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        Friday, July 14, 2017

      

      

      Wolfe Caine

      What was the saying? Hell in a hand basket?

      Yep. That was exactly where this night was going.

      And fast.

      I had felt the prickling at the back of my neck as soon as I stepped into my favorite watering hole half an hour ago. That itchy feeling got worse when my cousin joined me a few minutes later.

      Never failed that when the pair of us got together, the shit tended to hit the fan. What it was about us that made stupid cowboys want to throw down, I didn’t know, but it seemed I couldn’t spend a Friday night out without getting my knuckles scraped a little.

      But I wasn’t bitching about it. Sometimes, after busting my ass all damn week, a little scuffle was just what my inner redneck needed.

      “Y’all wanna do this?” Lynx growled, his intimidating glare causing the two smartasses to puff out their chests.

      Yep. And that was my cousin for you. Lynx had never met a ranch hand he didn’t want to punch.

      “Son of a bitch,” one of the old men sitting near the back grumbled. “Why the hell do you dumb fuckers wanna start shit all the goddamn time? You ain’t learned your lesson yet?”

      That was the question of the hour.

      I knew the old man wasn’t talking to my cousin and me. Shit. Just a few minutes ago, I had been shooting the shit with him. Minding my own damn business, at that.

      “Hear that, fuckers?” Lynx growled.

      “You talk a lotta shit, you know that?” Dumb Ass Number One goaded, his words aimed at Lynx.

      With a resigned sigh, I set my beer down on the scarred table and moved to stand beside my cousin.

      A couple of the patrons opted to move to the far side of the room.

      I could admit we were an intimidating pair. Always had been. At six foot three, the two of us tended to draw attention whenever we walked into a room. Add to that the tattoos Lynx had decorating a large portion of his body and we could usually part a crowd right down the middle. Didn’t help that we took the bait every damn time.

      “I’m gettin’ too damn old for this shit,” I muttered under my breath.

      With the big three-oh looming in the very near future, I was starting to wonder if it was getting close to time to retire my weekly bar brawl action. And Lynx was no spring chicken at twenty-eight.

      “You wanna do this? Let’s take this shit outside,” Lynx suggested. “I’ll lead the way.”

      Of course he would.

      “Anyone feel like we’re in a zoo?” Dumb Ass Number One questioned.

      Funny guy.

      The dumb ass even chuckled at his own failed attempt at a joke. No one else did.

      I had heard plenty of that shit growing up. Our fathers—brothers with less than two years between them—thought that it would be amusing to make a bet that each of them could not convince their wives to name their firstborn son after some sort of wildlife. Their sister Iris had insisted they were out of their minds, but, of course, being as competitive as they were, it was on at that point. Thanks to that drunken wager, Lynx and I had gotten used to the teasing during our childhood. Granted, as we grew up, that hadn’t happened as much. However, there was still one dumb ass in every bunch.

      “No new material?” I asked.

      “Takes brains to come up with somethin’ new,” Lynx noted. “I think it’s safe to say they’re fresh outta smart.”

      “You’re just as fucked up as your old man,” Dumb Ass Number Two grumbled, his bushy eyebrows darting down.

      I grinned, chuckling. “Who you talkin’ to?”

      I assumed the smart-mouthed cowboy was probably talking to both of us. The Caines had laid down roots in Embers Ridge nearly a hundred years ago, and we’d been starting shit for just as many. And our fathers—Cooter and Calvin—were some of the wildest in Caine history.

      “Pick one.” Dumb Ass Number One cackled like a fucking girl, peering over at my buddy. “They’re all fucking crazy.”

      Lynx glanced over at me. I was tempted to roll my eyes. These boys weren’t in any hurry, obviously. And their stand-up comedy routine was seriously lacking.

      “Since my old man ain’t here to defend himself, why don’t you take this up with me?” Lynx taunted. “I’ll rip your ass a new one just as fast as he would, you dumb fuck.”

      Everyone in town knew that ol’ Cooter Caine was as crazy as they came. After all, he had barricaded himself up in his compound on the outskirts of town and hadn’t left the place in ten years. Not once since Lynx’s mother died in a car wreck on her way home from work. Sure, Cooter was a little out of touch with reality; however, ask anyone and they’d tell you that Lynx’s old man wouldn’t hurt a damn soul. As for Lynx, that was a different story altogether.

      As for my old man … Calvin Caine was probably the sanest in the long line of Caines before me, although that was debatable at times. The man lived in a small apartment above our furniture store, just a few blocks south of downtown Embers Ridge. After my mother passed away two years ago from pneumonia, Calvin took to spending all his time in the store. While Lynx and I were responsible for making the furniture, Calvin had taken it upon himself to sell it. Of course, Lynx and I were often pulling double duty to help out with the heavy lifting.

      “Both of ’em are nuts,” Dumb Ass Number Two said.

      Yep, this was going nowhere fast.

      “Come on,” Lynx growled. “You wanna knuckle up, let’s take this shit outside.”

      Lynx took one step toward the door, but the two dumb asses didn’t move.

      “We can do this right here,” Dumb Ass Number One noted, obviously opposed to a little fresh air, maybe a broken nose.

      “The hell we can,” I grumbled. “You see that girl behind the bar? She’s got a shotgun back there. You throw down in here, that first bullet’ll have your name on it.”

      Granted, I knew that Reagan had yet to fire that bad boy up in here. She was a little on the defensive side, but so far, she hadn’t proven to be crazy. However, that could change at any time.

      Lynx chuckled, but there was no real humor in it. “I don’t know ’bout you boys, but I’d like to live my life without any bullet holes.”

      I leaned toward Lynx. “You’ve already had one.”

      Lynx glared back at me, then rolled his eyes. “Without any more bullet holes,” he amended, then lowered his voice. “And that didn’t count. It was squirrel shot.”

      “Still hurt, didn’t it?” I mumbled back.

      Lynx’s answer was in the form of a one-shoulder shrug.

