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Chapter 1

 Rachel

I smell
his breath before the barrel of the gun taps against my temple.
“You’re gonna be nice and quiet, see. Easy does it.” He sneers.
“Put the key into the ignition and act like I’m not here. You make
a wrong move and your pretty brains get smeared all over your shiny
windshield.”

My hands
are shaking so bad I can barely get the key in. He smiles,
impressed. “Easy does it.” He says, as if taunting me.

Once I
get the car started, he tells me to stay put. “We’re gonna go make
a special visit to your friend Kiley’s house. And you’re gonna tell
her the deal. You’re gonna make sure she agrees to the deal or hers
and your pretty little head gets blown off.”

“You’re that guy, aren’t you.”

It’s
like I made him feel recognized as a celebrity. “How about we just
stay on topic, there, sweetheart.”

I ignore
him. “You’re the guy that tried to kidnap Summer, aren’t
you.”

“That was my partner, actually. But he fucked that all up so
now I’m taking over.”

“The cops find out what you’re up to and you can forget about
the deal with the DA.”

He waves
his other hand. “That was a bogus deal, anyway. Let’s try to focus
here, so my trigger finger doesn’t get itchy.”

“Fine. Where are we going.” I ask flatly, running through my
mind what my options are. I kick myself for not learning more about
guns. I have no idea how to tell if this thing is real or loaded or
anything, so I can only assume that it is. I don’t think he would
go to the trouble of attempting another kidnapping with a fake
gun.

“We’re gonna go pay your friend Kiley a little visit. You’re
gonna convince her and all Luke’s pansy-ass friends to come to a
little party we’re throwing.”

I look
at him. “What? A party? Is that thug lingo for mass shooting or
something?”

“Are you making fun of me, sweetheart?” He says too
smoothly.

“No, I’m serious. Are you asking me to set up my best friend
and all her family and friends to come to a party? Just so you can
kill them?”

He
laughs without a trace of mirth. “As much as that sounds too good
to miss out on, no. We’re just going to have the main stars of the
show there.”

“Stars of what show?”

“Chase and Carson. And that bitch, Summer.”

“But what does this have to do with Kiley? What did she ever
do to you?”

He rolls
his eyes. “Listen, if you’re too stupid to do this right, then I’m
just gonna cut my losses and kill you, see.” He licks his lips and
draws in a deep breath. “Kiley is fucking Luke, and Luke is
Carson’s brother, right? The stupid one? Didn’t Luke just fall off
a building or something stupid like that?”

I nod.
“Yeah. But he’s fine now. And I don’t think that Kiley and Luke are
sleeping together.”

He
snorts. “God, you really are stupid, aren’t you.”

I don’t
answer. I let him continue.

“You’re going to go and be real convincing. Let them think
that this here party is another one of that jackass Chase’s pranks.
This way we’ve got ourselves an alibi. And when good old Chase and
Carson show up…boom!”

“What’s boom? I thought you said that you weren’t going to do
like a mass shooting or something.”

“I’m just about ready to shoot you and go try to kidnap your friend
Kiley, you dimwit!”

I sit
back, wondering what I’ve missed. Aside from the piss trickling
down my leg in fear, I think I’ve got it together here.

“The more people we’ve got under one roof, with the plan that
me and my partner have in place, the better our chances are of
getting what we want.”

“And what is it that you want?”

He
frowns and shrugs, as if it’s a simple answer. “Money.” He pauses
for emphasis. “And I know that between Carson and Chase’s family,
they’ve got plenty.” He smiles, laughing a guileless laugh again,
breathing his disgusting garlic breath on me.

“And when and where is this party at?”

“It’s going to be at Carson and Chase’s office.” He says
slyly, his voice lowered an octave. “And if you get everyone there
in one piece, I might let you live.”

“How do you know I won’t just tell the police?” I
reason.

He
smiles at me, eyes dancing, coldness in them. “You know your little
boyfriend, Drake?”

“Yeah.” My face falls.

“I’ve got a friend who can fuck him up pretty good. You make
this happen and he lives. You fuck it up, he dies.”

