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          TWO MONTHS AFTER THE ATTACK ON THE HOMESTEAD

        

      

    

    
      CONNOR

      Laughter floats through the still night air, spreading out across the homestead and drifting up to me where I sit on the front porch of my cabin. The happy, joyful sound makes me wince. It only makes my pain worse.

      My hand tightens around the glass of bourbon until my knuckles ache, but I don’t loosen it.

      I can’t…

      Not when that death grip and the alcohol within it are the only things that seem to keep me grounded lately. The more I drink, the less I think. Or at least, the less my thoughts drift to the agonizing, dark place I don’t want to be stuck in.

      Yet, that’s where I find myself more often than not, especially on nights like this.

      Swirling in that onyx abyss…

      Surrounded by brief flashes of moonlight glinting off the axe head as I drove it down⁠—

      No.

      I squeeze my eyes closed and take a long drink, hoping the spicy liquor burning down my throat and through my belly will also sear away the memory and the pain.

      That’s always the hope, yet it doesn’t.

      It might create a kind of haze that dulls the clarity of the memories, but it can never eliminate them completely.

      Another peal of laughter reaches me…

      Light.

      Feminine.

      So filled with a brightness I’ve never felt and never will.

      Lucky.

      The woman’s name fits her so perfectly. Hearing her so happy, so carefree after everything she went through. Listening to Liam’s boom of a laugh joining with hers. That combined happiness should help alleviate the guilt that plagues me. It should wash away the tsunami of anxiety that threatens to drown me every day. It should replace the sound of the gunshots and the axe sinking into flesh and bone. It should reassure me that what I did was right and necessary.

      But it doesn’t.

      It can’t.

      Nothing can.

      Nothing I’ve found, anyway.

      And I’ve looked.

      I’ve scoured every inch of McBride Mountain to find something—literally anything—that might act as a parachute for this downward spiral I’ve found myself in, but it doesn’t exist.

      All that does is pain, regret, guilt, and endlessly questioning the actions I took and what they made me.

      A killer.

      Four men.

      Four lives.

      I take another gulp of bourbon, waiting for the blissful haze to finally overtake me so I might be able to get a few minutes of sleep tonight, but just as I start to relax back into the chair, a twig snaps on the hill leading up to my cabin. I flinch, my body stiffening and going on high alert.

      The glass in my hand trembles as I set it down and reach for my axe where it leans against the arm of the Adirondack chair Liam built for me. My palm slides along the worn handle, and another pop of breaking wood makes me tighten my grip on my old friend.

      Gunshots echo in my head the same way they did across the mountain that night.

      My shoulder aches from the recoil of my shotgun each time I fired it.

      That same vise tightens around my chest with each step that brings someone closer.

      It can’t be Killian…

      He knows this land like the back of his hand and how to move through it without making a sound—which he also knows is the only way he would ever get close enough to my cabin before I disappeared into the woods rather than talk to him.

      That’s what I’ve been doing for months since the attack on the homestead—avoiding him, avoiding Liam, avoiding their nosy women who can’t leave well enough alone and give me fucking space.

      I’ve tried to protect them from how unstable I’ve been, tried to keep them at bay with assurances that I’m fine when I’m anything but…

      It hasn’t worked because they just keep coming at me. But not like this—not so directly. Sounding like a herd of elephants moving through the woods. So, it isn’t my big brother making his way up the incline from his cabin toward mine.

      Which means it can only be one other person.

      Willow…

      My stomach tightens along with my hand around the axe, but only because Willow poses the worst kind of threat to me.

      She pushes.

      Relentlessly.

      Almost as badly as her pain-in-my-ass best friend does.

      There isn’t any escaping either of them when they set their sights on getting something, and what Willow wants is for me to open up. She wants me to reveal all the dark thoughts and troubling feelings that plague me so ruthlessly—the absolute last thing I ever want to do.

      I can’t put my bullshit on her when she’s already suffered so much. She doesn’t deserve that, and I definitely can’t handle another tension-filled conversation with her tonight. One where she pushes and I push right back and say or do something I instantly regret when I see the hurt look in her soft gray eyes.

      Nope.

      Not doing it tonight.

      I push up from my chair, snag the bottle of bourbon from the small table beside it, and start to turn toward the steps that will lead to my escape route onto the mountain when another twig snaps closer. Too close. It draws my gaze into the trees. To the flash of blond hair, not the dark hair I expected…

      Fucking hell.

      Not Willow.

      I thought it was bad enough when I was anticipating my sweet sister-in-law, but it’s so much worse.

      She’s so much worse.

      My night just went from shitty to absolutely fucking unbearable.