      Regardless, the statement got the two dumb asses glancing behind the bar. I didn’t need to turn around to know that Reagan Trevino—the sweet girl who owned this beer bar—was standing there, one hand on her hip, the other twitching at her side. There was a shotgun behind that bar, and the woman wasn’t scared to use it.

      “Reagan,” Lynx called out as he started toward the door. “Corral these fools outside, would ya, doll?”

      The sound of a shotgun being racked echoed in the otherwise silent space.

      I nodded toward the door. “Let’s go, boys. My beer’s gettin’ warm.”

      It was a gamble turning your back on a couple of drunk good ol’ boys, but what the fuck. I didn’t have nothing else to do tonight. Nothing more than relaxing with a beer and chilling with my cousin, anyway.

      But this would work, too.

      Once we were outside, the balmy July breeze slapped me right in the face.

      “This is bullshit,” Lynx groused. “I just wanna drink my beer, chill for a bit. Maybe play some pool.” He shook out his hands. “Shit. My hands still hurt from the last damn fight.”

      Seconds later, the two cowboys came barreling out of the bar. Likely having dealt with Reagan calling them a couple of pussies. She’d been known to taunt the fools who wanted to act like idiots.

      “Come on, boys,” Lynx goaded. “Let’s get this shit over with.”

      “Crazy, I tell you,” Dumb Ass Number Two mumbled, stumbling down the steps to the gravel lot. “Why can’t you Caine boys just⁠—”

      Obviously tired of chatting, Lynx launched himself at the dumb ass, landing a solid right hook to the fucker’s jaw. Another swing came, then the two were tangled together, their boots scrambling for purchase on the gravel. When it looked as though the other dumb ass was going to come to his friend’s rescue, I shot a look heavenward. There was no getting out of this one.

      I figured the fastest way to get back inside to my beer was to offer my assistance.

      So I did.
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      Amy Manning

      I stood stone still when the two cowboys headed toward the door, following the Caine cousins. When they stepped outside, I glanced over at Reagan, watching as the woman wielded that shotgun like she was on a first-name basis with the thing.

      Shit.

      This place got stranger and stranger the longer I stayed.

      Not so surprisingly, everyone piled out of the bar and into the parking lot. Seemed Friday night’s entertainment was being held out there. Again.

      When there were no more patrons to wait on, I went to the bar and peered over at my boss. “What do we do now? Wait?” That was what we’d done the last couple of times this had happened.

      Reagan smiled and the move made her even prettier than she already was. She was short, like me, with dark brown eyes, also like me. Our similarities pretty much ran out at that point. Reagan had a cute little nose, perfect breasts, and her hair was long and looked like dark chocolate silk—similar to mine before circumstances had made me become a bottle blonde. I missed my dark hair, wishing I'd never been dumb enough to hit up the drugstore during one of my panic attacks. However, I had to admit, it did help to alter my appearance. Some.

      “Yep. They’ll be back. Won’t take long.”

      Having been in this tiny town of Embers Ridge for all of three months and working in this small bar for only a third of that time, I clearly didn’t understand the dynamics. Seemed there were a few consistencies, though.

      One, Wolfe and Lynx Caine did show up every Friday night without fail. Usually Saturday nights, also.

      Two, someone—typically a drunk cowboy—provoked one or both cousins and ended up out front.

      Three, someone was usually bleeding by the time they all came stumbling back inside.

      And four, at some point tonight, the sheriff was going to make an appearance.

      Seeing the sheriff wasn’t high on my priority list, even if he was nice to look at. Rhys Trevino’s piercing blue eyes saw too damn much as far as I was concerned, which was the very reason I was keeping my distance.

      The door opened. The sound of the fight and some rowdy onlookers floated into the empty room, then was quickly cut off when the door closed again.

      Nope, they weren’t done yet.

      I leaned against the bar and glanced at the clock on the wall. It was only nine thirty. I had two and a half hours to go, and that seemed like an interminably long time. Especially if I had to spend half an hour waiting for everyone to make their way back inside.

      What I really wanted to do was go home, take a long, hot shower, and then fall asleep while reading. I'd recently discovered some rather intriguing books—a popular genre known as erotic romance—that had taught me a few things that I … uh … hadn’t known. In fact, they’d taught me a lot of things I hadn’t known. Needless to say, I looked forward to reading. It was what I'd been doing for the past year. Ever since … the hospital. Thanks to an extremely kind nurse who had clearly taken pity on me, I'd immersed myself in fiction as a way of escape.

      Admittedly, I was getting comfortable in my new life.

      The door opened and my gaze instantly swung over to see who it was.

      Okay, so maybe I wasn’t exactly comfortable. I was still rather twitchy, but there was good reason for that. When one was running for their life, hiding out in a small town, and watching over their shoulder every second of every day, one tended to be jumpy.

      “That Lynx Caine’s somethin’ else,” the newcomer drawled as he headed toward an empty table on the far side of the room.

      I preferred Wolfe to Lynx, but I had no idea why that was. Perhaps I'd had more interaction with him. And even that was extremely limited. There was just something about his deep voice, his black hair and green eyes, the scruffy jaw, and the…

      Yeah. Okay. So I'd been thinking far too much about Wolfe Caine.

      Not knowing what to say to the old man, I opted to pretend not to have heard, instead choosing to offer him a beer.

      “Yeah, thanks, darlin’. Coors Light, if you don’t mind.”

      I turned back to the bar to find Reagan grinning as she pulled out a longneck and twisted the top off, passing it over to me.

      It didn’t take a lot of effort to keep the clientele in this place happy. Since there weren’t many options for recreational activities in Embers Ridge, someone could stop into Reagan’s for a beer or head over to Marla’s Bar for something a little stronger, or even a hamburger and fries. Of course, they could stop in at the diner if they wanted down-home comfort food. Anything more than that would require them to head out of town, a good twenty miles to the nearest chain restaurant.

