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            Dedication

         
         
            For all of you facing challenges—whether it’s addiction, trauma, physical or mental illness, abandonment, loneliness—I hope
               Drake and Adria’s happy-ever-after inspires you to find your own.
            

            You deserve it.
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            Chapter One

         
         Adria unlocked the front door and stood in the opening, feeling the stillness as intensely as the prickle of awareness that
            something was wrong. Without thought, her hand dipped into her purse and her fingers closed over her phone and the bag she
            pulled out. Her purse slid off her shoulder and dropped to the floor.
         

         
         She felt her sister’s need in every fiber of her being. She “heard” her sister’s cry for help. With their connection, sometimes
            they didn’t need words to communicate.
         

         
         Adria’s heart raced as the quiet coming from the bathroom seemed to thicken the air until she could barely draw a breath.
            Every step toward the door felt like it took forever. Her mind shouted Hurry, but her heart warned of heartbreak beyond the closed door. She pushed it open against the barrier on the other side, found
            her identical twin lying motionless on the floor, her lips tinged blue.
         

         
         Adria’s stomach pitched, sour bile rising to her throat.

         
         She swallowed hard and tried to think through the dizzying shock.

         
         Nothing, not even her resigned heart, could prepare her for this.

         
         She dropped to her knees and shook Juliana. “Wake up!”

         
         No response. Not even a flutter of her eyes.

         
         Adria’s heart pounded. Her mind skittered from one scary thought to the next. She warned herself not to believe what was so
            obviously true.
         

         
         She leaned down, tilted her sister’s head back, pressed her lips to Juliana’s, and gave her mouth-to-mouth. They’d breathed
            as one in utero, but she never expected she’d have to take over for her beautiful, broken sister like this. “Come on, Jules,
            I can’t live without you. Don’t do this to me.”
         

         
         She gave her three more breaths, then had to use drastic measures to bring her back.

         
         She flipped her phone over, dialed 911, put the phone on speaker, and left it on the floor next to her dying sister.

         
         “Nine-one-one, what is the emergency?”

         
         “My sister overdosed. Heroin. I’m administering naloxone.” Adria unzipped the bag she’d instinctively pulled from her purse,
            found the syringe, and unwrapped it. She broke open the glass ampoule, used her teeth to pull the cap off the needle, and
            filled the syringe despite how much her hands shook.
         

         
         “What is the address of the emergency?”

         
         She rattled off the house number and street for Wild Rose Ranch as she jabbed the needle into her sister’s bare thigh and
            pushed the plunger.
         

         
         Waiting for a response stopped Adria’s heart. She held her breath. The world around her paused.

         
         And nothing happened.

         
         Fear squeezed her heart. Hope made her send up another prayer.

         
         Juliana didn’t miraculously wake up, but her barely there breaths deepened and evened out.

         
         “Paramedics are three minutes out. Have you administered the naloxone?”

         
         “Yes. She’s breathing. Shallow, but even.”

         
         The terrifying blue in Juliana’s lips faded as they turned pink once again.

         
         “Roll her to her side if she’s not already in that position.”

         
         Adria turned her sister and brushed the blond hair from her face, relieved but still worried sick. “Why, Jules?” Of the two
            of them, it was Adria who had reason to want to escape and numb her emotions and drown out her nightmares.
         

         
         Yes, their childhood sucked. They’d grown up with a drug-addicted mother who prostituted herself out for drugs, and money
            to buy more drugs.
         

         
         She always needed more.

         
         She’d done a lot worse than sell herself to get them.

         
         Mom, Christie, now Crystal since she started working at the Wild Rose Ranch, had done so many drugs she’d short-circuited
            her reasoning, judgment, and empathy. She only cared about herself and proved it to her young twins too many times to count.
         

         
         Adria hated seeing her sister do the same thing she’d watched their mother do their whole lives—self-destruct.

         
         It broke her heart to pieces.

         
         “I’m not going to let you do this to yourself.” She combed her fingers through Juliana’s hair and tried to breathe through
            the fear and heartache.
         

