket, where I put the sharp-tipped key chain I stay completely still, waiting and listening. The sounds of rushing water from beyond the riverbanks that loop halfway around the property, the chirp of bullfrogs, and the intermittent sounds of cicadas singing out in the ebb and flow of their calls. But that’s it, nothing else. And yet, I feel it.

I’ve been hunted before. I know what it feels like to be watched and timed. The crawl of someone’s attention rolls along my damp skin, as if it’s powering me up. I know better than to wait and see—waiting only gives them time. Time isn’t something I’m interested in giving up any more of.

My hair whips across my face, blinding me for a few seconds as I react quickly. I don’t think about where I’m heading; I only know I need to get far away from where I just was. Taking long strides, I glance along the darkened side of the old building. Nothing’s there except a tire lying in the grass, no cars or bikes left in the lot. Not a straggler or drunk passed out in the weeds.

Shit.

I pull my phone from my purse and glance up at the double doors to the bar, stepping inside. Finding Birdie’s number, I press call. The red glow from the sign that reads Sinners and Goddesses Welcome bathes my path as I move along the entryway. The overpowering smell of bleach tickles my nose. It should smell like stale beer, smoked barrels, and a hint of lavender from mixing bleach with Fabuloso. It’s the only way to get this place fresh again before the next day, Birdie would say. Only, there’s nothing floral or nostalgic lingering in the air now.

Something isn’t right.

The second I enter the main room, there’s enough light for me to make out filled garbage bags, a caddy with cleaning brushes, solutions, and putty knives. But it’s the thick pieces of cloth piled on the floor, absorbing a deep, dark red liquid that had spilled out and pooled in a spot right in front of me that has every hair along my arms raising as a sinking feeling settles low in my gut. In a panic, I take a quick inventory of what else shouldn’t be here—equipment I’ve never seen, jugs of unmarked liquid, a pile of shredded clothes, and a pair of men’s work boots neatly placed next to it.

Stepping back shakily, I’m careful not to make any more noise than I already have. My body vibrates, remembering the way danger feels when it’s too close, the way it slithers just before it strikes, tearing everything apart. I take another step back the way I came. Don’t panic. And another. Quietly, I take three more steps back.

On the fourth ring, Birdie answers. “Wyn? It’s late, honey. You alright?” she says faintly from the phone. My foot hits the threshold, but before I can respond, a heavy arm wraps around me like a vise against my ribs, trapping both of my arms at their sides. I can barely suck in a breath before a hand covers my mouth. I bite it, but I can’t catch the palm; instead, I taste latex. Frantically looking as the bar’s doors come into view, I try screaming, but only a gut-clenching groan escapes. I’m held so tightly, my back pressed against a bigger, stronger, and taller body that barely budges even as I try thrashing out of its grip.

The deep voice grits out, “Calm down.”

“Fuck you,” I try shouting, but it comes out pathetically stifled.

He adjusts his hand along my mouth, still covering it and pinching my nose at the same time. Shit.

“I said. Calm. Down,” the low, deep voice repeats.

I stop moving, but my mind races for a way out of this. I’ve learned to follow directions the hard way. The scars on my palms and along the left side of my body burn in my subconscious.

I hear a muffled calling of my name from the other end of the phone that’s been kicked into the dirt and gravel of the parking lot. Birdie. “Wyn? Wyn, sweetheart, are you still there? Where are you?”

It’s an interruption that works as a distraction. He moves us closer to where the phone lays, out in the open, under the night sky. His hand moves a fraction away from my mouth, his wrapped arm loosening slightly, enough to allow me to let go, exhale from my gut, heavy my limbs, and drop. Deadweight.

I never hit the ground. It’s not enough. Instead, something pricks the base of my neck, then a stinging burn follows in the same spot.

No, no, no, no, no.

I know what it feels like to be stuck with a needle. I’m being drugged. Shadows quickly drench the outline of my field of vision like an old movie vignette. “No,” I try shouting again, but it doesn’t sound as loud as it should.

I move fast enough that I loop my fingers into my back pocket, and with the little energy I have, I raise my hand out and come down as hard as I can on his thigh.