      Raven weaves around the final few tree trunks and steps out into the moonlight, the only illumination on the dark mountain this late at night. Those sharp green eyes of hers that are always filled with so much judgment and animosity sweep over me—from the axe in my right hand to the bottle in my left. “Going somewhere?”

      Her voice cuts through the air like a sharpened knife, grating on my every nerve the same way it does every time this woman opens her mouth. Those perfect pink lips of hers twist as she awaits my response, as she continues to dress me down without saying another word.

      She may have made a career out of spilling them on paper, on spreading other people’s business around when it should stay private, but what this woman can do with her mouth is so much worse.

      I grit my teeth until my jaw hurts. “That’s none of your fucking business.”

      Raven pauses a few steps from the porch, the moonlight making her pale golden-blond hair almost glow like a halo around her angelic face.

      But the woman standing in front of me is no fucking angel.

      Far from it.

      More like the Mistress of the Underworld.

      No one can make fiery rage flare through my veins with the intensity of the flames of Hell except Raven Perry, and she seems like she’s on a mission to stoke that inferno tonight.

      Why else would she be here?

      “You missed dinner.” Her gaze continues to sweep over me, and despite the moon being the only light, she can see far more than I want her to. She can see how unstable I am tonight. How on edge I am. It’s in the way her emerald eyes narrow on the booze bottle, on my tense hold on the axe, on the way my entire body trembles. The reporter in her never misses a fucking thing. She sees it all. “Again.”

      Fuck.

      There is so much judgment in that single word. An accusation about my behavior and the fact that I’ve been ditching my brothers and their women day after day, night after night.

      But she doesn’t know why.

      Because I haven’t been able to eat for months.

      Because sitting across the table from Killian, Willow, Liam, and Lucky and having to feel their intrusive gazes probing at me with every movement I took became a form of torture I couldn’t handle anymore.

      Because it was always even worse when this woman joined us—which seems to be happening more and more often lately.

      Almost as if God, or Karma, or whatever higher power exists out there beyond the mountain sky is punishing me for what I did by throwing that bane of my existence, a.k.a. Raven, in my path constantly.

      Maybe this is my penance.

      But it doesn’t mean I have to like it.

      I scowl at her. “So concerned about whether I’m fed or not…are you my mother now?”

      Her lips purse as she crosses her arms over her chest, which makes her exposed cleavage thrust out even more. Which she likely does on purpose, to try to throw the people she’s questioning off guard. “I don’t care if you starve to death up here alone, Connor McBride. In fact, it would make my life a whole lot more pleasant if you did.” Truth rings in her words and her unwavering voice. “But for some reason I can’t comprehend, Willow does care. And she’s my best friend, so I care about her feelings.”

      Fucking hell…

      That pain hits my gut again.

      A volatile mix of guilt, regret, and affection for that woman who is so important to the McBrides floods my veins. Willow has always showered all of us with so much unconditional love, but it’s love I can’t accept right now. Not when I can’t even look at myself in the mirror without seeing the killer staring right back at me…

      “Tell her I’m sorry but I’m not coming down.”

      It’s all I can offer.

      No real explanation.

      No excuses.

      I’ve used them all over the last few months—more than once.

      Everyone is already done eating by now, but knowing Willow, she has an overflowing plate ready to reheat for me if I ever did make it down the slope to their cabin only a few hundred yards from my own.

      She would welcome me with open arms and a genuine smile, unlike her best friend standing in front of me, who is more likely to stab a blade straight into my back.

      Raven continues to watch me, shifting in her black combat boots on the pine needles and dead leaves beneath her as if being so close to me makes her as uneasy as it does me. “Kinda figured that since it’s already Niall’s bedtime.”

      I wince at the mention of my nephew.

      That sweet, innocent, tiny human who has already been through so much in his short life.

      I’m missing so many things. So much time with him. Watching him grow and explore the world around him over the past two months has passed without me being there. Because I can’t stand to touch him with my tainted hands.

      All I see is blood on them.

      From the men I killed.

      From Liam when he was bleeding out on the barn floor.

      I squeeze my eyes closed, willing those images away, and despite being watched so intently by the one woman I don’t want anywhere near me, I bring the bottle to my lips and take a long, hard pull from it, guzzling down the bourbon like it’s water.

      It burns going down, but it’s a welcome discomfort compared to what I suffer having to face down the woman standing in front of my cabin.

      When I finally reopen my eyes, the first thing I see is Raven’s furrowed brow and those intense eyes judging me.

      Because that’s what she does—judge.

      She judges everyone on McBride Mountain—their choices, their actions, their lives—and she splashes her gossip about them all over her “community” page as if it’s an expose in The New York fucking Times.

