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[image: ]


The wind stretched long and dry across the Texas plains, kicking up dust like it was trying to whisper something dangerous. The sun had begun its slow descent behind the hills, bleeding gold across a sky so wide it made you feel small. Everly Quinn had never felt so exposed in her life.

She stood in front of the ranch house, gripping the strap of her bag with one hand and shielding her eyes from the glare with the other. Everything about this place felt like it belonged in a fever dream—the cracked earth, the slow sway of yellowed grass, the weight of something unspoken in the air.

There was no welcome party. No smile or handshake. Just the low hum of crickets, the scent of worn leather and hay, and the knowledge that she'd traded one kind of silence for another.

A screen door creaked.

She turned.

And there he was.

Beckett Rhodes. Thirty-eight. Scarred. Taller than she'd imagined, broader too. His dark button-down shirt was open at the collar, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms dusted with grit and inked in faded tattoos. A beat-up cowboy hat shaded his face, but nothing could mute those eyes—ice-cold blue, sharp as a blade and just as dangerous.

He didn’t move. Just stood on the porch like a statue carved out of muscle and heat.

“You’re Everly Quinn?” His voice wasn’t soft, but it wasn’t cruel either. Rough. Sandpaper dragged slow over skin.

She nodded. “Yeah.”

He studied her like he was trying to find a crack in something already broken. And maybe he saw it, because his jaw twitched just once before he turned and stepped back inside.

She stayed there, her boots sinking slightly into the dirt, heart thudding too fast in her chest.

There were things she didn’t want him to know. Things she'd come here to forget. But Beckett Rhodes had the kind of stare that made you think forgetting was a fool’s game.

Inside, the house smelled like cedar, old books, and a man who hadn’t shared space with anyone in a long time. The sheriff had arranged the whole thing—cheap rent for the summer in exchange for solitude, quiet, and not asking too many questions.

She didn’t want questions. Not from anyone.

Especially not from him.

Her loft above the kitchen was simple: wood floors, a narrow bed, and a window that opened to the fields. The first night she didn’t sleep. Just listened. To the creak of the house settling, to the wind chasing itself around the corners, to the occasional distant sound of Beckett’s boots on the floor below.

In the morning, she rose with the sun and started to paint.

It was why she’d come—to lose herself in color, in texture, in something other than memory. Her brushes moved without mercy, dragging crimson and rust across the canvas, building the curve of a woman’s bare back, the outline of lips pressed together to hold in a scream.

She hadn’t heard him come in.

“Is that what pain looks like to you?”

She turned too fast, her breath catching. He leaned in the doorway, arms crossed, eyes pinned to the painting.

“I thought you were out in the fields.”

“I was.”

He stepped closer. She saw the faint scar that ran along his left jaw, a slash of white just under the stubble. It made him look like he’d survived something most men wouldn’t talk about. Maybe he had.

“I don’t usually let people see what I paint until it’s done,” she said, suddenly self-conscious.

“I don’t usually talk to people in my house.”

They stared at each other.

“I guess we’re both breaking rules,” she muttered.

Beckett’s gaze dipped, took in the curve of her hips under the thin cotton of her dress, the way her hair—black as ink—tumbled down her back. When his eyes returned to hers, they weren’t cold anymore. Just quiet. Watching.

“I didn’t ask why you came,” he said.

“I didn’t plan on telling you.”

A muscle in his jaw ticked, but he nodded. “Good. I don’t care.”

He turned and walked away.

But something about the way he left—slow, deliberate, shoulders tight—made her stomach twist in ways that had nothing to do with fear.

That night, she couldn’t stop thinking about him.

About how he moved. About the way his voice wrapped around her name like it meant something. She twisted under the thin sheet, trying to chase away the ache that had settled low in her belly.

She shouldn’t want him.

But there was something about the way he looked at her—like he already owned the secrets she hadn’t told anyone—that made her thighs press together and her breath grow shallow.

The next morning, he was in the barn, shirtless, hammering something into the side of a stall. She told herself not to look. Not to stare at the way his back muscles flexed with each swing. Not to wonder how those hands would feel wrapped around her wrists, rough and demanding.

He caught her watching.

He didn’t smirk. Didn’t say a word.

Just stared until she turned and walked away, her face burning.

That night, she painted him.

Didn’t mean to. Didn’t plan to.

But her brush betrayed her.

Broad shoulders. Rough hands. That scar on his jaw.

She stopped when she got to his eyes.

There was no color in her palette that matched the way they made her feel.

The next time he spoke to her, it was at sunset. She was barefoot, walking through the grass behind the barn, the dying light turning everything to gold. He came up behind her without a sound.