      That was one of the many reasons I liked Embers Ridge. It was small, the pace was relatively slow, and the people were nice, if not a little nosy. The curiosity was the hardest part to deal with, but so far, I had managed to evade most of the questions by pretending to be shy.

      Since I'd moved into the small farmhouse originally owned by one of the town’s founding families, I did tend to get a lot of questions. Most of them I couldn’t answer since the only thing I knew about the previous owner was that the woman had gotten married and decided to sell the place. With just enough cash to get myself settled in, I had forked it over. The process had been quick and easy, which was what I'd been aiming for.

      “Get these boys some beers,” an older man hollered as he stepped into the bar, holding the door open.

      I turned in time to see Wolfe and Lynx being hustled in by another group of guys.

      My gaze instantly zeroed in on Wolfe. There was something about the man that drew my attention. Could’ve been the way he carried himself with more masculine grace than a big man like him should possess. Whatever it was, I found it difficult not to stare like a schoolgirl with a crush.

      “Sheriff’s on his way,” the old man noted.

      Shit.

      The last person I wanted to come face-to-face with was the sheriff. I'd managed to stay off his radar thus far; I didn’t see any reason to tempt fate.

      Then again, if I really wanted to play it safe, perhaps I should rethink working at Reagan’s on Friday nights.
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      Rhys Trevino

      I knew the call was coming in before I actually received it.

      It was Friday night, after all.

      But just like the sun rising in the east and setting in the west, we could always depend on some good Samaritan calling in to let the Lee County Sheriff’s Department know that the Caine cousins were throwing down outside Reagan’s. Never failed.

      After responding to dispatch, letting them know I was in the vicinity and that I'd take care of the disturbance at Reagan’s, I turned my truck around and put my foot on the gas.

      I knew what I would find when I arrived. It wouldn’t be an emergency unless one of the Caine cousins had gone off the rails. So far, their weekly brawls had yet to send anyone to the hospital. One of these days, some smart-mouthed cowboy was going to push Lynx too far, though. I figured it was only a matter of time.

      And now it was time to check it out.

      I only hoped they’d wrapped it all up because the last time I had to intervene, I'd sported a black eye for a fucking week.

      Afterward, I would stop for a cup of coffee because if this call was anything to go by, tonight was going to be a long one.

      

      Fifteen minutes later, I pulled up to the bar. All looked quiet from the parking lot. Since I knew Reagan—the woman was my sister, after all—there was no way they’d been throwing down in the bar, so it appeared as though someone had wrangled all the misfits back inside.

      Thank God for small miracles.

      Getting out of my truck, I grabbed my hat and shoved it on my head, then slammed the door shut and took a quick look around.

      Other than the ruckus coming from inside the bar, all was quiet. The stars seemed extra bright tonight, too. Sighing, I resigned myself to dealing with these boys for what I hoped was the only time tonight.

      When I stepped inside, my gaze instantly traveled through the room, categorizing all that was going on. The Caine cousins were seated at the bar, Reagan was telling one of her many stories, two younger guys were back near the pool table, another couple were playing darts. There were several tables off to the right that were still empty while the jukebox played an old Garth Brooks song.

      My eyes stopped on the pretty blonde wiping down one of the tables.

      Technically, I didn’t think Amy Smith was a true blonde, nor did I think the color was a fashion statement. Her dark eyebrows and dark roots said the carpet probably didn’t match the drapes. Not that I knew firsthand. In fact, I didn’t know much about the newcomer yet. Well, nothing more than the fact that she’d come to town three months ago and quickly got settled into McKenzie Catlay’s old house after paying cash for the place. She started working at the diner a couple of weeks after that, and she’d been waitressing at Reagan’s for the past month. Yet no one knew much of anything about her. Despite the fact that she spent her time in the heart of town, mingling with customers, the woman did a damn good job of keeping to herself.

      I'd been tempted to look into her, but even a small-town cowboy like myself could tell that Smith was likely not her real name, and if I did a search, I'd probably come up with thousands in the state of Texas alone.

      “Hey, Sheriff! What brings you down here tonight?” Reagan crooned from behind the bar.

      I turned toward my sister and the two men holding down the barstools nearby. “Just checkin’ on a disturbance call.”

      I noticed the Caine cousins didn’t bother to turn around.

      “You wouldn’t know anything ’bout that, would you, Wolfe?”

      I sidled up to the bar beside the cousin closest to me.

      “Nope,” Wolfe muttered. “Sure wouldn’t.”

      “So, the bleedin’ knuckles…” I nodded toward the hand currently wrapped around the beer bottle in front of Wolfe.

      “Work.”

      “Right.” It wasn’t far-fetched, although I knew it for the lie it was. Since Wolfe and his cousin were in the furniture business, scarred hands were par for the course. However, this looked fresh, never mind the gravel dust on their jeans and hats.

      “You wanna beer, Sheriff?” Reagan offered, smiling.

      I cocked an eyebrow. She knew I was on duty, but it never failed; she always offered and I always refused. “I’ll take a Coke.”

      “Comin’ right up.”

      Turning around, I leaned against the bar, still standing beside Wolfe.

      “Who started it?” I asked, keeping my voice low enough that no one other than Wolfe could hear.

      “Coupla dumb asses,” Wolfe said. “They didn’t come back inside. If you hurry, you could probably get ’em for a DUI.”

      Tempting. Especially if it meant keeping the residents of my small town safe. However, I knew Wolfe was trying to get me out of there.

      “No one hurt?” I turned and faced Wolfe, studying the man’s profile.

      Wolfe and I were never what people would consider friends. Not in our small town, anyway. Although I was accepted by the Caine cousins as good people and vice versa, we didn’t run in the same circles. Being that my family was a longtime rival of the Caines, it would’ve been frowned upon. Didn’t mean we weren’t civil to one another, though. And since we’d grown up here, gone to the same schools, I knew everything there was to know about them.

