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      SILAS

      The first spring breeze of the year blows down Main Street, bringing with it the promise of warmer, longer days and hours spent out in the sun instead of cooped up inside the cabin.

      A perfect day.

      Everyone in Millsburg seems to be out, enjoying the shift in weather that could easily reverse itself this time of year. They bustle up and down the sidewalks, chatting with each other, ducking into the small shops that line the only real downtown area to say hello to friends or grab something quickly.

      But no one dares approach me.

      They know better.

      All I get are darting glances and concerned looks from mothers ushering their children away from where I lean against the side of my truck outside Jensen’s General Store.

      It’s always been this way. Even after over fifteen years of living on the mountain above them, I’m still a newcomer. A stranger. Someone to watch with a wary eye and offer a wide berth.

      And that’s the way I like it.

      If they have no desire to approach me, they won’t ask questions or demand anything I can’t give them. It’s the only way I can keep living this way without somebody finding out who I am—if no one cares. And today, they’re making it clear they still want nothing to do with the tattooed, bearded, long-haired madman from the mountain.

      Good riddance.

      Maintaining a conversation with anyone has become a chore after so long, and I have no intention of chit-chatting with any Millsburg locals while I’m down here with my wood deliveries. It’s hard enough having to deal with Jensen—and I actually like the old man.

      All I want is to get into town, get what I need for the next few weeks, and do my business. Then I can retreat to solitude and leave these headaches behind.

      Like the one forming at my temples the longer I have to be here, surrounded by so many prying eyes.

      What is taking him so long?

      I glance over my shoulder toward the old building that’s housed the general store for Millsburg for at least the last century and a half. Jensen shuffles around near the register, speaking with someone on the other side of the counter, his easy smile visible through the big windows at the front.

      Huffing, I cross my arms over my chest and return to observing the people of this town who go through their days without the slightest idea of what goes on beyond their sheltered lives in this valley.

      If only it were so easy for me to forget what is really out there…

      A decade and a half alone hasn’t helped with that at all. The memories linger. The demons still attack. The same face flashes in my nightmares and haunts my days every time I close my eyes.

      My knee starts bouncing incessantly the longer I wait. Down here, my anxiety sets in quick.

      Too many people.

      Too many sets of eyes on me.

      Too much scrutiny.

      Something cold and wet touches my neck, and I reach back and rub Whiskey’s muzzle, my racing heart slowing almost immediately with his closeness. “Sorry, boy. We should be out of here soon.”

      God willing.

      He gets just as anxious as I do when we have to be in town too long, and his nervous energy vibrates through his thick coat and into my hand. His observant gaze darts around in all directions, trying to keep track of everyone and everything, always searching for anyone or anything out of place, like I trained him to.

      My constant companion. My protector. My best friend.

      His body stiffens, and I follow his line of sight down the street to a sleek black sedan coming toward us.

      Fuck.

      Whiskey recognizes the same thing I do—that isn’t a local.

      People up here lead simpler lives. And no one would be driving a car like that.

      I duck my head as much as possible, hiding behind a curtain of long hair while keeping my gaze on its approach. It moves slowly, as if the driver is scanning Main Street for something. Or someone. The languid approach gives me the opportunity to round the bed of my truck to the opposite side, where I can rest my forearms on the frame and get a decent view when the vehicle travels past us.

      Elegant.

      Expensive.

      A statement ride.

      Something from another life.

      One I left behind me a long time ago—for good reason.

      The darkly tinted windows protect whoever is inside from identification. A deliberate choice from a person who doesn’t want to be seen. But the hair on the back of my neck rises as if someone is watching me.

      You’re being paranoid.

      It might just be some rich fucker from Pittsburgh or Harrisburg looking to spend a weekend antiquing and soaking in the fresh air and “eclectic” culture of our small mountain town.

      No one has found me yet.

      There isn’t any reason to think they have now.

      The car reaches the end of Main Street and the single stop sign in all of Millsburg. Red brake lights flash. It pauses a moment, then turns right, going up the mountain.

      Shit.

      I suck in a shaky breath, and Whiskey trots across the bed of the truck and buries his face against my neck. But even his presence can’t help quell the dread settling like a massive rock in the pit of my stomach.

      “Sorry about the wait…”

      Jerking at the voice behind me, I whirl toward Jensen, my heart thundering rapidly against my ribcage at being caught off guard. “No problem.”

      The first person I met when I arrived in Millsburg holds out an envelope. “Here you go.”

      I accept it and shove it into my back jeans pocket. “Thanks.”

      One of his white eyebrows rises. “You aren’t going to count it?”

      The old man’s genuine shock almost makes my lips curve into a smile. I clap him on the shoulder and squeeze gently. “No. I trust you, Jensen. You’ve never done me wrong.”

      And if he hadn’t helped me all those years ago, I never would have survived out here. I didn’t know the first thing about living this way, but Jensen connected me with the right people to learn—trial-by-fire style.

      For that, I’ll be forever grateful to him.

      A smile spreads across his weathered face, making the laugh lines deeper than usual. “Have a good day, Silas. I’ll see you again in two weeks?”