“You don’t belong here,” he said.

She turned slowly. “I didn’t come to belong.”

His eyes searched her face. “You don’t know what I’ve done.”

“I don’t want to.”

He stepped closer.

“You should.”

Her breath caught. He was too close. Too warm. The scent of him filled her nose—earth, sweat, and something darker.

She didn’t back away.

“You trying to scare me, cowboy?” she whispered.

He tilted his head, his mouth so close she could feel the heat of it.

“I don’t want to scare you.”

“Then what do you want?”

His silence was a scream.

Then he turned and walked away again.

Every night after that, he came closer.

Sometimes in the form of a shadow watching her from the edge of the porch. Sometimes in a low voice offering a warning she didn’t need. Sometimes in the way his eyes lingered too long on her mouth.

She started leaving her door unlocked.

She didn’t know why.

He didn’t come. Not yet.

But she knew he wanted to.

And God help her, she wanted him to.

One night, the wind howled so hard it shook the windows. She lit candles to keep the dark at bay, and when she turned around, he was there.

Standing in her doorway.

Hat in hand.

His shirt half-unbuttoned. His eyes burning.

She didn’t ask why he was there.

He didn’t offer an explanation.

He stepped inside, slow, deliberate. Her skin prickled as he crossed the room. His hand brushed her cheek. Callused. Gentle.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she whispered.

“I know.”

He cupped her jaw, tilted her face up to his.

“I tried to stay away.”

“But you didn’t.”

His mouth hovered over hers.

“Tell me to go, Everly.”

She didn’t.

She couldn’t.

She reached up, curled her fingers into his shirt, pulled him to her.

And when his mouth finally claimed hers, it wasn’t soft.

It was a fire she’d been aching for.

Rough. Deep. Possessive.

He tasted like whiskey and sin.

His hands slid into her hair, gripped tight as he kissed her like he needed to erase every man who came before him. She gasped against his lips, and he swallowed the sound like it belonged to him.

When he lifted her, her legs wrapped around his waist without thought.

He walked her backward, mouth never leaving hers, until her back hit the wall. Her dress rode up. His jeans pressed hard between her thighs. She moaned, and he cursed under his breath, burying his face in her neck.

“This is wrong,” he rasped.

“I know.”

“I’m too old for you.”

“I don’t care.”

His mouth found hers again, deeper now. Hungrier.

And when his hands slid under her dress, when his fingers touched skin that hadn’t been touched in far too long, Everly knew she was already his.

Even if he never said the words.

Even if he couldn’t.

Because this wasn’t love.

Not yet.

It was need.

Raw. Unrelenting. Forbidden.

And just beginning.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The morning after tasted like ash and thunder.

Everly lay on the narrow bed in her loft, bare legs tangled in linen, her body still humming from the night before. Her lips were swollen from his kiss. Her thighs sore in a way that made her ache deeper than she'd thought possible. She stared at the ceiling, chest rising and falling, heart still beating to the rhythm of Beckett Rhodes.

But the bed was empty.

He was gone.

No note. No word. No promise.

Just the imprint of his body in the sheets and the scent of sweat and sin on her skin.

She should’ve felt used. Stupid.

But all she felt was... hungry.

Downstairs, the clatter of dishes told her he was awake. Alive. Unbothered.

She pulled on one of his flannel shirts—stiff, oversized, smelling like him—and padded barefoot down the stairs. The kitchen smelled like coffee and silence.

He didn’t look at her.

He stood by the counter, back to her, mug in one hand, the other braced against the tile. His dark shirt clung to his shoulders, wrinkled from where she'd pulled it off him in desperation hours ago. He hadn't shaved. A new shadow of stubble lined his jaw.

She could still feel it scraping the inside of her thighs.

Everly moved slowly, stopping just short of him. “So, that’s it?”

Beckett took a sip, slow. Still wouldn’t turn around. “What do you want me to say?”

Her pulse ticked hard in her throat. “Something. Anything.”

He finally turned. His eyes were tired, stormy. “I warned you.”

“No,” she snapped. “You touched me. You kissed me. You told me to stop you and I didn’t. Don’t act like I broke into your room and begged.”

His nostrils flared. “You didn’t have to beg.”

Silence charged the space between them. Hot. Sharp.

Everly stepped closer. “If you’re going to regret it, then say it.”

“I don’t regret it.”

“Then what?”

He set the mug down hard enough it cracked against the counter. She jumped.

Beckett looked at her like she was the edge of a cliff he was already falling off. “I don’t know how to be gentle, Everly.”

She swallowed. “I never asked you to be.”