“So, you’re making me choose between my best friend and
everything and everyone that she loves, or the man that I’ve fallen
for?”

He
smiles. “Seems like the perfect plan to me.” He pauses to lick his
lips again, like it’s some sort of nervous tick. “And it’s a bonus
because up until two seconds ago…I thought you just wanted to fuck
him.” He lifts a brow. “You being in love with him just sweetens
the pot.”

 



***

 


I make
the call to Kiley, using my actual fear and upset as a tool, trying
like hell to come up with a plan, where everyone lives, and this
thug and all his friends die instead. But I realize that only
happens in the movies. This impossible plan that plays on a
previous blunder on both Chase’s part and on the criminal’s part
seems just too coincidental to work. And while I’m at a loss for
what story to make up, I know that with my background, sometimes
it’s best just to fly by the seat of your pants.

…so that’s what I do.

Kiley
answers the door in her robe, after I call her, full of tears,
asking to come over, looking disheveled. Like her and Luke just
made piglets upstairs, and judging by the smile in her eyes,
despite the worry on her face for me, I can tell that she’s truly
happy. I’d hate to be the one responsible for upsetting that.
Kiley’s never found true happiness with anyone, and as much as I’m
terrified right now, I’m very excited for her, too.

“So, what’s up?” she asks, closing the door behind
me.

“Where’s Luke?” I ask, buying time.

“He left.” She shrugs. “He figured this was a time for women
to bond without a guy hanging around. I’ll see him tomorrow.
Besides, never mind about that, what’s going on? Why were you so
upset on the phone?”

And then
it comes to me. The perfect lie. “I’m pregnant.”

Her eyes
bulge. “Oh my God! But this…this isn’t Drake’s baby…that’s
impossible, right? I mean, you haven’t even slept together yet,
have you?”

I shake
my head fast. “No, it’s not his.”

“Then whose?” she sits, like she needs to, like if she
doesn’t, she’s going to puke. I take the hint and sit down, too,
thinking that I need to play this part as best as I can. More lies
come out of me. Almost too practiced. Like I was born to lie. But
what? I can’t tell her. It’s the lying that’s going to save
everyone’s lives.

“It was this guy I met a while ago. I didn’t tell you about
him because I knew you would freak out. It just happened. It really
didn’t mean anything. I know that sounds cliché. But it is what it
is, and now I’m pregnant. And I don’t know what to do.”

“Oh God, Rachel. What about Drake? Does he know?”

“Of course not. I haven’t told anyone except you. I only found
out a few hours ago, which is why I was hysterical on the
phone.”

“Well, have you given any thought as to whether or not you
want to keep it?”

“No, not even a little bit. The thought of having an abortion
makes me sick. But then again, I can’t have it because then it’ll
ruin what Drake and I have.”

“What is it that you and Drake have, anyway?”

“Well, I’m falling for him. I know that much. And I’m pretty
sure he feels the same. I’m not sure how he’s going to take this.”
I feel worse and worse as I dig myself deeper into the lies. And
then I figure it’s time to change the subject. “Do You mind if we
talk about something else for a while?”

She pats
my hand. “Certainly. What do you want to talk about?

“What’s the story with Luke’s birthday party?”

She
gives me a look. “Well, Luke knows all about it. So, it’s no longer
a surprise, but I think that’s what they were hoping for. I just
hope that Chase isn’t going to take it to the extreme like he did
for Carson’s.”

Bingo. “I’m sure he will. You know,
these military guys, they have no limits.”

“I’ll give you that.”

“What about just throwing it at Carson and Chase’s business?”
I suggest. “Throw them for a loop. Pull a double whammy. At least
then it’ll be expected.”

“I’d considered that, actually.”

There’s my girl.

“I think that’s a great idea, personally. Plus, it’ll be easy
to get Luke there without him suspecting anything. Not that he
doesn’t already know. But you could pull it off if he doesn’t know
where it’s going to be held. And you should have it next weekend.
That way you can catch it before his actual birthday
approaches.”

“And the good news is that everything is still there from
Carson’s party.” She adds.

“I think that’s a great idea. You need any help?”