      Inclining my head toward him, I shove my hand through my hair and glance toward the empty intersection where the black sedan sat only minutes ago. “Yeah…say…” I peer back at him, trying to make this sound as casual as possible. “You haven’t heard anything about someone visiting from out of town today, have you?”

      If anyone has heard the gossip in Millsburg, it’s Jensen. The people trickling in and out of his store tell him everything—which is precisely why he knows nothing about me beyond what he needed to when I arrived here, still a child in so many ways.

      I was smart enough to keep my mouth shut then and now. I’m just the guy who brings him loads of firewood to sell a couple times a month, who has a German Shepherd named Whiskey, who loves the homemade dog treats his wife makes.

      If he knew anything else, it could be catastrophic.

      He rubs a hand along his gray-stubbled jaw, contemplating for a moment while he scans the street, searching for what might have brought on my question. “Can’t say that I have. Why do you ask?”

      “No reason.”

      Except I may be in deep shit.

      That car turned up the mountain, and there isn’t anything up there except a handful of cabins owned by people who don’t want that kind of trouble—including me.

      I give Jensen a parting wave and climb back into the truck. Whiskey crawls through the open cab rear window to take his seat next to me, still vigilant and watching everything outside, my anxiety putting him on high alert.

      “It’s probably nothing, boy.”

      He tilts his head suspiciously.

      Yeah, I don’t believe it, either.

      My gut tightens, and by the time I reach the stop sign, my hands visibly shake on the wheel.

      It isn’t him.

      It can’t be.

      There’s no way he found me.

      The same words I’ve repeated to myself over and over since I fled that life, those people, that world, and settled into this one ring in my head. In the past, it’s been enough to settle my worries. Though, this time, I’m not so sure I believe them.

      I turn right and start the slow climb up the mountain toward the cabin.

      Knuckles white.

      Jaw clenched.

      Stomach in a knot.

      Whiskey paces and shifts on the bench seat, sensing the unease and carrying it on his shoulders as much as I do.

      Each mile we ascend up the old gravel road, my disquiet grows until I’m tapping my palm against the steering wheel so persistently that the noise starts to annoy even me.

      As I approach each turnoff for the very few “neighbors” up here, I slow and glance down the unpaved paths leading into the woods, hoping to glimpse that sedan. But all of us have our cabins set well back, away from prying eyes, so if it were a visitor at one of their places, I wouldn’t be able to see it.

      It’s a futile effort.

      And deep down, I know that’s not what the car is doing up here.

      Whoever that is…they’re here for me.

      It was only a matter of time before someone found me, but it doesn’t mean I’m going to go down without a fight. Years of anticipating this have prepared me for what I might have to do.

      Each minute of the remaining hour up the narrow road leading to my property gives me more opportunity to consider my options.

      There aren’t many.

      Only one that will end this for good.

      I glance at the shotgun mounted behind me in the truck cab. Whiskey looks at it, too, like he’s anticipating the same reckoning coming that I am.

      The barely visible path tucked between two high hedges that leads back to my property comes into view, and I turn in. Thick, dark woods engulf the truck, and my entire body tenses.

      Home.

      My safe haven.

      The only place I’ve ever truly felt protected from what lies below the mountain.

      But today, it doesn’t feel that way.

      Whiskey stands at attention, focus forward through the windshield, waiting for whatever has me so rattled.

      Good boy.

      Even before I pull through the last of the trees and into the small clearing that houses my cabin, I know what I’ll find—the black sedan parked in front of the porch.

      Fuck.

      Sometimes, I hate being right.

      I stop the truck, throw it into park, and grab my shotgun. Whiskey issues a low growl, hackles up, as he stares at the car. He knows it shouldn’t be here as well as I do, and he’s ready to get rid of the intruder.

      Me, too, boy. Me, too.

      My hand tightens around the stock, and I throw open my door, racking it as I step out. Whiskey jumps down behind me, and the driver of the sedan slides out onto the dirt in thousand-dollar loafers and a suit that costs at least twenty times that.

      Whiskey charges while I move forward, leveling the barrel at our “visitor’s” chest. He sees me and the dog and staggers backward, his ass hitting the open door, hands raised in surrender.

      Familiar, hard brown eyes meet mine, and my steps falter. Whiskey barks and snarls in front of him, but he won’t attack unless I give the word. It sits on the tip of my tongue, yet I can’t bring myself to issue the command or pull the trigger.

      At least, not until I find out why he’s here and how he found me.

      Watching Whiskey carefully, the man I never thought I’d see again offers a tight smile as he examines me. I’m not the same boy he knew. Years of working alone up here have helped me pack on muscle, and the tattoos that cover almost every inch of my skin hide what he surely knows lies underneath. “Silas—”

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      He glances down at Whiskey, still poised to lunge at him with a single breath of the command from me. “We need to talk.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about…” I keep the gun on him, though it’s really overkill at this point, with Whiskey ready to take him down. “How did you find me?”

      And who else knows where I am?

      Who else might be coming?

      His shoulders tense, but he keeps his hands up. “We have a lot to discuss.” He releases a shaky breath. “Your father is dead.”

      It takes a moment for his words to register.

      Father is dead…

      I should feel something.

      Anger.

      Anguish, perhaps at the loss of my last remaining parent.