         
         “Paramedics and police have arrived.” Focused on Juliana and making sure she kept breathing, she’d forgotten about the dispatcher
            on the phone.
         

         
         “The door is open. We’re in the bathroom.” She checked the urge to hide Juliana’s drug paraphernalia. Even though her stomach
            knotted at the thought of the police seeing the evidence and possibly arresting Juliana, she didn’t stop them. Juliana needed
            help. And Adria would make sure she got it.
         

         
         She reminded herself they weren’t alone in the world. They had their sisters Roxy and Sonya. Without them, without the Wild
            Rose Ranch, they’d probably both be dead by now.
         

         
         “Miss, we’re here to help. Please step back.”

         
         Adria leaned down and kissed her sister on the forehead. “Hold on. You’re going to be okay now. I love you.”

         
         The paramedic held his hand out to help her up off the floor. She appreciated the gesture, because even though he was there
            for her sister, he took the time to help her, too. His presence eased her mind.
         

         
         But her heart still clenched when he put his dark hand on her sister’s deathly pale wrist to check her pulse. The wild rose
            tattoo that started at her sister’s shoulder and wrapped around her arm stood out dark green and pink against her translucent
            white skin. Four roses. Juliana, Adria, Roxy, and Sonya.
         

         
         Her imagination had one of those roses shriveling and dying. She pushed the nightmare image out of her mind. She couldn’t
            even conceive of her sister leaving her.
         

         
         An officer’s radio squawked behind her, the dispatcher relaying information about a burglary in progress. All Adria wanted
            was for these guys to care about her sister more than anything else, because right now, nothing mattered more than saving
            Juliana’s life.
         

         
         “Miss, can you answer some questions for me?”

         
         She didn’t turn to the officer, but watched the paramedic check her sister’s blood pressure. “What do you want to know?”

         
         “Let’s start with your name.”

         
         “Adria Holloway. That’s my sister Juliana.”

         
         “Twins?”

         
         Usually that was so obvious, but Juliana had lost weight the last many months she’d been partying away her days and nights
            instead of attending school. Adria had just graduated. But as far as Adria knew, Juliana had dropped out. She hadn’t attended
            classes since the first week of the semester. And it pissed Adria off to see her sister waste the opportunity to do and be
            something better than this: a drug addict, looking for her next score instead of living the life they’d been given here on
            the Ranch.
         

         
         A second chance Adria tried hard every day to embrace instead of her own demons.

         
         “Identical,” she confirmed, though not in every way.

         
         “Can you tell me what happened tonight?”

         
         Adria wished she knew what possessed her sister to think getting high and putting her life at risk was a good idea. Or that
            it solved anything.
         

         
         “I’m not sure. I was on a blind date.” From hell.

         
         More than a year after her last dating debacle, she’d wanted to try again. Another chance to see if she could get past her
            hang-ups and connect with a man and not see him as the monster from her nightmares.
         

         
         Lonely, she’d wanted to connect with someone. She wanted some physical contact, to feel a man’s hands run over her skin and
            feel the pleasure in his touch.
         

         
         She’d never use one of those stupid apps again. “I ended the date early and came home.”

         
         Not because her date talked about sports for nearly an hour, didn’t have any cash or even a credit card—really?—to pay for
            dinner, and then had the nerve to ask her to his place afterward. But because she’d had a bad feeling.
         

         
         Like she’d go to his place after swiping on his picture and messaging him twice to set up the date. She knew nothing about
            him, except for his favorite football team and that he wanted her to give him head before they had sex.
         

         
         He preferred it that way.
         

         
         She left him with a big “Fuck you,” and hauled ass home, her mind on her sister and not the Raiders’ biggest fan.

         
         “I walked in the door and knew something was wrong.” She’d felt Juliana slipping away. Like a piece of her that Adria carried
            in her soul evaporated. The echo of fear and desolation swamped her system again. She wrapped her arms around her middle,
            wishing her sister would wake up and hug her. “I grabbed the naloxone and ran to her.”
         

         
         “Has she overdosed before?”