“No, I’m sure that Luke’s mama will be all over that. In fact,
I better catch her before she’s already gone ahead and made
plans.”

“It’s two weeks away. Are you telling me that his mama hasn’t
done anything yet?”

“With Luke and his surgery, I think his mama was holding off
for a bit. But you know this family, they do everything last
minute, as it is. Heck, even weddings are planned a week in
advance.”

Now it’s
her turn to change the subject. “So, what’s going on with you and
Drake, anyway?”

“We’re close, but we haven’t slept together yet. We’re taking
things very slow.”

She lifts the brow, impressed. “Really? You? Taking it slow? That’s novel.”

“I wish I’d known that with this other guy, I
suppose.”

Another
hand pat. “Well, if you change your mind and want to go for an
abortion, I will be there to support you. And for the record, I’ll
support you no matter what choice you make.”

“Thanks, I appreciate that. And this may sound twisted, but
I’m really looking forward to this birthday party to take my mind
off things.” I throw in for good measure.

“Well, you have yet to experience one of this family’s
parties. You’ll have a great time.” She pauses for a moment. “So,
how far along do you figure you are?”

I shrug.
“Not far. It was only about six weeks ago. I don’t even have any
symptoms yet, aside from my period being late. And you know me,
mine is like clockwork. Plus, I haven’t been in a relationship in a
long time, so that was my suspicion.”

“Well, you clearly know your body better than anyone.” Another
pause. “Are you going to tell Drake? I mean, assuming that you
decide to keep it?”

“I think if I do tell him, that’ll earn me a front row seat in
the friend zone.”

“Well, it’s better than if you lie to him. Then you’ll be
nothing.”

Reality
starts to kick in of a levity of this situation. Tears start to
fill my eyes again. I would never want anything to happen to
anybody that I care about. But I think I’ve already set the stage
for the plan for this guy. I’m pretty sure that this one
conversation has fulfilled his request. But I don’t feel any
comfort in it. I’m kidding myself if I think that this guy can be
trusted. But I’m not sure how else to move around this situation
without getting someone killed.

I know
that this will sound lame, but I try anyway. “Do me a favor and
keep me updated on the status of this party, please? I know it
sounds stupid, but I need something to keep my mind off of this
until I make a decision.”

She
nods. “Absolutely. I’ll talk to Carson’s mama tomorrow morning, and
I’ll let you know what she says.”

“Thanks.” I nod, and then I look her up and down. “So, I see,
I must have interrupted some serious mattress olympics, judging by
the look of you.”

Kiley
blushes, trying to hide the smirk behind her hand, but fails
miserably. “I hate it that you can see right through
me.”

“I can’t. It’s the hickey and the hair.” I chuckle, feeling
myself calm, even though I know that with every step I take now,
he’ll be watching me, and I’ll never know when I’ll feel the barrel
of the gun against my temple again.

She
slaps me playfully. “Stop.”

“Oh, come on. How often do I get to see you this happy…and
glowing.”

She looks at me, considering it. “Not often. About as often
as I get to see you so happy.”

My face
falls. If this plan doesn’t go well, I could stand to lose every
drop of my happiness. “I should go.” I say, not wanting to start
crying again, and have her be suspicious. I mean, I can only get so
emotional so early in a fake pregnancy, right? Plus, I have to call
Denton, or else he’ll be at my doorstep when I get home, and I
don’t think that I can stand to smell his breath again
today.

“You don’t have to leave, Rachel. We can talk about something
else.” She rises. “You want some tea?”

“Sure.” I nod, as I watch her grab two mugs out of the
cupboard and put the kettle on the stove. “So, how is Drake’s
business going? He called me the other day looking for Luke, so he
could get some pictures with him and the horses.”

I’m a
business consultant. Drake’s business, I found out, after having
lunch with him, Kiley and Luke, is slowly flushing down the toilet.
He used to live right here in town, but he moved outside of town to
escape the scrutiny of his family, while starting a business
crafting horse riding accessories like saddles, bridles, shoes, and
other things that a rancher would need. He grew up with Luke and
his brothers, which is how we met, and after this lunch, I offered
to help him re-launch his business with a few modern conveniences.
That’s how the crush started.