      But an overwhelming sense of relief washes over me, releasing some of the burden I’ve been carrying for years.

      “Good riddance.” I practically spit it at the messenger. “The world is better without Phillip Bolton in it.” I motion to his car with the shotgun. “Now, get out of here, Ronald.”

      He shuffles forward, a move that Whiskey mirrors, bringing his jaws even closer to the attorney who has cleaned up all the messes for Father and Uncle Marty for decades. “I can’t. We have to talk about—”

      Two massive steps bring me to Whiskey’s side, the barrel mere inches from Ronald’s chest. This close, I can see the fear in his eyes—something I’m not sure I ever witnessed during my eighteen years living with this man around almost every day. “There is nothing to discuss, Ronald. When I left, I told all of you that I wanted nothing to do with what goes on in that family anymore. I thought I made that crystal clear.”

      His head bobs nervously, his hard eyes darting from the gun to Whiskey. “You did, Silas. You most definitely did, but things have changed now that your dad is gone. Your uncle…”

      He trails off and lifts his old brown gaze to meet mine again.

      It’s there—mixed with the fear.

      The truth.

      He knows.

      He’s always known.

      He didn’t do a damn thing to stop him then, when I needed a savior, when I begged for someone to help me. And now, he doesn’t know how to.
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        * * *

      

      LYLA

      “I would just need a fifty-thousand-dollar retainer to begin—”

      The attorney’s words echo in my ears. Everything he said after that point is nothing but garbled wah wah wah wah like that old cartoon teacher. But that amount—I can’t get that out of my head.

      A week later, it rattles around, slamming against the inside of my skull. Taunting me. Toying with me. Incessantly reminding me exactly how far out of reach it really is—how well and truly fucked I am—unless I do something drastic.

      Something awful.

      Something I never, in a billion years, thought I would ever find myself doing.

      Something I may not be able to actually go through with…

      “Ma’am, do you have questions?”

      I tear my focus from the pamphlet in front of me and look to Carly, the beautiful blonde, with her dazzling white smile and porcelain face that’s so tight and unwrinkled that she must have been shot up with a gallon of Botox.

      She tilts her head, examining me. “I know it’s a lot of information to digest, but I’m happy to answer any questions at all.” One of her perfectly manicured hands presses against her voluptuous chest. “As someone who was once a mail-order bride myself, I can attest that this works!”

      My eyes dip to the massive diamond on her left ring finger, then over the tennis bracelet at her wrist and matching earrings dangling from her ears. She certainly looks the part—though, I guess I don’t really know what a mail-order bride is supposed to do or look like. Aside from what I’ve seen in movies, TV, and on social media, this is all new to me.

      And terrifying.

      I swallow thickly.

      How can I ask this without sounding judgmental?

      It may not be possible because I am judging her for doing this—the very thing I’m contemplating. No matter how hard I try, I can’t see a mail-order bride as anything but a very expensive prostitute. “This is all…legal?”

      It can’t be, right?

      Taking money from someone to marry them—that sounds awfully unlawful.

      I glance around the offices of Wife Wanted Enterprises. While it seems legit, it also seems like prostitution, which might be legal in certain places, but it certainly isn’t in Pennsylvania.

      The woman purses her injected lips. “Lyla…can I call you Lyla?”

      I nod. This bubbly blonde may be the only thing standing between me and the fifty-grand retainer I need to come up with. The least I can do is let her call me by my first name.

      She smiles. “Good. Look, I see you’re uncomfortable with being here, but since you are here, I’m going to assume you’ve found yourself in some sort of financial trouble because you do not seem like the type of girl who is here looking to make a true love match…”

      True love match?

      The bark of laughter floats out before I can stop it, and Carly flinches slightly in her chair at the sound.

      I press a hand to my far-less-ample chest and shake my head. “I’m so sorry.” Fighting another laugh, I try to regain my composure. “I didn’t mean that to come out. I’m just…no…I am not looking for a true love match.”

      If I were, this is the last place I would ever be. Meeting a guy at a random bar or on a dating app would likely yield better results in the “true love” department than throwing my photo and profile into a literal bride catalog.

      What kind of men buy their wives?

      Desperate ones—that’s who.

      What does that make you then, Lyla?

      Mom’s voice now replaces the one of the attorney from last week, and her question makes me stiffen in my chair. She has always been the angel on my shoulder, guiding me through the twists and turns life has thrown at me, steering me down the right path. But this feels like one massive detour down a dark, bumpy road filled with potholes big enough for me to disappear into forever.

      She would hate this. All she ever wanted was for me to be happy and find love—something she said she never really experienced. My sperm donor certainly never gave it to her, and neither did any of the other men who came and went over the years.

      Marrying someone for money…

      Mom would climb out of her grave to wring my neck for this if she could—even knowing why I’m doing it.

      Carly drums her nails on the desk, leaning forward slightly and drawing me out of my own head. “Sweetie, this is all perfectly legal. We provide a match-making service between a man who wants a wife and a woman who wants to be one. A financial transaction occurs between the parties to ensure commitment to the partnership, since often the women are moving across the country—or sometimes the world—to be with their new spouse. It’s one hundred percent on the up and up legally and ethically.”

      What about morally?