      Reagan passed over the Coke and I tipped my hat. Turning back around, I caught sight of Amy moving toward the back. There was something about that woman. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was. It could’ve been the fact she always seemed to be looking over her shoulder, or even as simple as my underlying attraction to her. Whatever it was, I had decided a couple of weeks ago that I'd see how things went before I approached her.

      “She doin’ okay in here?” I asked Wolfe, again, keeping my voice low.

      Wolfe shifted, his arm brushing mine when he did.

      Damn, the man smelled good. Always. It was a combination of cologne and the sexy scent of an alpha male, I had determined.

      “From what I can tell, yeah,” Wolfe confirmed. “She’s a little jittery.”

      Yeah, I had noticed that, too. Whenever the door opened, she was always the first one looking. And it wasn’t a casual move, either. It was as though the cute little waitress was expecting trouble to waltz right in through the double doors.

      She must’ve sensed we were talking about her because Amy’s attention turned to us. When I met and held her gaze for a second, the woman quickly looked away.

      Truth was, I was curious about her and not necessarily in a law enforcement capacity. The only information I'd been able to get had come from my sister. According to Reagan, Amy was twenty-six, single, and not at all interested in sharing details about herself. From what I could tell, Reagan knew Amy Smith better than anyone else in town.

      Still, I wanted to get to know her better.

      It’d been a long damn time since I'd met a woman who captured my interest. Hell, it’d been a long damn time since anyone had captured my interest.

      “Don’t even think about it, Sheriff,” Wolfe grumbled.

      I stood tall and turned to him. I held the man’s stare, daring him to finish the threat. I knew he was warning me off the woman, and I even knew why.

      “Jealous?” I didn’t look away. Wolfe knew exactly what I was talking about and it only had a tiny bit to do with the cute little waitress.

      A smirk curled the corner of Wolfe’s mouth. “She’s too sweet for your games.”

      “Games?” We both knew that he was referring to the fact that I was bisexual, and I didn’t necessarily keep my interactions separate. A man, a woman, both at the same time, I was open to all possibilities. And no, I didn’t air my personal business around town, but word got around. Still, I wanted the man to say it out loud.

      Then again, I wasn’t sure I could handle it if I did. After all, our families might’ve been at odds, but that didn’t mean I felt the same way.

      And I damn sure didn’t feel that way about Wolfe Caine.

      “Don’t play dumb,” Wolfe growled. “It’s not becoming.”

      I cocked my head, studying him for a second.

      Figuring now was not the time and here was definitely not the place to hash this out with him, I nodded, then set my empty glass on the bar, glancing over at Reagan.

      “If you have any more trouble, holler.”

      “Will do, Sheriff,” she answered sweetly.

      I turned and met Amy’s curious gaze once more. With a quick tip of my hat, I kept my expression masked, not wanting to send the woman running.

      Wolfe was right about one thing. She was definitely jumpy.

      I was certainly curious as to what or who might’ve caused it.

      One day I hoped to find out.
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        Monday, July 17, 2017

      

      

      Amy

      “Are they brothers?”

      “No. Cousins. Their dads are brothers.”

      “And they grew up together?”

      “Yup.”

      “Who’s the oldest?”

      “Wolfe. By almost two years.”

      “Who named them? And why’re they named after animals?”

      Honest to God, I had heard a million different variations of this very same conversation ever since I started waitressing here at the small diner just two short months ago. At least once a shift, someone started talking about the two men who’d clearly caught and held the attention of every female in a twenty-mile radius. And yes, women were always the culprits. They could be a gossipy bunch, no doubt about it.

      “What do they do for a living?”

      “They make furniture. Have an office building and everything.”

      “Oh. They own the Cedar Door?”

      Yep, they did.

      And the woman was right, along with the store not far from Main Street, they also had an office, although calling it that was probably a little more than it deserved. Based on the details I was privy to, it was nothing more than a massive metal building with a few rooms inside that they used more for a workshop than anything.

      Personally, I didn’t know Wolfe or Lynx because I was relatively new in town, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t met them. Not only had I waited on them at Reagan’s, they were also regulars at the diner, coming in almost every morning for a cup of coffee and the house special—two eggs, two slices of bacon, two pancakes each. Every day, they ordered the same thing. Every day, they left a more-than-generous tip. And every day, they made me wonder if I should pick up and move on before they figured out that I was hiding out in their backwoods little town.

      “Is it true that they”—Tank Top With Pearls Chick lowered her voice a little—“share their women?”

      Boobs nodded excitedly. “Oh, they do. They definitely do. They’ve been that way since they were young.”

      Yep, another rumor hot off the gossip mill press. As to its validity, I didn’t know that, either.

      “How young?”

      Boobs shrugged. “I don’t know. Teenagers, probably.” The woman obviously didn’t get all the details, but that didn’t stop her from assuming, apparently.

      However, that was how I had come to understand it, too. At least, according to the rumor mill, which I happened to be quite knowledgeable about since no one seemed to care that I was walking around, pouring coffee, taking and delivering orders. They treated me as though I didn’t have ears most of the time, which worked well for me. It helped to pass the time.

      Truth was, I didn’t know the first non-rumor detail about the Caine cousins, but I was as curious as the next person; I wouldn’t lie. When they dropped by, they rarely spoke, and never at length about anything, yet I wouldn’t say they were exactly unapproachable. Just quiet.

      They had a specific table they sat at, which allowed both of them to keep their eyes on the door. It also prevented anyone from sneaking up behind them. Well, maybe that wasn’t the real reason they chose to sit there, but it was the reason I had made up in my head.

      Evidently, I wasn’t above making shit up, either.

      The two cousins looked remarkably similar, although different at the same time. Both had jet-black hair. Lynx’s was more of a Mohawk, while Wolfe sported the shorn sides, but not the spikey thing. Granted, they wore cowboy hats most of the time. And if they didn’t have on Stetsons, they were wearing John Deere caps—yes, those were apparently a thing. Both usually had that sexy scruff on their jaws and emerald-green eyes that saw far too much.