      “Get the hell out of here, Raven.”

      I can’t be held accountable for what happens if she stays.

      Not when I’m in this state.

      Not where she’s involved.
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      RAVEN

      Connor is on edge tonight.

      A razor-thin edge.

      So close to tumbling over it that I can practically see it happening in front of me in real time.

      The McBride brothers have always prided themselves on their strength, their resilience, their ability to withstand anything the mountain throws at them. They have protected this beautiful place and our quiet little town from anything and everything that has come. Despite their grumpy attitudes and solitary natures, they’ve done whatever is necessary, without question.

      But this Connor McBride isn’t that strong, unshakable man I’ve spent years verbally sparring with. He isn’t the immovable force who never backs down from an argument, who almost seems to get some sick satisfaction from our “matches” and walks away with a fire in his chest.

      That isn’t the man in front of me.

      His entire body trembles.

      He clings to his axe and the bourbon bottle in his hands as if he would crumble if he weren’t holding them.

      Maybe he would.

      Drowning himself in alcohol has certainly been at the top of his to-do list lately, and from what his brothers have told me, he’s been spending most of the time he is here—and not off gallivanting on the mountain—felling trees all over the property like he needs to destroy something to make himself feel better.

      It’s the worst I’ve ever seen him—and that’s really saying something considering the way he’s been acting the last couple months.

      Even more reclusive than normal—disappearing for days at a time.

      Constantly short with everyone when he is forced to interact.

      Always looking like he isn’t one hundred percent present anytime anyone talks to him.

      We all had hoped he would turn a corner, that he would somehow find his way out of the black hole he seems to have been living in since the attack on the homestead, but that seems impossible for him. Or at least, it isn’t happening tonight…

      He appears content to wallow in his own self-pity and drown himself in bourbon.

      I should let him.

      It would certainly make my life easier to not have to see Connor McBride anymore.

      No more sneers. No more snide remarks. No more insults slung at full force in my direction. No more having to even acknowledge the man who always manages to get under my skin in the worst way possible. But the pain it would cause Willow to see anything happen to him wouldn’t be worth any relief I might gain from letting him destroy himself.

      One of his dark brows rises as he stares me down. “Did you not hear me?” He points his axe back down the hill toward Killian and Willow’s cabin. “Get the hell out of here. Leave me alone.”

      The growl that punctuates his final word would be enough to make most men cower and most women run. Especially while he’s clutching that axe so tightly in his hand that he can wield with such precision—even when he’s three sheets to the wind. No matter how much I may hate Connor, the middle McBride brother’s prowess with that blade is impossible to ignore.

      It saved Liam and Lucky’s lives…

      I release a heavy sigh, my frustration with him beginning to make my skin itch. “There isn’t a chance in hell I am going back down that hill to tell Willow I let you stalk off into the woods drunk with your axe.”

      Who knows where he would go or what he would do…

      His permanent scowl returns, and his hand flexes on the weapon. Huge, powerful hands that can destroy so easily. Those dark eyes of his dart toward the pitch-black woods to the right of his cabin—away from his brothers and the homestead they share.

      He is going to bolt.

      Again.

      It’s no secret that he’s been disappearing for days at a time, without explanation. Each time he vanishes on the mountain, everyone gets more worried that he might just not come back. And given his state tonight, I can see why.

      Missing dinner with his brothers and their women is one thing—but making them constantly agonize about the worst potentially coming true is another.

      Something I can’t stand for.

      Not when it’s hurting my best friend and she’s already suffered more than any one person should in a lifetime.

      It’s finally Willow’s chance at her happily ever after, and she deserves to have it without Connor’s self-loathing getting in the way.

      What happened on this homestead when the Lorells came for Lucky shook all of us, but Connor has completely crumpled under the weight of it rather than letting the people who love him help carry the load.

      I came up here tonight so that Willow and Killian could get Niall to bed without having to deal with this, to make an apparently useless attempt to convince him to come eat, so they would have an opportunity to talk to him and maybe get him to open up.

      I certainly didn’t climb this damn hill to argue—again.

      And he appears done with it, too.

      He takes a step toward the stairs that lead down from the porch, and I take a step forward, effectively blocking his escape route.

      I shake my head. “Nope.”

      “Raven…” My name comes out more of a growl than spoken from between his clenched teeth. “Get the fuck out of my way.”

      He could easily move me himself if his hands weren’t full, but I’m willing to bet he isn’t giving up his axe or the booze. That leaves him at a tremendous disadvantage at this moment. As does the fact that he’s unsteady on his feet from no doubt drinking too much bourbon already.