      My stomach sours, bile rising in my throat. I force it down and offer what I hope is a believable smile to the woman, who truly seems to mean well and believe in this business model. She seems open to answering anything, and if I am going to sell myself, I at least need to understand what I’m getting into fully.

      “And what is…expected of the spouse…”

      It’s the only way I can think of to phrase it without coming right out and asking if I’m going to have to bone some ninety-year-old geriatric great-grandfather to get the money. There isn’t any appropriate way to ask that question.

      Carly gives me a tight smile. “That is to be negotiated between the relevant parties.”

      NEGOTIATED?

      Sex is now something I negotiate with strangers…

      What the hell am I doing even considering this?

      The very thin line I’ve thus far been able to visualize between prostitution and this evaporates, and I climb from my chair onto shaky legs. “I’m sorry, I don’t think I can do this…”

      My purse tumbles from my lap to the tile, the contents spilling out across the smooth, polished surface—including my empty wallet.

      It falls open to the photo I’ve always carried in it, and tears fill my eyes, stinging them and making it hard to see. I swipe them away and drop to my knees—something I likely will have to do if I am really doing this—and start gathering the scattered belongings.

      Clicking heels round the desk, and Carly squats and helps me gather up everything, holding out my lipstick, cell phone, and a small bottle of hand sanitizer. “You seem agitated.”

      “You think?”

      It comes out harsher than I intend, but I’m on the verge of a very real mental breakdown right now. I thought this was going to be the answer to my very expensive problem when no others presented themselves; instead, I feel dirty merely sitting here, discussing it so casually.

      I push to my feet, shoving everything back into my purse. “I’m sorry. That was rude. You’re right. I’m very agitated and…”

      She raises a pale brow. “And uncomfortable with taking money to marry someone you don’t know and will likely have to sleep with?”

      Well, I guess we’re laying it all out there on the table now.

      And I just deeply insulted this woman who told me she was a mail-order bride.

      Before I can offer another apology, she holds up her hand to stop me. “It’s all right, sweetheart. I’ve been doing this for ten years from this side of the desk. I know exactly what some people think of our arrangements, and I understand why they do.” She sighs and motions for me to take my seat again. “Please sit. Let’s talk this through.”

      As if that’s going to help.

      This mental block regarding what being a mail-order bride really requires doesn’t want to break, but I slowly lower myself back into the chair with my purse clutched in my hands on my lap. Because I need that money. And I need it fast.

      At this point, I don’t have the benefit of being able to turn down opportunities based on my morals. Not if I want to protect the one thing I love in this world.

      Carly retakes her seat and reclines, a smile playing on her red lips. “It isn’t what people think—it isn’t what you think. Not all the men are old or have some major flaws that make them physically unattractive. Many are just shy or live somewhere that they don’t have the opportunity to meet eligible women. We do our best to set up couples who we believe might click naturally.”

      Nothing about this is natural.

      The fact that this type of service exists in the twenty-first century blows my mind and shuts it down to the possibility of accepting it as the answer to my problem.

      “I’m sorry, Carly. You’re very sweet, and I appreciate you taking the time with me today. But I’m not sure I can do this.”

      Her brows rise again. “Do you have any other options?”

      Well, shit.

      She drums her nails on the desk again. “I won’t pry into your reasons for being here, but they have to be pretty good for you to have set foot into my office. Most of our brides are from foreign countries looking for marriage to someone in the States, and the ones who are from here tend to be…”—one of her shoulders rises and falls—“socially awkward. Women who might have a hard time going out and meeting a potential suitor the old-fashioned way. But you…”—she smiles brightly—“you don’t seem shy at all. You’ve spoken your mind with me, the same way I am sure you would with any match when discussing final contract terms. You need the money, and that’s okay. That’s a completely valid reason to get hitched, and who knows, you may even end up falling in love with your husband like I did.”

      “You love your husband?”

      Her laughter tinkles through the space. “Of course, I do, darling; otherwise, I would have ended this ages ago. As I said, our contracts are tailored to the couple, and when I signed mine, I ensured there was an out clause that wouldn’t require repayment of his marriage gift as long as we remained married for five years.”

      Five years?

      I’ll be thirty-five.

      That isn’t so terrible. Still young enough that when all this is over, I can start a new life and maybe find actual love.

      A tiny spark of hope ignites in my heart.

      I can’t believe I’m asking this.

      “How long does it usually take to get…matched?”

      Because I am running out of time.

      Carly smiles, clearly pleased I’m still here and asking questions because it means I haven’t completely ruled out going down this very uncertain path. “Well, our clients seeking wives will go through our gallery of potential matches and review their questionnaires to see if anyone sparks their interest. We arrange an in-person meeting, if possible; otherwise, a video chat between the parties, and if all goes smoothly, then we move on to the contract portion. The whole process typically takes anywhere from two to six months.”

      “Two to six months?”

      That tiny flame of hope that I might have found a resolution to my very time-sensitive problem vanishes in an instant.

      A frown turns down the corners of Carly’s lips. “We do need to take care to ensure we’re making complementary pairings and set you up to succeed.”

      Tears burn my eyes again, welling until the kind woman blurs in front of me. “I-I don’t have that kind of time…”

      And the sheer desperation in my voice makes me want to flip the desk separating us.