“It’s going well. He bought a boutique store in town. Just
closing the deal on that.”

She
lifts her brows. “No kidding. I knew that you’d be able to pull him
out of the red fast.”

“Thanks. But I can’t take credit for it. He just needed to get
himself online and back to town. Location is everything. Including
on the internet. I think if he’d stayed in town to begin with, we
wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“Well, all it took was your wise words to turn it around.
Kudos to you.”

“Thanks. His business re-launch is the simplest I’ve done. I’d
feel bad if I was charging him for it. It took me an hour to put
together a website for him, and two more hours setting him up with
everything else. He did the grunt work, looking for a shop and
closing up his other one.”

“I bet you’re happy that he’ll be closer.”

“Yeah. He’s staying with Luke while he finds a place. Did Luke
tell you that?”

“No. When did this happen?”

“Just yesterday, I think. You’re okay with that,
right?”

She
shrugs. “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be? But how come he’s not staying
with his folks?”

“I guess he’s still not getting along with his brothers. They
probably want to pick on him for seemingly failing and coming back
home. I don’t blame him. If they’re assholes, I’d want to steer
clear of them, too.”

She
hands me a mug of tea and we start drinking. “You hungry?” she asks
me.

“No.”

“Lose your appetite?” she guesses.

“Yeah.” But it’s not because of the fake pregnancy, it’s
because of Denton, but I can’t tell her that.

“That’s ginger tea.” She says. “Should help if your stomach is
unsettled.”

I start
to get annoyed. “I told you I don’t have any symptoms. You’re not
going to be one of them overbearing friends, are you? You know,
forcing me to eat stuff because in some stupid pregnancy book, it
says it’s good for you?”

She
swallows some tea. “No. I just asked. But I can see that the
hormones are making you a little irritable.”

I glare
at her.

“You’re never going to be able to hide this from Drake, you
know. Or from anyone, unless you get a hold of yourself, and don’t
react…like this.”

My voice
is flat. “And I suppose you’re going to point out everything that
I’m doing wrong, too, aren’t you.”

“No.” she scoffs.

“You just wait until your day comes, Kiley. See how easy it
is.” I say, pushing my mug away from me. I need to get out of
there. I really do feel like my emotions are taking over. I have a
million things on my mind and there’s nothing that Kiley or anyone
else can help me with. “I need to go home.”

“Fine. But you can’t shut me out, Rachel. We’ve known each
other for too long to do this.”

I rise,
having heard enough. “Just give me some space, okay?”

“Fine. Do you want me to call you in the morning? When Luke’s
mama tells me what she’s decided?” She says with an edge to her
voice, like she’s dangling a carrot in my face, and she’s not going
to call me unless I apologize.

I almost
forget myself. I almost forget why I’m here. I almost forget about
the thug that’s probably parked in my driveway, waiting for me to
get home. “Yes.” I say, trying to hide the desperation in my
voice.

The
muscles in her jaw are working. “Fine.” She all but seethes. “I’ll
see you later.”

I nod,
biting my lip, not looking at her, or I’ll lose it.

…and what Kiley is about to do once I leave, breaks all the
rules, and may save everyone’s lives.


Chapter 2

 Kiley

Rachel
is pregnant. My best friend in the whole world is expecting a baby.
Could this be a worse time? No. Seriously. This is, by far, the
worst time that she could get pregnant. Well, of course it’s
because it’s not Drake’s baby! I mean, Drake and Rachel are perfect
together! They could not be more perfect. I don’t know if anyone
else knows this about Rachel, but she’s always put her career
first. Not that that’s a bad thing, because, sure, I’m equally
guilty of that. But when you’re with the right person, like Luke,
for example, it doesn’t matter what your career is, because the
right person will support you no matter what. That’s what Luke is
to me, and that’s also what Drake is to her.

I’ve
never seen her behave this way around a man, either. She’s usually
too uppity, too self-important to even pay attention to a guy,
aside from spending the night with him, which, believe me, that
doesn’t happen often. Rachel is no slut. If she has a casual
encounter a year, it’s a shock. So, this pregnancy thing makes me
really nervous. Nervous that Rachel is going to do the emotional
thing and break up with Drake, sparing him and herself the agony of
actually dealing with this in a humane manner. And when I’m nervous
I sometimes act erratically.