      The last thing he needs right now is to be alone. And while I am certainly not the person Connor wants to see right now, I’m also the only one literally standing between him and a downward spiral he might not be able to get free from.

      Which means as much as I may want to tell him off and explain how selfish he’s being when everyone is trying to help him, I have to maintain my cool.

      “Come with me to Willow and Killian’s. They’re putting Niall to bed now, but she has dinner waiting for you. You shouldn’t be alone⁠—”

      “Who the hell are you to tell me what I should or shouldn’t be?”

      Fair.

      This man has always hated me, and I’ve given him plenty of reasons over the past couple of years to stoke that hatred into flat-out loathing. Something I can clearly see in his dark eyes now. But I’ve never been afraid of Connor McBride, and I’m not about to start cowering in front of him now.

      “I’m the person who is here.”

      It’s really all I can say, all I can offer.

      I’m not the person who has heart to hearts with the McBrides, who tries to talk them off ledges. I’m the one who puts stories about them on my community page when they do something stupid or laughable. I warn the people of McBride Mountain when they should stay away from the homestead and its residents, when things are volatile and the men who keep the town running should be avoided. I’m the enemy, as far as he’s concerned.

      Connor growls low again. “No one asked you to be.”

      I scoff, throwing up my hands. “You’re right. No one asked me to hike up this hill, in the dark, to deal with a grumpy, unhinged lumberjack. I offered so my best friend and her husband can put their baby to bed, so that maybe when they’re done, the one person they want to see, the person they need to be okay, would be sitting at their table where he should have been hours ago.”

      My words seem to echo around us, the night making my raised voice carry way too far. At this point, I can only hope Lucky and Liam aren’t outside to hear it. If they do, they might come running to intervene, and throwing them into the mix probably won’t do any good tonight.

      Connor goes deathly still.

      So damn still that my own breath stops, lodged in my chest as I wait for him to react…

      I wait for him to explode.

      Because this is what we do, what we always do.

      We argue.

      We sling insults and use words like they’re arrows.

      We rage at each other.

      And it always ends the same way—with one of us storming away when the tension boils over, when the explosion happens. But I can’t walk away tonight when I don’t trust what he might do if I turn my back on him.

      Because no matter how much I may despise Connor McBride, he’s family to the only family I have left.

      The tension between us grows, thickening the chilling night air until the pressure of it pushing down on me becomes crushing.

      Finally, he takes another step, so damn close that I can smell the bourbon on his breath and feel the trembling of his huge body. “I don’t need a babysitter, Raven. And I sure as hell don’t need your fake concern.” He motions toward the woods with his axe. “Deep down, we both know you would love it if I walked off into those trees and never came back.”

      I can’t hide my flinch at his words, at that hint of hurt there when he repeated exactly what I’ve been thinking.

      “You don’t know me, Raven. You don’t owe me anything. But what you do need to do is get the hell out of my way.”

      “Or what?”

      His dark brows fly up. “Don’t try me, Perry.”

      I hold my ground. “Don’t try me, McBride.”

      “What do you want? Another story for your little gossip column? Another reason to smear my name across that stupid social media page and make me look stupid?” He throws up his hands, still clutching the axe and booze. “Well, you have it now.”

      My chest tightens. “Is that what you think? That I wanted to come up here to get dirt for a story?”

      “That is your M.O., and I am done being fodder for your bullshit.”

      Instead of trying to move past me or through me, he rushes back up the steps, sets the bottle on the railing nearest the woods, and easily leaps over it, landing with a thud on the hard ground. He snags the bottle without a look back at me, clutching his axe as he stalks off into the trees.

      Shit.

      I rush after him. “Connor!”

      The forest swallows up his name as I step into it.

      Only a few feet into the trees, the darkness surrounds me, the moon completely blocked by the canopy above us. I try to follow him, but my boot catches on something, and I start to tumble forward. My hand manages to find a tree trunk just in time to prevent me from falling face-first into the underbrush.

      “Fuck!”

      I can’t see more than a foot or two in front of me, let alone which way he went. And if Connor doesn’t want to be found, he knows full well how to disappear out here.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      He’s gone.
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          ONE WEEK LATER

        

      

    

    
      CONNOR

      The bell jingles above the diner door, and Elaine’s head whips in my direction, her pale eyes narrowing on me the moment I step onto the familiar tile floor.

      My stomach rumbles in response to the glorious scents permeating the air, and I can almost taste all the delicious things Matt is cooking back in the kitchen. After a week on the mountain, surviving on beef jerky, mixed nuts, granola bars, and processed canned crap, I desperately need something hot and fresh.