      I’m not that girl. Never the damsel in distress. Not the one seeking someone to take care of her.

      I take care of other people. I make things happen for myself with hard work and determination. But that has gotten me exactly nowhere in coming up with fifty fucking grand.

      My best night at work wouldn’t even get me one-tenth of that, and the more time that passes, the more urgent getting that money becomes.

      Two to six months will not work.

      Standing on the corner in fishnets and a miniskirt, flashing potential johns suddenly seems like the more reasonable option.

      “Of course…” Carly’s voice momentarily stops my downward spiral into despair—“we can speed up the process, if both parties are interested in doing that.”

      I suck in a sharp breath, the sudden intake of oxygen and her words reigniting that tiny flame. “Really?”

      She nods. “It wouldn’t be the first time we’ve rushed the process a bit. Obviously, you grasp the potential consequences of that. We will thoroughly vet the potential suitors, but you won’t have the lengthier process of getting to know each other before finalizing anything…”

      The warning hangs in the silence between us.

      There’s a reason they have a rigorous process. They want these matches to succeed—not only for the people getting hitched, but also because it reflects negatively on Wife Wanted if their arrangements fail.

      Arrangements…

      I’m thinking of my wedding as an “arrangement” now.

      All the dreams of big white weddings, full of happy tears, love, and forever promises I really mean, vanish in a haze of determination to do what needs to happen—not what I want.

      What the hell am I doing?

      What. You. Have. To. Do.

      Squaring my shoulders, I wipe away the tears streaming down my cheeks. I’m going to have to learn to control my emotions if I’m really doing this. No man will want to marry me if all I do is cry over the situation.

      I need to do things I will hate to get that money.

      I need to become the perfect wife.

      “Please find me a match quickly. As quickly as possible.”
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      SILAS

      I slide the half-full cup of coffee toward Ronald, and he looks down at it and raises a bushy white eyebrow at me.

      Scowling, I lean against the kitchen counter and cross my arms over my chest, well aware of the way he watches my biceps bulge against the tight T-shirt I wear. I’m not the skinny, terrified teen he remembers, and he’s wary now. “You won’t be here long enough to need a full one.”

      That makes his lips almost form into a grin. He raises the cup and tips it toward me in acknowledgment before he takes a sip. “Thank you. It was a long drive.”

      “It will be a long one home, too.”

      When I ran, I ran fast and far. Far enough away that I thought no one would ever find me. Yet the Bolton attack dog sits at the small two-person table I have against the front window, completely out of place. I never thought I’d see a man like him, who wears $20,000 Italian silk suits, relaxing on my worn handmade chairs, looking uncomfortable and nervous as fuck.

      Ronald doesn’t get nervous.

      He’s a rock that never cracks under pressure.

      Scandal after scandal.

      Bribe after bribe.

      He took care of it all without blinking or questioning anything.

      Which means it’s just as bad for him to be here as it would be for Father or Uncle Marty to have climbed from that car.

      I glance at my watch. “You have five minutes, and then I’m letting Whiskey have his way with you.”

      The dog stands guard at my side, intently watching Ronald, waiting for me to give the command.

      Ronald holds up his hands and leans back slightly in his chair. “Then I’ll make this quick. Now that your father has died, your uncle is in sole control of the company.”

      “They were always fifty-fifty partners, so that makes sense.”

      His gaze hardens. “It doesn’t have to be that way, though.”

      I raise a brow at him this time. “Why not?”

      He twists his lips and wraps his knuckles on the table, his entire demeanor shifting. “I know what he did to you, Silas.” His tone drops. “I know what he did to a lot of people, and I don’t want your uncle controlling a company your family spent two hundred years building. He’ll have control of every dime. He will hold all the power and use it to do even worse than he already has without your father at least trying to keep him in check. The man should be in fucking prison, not making decisions that affect hundreds of workers’ lives and well-being.”

      I snort and point an accusatory finger at him. “Yeah, and who helped keep him out of prison?”

      Ronald takes another sip as he watches me, and while I can see the apology in his stare, it doesn’t do any good now. “I didn’t have a choice, Silas.”

      “Bullshit.” Anger flares red-hot in my blood, scorching through me and threatening to ignite me from the inside out. I shove off the counter, advancing a step, Whiskey right along with me, baring his teeth at the focus of my ire. “You always have a choice. You just didn’t make the right one because the wrong one was easier and got you more money and power.”

      He flinches but vigorously shakes his head. “It isn’t like that, Silas. Your uncle…” He swallows slowly, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he weighs his next words. “He had something on me, something that would’ve ended my career and my marriage.”

      Shit.

      Not that it changes anything or wipes away Ronald’s sins, but it does explain a lot of what he was willing to do for a man who is such a monster. “He was blackmailing you?”

      He nods slowly.

      “What about my father?”

      A long, slow sigh slips from his lips, and he toys with the mug in front of him, not looking at me. “Your dad protected Martin. He tried to rein him in for a while but realized it was a vain effort and eventually went along with anything Martin wanted. Your dad may have been the older brother, if only by ten months, but Martin controlled him through manipulation of their relationship. I guess it’s true what they say about Irish twins. They’re as close as regular ones, even if they don’t share the womb.”

