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      Savannah Moore walked into her apartment, kicked off her heels and tossed her keys onto the side table. She’d been thinking about getting those shoes off for the past two hours. The walk from her car had felt like stepping on nails.

      “That’s so much better.” She picked up the pumps, thinking if she had many more days like this one she’d start wearing tennis shoes to work. And she definitely should’ve worn a fitness tracking device instead of her wristwatch. At least then she’d be able to count her steps and get credit for taking the stairs instead of the elevator.

      Jenny Dixon, her roommate, looked up at Savannah from over the top of the popcorn bowl on her lap. She sat cross-legged on the couch with two textbooks splayed out on one side and her spiral notebooks stacked and opened to her right. Her laptop sat on the floor in front of her. The pen tucked above her right ear and ink stains on her fingers were good indicators that she’d been working for hours.

      “Long day?”

      “Since when is a twelve-hour work day long?” She drew out the last word. It was long-past dark on what had been a cloudy April day. Tree allergies were hitting record levels in Texas this time of year and the humidity had held all of the gunk close to the earth. Savannah felt every bit of it in her sinuses. Walking from the A/C in her building into the balmy night air had drenched her new silk blouse in a matter of seconds.

      The sarcasm wasn’t lost on Jenny based on her pinched expression. She rolled her eyes. “That’s the fifth time in five consecutive days. When did Alvin and Tate become an accounting sweatshop?”

      “I’ve been strongly encouraged not to make it ‘look like’ I’m working as hard as I am.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “Mr. Alvin wants me to cut down on my billable hours to my clients and basically ‘volunteer’ some of my time to the company.”

      “That sounds wrong on so many levels.”

      Savannah wouldn’t disagree there. “He also doesn’t seem to think I need a personal life.” Not that hers was in peak form as of late but constantly being at work wasn’t helping resuscitate a dead dating life.

      “You could always quit the firm.” Jenny batted her eyelashes at Savannah.

      “I know you’re kidding but I’m so tempted to do just that right now.”

      “My boss was totally checking you out the other day when you dropped my apron off for me at lunch. I’m sure he’d hire you and then we could be co-workers. You could work at B-B-Q like me.” Jenny laughed.

      “And blow my first real promotion on my first real job?” Savannah pinched her index finger and thumb together. “I’m this close to the corner office.”

      Now, they both laughed.

      “Come on. The waitressing world needs good people like you.” Jenny made a show of pouting. Then, she cracked up at herself. She seemed like she’d been at the books too long.

      “Technically, you’re a graduate student. And I can tell you’ve been on that couch a while when you start making corny jokes and actually laughing at them.” Jenny’s education was funded by her parents, but Savannah knew her roommate worked hard at her studies and kept a part-time job because she liked the idea of making her own money. Savannah’s only living relative, her aunt, lived a couple hours away in Gunner. Her own parents died in a boating accident her senior year of high school. Speaking of Aunt Becky, Savannah owed her an e-mail. She missed their monthly chats since she’d started working full-time. They were lucky to talk a few times a year now.

      “Technically, I have to keep studying right now or I won’t be a grad student much longer.” Jenny motioned toward the opened books and then the notebook next to her on the brown leather couch.

      The volume on the TV was low. Jenny had a habit of keeping a little background noise on when she was home and it especially seemed to help when she studied.

      “All I want is food and sleep, and not necessarily in that order.” Savannah questioned whether or not the other half of her peanut butter and jelly sandwich that she’d eaten four hours ago would hold until morning. Her stomach growled in answer, so she moved into the kitchen and straight to the fridge.

      There was Greek yogurt, an apple, and an almost-empty milk carton.

      “Was it my turn to go grocery shopping?” For someone who excelled with numbers, she wasn’t very good at estimating how many days a gallon of milk would last two people. She groaned at the nearly-bare shelves.

      “Afraid so.”

      “Figures. Sorry about that.” Thankfully, Jenny was one of the least high maintenance people Savannah had ever known. But now, her already non-exciting Saturday of sleeping until noon, cleaning her room and then doing laundry just got a whole lot more boring. Grocery shopping was her least favorite chore and that was most likely the reason she put it off until the cupboards were just sad.

      Her current life, dull as it might be, was still better than going out with Toby.

      “It’s fine. I had cereal.” Jenny waved a hand in the air, her black hair swishing in its messy bun.

      Savannah perked up as she moved toward the cabinet. “Any left?”

      “No. Got the last bowl.”

      That shouldn’t make Savannah as sad as it did. Her exhaustion was finally catching up with her and that tended to make her emotions dramatic. “What do you want for breakfast tomorrow, the apple or the yogurt?”

      “You pick.”

      Savannah settled on the yogurt. Vanilla. Her favorite.