      I could have stopped at the homestead this morning and eaten with the family around Killian and Willow’s table—our usually ritual continued from the days Mom was still around and insisted we have a good breakfast to start the day—but I just couldn’t bring myself to walk through their door and see that look on their faces…

      Again.

      The worry.

      The disappointment.

      The trepidation and unease.

      It’s the same every time I come back.

      They never used to look at me like that. Before the attack on the homestead, I was just one of the McBride brothers. Now, I’m a killer. Someone they can’t trust. Someone they have to watch, constantly worried about what I might do.

      I tried to avoid those looks any way I can, like by ditching the morning meal with the family today, but given the way Elaine is staring me down, she is well aware of my disappearing act over the past week. And she’s just as worried as they undoubtedly all are.

      But it’s too late to back out of the diner now.

      I’m too hungry, and that old woman is too focused on me to slip away and not expect some serious fall out—like her chasing me down Main Street with a damn cast iron skillet in her hand screaming, “Get back here, Connor McBride, or else.”

      I wouldn’t put it past her to do just that.

      Elaine may appear to be a sweet, grandmotherly figure, but she has a bite you don’t want to be on the receiving end of. Today, after that hike back down the mountain, I definitely don’t have the energy for it.

      The clank of silverware against plates fills my ears as I make my way to the counter and slip onto one of the stools, keeping my head low even though it already feels like all the eyes in the diner are on me.

      It would have been impossible to completely hide what went down on the homestead with Brent Lorell and his men. His uncle’s lawsuits and accusations against the McBrides and Lucky ensured that before we came to our agreement with them, but we’ve managed to keep a lot of the specifics from the people of McBride Mountain. That has only seemed to stoke the flames of interest when it comes to any of the McBrides. So has Raven’s silence on the matter in her little column.

      Murder on the mountain should have been front page news, instead there has been only whispers and speculation.

      That makes coming back from my solitude on the mountain even worse.

      Elaine slides a steaming cup of coffee in front of me and leans her elbows on the counter, resting her face in her hands. She doesn’t say anything, only the sounds of clinking silverware against plates and morning chatter break the uncomfortable pointed silence directed at me from the woman who has become almost like a grandmother to us over the years.

      Rubbing the back of my neck with one hand, I grasp the mug and bring it to my lips, drinking down the piping-hot liquid and letting the caffeine flow through my veins. After my hike back down the mountain before the sun even came up, I need it. Maybe a few cups, knowing what I’ll face when I walk onto the lumber yard later and have to see Killian and Liam.

      By the time I set the mug down on the countertop, Elaine’s lips start to curl into a smile. “Does this work with your brothers?”

      “Does what work?”

      “Just waltzing in the door after vanishing for a week and pretending it’s no big deal…”

      I snort. “I do not waltz.”

      “Mmm hmm.” She continues to watch me expectantly, ignoring the other customers filling the diner. “Well, I’m glad you’re back. What can I get you?”

      Less judgment.

      “My usual.”

      Her lips twitch as she nods, then turns back to the kitchen window and calls it out to her son. Thankfully, she doesn’t return to start the inquisition I could feel coming but wanders out into the diner to check on the rest of the people of McBride Mountain.

      My relief is short-lived, though.

      The bells jingle over the door, and I glance over my shoulder and cringe at the familiar uniform and hat as Sheriff Tony Briggs saunters in.

      Fuck.

      His booted footsteps eat up the space between the front of the diner and the counter, and he comes to a stop beside me and slides onto another stool. He reaches up and pulls off his hat, setting it on the other side of him as he releases a long, heavy sigh. “I’m glad you’re here. Saves me from having to send out the search party I was planning on gathering today if no one heard from you…”

      Another cringe.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      “You weren’t really going to send a search party.”

      One of his dark brows rises. “Wasn’t I?” A sardonic laugh slips from his tense mouth. “After everything that’s happened with Willow, Lucky, the attack at your homestead…then Raven telling us you stormed off with a bottle of bourbon, your axe, and a shitty attitude and no one sees you for a week?”

      Well, when he puts it like that…

      He absolutely was going to send out a search party—undoubtedly at my brothers’ behests.

      They started out giving me time and space, but at this point, their concern has taken center stage. The longer this goes on, the more they’ve pushed me to talk, to discuss what happened and how I’m feeling about it. That fear for my well-being overtook any inclination to let me handle it on my own.

      And maybe it should.

      God knows I’m a fucking wreck.

      I might have stayed on the mountain longer if I hadn’t run out of alcohol. The bottle in my hand when I left, along with the several I already had stashed, didn’t last nearly long enough.

      Barely two days sober was enough to send me scurrying back home rather than face the demons that tear at me even worse when my head isn’t in that fog.