“God. Fucking—Fuck,” he groans just as my arms become as heavy as my legs. But he doesn’t drop me or hit me. He gently places me on the wood-planked floor. Being drugged doesn’t feel freeing. It’s panic held in a soundproof box. I try to even my breathing. Placing the tips of my thumb and middle finger together, I raise them to my mouth. The whistle I try for is pathetic. There’s no way it’ll be heard. I hold on to consciousness for as long as I can. I take in every detail I see—a worn-in cowboy boot the color of the whiskey I just bottled this morning stepping beside my head, and in contrast to the stark-white shiny plastic-like pants that mold to a large, looming form. I blink and take in the white PPE coveralls, the sleeves of it tied at his waist. I fight to keep my eyes open. No shirt, a bare torso leading to shoulders, each capped with—

That can’t be possible.

Dark shapes that look like paper airplanes turning into birds as they move to the center between his shoulder blades. Words and then a compass below it. His hair is pulled back tightly at the nape of his neck. I look at his hands and see one brown leather cuff fastened to his wrist, peeking out above his black latex glove.

“Julian?” I rush out as quickly as my lips allow.

He turns immediately toward me, steps closer, and towers over my weighted body. If it weren’t so dark in here, I’d see hazel eyes studying me.

I know it’s him.

But he doesn’t say my name, or anything in return. I only hear the sound of blood rushing in my ears.

The only thing I know, with every fiber of my being, is the person who made me feel something again, the charming stranger who I haven’t been able to scrub from my memory, a jeweler who made me smile, who made me feel lighter and more confident, who moaned the dirtiest things I’ve ever heard, is somehow here, right now. And he lied. Again.





CHAPTER 2 [image: ] Naomi

10 months ago

“I’M GOING TO NEED A shot of your whiskey and an ice-cold IPA.”

I glance at the clock above the jukebox. Sure enough, it’s quarter past seven, and it’s within a fifteen minute window that I can expect the same request every night.

“Dammit,” Boss mumbles from his stool. On an exhale, he adds, “Thought we were in the clear tonight.”

“Wanna say that while you’re looking me in the eye next time, fucker?” Viv says as she sidles up to the bar. She has more attitude than most people know what to do with. And that’s saying something, considering where I grew up and the people who raised me, but Viv has the kind of energy that makes you hate and love her all at once. It doesn’t help that Boss used to be married to her.

I give her a nod as I pull a frosted pint glass from the cooler. “Rough day?”

She hums to herself before she starts rambling off a roster of all the ways people are the biggest problem with the great state of Montana. The audacity of tourists stopping to take pictures of her bison, and how her new horses are stubborn as all get-out.

This bar is the opposite of the one I grew up around. It’s slow and quiet. We work at a comfortable pace, and there’s an easy layout, where I know every exit and can see every place a person could enter. The predictability of happy hour visitors and theme days like trivia, football, and the newest, podcast flight nights, puts me at ease. It’s a small part of the world, where everyone tells it like it is instead of gossiping behind people’s backs. The one thing I don’t miss from my hometown is the rumors.

“You can’t tell me there’s a single brewery in all of this big, beautiful country that makes an IPA as good as those boys down near Missoula.”

I give the regular a small nod, but I wholeheartedly disagree. While IPAs are nowhere near my favorite, there’s a small craft distillery up in the Northeast that makes some of the best beer my near-perfect palate has ever tasted. But I don’t share that. I don’t need to be asked more questions. There isn’t much I can share about myself that doesn’t stretch the truth. I can also understand loving something because it’s local. Hell, I grew up in a household that rooted for local everything.

“Be right back,” I say, moving toward the small galley kitchen. It isn’t that kind of place with a menu, but we have some decent snacks. “Shit,” I huff out, looking down at the scrape along my elbow as I pull out a bottle. The textured wood paneling is a hazard sometimes, but it fits the vibe of the establishment. The seventies are preserved here in a way that’s familiar and homey. Seats peppered around the bar have been refurbished in a green leather that wouldn’t be my first choice, but somehow, it works. And the metal lamps perched at each end of the bar add their own shadowy flair. I liked it the moment I stepped foot inside. Even the taxidermy bison head that hangs with intention along the back wall, watching over everyone.

There’s some version of a watchful eye over every bar—it’s good for business, and for karma.

“You wanna know how many people used to come into this bar, Naomi?” she asks as I make my way back in front of her.

Sliding the shooter of specialty whiskey into her waiting hand, I ask, “Before me, or—”

“Three,” she interrupts, chasing the shot with a swig of the pale beer. “I don’t know which one of you idiots,” she says, turning on her stool, “decided to tell people about this place, but it continues to piss me off.”