      For the most part, they seemed friendly, not at all menacing despite the intimidation factor, but I had gotten the feeling that they worked hard to pull that off.

      “Is it true that they’re ridiculously tall? Like six-seven or something?”

      I coughed to cover up a laugh.

      “Oh, definitely,” Boobs assured Tank Top. “Wolfe definitely is. I think Lynx might be taller.”

      I wondered if this was how fishermen’s stories got so warped and twisted. In a minute, I figured the two women would claim the Caine cousins had penises as long and thick as baseball bats.

      I rolled my eyes as I grabbed a fresh pot of coffee and continued my rounds. Yes, the two men were tall, sure. Above average, definitely. But not record-breaking heights by any means. They were significantly taller than I was. At five five, I had to look way up at them. Since they were usually sitting when I was around, that wasn’t much of a problem.

      “The sheriff does it, too,” Boobs noted.

      “Does what?” Tank Top questioned.

      “Shares his women.” The woman’s voice lowered slightly.

      “Shut up! I heard he was into men.”

      Boobs offered a one-shoulder shrug.

      I had no idea where that story had originated, but I'd heard a variation of it as well. Of course, I did my best not to pay attention. What the men in this town did in their spare time was none of my business.

      Boobs sipped her coffee. “I don’t know anything about that.”

      “No?” Tank Top’s eyes were skeptical. “Wouldn’t that be hot?”

      I put the coffeepot back on the burner, then grabbed a towel to clean the two tables that just cleared out.

      “It would.” Boobs giggled. “I’d definitely like to watch me some man-on-man action.”

      Wow. Okay.

      “I want to know more about the sharing thing,” Tank Top declared.

      “No, you wanna know if what they say about Wolfe is true. If his mouth’s as dirty as they claim. Or what about Lynx? I hear he’s worse—or better, I guess you’d say—than Wolfe.”

      “I’m not partial,” Tank Top said with another giggle. “I’d be interested to find out about the sheriff, too. They say the quiet ones are the dirtiest.”

      Who said that? I had never heard a single person say that before.

      Sheesh.

      I shook my head in disbelief. Every single—as in unattached—woman who had walked through those doors wanted to know what the Caine cousins were like in bed. At least one, if not both of them. Hell, one group of women had talked about taking Wolfe and Lynx on at once.

      “I hear Wolfe likes to watch,” Tank Top said.

      “And to be watched,” Boobs noted. “And I’ve heard he even watches⁠—”

      The bell over the door jingled at the same time Boobs stopped talking. I stood up straight, grabbing the two empty glasses from the table, and turned in time to see none other than Wolfe sauntering in the door.

      One of the women giggled. It was rather embarrassing for all of womankind.

      “Hey, Amy,” he greeted as he passed by the counter on the way to his table.

      His voice was like dark velvet. Smooth and warm and…

      God, he smelled good.

      Yeah.

      After everything I had been through, I should’ve been completely immune to the seduction of his voice and the sexy scent of him, yet…

      I shook off the thought and grabbed two coffee mugs—I knew Lynx would be along any second now—and the pot of coffee, then made my way over to their table. Without making too much eye contact, I poured the black liquid into the cups. “I’ll have your food out shortly.”

      Like clockwork, the bells jingled and in walked Lynx. He tilted his hat in my direction, then headed directly to Wolfe.

      And now that they were here, it was time for me to fade into the background, or blend in with the wallpaper, as was the case here. The Caine cousins might be a hot topic surrounded by a lot of speculation, but I had my own secrets to deal with. Ones I had to protect in order to survive. Including my identity.

      Otherwise, I was as good as dead.

      Shoring up my nerve, I returned to the counter and looked for something to do while I waited for their food to be ready. The place was practically empty this morning. It was during times like this that I got fidgety, hating that I could feel the Caine cousins’ eyes on me, but I didn’t know what they were thinking. It was as though they’d practiced the art of being expressionless. Even their eyes held no secrets. Not that I let myself look for long. I preferred to be invisible and that was an art form in itself.

      One I'd mastered and fully intended to keep it that way.
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      Kelly Jackson

      I kept the car running as I sat in the parking lot of the small diner. From my spot, I could see her, watch her as she moved from one side of the diner to the other, helping customers, smiling even. I knew she couldn’t see me. And even if she did glance out the window, even if she could see past the glare of the sun glinting off my windshield, she wouldn’t recognize me.

      But I recognized her. Even though she’d attempted to lighten her hair, even though she’d lost quite a bit of weight. I still recognized her. I would always recognize her.

      I had to admit, the new look wasn’t a good one for her. She was too fucking skinny and the blond hair did nothing for her. At first, it had pissed me off to see that she’d tried to alter her appearance. Of course, I doubted the weight loss was intentional. That was most likely due to the injuries she’d sustained, the time she’d spent in the hospital, the months she’d spent on the run.

      But I still sat there.

      I still watched her.

      Biding my time.

      One day I would make my presence known.

      I would finish what I should’ve finished a long damn time ago.
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      Wolfe

      “Where the fuck did the weekend go?” Lynx griped when he joined me at the table.

      I peered at my cousin, trying to decipher his mood.

      “Hell if I know,” I replied, although I suspected the question was rhetorical.

      I knew where my weekend went. I'd spent most of my time working on a ridiculously oversized twelve-foot dining room table for Mrs. Stephenson. She’d told me there was no rush, but the woman obviously didn’t know what that meant. The fact that she’d been dropping by—not an easy feat for a woman who lived thirty minutes away—every day had forced me to insist she hold off until I was finished. Of course, that had only incentivized her to call at least twice a day to check on my progress. Since we’d lost our office manager two months ago when she decided to up and marry one of the ranch hands out at the Double D, I had been dealing directly with our customers. Which was the reason I'd finished up the table over the weekend. The only thing left was the chairs and I fully intended to knock those out soon. I got the feeling Mrs. Stephenson’s surprise visits and frequent phone calls were getting a little more intimate than they should.