      I scrub my hands over my face and release a groan. “I didn’t mean to make everyone worry.”

      Tony squeezes my shoulder. “I know you didn’t. But you seem to forget that you have people here who love you, who want to help you. I understand what happened at the homestead⁠—”

      My back stiffens, every muscle in my body tensing at his placating tone. “No. You don’t. You can’t.”

      By the time he got up to the homestead, the blood had already been spilled. The dead—the men I killed—were already sprawled across the land that has always been my home. A refuge from all those things below that could taint the pristine perfection. I had already marred our mountain with the kind of destruction that can’t be undone. Just like I can’t ever seem to wash the blood from my hands, the memory of seeing our home defiled that way will forever stay seared in my mind. A stain that can never be removed from that land.

      Tony nods, his dark brown gaze softening. “You’re right. I can’t know what you went through, but I’ve seen some shit, too.”

      Guilt over the way I snapped at him creeps up because I know Tony did see a lot when he was a Marine. Those experiences stayed with him and led him into law enforcement. They’re what stokes his desire, his need to keep McBride Mountain safe from the outside world, to keep our small community insulated from all those things that could shatter our peaceful existence.

      Only, I’m one of those things now.

      Which is exactly why I left last week.

      It’s why I had to.

      To keep everyone I love—and even those I despise—safe…from me.

      Elaine appears from the kitchen with a lumberjack breakfast overflowing off the plate and slides it in front of me, but I’ve suddenly lost my appetite. She offers me a kind smile, then glances at Tony and gives him a knowing hard one before she pours him a cup of coffee. Perhaps a warning not to push me too hard this morning.

      I take a sip of coffee, waiting for what I know is coming. The moment I pick up my silverware and start slicing my pancakes, Tony shifts on his stool to face me more fully and I brace myself.

      “Do your brothers know you’re back?”

      My grip on the fork tightens. “No.”

      The moment I stepped out of the woods, I beelined for my cabin, showered off the hike, and drove down the mountain before anyone else on the homestead was even awake.

      It was a cop-out, pure and simple. An avoidance of the people who were sure to call me out.

      Tony knows it, too, given the look he’s directing my way. “You need to call them. Willow and Raven, too.”

      Raven?

      The mere mention of her name is enough to make my hackles rise.

      “I’ll see my brothers at the yard today. I’ll call Willow from there.” I clench my teeth, biting out my words. “And I’m sure that viper Raven will find out I’m back through her usual gossip sources.”

      Like the people sitting here in the diner.

      Tony snorts and offers me a knowing grin. “I know you won’t believe it, but she’s actually worried about you.”

      I shove a bite of pancakes into my mouth and chew it, along with his words. Vivid images of the way she eviscerated me with a simple look the night I left flash through my head, and by the time I swallow, that same anger I had then has returned full force.

      Swallowing, I shake my head. “Bull. Shit. The only thing she missed was having me around to be fodder for her articles and someone to argue with.”

      Tony smirks. “She did write an article about you.”

      “Fuck.” I try to swallow the growl, but it slips out. “What did it say?”

      He snags his mug and tags a long, slow drink of coffee. “That if anyone should run into you out on the mountain that they should steer clear because you were in a volatile mood.”

      Hell.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      I was volatile.

      Anyone who might have been hiking and accidentally stumbled upon me in the woods might have witnessed something very dark and very ugly. But she didn’t need to spread my shit across her gossip column disguised as a community information page.

      It only confirms what I told her that night—I’m only a source of dirt for her skeezy stories. That’s why she came up to my cabin. It wasn’t an altruistic move to help Willow and Killian. It was about her and what she needed and wanted—a reason to fight with me and make it public.

      Rage quickly replaces anything left of my appetite, and I toss my silverware on the plate and slide off the stool.

      Tony’s brows fly up. “Where are you going?”

      I scowl as my hands flex at my sides. “To deal with the bane of my existence.”
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      RAVEN

      My fingers fly across the keys, the words flowing out as fluidly as the river runs over the falls at the bottom of the mountain and cascades into the swimming hole. Only, it’s more like a tidal wave this morning. An unstoppable, immovable current of thoughts that I couldn’t stop even if I tried at this point.

      And I don’t want to curb this flow.

      This is what I need.

      The effortless words that come easily when the story is so important, when the topic is something I feel so intensely on a personal level. They always lead to my best work, to the stories that truly touch people and make a difference in their lives.

      And this is definitely that.

      In all the years I’ve been writing, nothing—not a single story topic—has ever meant more or been more vital to not only my career but my very existence.

      This is the kind of story that changes lives—not just mine.

      This is so much bigger than the mountain.