         
         “Once.” She never wanted to receive that call from the hospital again. Another shot of pure terror raced through her. For
            a split second that time, she’d thought her sister had died. Just like tonight when she saw her passed out on the floor, her
            face gray, lips blue, and barely an ounce of life left in her.
         

         
         “Looks like she was getting ready for bed.” The officer pointed his pen at Juliana’s state of undress.

         
         In her red lace bra and a black leather skirt that barely covered her ass, maybe it looked like she’d been undressing. But
            Adria knew better. “She was getting ready to go out.”
         

         
         “It’s awfully late.”

         
         Not for Juliana, who had taken to coming home after dawn, sleeping the day away, and spending her nights out partying.

         
         Because of Juliana’s unpredictable schedule, Adria had started sleeping in Roxy’s room, which was usually unoccupied since
            she inherited a ranch in Montana and lived there now with her new family. Roxy was raising her adopted stepsister, Annabelle,
            and got engaged to Noah Cordero.
         

         
         She’d found her home. Love. Family.

         
         Adria was working on finding her own happiness, while Juliana played Russian roulette with her life.

         
         “She likes the nightlife.” Juliana liked driving an hour or so into Vegas. So many strangers looking for a good time. Fun.
            Frivolous. No strings. No expectations. Just go with it.
         

         
         What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.

         
         Juliana thought that suited her. She thought she could escape whatever drove her.

         
         All it did was make her worse because when you’re that high and out of it, you can’t feel. Not really.

         
         And when you wake up, you still have the same problems and that just bums you out more.

         
         You still can’t escape yourself, because in the end it’s just you and your thoughts and your past and the decision you have
            to make every day to either leave it behind and move on, or stay in that dark place.
         

         
         The fact that Big Mama and security at the Wild Rose Ranch brothel caught Juliana selling herself with the other prostitutes
            who worked at the legal whorehouse only showed how far off the rails Juliana had gone these last few months. They’d sworn
            to each other that they’d never end up like their mother. But Juliana spent more time with Crystal these days than she did
            with Adria.
         

         
         Some form of self-punishment? Adria didn’t know. She’d begged Juliana to talk to her. But Juliana shut her down and pushed her out of her life.
         

         
         She missed the closeness they’d always shared.

         
         The closer Adria got to graduation, the more self-destructive Juliana became.

         
         It felt like her fault. They were slowly going in different directions. At some point, they needed to separate, didn’t they?
            They couldn’t always do everything together and the same.
         

         
         Didn’t she deserve her own life and successes?

         
         It hurt Adria’s heart to think they’d soon travel down different roads, when they’d spent their whole lives not just going
            down the same path but holding hands as one. But Adria couldn’t follow her sister down the path of destruction Juliana continued
            to take despite the risks and how miserable it made her. Juliana’s behavior tore them apart a little at a time.
         

         
         Adria could only hope that what happened tonight would wake her sister up and make her want to change her ways before things
            got worse. Because, yes, Adria knew from experience, things can always get worse.
         

         
         “Do you guys work up at the Wild Rose Ranch?” The officer held her gaze, a look of interest in his eyes.

         
         “No. Our mother does.”

         
         That raised a few eyebrows among the three men there to take care of her sister, but they didn’t say anything.

         
         The paramedics did their job, efficiently stabilizing her sister, putting in an IV line, and getting her settled on the gurney.
            They covered her with a blanket and strapped her in. Seeing her covered somehow warmed Adria as well.
         

         
         After the paramedics rolled Juliana down the hallway, the officer took pictures of the bathroom, including the mirror sitting
            precariously on the edge of the counter, the remnants of powder on it, and the cut straw her sister used to snort the heroin.
         

         
         Adria stood on the porch while they loaded her sister into the back of the ambulance.

         
         Just then, Big Mama, Madam of the Wild Rose Ranch, pulled into the driveway in her Cadillac. She’d driven over from the mansion
            across the wide pasture. Someone up at the brothel must have seen the flashing lights. She slipped out of the front seat dressed
            in a black skirt, black bustier, red stilettos, her red hair curled in waves, and her black-lined eyes glassed over with sadness
            and filled with fear. “Is she . . .”
         