      “Amy’s an angel,” Lynx noted, picking up the coffee cup that was waiting for him.

      I didn’t respond, but I did glance over at Amy.

      I'd long ago learned to have coffee on hand when Lynx showed up anywhere. Apparently, Amy had figured that out, too. Didn’t matter the time of day, although mornings were the most critical. The man would’ve been better suited with the name Bear, especially on mornings he didn’t have his caffeine. “What’d you do this weekend?”

      Lynx cast a sideways glance at me, then looked around the room as he set my coffee mug on the table. “I had to go see Tammy.”

      I put down my cup and turned to my cousin. “And?”

      “It’s done. I got her to sign the papers.”

      Shit.

      I sat up straight. “Please tell me she didn’t get anything else outta you.”

      Taking a sip from his mug, Lynx shook his head. “She tried. But I refused this time.”

      Tammy was Lynx’s soon-to-be ex-wife. Their six-month stint at wedded bliss had failed miserably, and it had taken the same amount of time for them to put an end to it. They’d been doing this song and dance for the past four months, and every time I thought Lynx was getting that much closer to finalizing it, Tammy would throw a wrench into the works, insisting that he give her something else. Why Lynx was even entertaining the notion of giving her anything at all was beyond me.

      What I really didn’t understand was how Lynx had hooked up with Tammy in the first place. For most of my life, he’d had a major thing for Reagan Trevino. Not that the woman had given him the time of day—not that I knew of, anyway—but it was obvious he was into her. Needless to say, we were all stunned when Lynx popped up in town after a weekend hiatus, letting everyone know he got hitched. To a woman no one had even met yet.

      “So, it’s over?” I wasn’t sure how all that worked, and I hoped like hell I never found out firsthand. If and when I ever got married, it would be the forever kind. Which was part of the reason I was still single at twenty-nine.

      “I ran the papers over to my lawyer last night. She’s gonna file them this mornin’. Then it’s a waitin’ game.”

      A clatter sounded from the kitchen, and I jerked my head over in time to see Amy startle, her hand covering her heart. The woman was easily spooked, and I couldn’t help but wonder why that was.

      She seemed to catch herself and quickly reached for a coffeepot, wandering over to our table and topping off our cups, her hands trembling.

      I did my best not to stare at her because I knew it made her nervous. From the very first moment I saw her, I recognized the fear in her eyes. The kind that caused her to instinctively back away from strangers—mostly men—although I wasn’t sure she realized she was doing it. She was even doing it now, despite the fact that she was relatively familiar with my cousin and me.

      Then again, I had been told I made people nervous. I was nothing more than a good ol’ boy, living my uncomplicated life on the edge and enjoying every damn second. Sure, I tended to get myself into trouble from time to time, but that was how it worked. And because of my past behavior, my actions had been talked about on more than one occasion.

      Of course, there were plenty of rumors about me and my cousin running rampant through this town. No telling what Amy Smith had heard about us. We kept to ourselves for the most part. The house I had built with my own two hands sat on the very outskirts of our small town, secluded on my family’s land. If I didn’t come into town and you wanted to find me, it would take some effort. But that was the Caine way and always had been.

      I was sure Amy had heard plenty of the rumors, probably believed half of them. Hell, I sometimes believed half of them, although I knew they were mostly fiction.

      As I waited for my food, I allowed myself to watch Amy as she moved around, stopping to hand out checks, grabbing dishes from deserted tables. Honestly, I couldn’t quite figure the woman out, and I was typically rather good at it. It was clear to me that she was running from something or someone, yet she came into this diner several times a week to work. She was right there in front of every person in this small town, talking to them, getting to know them. And they were doing the same with her. Embers Ridge was like any small town, full of gossip and conjecture. Not to mention, nosy fucking people. For a woman who had a secret, she hadn’t realized that showing up here was a surefire way to out herself.

      Or maybe she had and she was merely testing out the theory of hiding in plain sight.

      Not that I should be interested in her secret or even her, for that matter. She seemed far too sweet and innocent for the likes of me. Yet that was exactly how I found myself.

      There was something in Amy’s eyes that intrigued me, made me want to know more.

      “Here you go.” Amy’s melodic voice brushed every one of my senses, and I looked up as she delivered our breakfast.

      “Thank you, sweetheart,” Lynx rasped, grinning from ear to ear.

      Lynx had been flirting with Amy since the first day we’d seen her in here about three months ago, yet she hadn’t once returned his interest. Honestly, it irked the shit out of me that Lynx did it, but I didn’t exactly know why. Since I couldn’t explain it, I didn’t bother telling Lynx to knock it off. That was the way he was.

      “We’ve got a truck comin’ in at nine, Wolfe,” Lynx noted.

      I knew that was his way of telling me to hurry, but I didn’t bother heeding his warning. The guy knew not to push me. When that happened, I tended to do the opposite.

      As I ate, I felt eyes on me. I was used to that. People in this town were nosy as fuck. They didn’t have a problem digging into other people’s business, mine included. I was usually good at shrugging it off, but this time I looked up, my eyes scanning the well-lit room, trying to see who was so interested in how I took my eggs.

      I met Amy’s curious gaze from across the room.

      A soft blush crept up her cheeks and she instantly looked away.

      Damn, she was pretty. Big brown eyes, pouty pink lips. Her blonde hair—darker at the roots—was always pulled back in a ponytail, making her look remarkably young, although I figured her somewhere in her mid-twenties.

      I returned my attention to my food, then met Lynx’s gaze briefly.

      He shook his head slightly, answering my silent question. I had asked him to find out more information on Amy. Where she came from, how she ended up here. Basic questions that I wanted to know about anyone who lived here. That was how the Caines operated. We kept an eye on these people. That was the way it went and I couldn’t explain why that was, either.

      “What’s up, sweetheart?” Lynx asked.