      “Don’t stay up too late studying.” Her warning was met with two thumbs up from Jenny.

      Savannah knew her roommate would end up falling asleep on the couch, and wake with a horrible crick in her neck the next morning. After seven months of living together, and two years of friendship before that, Savannah knew the drill.

      Fifteen minutes after washing her face and polishing off the yogurt, Savannah had her eyes closed and the lights out. She had no idea how long she’d been asleep when she heard the first scream.

      Savannah sat bolt upright. The noise in the next room was loud. She didn’t want her neighbors complaining about the TV again.

      A crash sounded in the adjacent room. She rubbed blurry eyes. Hold on. That couldn’t have been the TV. She grabbed her cell from the nightstand next to her bed. The battery was low. She could only pray there was enough juice left if it came down to needing to use it.

      Another scream, muffled this time, caused icy fingers to grip her spine. The noise couldn’t possibly be the television. She listened closer. It had been too real to be some lame pop-up ad on Jenny’s laptop. That had happened once, horrifying them both.

      Someone was in the apartment.

      On her tiptoes, Savannah’s breath caught in her throat as she neared her bedroom door. From where she stood, she was almost certain she heard Jenny crying as she hit three numbers on her phone’s keypad. 911.

      The phone to her ear, she whispered, “Someone is in my house.”

      “What’s your name, ma’am?”

      “Savannah” She rattled off her address before setting the phone down. She didn’t have time to explain the situation. Jenny needed her.

      Frantic, she moved to her closet and searched for some kind of weapon she could use against what had to be an intruder. Anything would do.

      Rummaging around, her fingers curled around the grip of one of Toby’s golf clubs. He’d left in a huff when she’d ended the relationship and hadn’t come back for the few of his things he’d left behind. She never expected to be using the club like this when she’d shoved it deep in her closet in case he asked for it back.

      Gripping the long metal rod as though it was a baseball bat, she moved quietly to the door.

      Slowly, carefully, Savannah turned the door handle. She peeked out and saw her worst fear, Jenny’s body being pressed against the wall.

      From this vantage point, all Savannah could see of Jenny’s attacker was that he was the size of a linebacker. He wore a hoodie, and she was suddenly struck by the fact that that was the only thing she’d be able to describe; no hair color, no facial features, nothing.

      Linebacker shifted slightly to his right, just enough for Savannah to see Jenny’s face clearly. Her cheeks were puffy and red. Her eyes rolled back in her head. She looked like she was about to pass out.

      Savannah turned to pick up her cell phone and find out where the hell the cops were. Her shoulder banged against the bedroom door.

      The attacker whirled around, no doubt following the noise. His gaze locked onto Savannah, who changed her plans on a dime and charged toward him, golf club raised.

      Jenny’s limp body dropped to the floor.

      “The cops are on their way,” Savannah shouted at the man racing toward her, angry tears blinding her. She twisted her body and then brought the golf club around, swinging with everything she had.

      She stared into the blackest eyes for a split-second and then froze as the intruder caught the club with one hand. Midair, he yanked at the golf club. Savannah’s entire body jolted to the right. The man was as strong as a tank.

      His dead-looking eyes bore into her. Hers had adjusted to the dark, so she could see that his were brown. If she was five-feet-seven-inches, he was easily six-foot-three. His long hair was greasy and blacker than night. He grinned in a show of big, yellow horse-like teeth. Darkness emanated from him.

      In that moment, she looked into the depths of pure hatred.

      From her peripheral, she could see Jenny’s lifeless body in a crumple on the floor and panic rippled through her.

      In the next second, the intruder backed Savannah up enough steps to slam the back of her head against the wall. The ringing noise in her ears was deafening as she scratched him with her nails, doing anything she possibly could to stop him from snapping her neck in two.

      And that’s exactly what he tried to do.

      Using his right hand, he gripped her neck and squeezed. She gasped for air. Her lungs seized, and her throat burned.

      Screaming would do no good. Actually, attempting to scream would do no good. There was no way she could get enough air to manage a good scream.

      Using both of her hands, Savannah clawed at the vise-like grips around her neck. She was getting lightheaded and figured it would only be a matter of seconds until she passed out. After, he would be able to do anything he wanted to her and Jenny. She couldn’t let that happen.

      Gathering all the strength she had left, she curled her legs up. Planting her feet against Linebacker’s stomach, she bucked, using her back against the wall as leverage.

      Linebacker barely moved. His nose was mere inches from hers. In that moment, she feared his face would be the last thing she ever saw.

      And then she heard it. A strong male voice sounded from the living room. Her salvation.

      “Put your hands where I can see them.” There was no doubt the stern-sounding officer meant business.

      Savannah saw stars. Her vision blurred. She was about to black out.

      “Hands in the air.” The officer’s high-pitched command broke through the whoosh sound in her ears.