Did I
mention that when I act erratically, I’m also impulsive? I grab my
phone and dial Drake’s number, not letting that voice inside my
head that’s screaming, take the reigns. No, ma’am, I’m going
full-on not thinking about anything, just doing. Drake answers on
the first ring. “Drake? Hi.”

“Kiley, hey. Err…I’m not sure where Luke is. I think he’s at
home, though, if he’s not with you.”

“That’s okay. I’m not looking for Luke. I was actually looking
for you.”

“Okay. What’s up?”

“Are you busy? Do you mind popping by? It won’t take long. I
just…I need to talk to you about something, and I don’t want to do
it over the phone.”

“Okay, sure. I’m on my way. I’m actually just up the street
picking up a few things.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

I run to
my room and put some clothes on, not wanting to send the wrong
message, like that I’ve asked him over for a booty call or
something. I make sure that my clothing isn’t suggestive in any
way, and that my hair is in a respectable ponytail. When he knocks
on the door about seven minutes later, I answer it and invite him
in. “Hey, sorry if I freaked you out, I just need to talk to you
about something, and I hate talking about certain things over the
phone.”

“No, that’s fine. I gotcha.” Drake says, sitting at the
kitchen table, as I invite him to. “Is this about Luke’s party? I
think the whole town knows about it already.” He says with a
good-natured scoff.

“No, actually. This is about Rachel.”

He looks
confused. “Oh. Okay. What’s going on? She okay?”

“Yes, she’s fine. Well, sort of.” I dive in, before I change
my mind. “She’s pregnant, Drake. And I know that it’s absolutely
not my place to tell you, but I’m just afraid that Rachel’s going
to screw this up by not telling you herself.”

He looks
shocked at first, but then he points a thumb at himself. “It’s not
mine, if that’s why you called me. No, we haven’t slept together
yet.”

“No, I know it’s not yours, she said so as well.”

“Oh.” More confusion. “Then…why do I need to know?”

“Well, because you should
know. She’s really in love with you, and I know
that this throws a wrench in things, but if you stand by her,
Drake, I promise you she’ll make the right choice, and things will
work out.”

He’s
silent for a moment, and I’m not sure what he’s thinking about. The
fact that I just told him that my best friend is in love with him,
or the fact that she’s pregnant, and he’s not the father. I keep my
mouth closed, letting him process. He finally speaks to me levelly.
“Look, it’s her choice, Kiley. I know that Rachel doesn’t sleep
around, and I’m living proof, since she hasn’t slept with me
yet.”

“No, that’s fair. She isn’t the type. In fact, this little
indiscretion was the first that I’ve heard about in over a
year.”

“How is she taking it?” he asks, and I could hug him for his
concern. I figured he would run for the door and never look back.
Burn Rachel’s number and mine, and reconsider his idea to move back
into town, instead hiding out in the little cubby that he’s been
hiding in.

“Freaked out. So freaked out she isn’t telling anyone. And I
knew that it would at least soften the blow if I told you about
this. Whether it’s right or wrong will come out in the wash. She
needs support. And if she does tell you on her own, I think it’s
helpful if you’re prepared. But that also depends on your feelings
for her.”

He
swallows, nodding. “I care about her a lot. I’m not sure if I’m in
love with her, but it comes close. Never been in love before, so
this is all new to me. She’s certainly more special than anyone
else I’ve met.”

“That’s fair.” I frown. “And I’m thinking that we should keep
this between us. Is that fair?”

He nods.
“Yeah. If she tells me on her own, that’s fine. Depending on what
she chooses to do. I’m not about to overstep, especially since
we’re not all that serious.”

I
cringe. “Yet?”

He
smiles. “Of course, yet. I told you I’m new at this stuff. And with
trying to nail down my business and dealing with my folks and my
brothers, I’ve got a lot going on. I’m not in a rush to do anything
right now, Kiley. Least of all leave a girl that’s helped me so
much, and that I really care about.”