“Oh yes,” Boss deadpans. “Let’s be pissed that there are more customers.” He waves at the air in front of him like he’s swatting a fly. “Don’t listen to her, Naomi. It’s when she stops complaining that we all need to be concerned—”

She flips him off as she takes another chug of her beer.

He returns the gesture, just as the bell above the door rings as it’s shoved open.

I take a glance around and see more seats filled than when I first started working here. Shuffling down to two regulars, I refill their pints, listening to the few words they exchange about the latest hike in feed prices.

It’s been two years of pouring drinks where the median age is around fifty-five years young. Folks wandered in here after a long day despite it not being much of a destination, but Montana towns near here aren’t bustling cities; they’re small in population and vast in land. Everyone needed some place to come and feel seen every once in a while.

“Viv, tonight is busy because it’s podcast night,” Boss says as he scribbles something in his sports book. Glancing at me, he adds, “A true-crime podcast coupled with a whiskey tasting is better than dumb-ass trivia nights. It’s a great idea, Naomi.”

I smile to myself. The first time I heard it, I dropped an entire bottle of tequila, and it shattered all over the linoleum floor. It was a suggested podcast after my playlist hit the end. I recognized her voice right away. My sister’s tone was always a bit sweeter than mine, and when she was fired up, she talked faster than her Tennessee roots typically suggested, and got plenty of people’s attention.

“I dare you to tell me one whiskey blend that won’t feel more elevated after you’ve distilled it in a second finishing barrel,” Stevie said. I frantically scroll through my phone with blurred vision from the tears in my eyes and see a picture of my sister. Reading through the podcast description, I find her YouTube channel with the recorded podcasts and nearly 1.3 million subscribers. The Distilled Truth was named as one of Spotify’s top twenty-five podcasts of the year and was described as a fresh take on true crime with a “whiskey woman” as a modern-day sleuth and recorded in the heart of Tennessee.

“The podcast starts in about ten minutes,” I tell Viv with a smile. “Want me to pour you a whiskey flight?”

I don’t hear her answer as I do a double take at the man who just took a seat at the bar. Swallowing roughly, I bite back the way I want to smile and try not to linger my attention. Who the hell is that? I turn toward the bottles stacked high behind me and blow out a slow breath. There aren’t too many new faces around here, and when there are, it’s always cause for concern. But when I turn back and see his eyes on me, it’s not concern that I’m feeling. You’re smarter than this. Get it together.

Anyone who I haven’t met before, walking into the bar, makes me anxious. A product of losing time and trust, or maybe just a survivor’s penance, but Boss and Viv have been here a long time and know how to handle people wandering in. They’re brave.

Boss is well aware of him too. “Haven’t seen you here before, young man. What brought you to this fine establishment? The music?” he asks, looking at his refurbished jukebox. “Maybe the tasty bar snacks?” He nods to the half-empty bowl of popcorn in front of him. “Or did you hear about our podcast and whiskey flight Thursdays?”

The serious look on the newcomer’s face breaks as he smiles at Boss first, and then looks back at me, as if I’m the one who asked. “Sounds like a good time. But I just got a little turned around when I got off the interstate. Not many signs for where I am right now.” His brow furrows.

That’s the idea. Where we are isn’t on any map. It isn’t supposed to be found.

“What’s the name of this place?” he asks casually, glancing around the bar.

I look at Boss just as he clears his throat. People coming around and asking questions is never good—there are rules. But Boss decides to keep it light, since the handsome stranger doesn’t seem threatening.

“The bar has no name. No name means we get to choose a name each week, and the owner of that name drinks for free,” he explains while pointing to the blackboard behind the bar.

The stranger adds, “Someone down in Missoula mentioned a ranch out this way in Hideaway.” Looking at me, he asks, “Ever heard of it?”

He shouldn’t know that name—and whoever told him about it is stirring up trouble.

I don’t want to even acknowledge the question, never mind answer it.

“Nope,” I lie as I shake my head. The taste of it sours my mouth. “But there are quite a few ranches around here, if you were looking for an authentic Montana experience, I’m sure you could find one.” I smile sarcastically.

“I wasn’t, but now I’m curious. What does an authentic Montana experience look like?” he asks.