      I looked up to see Lynx smirking at two women sitting at a table close to us. Both women were staring, batting their eyelashes. Relatively attractive, you could say. Granted, I wasn’t all that impressed by the pearls with the tank top, but hey, what did I know about fashion?

      Not that it mattered. Neither of them got my dick hard. Probably wouldn’t even if they were naked and on their knees in front of me.

      It had nothing to do with biology, either. I was capable of getting a hard-on, but the shallow women who solicited me just didn’t do it for me anymore. At twenty, I'd been living high on life, fucking half the women over twenty-five in this town. Promiscuous had been my middle name. At one time, I'd ventured down an entirely different road, sharing women with my cousin on occasion, experimenting with men, sometimes hooking up with a man and woman at the same time. However, I'd kept that part of myself locked up tight for years. As I grew up, I started to have an issue with casual encounters.

      Oh, that hadn’t stopped me completely, of course. However, as I neared thirty, it took a little more than a smile and a wink to make my dick stand up and take notice.

      That didn’t necessarily explain why my body was on high alert when it came to the cute little waitress with the guarded brown eyes.

      “Why don’t you just offer her the job?” Lynx inquired between bites.

      I snapped my eyes over to Lynx when I realized I'd been staring at Amy again. “Who?”

      “Amy,” he said softly. “Clearly she’s a hard worker and you know we can pay her a hell of a lot more than she’s makin’ here. How many jobs does she have anyway?”

      Only two that I knew of.

      I glanced over to see Amy wiping down the counter for the tenth time.

      “Plus, she’s bored outta her mind,” Lynx added. “We need an office manager.”

      We did. That was a fact.

      “What makes you think she’d even consider it?” I knew Lynx well enough to know his interest in Amy wasn’t merely as an employee. He’d made it abundantly clear that he was hot for her.

      Hell, half the single guys in town had shown their interest.

      My mind drifted to my conversation with Rhys. The sheriff seemed to have some interest in her as well. For whatever reason, I wasn’t bothered by the idea. Not the way I'd claimed to be, anyway. Then again, I had some interest in the sheriff. More than I was ever willing to let on.

      Lynx shrugged, then signaled Amy over.

      I instantly put down my fork and picked up my coffee. God only knew what was going to come out of my cousin’s mouth, and I'd rather not be chewing.

      “Can I get you something else?” Amy pulled her pad from her apron pocket.

      “Do you like workin’ here?” Lynx asked, point-blank as always.

      I peered up at Amy, noticing the way her brown eyes sparkled.

      “Uh … yes?” A small frown line formed between her dark eyebrows. “Why?”

      “See, we’ve got a spot open at the Cedar Door. It’s an office manager position. Wondered if maybe you’d be interested.”

      Her confusion turned to wariness. “Why would you think I’m qualified?”

      Lynx peered around, then met her gaze head on. “I figure you run this place rather well, probably not a stretch to think you can manage an office.”

      “How much does it pay?”

      Lynx’s gaze slammed into mine. I shrugged. I would let my cousin figure this one out.

      “That’s negotiable,” Lynx told her. “But if you’d like to stop by the shop, I’d be happy to talk to you more about it.”

      Amy placed the bill on the table. “I’ll … uh … think about it.”

      That was a lie, I could tell. Since I was suddenly interested in finding out what this woman was running from, I decided to help Lynx out. “How about this afternoon? Three o’clock?” I grinned. “Lynx’s not pullin’ your leg, darlin’. We’re looking for someone to manage the office.” I waved my hand to encompass the diner. “I assure you, it pays a helluva lot better than this place.”

      Amy’s eyes locked with mine and I held her stare.

      To hell with Lynx interviewing this woman.

      I had every intention of handling Amy Smith myself.
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      Rhys

      I walked into the diner as Lynx was walking out. I didn’t think I could’ve timed my arrival better if I'd tried.

      When I stepped inside, I found Wolfe sitting at a table, two empty plates in front of him. He was staring at his cell phone with a frown on his face.

      Figuring luck was on my side, I nodded at Amy, then took one of the empty seats near Wolfe.

      “Abandoned so early in the mornin’?” I said by way of greeting.

      Wolfe spared me a brief look but then turned his attention back to his phone. “What do you want, Sheriff?”

      You. I refrained from admitting that though.

      For the better part of the weekend, I had given thought to Wolfe’s warning on Friday night. The man had referred to my sexual proclivities as a game. I had to wonder just how much thought he had given to me previously. I'd wondered about it so much I found myself thinking about what it would take to seduce the sexy cowboy.

      Having known Wolfe a long time, I was convinced the man was as interested in men as I was in women. Sure, he had done a relatively decent job of keeping his preferences under wraps, but still, people talked. I'd heard a few things over the years that made me think there could be a chance to get the cowboy with the scarred knuckles and raspy voice right where I wanted him. Not to mention, I had seen the way he looked at me. It was the same way he looked at pancakes and bacon.

      Then, while I had been fantasizing about Wolfe, my mind had conjured up some pretty hot images of a sweet little…

      “Can I get you something, Sheriff?” Amy offered, her voice soft as she moved to stand beside me.

      Yeah. Her.

      My fantasies were never simple. They involved some smoking-hot interactions with the sexy cowboy and the cute little waitress. Of course, I hadn’t even realized how interested I was until last Friday night, but hey, I wasn’t going to fight it.

      “The special would be great,” I said, keeping my expression masked. “And a cup of coffee, if you don’t mind.”

      Amy didn’t meet my eyes, and a quick nod was all I received before she darted back behind the counter. Unable to help myself, I stared after her. The way she filled out those jeans should’ve been a crime.

      A rough growl drew my attention back to Wolfe. I turned my head and lifted my eyebrow, waiting for the man to offer up another warning. Instead, I found him staring back at me with what looked a hell of a lot like lust in his eyes.

      Based on that look, I didn’t think I was the only one who’d imagined the three of us rolling around in my big bed.