      I always knew Father allowed Uncle Marty to get away with heinous acts, but I never thought he might have tried to stop him. Because I never saw that. He never stood up for me or defended me against that madman; he only turned a blind eye and his back when I needed help.

      “So, Father knew you were being blackmailed, and he knew everything Uncle Marty was doing, and he let it continue?”

      Ronald nods, focus still ahead of him on the mug. “I’m sorry. Truly. The older I get, the more the guilt weighs on me.”

      “Is that why you came here? To try to unburden some of your guilt?” I release a sardonic laugh that holds zero humor. “Because that’s not going to happen. If you’re asking for my forgiveness, you can’t have it.”

      What they let happen is unforgivable. It isn’t something that can be forgotten, no matter how far away I ran or how deeply down I tried to bury those memories. The evidence of them still scars my body. I see and feel the reality of them every single day.

      Just having this man in my home, what was my safe haven away from the past, already threatens to unleash the demons again. They dance around at the back of my mind, trying to break free, to wash me in a tidal wave of misery I can never escape.

      “I’m not here for forgiveness, Silas. I would never expect you to forgive me for what I’ve done—or him or your father—but I do expect you to step up and help me save the company from him.”

      “I don’t want the company.” I spread out my hands. “This life is all I want. To be left alone. That’s why I renounced my inheritance and left.”

      “Verbally renounced your inheritance.”

      I nod. “Yeah. What are you getting at?”

      He offers a slight shrug and finally looks up at me. “Your father never changed any of the paperwork. He never removed you from his will or adjusted the trust after you left.”

      The thought that Father hadn’t immediately run to Ronald after our blow-out fight and had him instantly remove me had never crossed my mind. It should have been the first thing he did.

      “Uncle Marty didn’t make him?”

      Ronald shrugs again. “He had me tell Martin he had removed you.”

      He lied to Uncle Marty?

      All the years of torture he put me through at the hands of his brother, all the times he defended him and stood up for the man who was hurting his son, I never thought he would openly defy him or do something that could literally cost him billions.

      “So, what does that mean?”

      Ronald locks gazes with me. “It means you just became a billionaire, fifty times over, and that’s only the cash your father had in his bank accounts controlled by the will and investments he had you listed as the beneficiary on. If you take into account the funds and the business controlled by the trust…” He shrugs again. “Far more than that.”

      I scrub my hands over my face. “Fuck.”

      The business always did well. Even growing up, I understood the way we lived wasn’t normal. And at eighteen, when I left, I knew what I was giving up and leaving behind. But I never imagined it would have ballooned into this.

      “But there’s a catch.”

      I drop my hands, burying my fingers on my right hand into Whiskey’s fur to brace myself for what’s coming. “What catch?”

      “The cash is yours, no matter what. But if you want to take any control in the company or the other assets controlled by the trust, your father put certain conditions on it.”

      “I already said I don’t want control of the company.”

      He slams his hand down, the first sign of his anger leaking out from his always poised and controlled nature. “You want your uncle to have it?”

      “No, of course not. But—”

      “No buts. I’m done being his fixer. I’m done being their lackey. I want to take the man down, and you’re the only person who can help me do it. You’re the only one who hates him as much as I do.”

      Shaking my head, I snort. “I guarantee you, there are dozens and dozens of people who hate him as much as we do. All the other people he hurt…”

      I don’t have to extrapolate on that because Ronald was the one paying them off under the table, making sure Uncle Marty’s proclivities never became public knowledge, ensuring there were never lawsuits or prison time.

      “Listen to me, Silas. If you can meet the terms of the trust and take your fifty percent of the company, then, when we get him removed, you’ll have full control. At that point, if you don’t want it, sell it. I don’t care. It’s your family legacy, not mine, but we have to get him out first. It could be a temporary deal if you don’t desire to be involved long-term. But it should be your decision to make. You’re the last Bolton.”

      That had always been the plan…for me to take over when the Bolton brothers finally retired or passed away. Without an heir on Marty’s side, it fell squarely on my shoulders to keep Bolton Steel in the family and secure its future. But that was a long time ago. And those plans ended the day I almost died. The day I ran.

      “You make it sound easy.”

      It won’t be.

      Uncle Marty has far too much power. Too many people in his pocket. Too much money that can easily be passed under the table. And I’ve been living in this damn cabin for the last decade and a half. I never went to college, and I don’t have the slightest fucking clue how to run a Fortune 100 company.

      Ronald’s jaw tightens. “It could be easier than you think. All those things I cleaned up for your father and your uncle—I have evidence. Recordings, videotapes, correspondence with the victims’ families.”

      My ears perk up, and I still my hand on Whiskey’s head. “You kept it all? I thought for sure Father would have you destroy everything.”

      “He thought I did.”

      Sly fucker…

      I never thought Ronald had it in him to betray the men who were his best friends for half a century. But it isn’t as simple as turning over the evidence. It will have a snowball effect.

      Consequences.

      “So, what? You’re going to sacrifice yourself and come forward, go to the police, and explain everything that happened?”

      He shakes his head. “No. Your uncle owns the police. I’m going to the FBI. A lot of his crimes involved transporting people across state lines for illegal activities. That makes them federal offenses. More prison time, much harsher.”