      And the end is in sight.

      Months of thinking about it. Researching. Diving into the darkest parts of the internet to search for information. Making phone calls to people who didn’t want to talk and convincing them to put their lives on the line to do the right thing. Putting myself in places I absolutely shouldn’t have been…

      It’s all finally coming together.

      Pieces of a puzzle that have rattled around in my head are starting to click into place. The big picture is right there, and once everyone sees it, it will change the lives of so many people.

      All I need is a little time to complete the final bits of my research, to actually finish writing the biggest story of my life, to polish it to perfection, and then, the shit will hit the fan…

      And I can’t fucking wait.

      I let the music blaring through my headphones lull me into that headspace I need to be I when I write—completely focused. Everything around me is completely shut out. Only the words and my fingers on the keyboard exist.

      Even tucked into my corner of the bakery at my usual table, with customers flitting in and out constantly and Claire bustling around me, clearing tables and refilling my coffee without me having to ask for it, nothing can distract me from this story.

      The morning ticks away without me even realizing it.

      Seconds turn into minutes.

      Minutes to hours.

      I’m lost to my work…

      Until a broad, dark shadow falls across my table and a meaty hand slams my laptop closed and almost amputates my fingers.

      “Hey! What the hell?”

      I jerk my head up toward the asshole who interrupted me and freeze.

      Shit.

      He’s back…

      Connor looms over me, his bearded jaw clenched, a muscle there ticcing as he flexes those huge hands at his sides into fists and opens them again. Steam practically pours out of his ears, and the burning rage in his dark eyes sears my skin in a way that makes heat instantly rise through my body.

      I slowly reach up and pull off my headphones, letting them slide down to hang from my neck as I cross my arms over my chest and raise a brow at him. “What the fuck was that for?”

      His lips curl into his trademark sneer as he leans down and places his palms on the table directly next to my computer, hovering over me like the dark storm cloud he has always been in my life. “Trying to save someone else from becoming the topic of your scathing gossip.”

      Shit.

      “So, you heard about the article…”

      A low growl slips from Connor’s mouth, and he leans closer, until I can smell something warm and spicy emanating off him as thickly as his anger. He smells woodsy, like the forest where he spends his time, combined with the bourbon he’s always drinking, and I should hate it. Should. “I heard you did exactly what I knew you would—turn me into a fucking story.”

      I wince at the intensity of the rage in his words.

      Of course, that’s how he would see it.

      Because Connor McBride only views the world in black and white. Things are either right or wrong with him. There isn’t any in between, no room for explanations or exceptions or the gray everyone else knows exists when it comes to every choice someone makes in their lives. That’s why he’s having such a hard time coping with what he had to do on the homestead. That’s why he’s living in a dark shadow of his own creation.

      And that story about him was another of those gray things.

      It was something I had to do, for multiple reasons. But he would never see it that way. He would never accept my explanation or understand why I did it, just like he wouldn’t understand what I’m doing now if he knew.

      My shoulders tense, and I push up to my feet, forcing him to do the same. But he still towers over me by at least a foot—all muscle and tightly coiled ire that makes this man look every bit as intimidating as his reputation.

      I open my mouth to argue that point with him, to explain why I published that story about him. I almost try to give him my side of things. Almost. But my eyes catch those of all the people in the bakery now watching us like we’re primetime television.

      Jenny Bellman and her kids gape at us with large, curious gazes, and the Wilsons at the counter with Claire shift closer to the door as if they want to be near the escape route they might need to get away from the explosion about to happen in the back corner of the small space.

      Claire offers a glare that tells me if this goes any further, I won’t be allowed to work at this table anymore.

      It’s my “office,” for all intents and purposes, and I can’t lose it. Ever since the paper closed, this has been the only place I’ve been able to get anything done, where I’ve been able to get into my zone and put words on paper. If I get excommunicated from the bakery, I don’t know where I’d go.

      And this is the worst possible time to be messing with my mojo. When the story that could change my career and life is literally at my fingertips.

      Shit.

      I’m not about to let Connor fucking McBride and his holier-than-thou attitude fuck it up for me. Not today or ever. I won’t let him mess with my emotions—something he seems to be an expert at without even trying.

      Remaining cool and calm around this man is damn near impossible, but I take a long, deep inhalation, holding the scent of the fresh baked goods in my lungs for a moment and trying to ignore his scent before I slowly release it, along with some of the anger permeating every fiber of my being right now.

      As much as I may hate Connor McBride, he’s clearly still on edge—even if he’s returned to civilization—and I won’t be the one to push him over it. That would only give him more ammunition in his war against me, and he has a stockpile big enough to wage it for decades.