      For all the time I'd known Wolfe, I'd never witnessed anything to confirm that the man did swing both ways. Sure, there’d been some rumors over the years about the Caine cousins. They were known for their wild ways, which, if the stories were true, had included some rather interesting exploits.

      Then again, most people didn’t share those idiosyncrasies with the world. Especially not in a small town like ours. A man could be persecuted for his desires in a town like Embers Ridge. I knew firsthand. The fact that I was bisexual was something I had to keep on the down low. Not that I ignored my desires, but I was careful about who I was with.

      Sure, the world was changing. People’s acceptance was changing. Hell, not too long ago, the town had been overwhelmed by some untraditional relationships when some of Wolfe’s family had opted to have a family reunion over at Dead Heat Ranch. From what I had seen, there were some successful polyamorous relationships going on in that family. It gave a guy hope, sure.

      Not that I would ever be able to go public with a relationship of that nature. Nor did I expect to end up in one. However, there was one man I'd wanted for longer than I could remember. And I knew that Wolfe was into sharing. I wasn’t entirely certain the man was as open to sharing the way I had in mind, but hey, it was a nice fantasy.

      And there was only one way to find out.

      “Did you need somethin’? Or were you offerin’ to pay for my breakfast?”

      I grinned. “I wanted to see if we could meet up later. I go on shift at three. Thought I’d stop by the shop once I head out for a bit.”

      Curiosity backlit Wolfe’s emerald-green eyes. “What about?”

      Giving a brief shake of my head, I said, “Can’t talk about it here.”

      I actually did have something I wanted to talk to Wolfe about. It concerned the woman I'd imagined walking naked across my bedroom toward me, in fact. Nevertheless, my interest in her wasn’t limited to getting her naked and beneath me. That was something entirely separate. What I wanted to talk to Wolfe about was more along the lines of Amy Smith’s history and her need to keep a safe distance between herself and everyone around her.

      The truth was, I was concerned for her well-being. I'd become rather adept at reading people. More importantly, helping people. If I was right, Amy Smith was in desperate need of some help. Maybe a friend or two.

      However, I wasn’t about to tell Wolfe that I was looking into Amy Smith’s history. Not here, anyway.

      “You gonna be around?”

      A short nod was Wolfe’s answer as he pulled out two twenties and tossed them on the table alongside the other one lying there. “See you around, Sheriff.”

      Leaning back in my chair, I watched Wolfe saunter out of the building. I didn’t take my eyes off the man until he’d climbed into his big black Silverado, either.

      One of these days…
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      Amy

      I had absolutely no idea why I came here in the first place. The second Lynx had made the job offer, I'd been suspicious.

      That didn’t mean I wasn’t interested, just that I knew I needed to be cautious. Staying off the radar was important, and I'd be better off working at the diner and at Reagan’s, even if I wasn’t getting paid nearly enough. Being so visible wasn’t exactly the best way to hide out, but so far, it seemed to be working. People saw me, which made them believe they knew me, which, in turn, caused some of the curiosity to die down. Oh, sure, they were still asking questions, but people didn’t seem to mind when I brushed them off with a smile. At least I didn’t think they minded.

      Unfortunately, the lure of more money was more than I could refuse. The house had drained every penny I had. The money I'd received when my parents died had been left alone in an account for the past nine years, drawing a little bit of interest. It had been a whole lot more than I'd ever anticipated; still, I hadn’t expected it to go far. Fortunately for me, the houses were relatively cheap out in this part of the country. After buying my used Nissan, a few pairs of clothes, and the house, I had no choice but to work in order to eat. Sadly, one job didn’t cut it, though, so I was wearing myself thin at the bar and at the diner.

      So, I'd spent the majority of my morning thinking about it, tossing around the idea of being an office manager. How hard could that be?

      No, I didn’t have any experience, but I hadn’t had any experience waitressing when I applied for those jobs, either. I was confident that it was something I could learn over time.

      “You gonna come in?”

      I spun on my boot heel at the deep, rumbling voice. I found Wolfe leaning one shoulder against the doorjamb, his grin wide, straight white teeth flashing. He’d obviously been watching me pace the parking lot.

      “I’m thinking about it,” I admitted, a small smile tilting my lips.

      I wasn’t quite sure what it was about Wolfe, but I found myself relatively comfortable in his presence. He definitely was the type of guy you didn’t want to mess with, but I didn’t feel threatened by him. Perhaps it was his laid-back nature, or the protective gleam in his pretty green eyes. Whatever it was, I found I didn’t fear him. Not physically anyway, even though by anyone’s standards, he was the kind of man you would walk away from, not toward, if you encountered him in a dark alley. His sheer size alone overwhelmed everyone and everything else around.

      Word around town was the Caines were a bunch of badasses. From what I could tell, people didn’t mess with them unless they were drunk or stupid. I'd witnessed some of both working at Reagan’s.

      Wolfe gave me a quick nod. “Well, when you’re ready…”

      I watched as he disappeared back inside, his butt looking damn fine in those jeans.

      Damn it.

      I wasn’t supposed to look at his butt.

      Taking a deep breath, I debated on whether I should hop back in my car and go home or suck it up and go inside. Since my car didn’t have any air conditioning and it was at least a hundred degrees in the shade, I figured the interior of the big warehouse was probably significantly cooler than the parking lot.

      I hoped.

      “How hard could it be?” I mumbled to myself as I made the trek to the door.

      When I stepped inside, I was instantly assaulted by the sweet smell of sawdust. Not surprising, considering it was everywhere.

      The metal building was even bigger than it looked from the outside. Probably a few thousand square feet on the main floor with three-story-tall ceilings, at least. It would probably hold two of my houses inside, just on the ground floor. Maybe three.

      Laid out on the concrete slab before me were various pieces of furniture, all in different stages of assembly. Tables of all shapes and sizes, various styles of chairs, dressers, media stands, even mirrors. The far end of the warehouse held planks of wood standing on their ends
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