I turn toward the bottles and glance at Boss, making sure I’m not doing anything wrong. He doesn’t look up. Instead, he carries on writing in his sports book. I know I answered how I’m supposed to, but it’s the first time anyone’s come right out and asked about the place I’ve called home for the last couple of years. If something was off, Boss or Viv wouldn’t seem so relaxed.

He pulls out his phone and starts typing away—there isn’t much service out here, but he busies himself with something as I playfully say, “You know, that’s a great question. Why don’t you tell me what you’re looking for, and we’ll see if we’re thinking the same thing.”

“I can almost guarantee we’re not thinking exactly the same thing,” he says as he looks up from his phone, his eyes locking right onto mine. A hint of mischief shines in his gaze and across his lips.

My heart stutters, my body suddenly feeling hot all over. What the hell am I doing? Flirting with a stranger isn’t a smart move. Why the hell isn’t Boss stepping in here? Quickly, I turn toward the end of the bar and move to fill up the empty pints waiting. I work through the things I can control as I take a deep breath. Like knowing how many steps to the exit—fifty-two—the exact location of the shotgun Boss has behind the bar, nestled between the Arbor Mist and Zima bottles. I roll my ankle, reminding myself of the switchblade I have tucked inside my left boot. I list off the rest of the precautions I’ve taken, like the steak knife taped to the toilet in the bathroom, and the taser stuffed behind the fire extinguisher strapped to the wall between the emergency exit and the office. Breathe. It’s all there, I assure myself. I’ll use them if I need them.

When I finish, I turn back and take in his dark brown hair, half pulled back into a knot. Long hair on men always looks messy to me, but on him, it more than works. Do I like messy now? The only thing I keep thinking about is how it would feel between my fingers. A short shadow of a beard surrounds lips that have tipped into an almost smile. His arms drape forward, fingers clasped loosely together on the bar. The rings on his fingers and the worn leather cuffs along each wrist earn a second look.

Viv’s voice cuts into the podcast that’s playing over the sound system. “You do realize that the names you keep picking don’t belong to people who actually come here?” she says with an eye roll, looking up at the board with this week’s name written across it. “Never met a Julian in all my six decades.”

“You mean seven decades,” Boss corrects.

She flips him off as she tilts the empty bowl in front of her. “Ah, fuck. Please don’t tell me there’s no more popcorn, Naomi.”

“Julian isn’t an uncommon name,” I say, plucking the rest of the half-empty popcorn bowls from around the bar.

“It’s a little feminine.” She scrunches up her nose. “Not a single cowboy or farmer I’ve met has a name like that,” she mumbles out. Close-minded and judgmental sounded the same, regardless of where I found myself.

“You say feminine like it’s a bad thing, Viv. I grew up thinking that there wasn’t anything more beautiful than women and the things we’re capable of.” I liked Viv, depended on her even, which means I don’t let her get away with shit comments like that.

“How many times do I need to go over this?” Boss pipes in. “It’s a random name generator, so I don’t have anyone,” he says, pointing at her and three others listening in, “pissed off and accusing me of picking my friends’ names out of a hat.”

She ignores him, waving her hand in the air before she reaches for her pint.

I pour my popcorn into the three empty bowls, catching the scent of the rosemary I dried and ground up with sage. Tossing herbs on popcorn is entirely underrated. Depositing the freshly filled bowl in front of her, I catch the handsome stranger still looking at me.

He’s wearing the hell out of a black long-sleeved shirt that fits rather nicely across the expanse of his chest to each shoulder and down his biceps. His build is imposing—thick and defined. Even sitting on the other side of the bar, he’s tall, but his presence feels bigger than most of the people who come in and out of here.

It was my mother, sometimes my sisters who I thought too aggressively objectified the men who passed through their bar. But right now, I’m trying to determine the difference between objectification and appreciation. The size and stature of a complete stranger, not to mention the closed-off but curious vibe he’s emanating is making my face flush and my pulse race.

“Stevie Crowne here,” my sister’s voice cuts in and plays over the Bluetooth speakers placed around the bar, instantly taking me out of my own head for a minute, and I smile at the fact that she’d be nudging my arm about this guy, making sure I noticed him. “I hope you’re ready to hear about some of the best tasting whiskey you can buy for twenty-bucks and the cold case that’s finally reopened because of coordinates scribbled across a twenty-dollar bill that led to multiple bodies found in the Pacific Northwest. This is The Distilled Truth.” I pause the episode, knowing I still have some whiskey flights to pour for the few folks participating in tonight’s tasting.