         
         Adria shook her head, unable to speak for fear her sister would prove her wrong and die on the spot.

         
         “What happened?”

         
         Adria ran into the Madam’s arms and ample breasts and hugged her close, relieved she’d come and Adria wasn’t alone.

         
         Big Mama had been the only real mother figure she’d had since the older woman had rescued her mother, Crystal, from a shelter.
            Big Mama had given them a home and made sure they went to school, preventing Child Protective Services from taking her and
            Juliana to a foster home. Big Mama took care of them. She cared about them. She kept Crystal from ruining their lives anymore.
         

         
         “She overdosed. I gave her the naloxone just like the doctor showed us after the last time.”

         
         Big Mama squeezed her tight. “Good girl. You saved her.”

         
         “I can’t do this again.” The tears clogging her throat burst free on a ragged sob and her sadness and anger poured out.

         
         “I hope you don’t have to.”

         
         Adria stepped back and tried to rein in her wild emotions. “I won’t, because whether she likes it or not, I’m getting her
            the help she needs.”
         

         
         Big Mama nodded. “Call Roxy. Tell her to call Sonya. It’s time to intervene.” Big Mama swept her gaze over Adria. “Change
            into something more comfortable. I’ll drive you to the hospital.”
         

         
         The ambulance pulled out. Big Mama went to talk to the officer who walked out of the house. Adria’s mind caught up to the
            fact that she was standing in the too-tight, low-cut, electric-blue tank dress and four-inch strappy heels Juliana insisted
            she wear on her date. Adria never wore things like this, but Juliana coaxed her to be bold, telling her to “give your date
            a reason to come back for more.” There was nothing “wrong” about dressing sexy for a date, but she hated that the guy thought
            it was an invitation to hook up. Based on the way she was dressed, even the officer and paramedics thought she worked at the
            Ranch.
         

         
         Not the image she wanted.

         
         She needed to stop doing what people told her to do and just be herself and focus on her future.

         
         Something broke inside her when that man . . . Well, that was in the distant past. It happened. She didn’t know how to make
            it go away, but dating random men wasn’t the solution.
         

         
         But God, how she dreamed of a real relationship with a guy who knew how to be kind and made her burn.

         
         She left her nonexistent love life on the back burner. She ignored the heavy, sour ball of dread in her gut and the whisper
            in her heart that spoke her worst fear, You will always be alone.
         

         
         She ran into the house, peeled off the too-sexy-for-her dress, tossed the uncomfortable heels, pulled on a pair of jeans,
            a tank top, and a comfy shrug. She slipped her feet into a pair of Keds and left her hair in wild disarray as she grabbed
            her cell from the bathroom floor and her purse off the tile entry and met Big Mama at her car.
         

         
         She dialed Roxy as Big Mama drove and followed the ambulance to the hospital.

         
         Roxy picked up on the first ring. “What’s wrong?”

         
         This late at night, of course Roxy expected trouble. “Juliana overdosed again. She’s in an ambulance on the way to the hospital.
            I need you to make that call.”
         

         
         “On it. Want Sonya and me to meet you in Vegas?” They’d come running the last time, too.

         
         “No. I want her to see us all supporting her at the rehab. I don’t care what it takes, but I’m getting her on the plane and
            to the rehab center whether she likes it or not.”
         

         
         “I’ll make it happen.”

         
         Adria sighed out her relief. “Roxy.”

         
         “Yeah, honey.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “What are sisters for?”

         
         In this case, to pick up the pieces when everything fell apart. And to pick up the tab. When Roxy found out she owned the
            Wild Rose Ranch, she’d made it clear that she meant to use the enormous amount of money she earned to help her sisters. She’d
            paid for Adria and Juliana to finish school and eliminated all their debt. Now Adria needed Roxy to pay for the astronomically
            expensive rehab her sister needed to save her life.
         

         
         “I love you, Adria. You’re not alone. Sonya and I will be there.”

         
         “Thank you.” The simple but heartfelt words didn’t seem enough to convey to Roxy how much she appreciated what she was about
            to do. Because saving Juliana meant saving Adria.
         