      Hope flutters in my chest after all these years that the people who destroyed me might finally get what’s coming to them. “You really think you can take him down?”

      “I do.”

      “And what about you? You’ll go to prison, too, for all the things you’ve done.”

      He shrugs. “Potentially. If I can’t negotiate a proffer agreement for my willingness to testify against him. I think they’ll want the bigger fish, but if I have to pay for my sins behind bars, then so be it.”

      “You can do all this without me.”

      He twists his mug on the table, staring into it. “I can, but if I remove him and you have not legally inherited your fifty percent, then the company gets sold out from under you rather than you getting everything and being able to make a decision for yourself about what to do with it.”

      “That wouldn’t be so bad, would it?”

      Bolton Steel protected a monster for decades. Continues to. The only thing that mattered was profits. Turning a blind eye to a CEO who abused women and children wasn’t even a question if it meant everyone walked away with more cash in their pockets.

      Ronald’s back stiffens. “What about the eight generations of your family who have worked there, who have pushed it to the top? Bolton Steel is the single biggest steel manufacturer in the United States, but only because your family worked fucking hard for it. You want all that to go away, or do you want to figure out a way to maintain it?”

      For the last fifteen years, I’ve stayed up on this mountain, thinking I never wanted to go back, that I didn’t give a flying fuck about what happened to Father or Uncle Marty or anyone else who let my torture continue all those years.

      I thought I didn’t want the money, and I still don’t. But, for some reason, the threat of Bolton Steel shutting down or getting bought and enveloped by another company, controlled by someone who isn’t a Bolton, makes acid climb my throat.

      For so long, the importance of that family legacy was drilled into me, and despite all the ways my own blood let me down, that company is the backbone of the community. People respect it. They respect the Bolton name. They rely on it for their salaries. If we sold or closed, it could destroy the lives of a lot of families—kids I grew up with who went to work for the Boltons, never knowing why I left.

      Could I really live with that?

      “Let’s just say, for argument’s sake only, that I agree to help you. What would I have to do?”

      Ronald swallows thickly, averting his gaze slightly to some unknown spot on the table. “You would likely have to testify against your uncle in open court.”

      I flinch and squeeze my eyes closed. “And…”

      There doesn’t need to be an “and.” The thought of publicly talking about what he did to me for my entire childhood is enough to make me want to scream, “No!” immediately.

      “Well?” Ronald takes a sip of his coffee, and Whiskey rests his head against my thigh, offering me comfort against my growing unease. “The terms of the trust…”

      “What are they?”

      He hesitates a moment, almost like he’s reconsidering asking me to do this. “You won’t be able to take over your role as co-CEO of Bolton Steel unless you’re married.”

      Married.

      The word rings in my ears, and I shake my head to clear it. “Excuse me? I must have misheard you.”

      “You didn’t.” A muscle in his clenched jaw tics. “Your father wanted to ensure that you were at a point in your life where you were stable before you took over.” He holds up a hand when I start to interrupt him. “Obviously, he had anticipated you becoming a playboy like he and your uncle were. He didn’t want you running around with various women and hookers and all the shit they got into. He wanted you to be an established family man so Bolton Steel would look good and have a more secure future. So, he put the provision in the trust. From the date of his death…”—he pauses for a second—“which, for what it’s worth, was two days ago, you have exactly thirty days to get married.”

      “No.” I shake my head, crossing my arms over my chest defiantly. “No fucking way.”

      My adamant rejection of the idea doesn’t seem to deter him.

      “And, in order to maintain your leadership role within the company, you must remain married, living together under the same roof, no separate lives. The moment you separate, you lose your stake in the company.”

      The sheer audacity of the absurd requirements makes me laugh. “This is some sort of fucking joke, right?”

      He shakes his head. “Unfortunately…no. Your father made sure the trust was ironclad.”

      “So, what you’re saying is I have twenty-eight days to find someone who will marry me, actually get married, then we need to stay married indefinitely.”

      Nodding, he finishes his coffee. “That pretty much sums it up.”

      I snort and shake my head. “Then you’re out of luck. You’re going to have to find another way.”

      “There isn’t any other way. And, really, you don’t even have twenty-eight days.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He runs a hand back through his silver hair. “Your uncle called for an emergency board meeting in two weeks. If you aren’t there, and this issue hasn’t been taken care of already, I’m worried about what he’ll do. The moves he’ll make. He believes you were removed from the trust, and since no one has seen or heard from you in fifteen years, he would have a very strong argument that despite the old terms still being there, that you have renounced any claim, leaving him in full control as sole CEO. A court could rule in his favor if it got that far.”

      My stomach drops. “Especially one where he owns the judge.”

      Ronald smirks. “I wasn’t going to say it, but yes.”

      “Well…”—I spread out my hands—“as you can see, my marriage prospects are pretty slim right now, so I think you’re out of luck.”

      “Maybe not.”

      He reaches into his inside suit coat pocket and pulls out a pamphlet, holding it out to me. His eyes dart to Whiskey, as if he’s afraid to get out of his seat to approach me.

      I close the distance between us, tug it out of his hand, and unfold it. “What’s this?”

      “The answer to your problem. To our problem.”