His hand twitched. She could see it—his need to reach for her. The war inside him, between wanting and leaving.

He walked past her instead, brushing her shoulder like an apology he couldn’t say.

“I got work to do. Fences on the east side.”

She didn’t stop him. Just watched the door slam behind him and whispered to the empty kitchen, “So do I.”



The easel stood on the back porch now, facing the ridge where he rode every evening. Her brush moved without mercy, sketching the shape of a man too far gone to save and a woman dumb enough to try.

She didn’t see him again until dusk.

The sun dripped blood-orange behind the hills, and Beckett came back dust-covered, shirt open, jaw set like he’d spent all day trying not to break something.

He saw her on the porch. Paused.

Then approached.

His boots thudded slow across the wooden slats. He didn’t speak, just looked over her shoulder at the painting in progress.

“You made me softer than I am,” he muttered.

She didn’t glance up. “You looked softer when you were inside me.”

That hit him.

His throat bobbed. She could hear the breath he pulled in—sharp, wounded.

“You’re dangerous,” he said.

She finally looked up, meeting his eyes. “So are you.”

He stared a second longer, then turned and left again, his boots echoing like a goodbye.



Three days passed.

Three long, dry, blistering days.

She didn’t see him except from a distance—riding fence, working the herd, moving like a shadow that wanted to forget the shape of her skin.

She stayed in the loft. Painted. Walked barefoot through fields. Let the sun blister her shoulders until it felt like penance.

On the fourth night, the storm came.

Not a drizzle. Not a tease.

A real Texas monster—lightning clawing the sky, wind ripping branches like bone. The rain beat down like judgment, shaking the walls of the house.

Everly stood at the window, heart tight. Where was he?

She didn’t have to wonder long.

The door crashed open.

Beckett stood there, soaked to the skin, chest heaving. His shirt clung to him, water running down his face, dripping from the brim of his hat.

He looked wild. Untamed. Like something had broken inside him and he didn’t care who saw.

She ran to him.

“Jesus, Beckett—”

He grabbed her.

Lifted her.

Carried her up the stairs, dripping water all over the floor, his mouth on her neck, her jaw, her lips before she could even finish gasping.

She clawed at his shirt, ripping it off, nails dragging down his chest, and he groaned against her mouth like she’d split him in two.

“You’ve been in my head,” he growled.

She yanked his belt open. “Good.”

“I see you when I close my eyes.”

“Then don’t close them.”

He pinned her to the bed. Her back arched as he slid inside her—no patience, no warning, just raw need and the thunder outside to drown her cries.

He didn’t speak.

Didn’t need to.

His hands said it all—gripping her thighs, her hips, her wrists above her head like if he let go, she’d disappear.

She wrapped her legs around him and held on like he was the only solid thing in her world.

The storm crashed around them, but inside, they were louder.

When she came, she said his name like it meant salvation. When he did, he buried his face in her neck and didn’t come up for air until the lightning faded.

He didn’t move for a long time.

Just lay there. Breathing. Holding.

She traced the scar along his jaw with her fingertip. “Tell me something true.”

He was silent.

She thought he’d stay that way.

But then he whispered, “I killed a man.”

She froze.

His body stiffened above her.

She didn’t pull away.

“Was it justice?” she asked.

He rolled to the side, lying beside her now, eyes on the ceiling. “No such thing.”

Silence settled like dust.

Then she reached for his hand. Twined her fingers through his.

“Stay,” she said.

“I shouldn’t.”

“I know.”

But he didn’t leave.

And neither did the ghosts.
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Everly woke to the scent of smoke and something older—like leather, dust, and regret. The rain had stopped hours ago, leaving behind a film of damp heat that clung to her skin. Beckett was still beside her, one arm flung over her waist, the other tucked beneath his head, body coiled in sleep like he was used to fighting through dreams.

She rolled toward him slowly, careful not to wake him. The scar along his jaw looked even starker in the morning light. His lashes were dark, long, nearly soft, betraying none of the man who had split her open the night before with his body and then broken her open with his confession.

“I killed a man.”

The words echoed in her bones, not because she doubted him—but because she didn’t.

She traced the dip of his collarbone with one finger. He stirred, but didn’t wake. His lips parted with a shallow breath, and she wondered who he was before the guilt, before the weight, before the pain he didn’t try to hide.

Downstairs, the old wood creaked. The house moaned like it remembered things it shouldn’t. She rose quietly, grabbing a flannel off the chair and slipping out of bed, bare feet silent on the cool floor. Her thighs ached in a delicious, bruised way. A reminder.

She stepped into the kitchen and found the coffeepot already brewing.

Of course he’d set it last night. Of course he’d planned to
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