      Squaring my shoulders, I stare him down, refusing to look away for even a millisecond because showing any weakness around Connor is like a deer limping in front of a bobcat. The predator sees the vulnerability and is more than ready to strike. “You should go.”

      He recoils slightly. “What?”

      I point toward the door. “You should go before you make even more of a scene and prove to everyone in town that what I wrote is one hundred percent true.”

      Connor flinches, his hands fisting at his sides. He glances around us, at everyone watching, everyone waiting. His gaze locks with Claire’s, and his shoulders slump, as if all the fight is melting away with one look from her.

      His almost onyx eyes flash over to mine, and his jaw hardens again. But there isn’t any chance of the explosion that was going to happen only a few moments ago.

      Some sense of the reality that surrounds us has seeped into his gaze. Some rationality has returned to the man who has been acting anything but rational for months.

      He draws in a sharp breath and lets it out slowly, flexing his hands at his sides before he points to my computer. “Just keep my fucking name out of your stories.”

      I try not to react, knowing full well his name appears numerous times merely on the single page I had started typing this morning, let alone the number it will have to by the time I’m done. But there isn’t any other way to tell this story without Connor being at the center of it.

      Which is why I am dreading reaching that point when I need to talk to him, when I need to approach him and push him hard.

      That’s why I’ve been doing literally everything else for this story before I have to go there.

      If he knew what I was writing…

      If he knew what was coming…

      A shiver runs down my spine, the sense of impending doom I rarely experience in this quiet, sleepy mountain town. And it’s because of this man.

      He stares at me for far too long, until it starts to become uncomfortable to remain locked in his dark gaze.

      Claire approaches and clears her throat, and it seems to snap him out of whatever trance he was in.

      Connor shakes his head, then abruptly turns and gives me his back to stalk out of the bakery, sucking all the air out of it with his retreat.

      Holy hell.

      I release a shaky breath, forcing a smile at Claire so she won’t see how much Connor just shook me because I don’t want to even admit it to myself.

      Over the years, I’ve seen Connor McBride angry. And lately, I’ve seen him balancing on that precarious edge. I’ve seen him covered in blood and trembling at the hospital while Liam’s life hung in the balance. But the way he looked at me today is the first time I actually physically reacted to him. The first time my body warned me of what my mind refuses to accept—that Connor is a very real threat.

      Because I know what my current story is going to do to him.

      What it will cost him.

      What it will cost me.

      What it might cost all of us.

      But I still have to write it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      CONNOR

      The moment I open the door to the McBride Timber office, Gizmo leaps from Liam's lap, barking wildly as he charges at me like the massive guard dog he seems to think he is.

      I stare down the little Frenchie with the bad attitude, refusing to budge or retreat an inch from the tiny terror. After being gone a week, he seems especially annoyed at my reappearance today, flashing his teeth and emitting a low growl from deep in his chest.

      A tense stare down continues for a few seconds, neither of us willing to back down. We've mastered this game over the last several months since Lucky came into our lives, bringing Gizmo with her. The dog hates just about everyone, including me, and he isn’t afraid to show it.

      But he always caves eventually.

      And it doesn’t take long for him to slink back toward his favorite person rather than continuing to stand in my way.

      The look that Liam gives me from his chair tells me he may be as annoyed with me as the dog is, at least at the moment.

      Shit.

      I close the door behind me and release a sigh, already anticipating what's coming and attempting to brace myself for the inevitable impact. There was no way I was going to be able to just “reappear” and not face this look from my brothers or the questions they’ll have. But that doesn’t mean I’m mentally prepared for it…

      Especially after the morning I’ve already had, I would have preferred a welcome-home hug and silence from Liam. I’m still itching from my confrontation with Raven, and getting into it with him is only going to make it worse.

      Liam watches me silently as I stalk across the office and settle into my desk chair, glancing at Killian's empty one. I didn't see him out on the yard when I parked and walked into the office, which means he probably went up onto the mountain for something, perhaps to check on one of the timber sites.

      At least there’s only one McBride brother to face today.

      It’s far better than them teaming up on me, which undoubtedly would have happened if I had stopped on the homestead for breakfast or found both of them in here this morning. So, I guess I should count my blessings in that regard.

      Of the two other McBride brothers, Liam is the lesser of two evils in many respects. He’s less aggressive, less likely to tear into me, far more likely to tread lightly, but he’s also the one who gets disappointed, which is far worse than Killian’s anger.

      I scan the papers scattered on my desk to see if there's anything important rather than meet his judgmental gaze. If there were anything that couldn’t have waited, I'm sure Liam and Killian would've handled it while I was gone.

      They’re always on top of everything where
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