      Consciousness was slipping out of her grasp. Just when she was about to give in, Linebacker’s face twisted into a grimace.

      “This is not the last time you’ll see me.” His vow was delivered through clenched teeth.

      Suddenly, the vise-like grip around her throat released and she slid to the floor while Linebacker was being thrusted against the wall. Gasping, her lungs clawed for air while he was being handcuffed and an officer came running toward her.

      Panicking, her gaze locked onto her roommate’s lifeless body in the adjacent room where officers had started life-saving measures.

      And in that moment, Savannah realized her life would never be the same again.
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      One year later…

      Liam Quinn stared at the phone on his nightstand where he stayed at Gunner Inn. News that he was back in his home town would spread faster than wildfire and he relished these few last minutes of privacy. He’d arrived last night just before midnight, hoping to get a good night’s sleep before he faced his family and Quinnland Ranch.

      Lot of good that thinking had done. He’d tossed and turned for most of the few hours he’d actually stayed in bed. The others had been spent either getting a glass of water or pacing the floor while checking his phone.

      Yeah, he was off his game. He’d swallowed enough water to float a barge last night and he’d never checked his e-mail more. Normally, he couldn’t care less about his phone. Working on a ranch, cell coverage was always spotty; half the time he forgot he had the damn thing with him. The other half, he didn’t care.

      And yet, strangely, there was something right about being here in town that escaped explanation. He’d spent more than seven years living and working at a friend’s ranch in Colorado, but Liam was surprised to find out how much being back in Texas felt like home. Even though, a little voice in the back of his head decided to point out that he technically wasn’t home.

      Quinnland was the place he’d grown up with six brothers and five cousins. He and his brother Isaac were identical twins.

      The clock on the nightstand next to the bed read six a.m. Work on the ranch had started a solid hour-and-a-half ago. Three of his brothers, including Isaac, now lived on and worked the ranch full-time.

      Liam loved the outdoors and working cattle. The thought of going back to the place where he grew up, though, where he’d lost the other two most important people in his life? He couldn’t go there in his mind.

      No matter how many times he closed his eyes he ended up staring at the ceiling. Since repeating that and expecting sleep was as productive as trying to get honey from a wasp, Liam threw his legs over the side of the bed. His stomach growled, and he thought about the tiny sandwich he’d eaten for dinner that had been named Big Burger. The owners of that pit stop must’ve had one helluva sense of humor. But even more than food, he needed caffeine. An IV hookup was preferred but he’d take his coffee any way he could get it at this stage.

      Liam walked into the bathroom, washed his face, and then brushed his teeth. The bakery next door to the Inn would be his first stop. After that, he’d consider making a trip to Quinnland. Contact with his brothers could wait until after breakfast.

      He threw on some clothes and tucked his feet into boots. A quick finger-comb through his hair and then finally he threw on his Stetson. Since this was as respectable as he’d get at this hour of the morning, Liam grabbed his wallet and phone before heading out the door. He took the steps quickly, reaching the bottom of the stairs in a matter of seconds.

      Becky Stillwater used to own and run the bakery next door to the inn. He hoped she still did.

      Once he saw the line, his hope was confirmed. The line for the small bakery was out the door. Liam took it as a good sign. A line the size of this one meant the food was still topnotch. Anything had to be better than that bite-sized burger he’d had for supper. Burger Bite. Now that would’ve made sense to him. He would’ve ordered half a dozen instead of one.

      The smell of fresh baked bread hit him, causing his stomach to revolt. Impatience edged. He nodded to the male who was in line in front of him. The guy had been ogling Liam for a solid couple of minutes and he figured he was being confused for his brother. Isaac had moved back to Gunner a few short weeks ago.

      The guy looked like he was working up to say something to Liam, so he turned to look the opposite direction. Talking would require caffeine that was not in his system yet. The smell of freshly baked goods along with dark roast coffee assaulted his senses once again. The degree of his hunger made itself known.

      At least the line was moving quickly. He also noticed men outnumbered women in the line, which was more of an interesting side note than an earth-shattering discovery. Still, he took note. The cattle business boomed in Gunner this time of year and there were plenty of seasonal workers in town with more new faces than he cared to count. The faces might change but the cycles didn’t and neither did the fixtures, like Ms. Becky’s place.

      Liam stared at the cell phone in his hand, thinking about the calls he needed to make. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to see or speak to his brothers. He loved every single one of them. They’d been close growing up and even though they’d gone their separate ways as adults, Liam never once doubted the fact they loved each other.

      It was the baggage that came with them that Liam wished he could avoid. Their father, millionaire cattle rancher T.J. Quinn, had called Liam and his brothers home for some big announcement. Liam wouldn’t have bothered to come on T.J.’s account, especially considering he’d never been close with his old man. It was Liam’s twin who’d gotten through to him.