“Thanks so much for understanding, Drake. I really appreciate
it. Even if things don’t work out between you and Rachel, I can see
you as being a good friend of hers.”

“Well, I’m not going to hold it against her. She is human,
after all. We all make mistakes. Could have easily been me or you.
I think just about every family has a little secret that they keep
hidden and no one ever finds out about. That’s probably why she
didn’t want to tell me at first.”

“You’re really a class act, Drake. I mean it.”

“Not at all. I should get going, though. I’ve got some ice
cream in the back seat of my car.”

I
chuckle. “Oh shoot, I won’t keep you then.”

“Not a problem, I’ll see you soon.”

 



***

Rachel

My phone
rings on Bluetooth as I drive home from Kylie's house. The number
comes up unknown and I consider not answering it, but think better
of it. I’m sure if I don’t answer it, he’ll be at my door before I
can blink an eye. “Hello?”

“Were you a good little girl and did what I asked?”

“Yes, she’s going to call me tomorrow. She’ll speak with
Luke’s mama and convince her to have the party at Dallas
Firearms.

“And you be sure to call me and let me know what the scoop is,
right? I’d hate to have to harm a pretty little hair on your
head.”

“Of course, I will. I just hope that I’m not going to all this
trouble and you’re going to end up killing us all
anyway.”

“My friend Dexter’s already been in jail. It ain’t no
fun.”

“Something tells me that you’re going to end up in there at
some point.”

“Well, sweetheart, see, that’s where I’ve got you trapped.
Seeing as you’re doing all the dirty work for me, if I get caught,
so do you.”

“Thanks a lot. So, either way, I either end up in jail or in a
coffin, right?“

“Unless you want in on it.”

“Fuck you. I’d rather die first.”

“Well then, sweetheart, you may just get what you want.” He
laughs that disgusting mirthless laugh before hanging up. And just
from that short conversation with him, I feel like I need to take a
shower. I get home, take off my shoes, wash my hands and stand and
look in the bathroom mirror at myself. “God, what do I do?” I say
to my reflection. “And worse, what have I done? I’ve lied to my
best friend, to the man I’m in love with, and I’m making a deal
with the devil.”

No
response, no sign, not even a gut feeling comes to me. So, I resign
myself and go hop into that shower that I felt like having earlier.
My phone rings just as I’m sitting down reading a book, trying to
take my mind off of things. Turns out it’s Drake. I hesitate before
answering. Cringing at the thought of the lies that I’m going to
have to fabricate with him as well.

I can’t
possibly get into a relationship with him under the circumstances.
But I know that if I behave abnormally that people will be
suspicious. When I pick it up, he’s as cheery as usual. And I can’t
help but feel jealous. I wish I could be so calm.

“Hey, darlin’, how are you tonight?”

“Quite tired, actually. It’s been a long day.” I change the
subject quickly, so he doesn’t have a chance to ask me what’s
wrong, in case he has picked up on any nuances in my voice. “I got
those pictures from Carson for you. Chase and Luke sent me some,
too. They turned out really well.”

“That’s great. I can’t wait to see them. I can’t thank you
enough for how much you’ve helped me.”

“How did it go at the shop today?

“Well, that’s what I was calling you for. Wanted to tell you
that I got the shop. I can close up out in Dallas anytime. I
subletted that place anyhow, and I’ve got a renter for it. And
thanks to you and your expertise, I’m already getting online
orders.”

“That is absolutely fantastic and just what I had hoped for.
You’d be surprised how many people prefer to order online
nowadays.”

“I wish I had met you a year ago, darlin’. Might have saved
myself all that heartache.”

My gut
clenches. I wish we had’ve met a year ago as well. Maybe I wouldn’t
be in this predicament. But I am, and that’s the way life is. I
just hope that because of me, all our lives don’t get cut short.
But if I play my cards right, I may be the only one that gets hurt
in all of this. It’s a tough pill to swallow, but a small price to
pay.

“Well let’s just be thankful that we know each other now. And
now we can do something about it.”

“You feel like some company tonight?”

I want
so badly to have him over to comfort
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