      I read it, trying to make sense of the words above the photo of a smiling woman in a white dress. “Mail-order bride?”

      What he’s suggesting finally snaps together in my mind, and I whip my head up and meet his gaze. “This has to be a joke.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s not. It’s the answer.”
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      LYLA

      The farther this hired car drives me into the remote Pennsylvania wilderness, the more I shift in the plush leather seat, trying to get comfortable in the luxury vehicle that seems so out of place in this setting.

      It’s impossible.

      Every single part of my body trembles, and it has been for so long that it physically hurts.

      Muscles I didn’t even know exist ache.

      Joints scream in protest with each slight movement.

      My stomach roils.

      Sweat drips down my brow.

      Two days of waiting, packing, and anticipating have all led up to this, and my body has reached a breaking point, trying to contain all the anxiety welling inside me.

      We drive past dozens of small towns—the kind you see on postcards and in Hallmark holiday movies—then we keep driving farther and farther away from civilization as I know it.

      The afternoon sun gets lower on the horizon, signaling the coming evening, and we still haven’t reached our destination.

      I clear my dry throat to get the attention of the man behind the wheel. “How much longer?”

      The driver glances back at me and offers me a tight smile. “Another hour and a half or so, ma’am, I think.”

      I think?

      That doesn’t instill a lot of confidence, which I could certainly use right now. Because God knows I don’t have any in the choice I made.

      You’re really doing this?

      I suck in a deep breath and let it out slowly, then roll down my window to get some fresh air. Instantly, the smell of pine and musty, decaying wood from all the foliage around us hits me. So different from the smell of the city.

      Rather than being refreshing, it makes me gag slightly. But it really isn’t about the nature enveloping us and invading my lungs; it’s more the thought of what I’m about to do…

      That I’ve been trying not to think about this entire ride.

      You’re driving to meet your husband.

      I shudder, and my phone call with Carly two days ago runs through my head again.

      “Good news, Lyla! I really didn’t think we’d be able to find you a match so quickly, but I have someone for you.”

      The realization that this mystery man needed a wife so fast quickly overshadowed my spark of excitement. Suspicion replaced it. “But it’s only been two days.”

      “I know, but he’s in quite the rush.”

      “Why?”

      It was an obvious question, but her answer didn’t help my concern. “I can’t reveal that information to you, unfortunately.”

      “What can you tell me about him?”

      Her hesitation sent a chill through me then, as it does now. A signal of her shared unease over the situation. “Well, this is a bit of an unusual case because he’s asked for confidentiality and for me not to reveal certain information that he would like to give you himself when he meets you.”

      “Has anyone ever done that before?”

      “No, which is why I’m telling you that you don’t have to accept this. I will let you know that I do trust this individual and understand the reasons for the secrecy. I don’t have any concerns for your safety, if that worries you.”

      “Of course, I’m worried about it. Going to live with a stranger, marry him, and you can’t tell me anything about him.”

      “If you get there and you’re uncomfortable, if it doesn’t feel right, anything like that, you can always leave. You don’t have to go through with signing the contract.”

      “They’ll have it?”

      “Yes, he has asked that the final contract be signed in his presence. He wanted to meet you first in person, as I said.”

      “You can’t even tell me where he lives or his age, what he does for a living, anything?”

      “I’m sorry, Lyla. I can’t, so I would totally understand if you say no. But you seemed a little desperate the other day, so I had to give you the opportunity before I went on to any other potential matches.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      The words came out of my mouth so fast that I can’t believe I said them.

      “You will?”

      “Yes. I assume he knows about the gift.”

      “You can discuss all that with him in person, but it won’t be a problem.”

      That’s the only thing that keeps me from throwing open this door and jumping out of the moving car, knowing that $50,000 is going to be mine, hopefully by the end of the day. All I have to do is sign on a dotted line and say “I do” to a complete stranger, then play wife for God knows how long.

      I release a heavy breath and roll up my window.

      You can do this, Lyla.

      A sign for Millsburg appears along the side of the road, almost covered by bushes encroaching from either side, and my back stiffens. Another mile or two goes by, and the town finally comes into view—if you can even call it that.

      Two dozen or so tiny shops line each side of the main street. People meander along the sidewalk, but each and every one stops to stare at the Lincoln Town Car as it passes. We make it to a stop sign on the other side of town, and the driver puts on his turn signal.

      My hand tightens around my purse strap. “Where are we going? I thought you said Millsburg.”

      He glances at me again. “Millsburg is the closest town, ma’am.”

      “And how much farther is it?”

      We make the turn. “Another hour.”

      “The closest town is an hour away?”

      He nods.

      Who the hell would live an hour outside of here?

      Who the fuck is this guy?

      I scan out the windows all around us. Nothing but towering mountains and a stunning vista filled with impenetrable trees for 360 degrees around us.

      We start up a narrow gravel road that winds along the side of the mountain, a giant drop-off to our right that makes me clutch the handle on the door, as if it could actually be of any help if we slide on these tiny rocks and go careening off the side.

      It gets more rugged, more bumpy, less of an actual road the higher we climb. I grit my teeth, holding my breath in anticipation. The last few weeks have been nothing short of soul-crushing, but if this
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