      Plus, the fact Isaac had gotten married and adopted a little girl. Since Liam had been avoiding all messages from home for the past year, he’d missed his twin brother’s wedding. That was a mistake on his part. One he needed to rectify.

      He and his brothers had been especially close during childhood. No doubt a product of having grown up under T.J.’s iron-fisted rule. Liam’s mother had suddenly died shortly after the birth of his youngest brother, Phoenix. If it hadn’t been for their housekeeper and nanny, Marianne, Liam figured he and his brothers would’ve turned out a helluva lot differently. She’d been the saving grace of a childhood that had been run more like a military unit than a family. Up by four a.m. to work the ranch before school. No time for grieving. No patience for emotions. And a heavy hand from their father if he thought one of the boys got out of line.

      Just thinking about T.J. caused Liam’s shoulders to tense. Liam had no idea what the man wanted now. However, his brother had made a strong suggestion the news might have something to do with their father’s health. The idea on the table was that maybe T.J. wouldn’t be around much longer. No matter how bad the past had been, it was in the past. Liam didn’t want his father to die without having the conversation they needed to have.

      T.J. sick, though? Liam couldn’t imagine it. Didn’t men like T.J. live forever?

      Those last two words sat bitterly in Liam’s thoughts. A couple steps closer to the magic counter and his stomach growled again.

      As he blinked up, a woman caught his gaze. She came from out of the back room, carrying a tray of something—he couldn’t be sure what because he couldn’t take his eyes off her. An unexpected jolt of electricity shot through him. Now, he was awake and wondering who the beauty behind the counter was.

      She smiled at the customer ahead of him, but it didn’t reach those beautiful amber eyes of hers. She was medium height and had just the right amount of curves to make his fingers itch to touch her. Silky hair fell way past her shoulders and had been pulled off her face in a ponytail.

      Granted, he hadn’t been back to Gunner a few years. The second looks he’d been getting while standing in line with accompanying head nods were proof folks were confusing him with Isaac. People came and went but the core of Gunner, Texas, rarely ever changed. And Liam was damn certain he’d remember if he ever laid eyes on this woman before.

      Clearly, he wasn’t the only one who’d noticed. He almost laughed out loud when he realized the reason for the line had nothing to do with the smell of fresh bread and everything to do with the blonde serving it. Several men in the line straightened their shoulders the minute she looked up.

      Someone behind Liam cleared his throat. Much to Liam’s embarrassment, he realized the line had moved and he hadn’t. Shaking his head, he took a couple of steps closer to the counter, but he couldn’t tear his gaze away from the blonde-haired beauty standing a few feet away.

      The man in front of Liam seemed to have the same issue and Liam figured most others were probably just as guilty. And since stalking wasn’t his forte, he refocused on the menu above her head.

      “Can I help you with something?” Her voice had a musical quality to it as she helped the gentleman in front of Liam. The guy gave his order.

      Liam couldn’t help but notice the way the blonde kept her arms folded across her chest while she listened. She kept enough distance from the case that no one could reach across it to touch her and there was a fearful quality to her eyes. The rest of her body language was just as defensive as she moved toward the register after giving the customer his order. Everything about her said she was closed off.

      “Liam Quinn. Is that you?” Becky Stillwater’s voice bubbled across the room.

      Eyes darted toward him. For all his efforts to go incognito, he’d been caught.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Liam hadn’t noticed Becky Stillwater standing there. He’d been too busy staring at the blonde. He was pretty certain Ms. Becky had just busted him. And that was just awkward as hell. So much for slipping in for a quick breakfast and a cup of coffee while staying under the radar.

      “It can’t be you,” Ms. Becky argued.

      “In the flesh. I’m afraid it is.”

      The blonde glanced up at him, their eyes locked for a split second and he took a shot to the heart.

      She diverted her gaze almost as quickly. The slight flush to her creamy skin did not go unnoticed by Liam. But he wasn’t there to meet someone, he already had a date with some sweet caffeine. Strong cup. Hell, IV. He didn’t care which he just needed some damn coffee.

      Ms. Becky came around the counter and threw her arms around his waist. “I just saw your brother the other day. I didn’t realize he had a family.” Those words shouldn’t strike a nerve with Liam. He didn’t begrudge his brother. Isaac deserved happiness. Liam couldn’t help but think about his own loss no matter how much he tried to keep the focus on his brother. Ms. Becky didn’t miss a beat and Liam was thankful his heavy thoughts were interrupted. “Does this mean you’re moving back, too?”

      “No, ma’am. This is just a quick visit.” Liam didn’t figure it was a good idea to detail out his family’s business. Plus, if T.J. really was sick, which Liam still couldn’t fathom, it
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