“Decided if you’re going to stay?” I ask, putting down a cocktail napkin in front of him.

He meets my eye for a moment and gives me the smallest tip of his lips. It’s not a smile, but something close. “A podcast and whiskey flight sounds good.” Clearing his throat, he leans forward, elbows on the bar. “I should probably clear up a few things first.” He reaches around to his back pocket. “I’m not a farmer or cowboy,” he says, taking out his wallet and sliding his ID across the bar. I’m not sure what he’s referring to until he adds, “You’re right about that.” He turns his head towards Viv.

No way.

Viv’s resting bitch face blooms a little pink as her eyes dart to mine, wordlessly saying, You’ve got to be shitting me.

Boss starts laughing from the end of the bar, watching Viv eat her words.

The stranger’s eyes connect with mine, holding me in place and making it nearly impossible to break away, never mind breathe. Looking down, I focus on the Oregon ID of Julian T. Colton. Born in the same month as the one we’re in, only thirty-eight years prior. Organ donor. Eye color: hazel. I would argue it’s prettier than that—more green with only a few flecks of brown. height reads six foot three.

He looks around at Boss, Viv, and then back to me when he says, “What do I get for having my name on that board?”

Viv barks out a laugh before answering, “You drink for free.”

“All night?” he asks with his eyes on me.

With a smile, a bit of inflection, and a twinge of confidence, I answer, “All night.”

“With that kind of time…” he trails off, glancing down at his phone. He swipes at the screen and leans forward again, fitting it back into his pocket. “What do you suggest?” The eye contact only lasts for a few seconds, but I’m brave enough to meet it. It’s when he shifts his attention down, to my lips, that I falter.

Instead of answering like the confident woman I’m pretending to be, I turn away, pulling the bottles of whiskey for tonight’s flight. With my back to him, I swallow down my nerves and say, “We offer a whiskey flight every Thursday. It’s been curated to match each week’s episode of The Distilled Truth.”

“That’s creative. Are you more of an expert on whiskey or true crime then?” he says, rotating the ring on his left pointer finger.

I used to watch my mother do this like a goddamn professional. I’ve never been good at it. Flirting, for me, always meant being quiet, paying attention, trying to best or one-up whomever I found wildly attractive. My sisters somehow inherited the effortless gift. But that skipped right over me. This, however, feels easier. Maybe it’s for the simplest reason that I have nothing to lose. No past to tell, no future to plan, no rumors to navigate. I thought that maybe I was too broken now to feel attraction again. Or even want to flirt. Apparently, I’m not so broken.

“I could tell you a thing or two about whiskey,” I tell him, tipping the first bottle I lined up in front of me. “True crime, not so much.” Best to avoid topics around truth and crime.

I lean forward, resting my elbows on the bar in front of him, mimicking his earlier posture. “If there’s something you want that’s not on the menu, I can make it. You can have whatever you want as long as it’s behind the bar.”

“Anything I want, hm?” he asks with a subtle quirk of his eyebrow as he moves a fraction forward. Jesus Christ. I want to cover my face and snort out a laugh, but it’s the way he smiles at me that has me pausing my self-deprecation. “Alright then, you choose. I’ll have dealer’s choice.”

If he only knew what that got him in some bars—one, in particular, that took that request to its limits and made one helluva show about it.

I reach for the metal shaker, and it hits the ground with an exaggerated clang. Brilliant.

Viv smiles at me, sensing that I’m feeling all sorts of out of my comfort zone, and pushes her empty shot glass forward. “It’s a three-finger kind of day, Naomi. Hit me with another.” As particular as both Boss and Viv are, they take their roles here seriously, and I’ll forever be grateful for that. Equal parts protectors and therapists, among other things.

I pull the bottle of whiskey again and pour her shot to the rim. It’s enough to shake me out of my head and focus on a task I’ve done plenty of times.

“Since you’re technically lost, are you passing through or planning to stay?” I ask Julian, looking over at him again and holding up the bottle.

With a tilt of his head toward the bottle, he says, “I wouldn’t mind staying if you tell me a little more about what you’re pouring.”

I rub my lips together, trying to play off my smile and not geek out too much. There are two things I
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