         
         She could live without a man, but she couldn’t live without her twin.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Drake rubbed his hand up and down his battered left leg. His other hand, with the raw, bloody scrapes on his knuckles, held
            the steering wheel in a death grip. He sat in the driveway and stared out the windshield at the woman he lusted after, hated,
            was happy to see, and wanted out of his sight for good.
         

         
         What was she doing here? Why come back when she’d made it clear she couldn’t stand the sight of him?

         
         He’d made a fool of himself over Melanie. He believed she loved him.

         
         She had once said so. But was it ever real?

         
         She promised she’d be his wife. But that was then. Now she didn’t want him or the future they talked about but couldn’t make
            happen. All because she wasn’t who he thought she was and he’d changed.
         

         
         He’d never forget the expression on her face when he’d been medically cleared to come home from the military and he saw her
            for the first time in months. Her face paled. Her eyes locked on the stupid cane he had to use—he couldn’t get by without
            it. The severe damage to his leg left him with a limp, limited mobility, and even worse, the inability to stand on his own
            two feet for more than an hour at a time.
         

         
         The many months he spent in the hospital and at rehab meant his only connection to Melanie came from phone calls that got
            shorter and text messages that dwindled to a few words when she got around to reading them. Oh, she’d encouraged him to work
            hard and get better, all the while making excuses for why she couldn’t fly out to see him.
         

         
         Stupid him, he’d held out hope that once they were back together everything would work out fine. But his anger, resentments,
            and feelings of inadequacy, coupled with her impatience, reticence, and inability to hide the fact she thought less of him
            now, coalesced into a stunningly awkward attempt to find what they used to have when he was whole and she thought she loved
            him.
         

         
         One look at the damage to his face and body, and his embarrassing attempt to seduce her without being able to perform, only
            ended with him feeling completely useless and her picking that moment to tell him she couldn’t do it anymore. Looking at him
            hurt too much and made her grieve for what might have been if only he’d come home exactly the same as he left.
         

         
         But war leaves a mark on your soul, just like the bullets and bombs did on his body.

         
         He wasn’t the man she remembered.

         
         He barely remembered that guy.

         
         He wasn’t really a man at all anymore.

         
         He’d become an empty shell of a body that didn’t work the way it used to.

         
         If that wasn’t bad enough, the nightmares took over his mind sometimes and made him do things he wasn’t proud of and scared
            him and his family.
         

         
         He’d scared Melanie. He’d made her afraid of him.

         
         He had a lot of regrets, but that one cut deep and left him with one thought, I will be alone the rest of my dismal life because of it.
         

         
         He’d never do that to another woman.

         
         Which made him wonder what the hell Melanie was doing here now.

         
         And why the hell were his sister and two brothers loading his horse into the trailer?

         
         The unruly side of him flared to life. The anger he couldn’t control sometimes raged inside him. Why couldn’t they all leave
            him the hell alone?
         

         
         His sister, Trinity, walked to Melanie’s side and stood next to her. She said something to Melanie, but the glare she directed
            right at him demanded he get out of the truck and stop being rude.
         

         
         That had become his default setting these days and he didn’t really give a damn. They had no idea what he’d been through,
            what he’d done, or how fucked-up his mind had become because of it.
         

         
         PTSD.

         
         Four little letters for something huge. Something that slowly destroyed what was left of his life.

         
         Nothing but the term they gave him to express how fucked-up-crazy he’d become and an excuse for his out-of-control emotions
            and behavior.
         

         
         Sometimes, he blacked out and did things he didn’t even remember.

         
         He didn’t want to think about those times. They scared him.

         
         So he tried to pull his shit together, mentally prepare himself for whatever Melanie and his family had in store for him,
            and got out of the truck. At the last second, his left leg gave out. He caught himself on the door, cursed, and grabbed his
            cane to stabilize his stance.
         

         
         The puppy he didn’t want but was his all the same barked and whined, happy to see him, and tried to escape Tate’s hold.

         
         Melanie took a hesitant step toward him, then stopped. She looked good in tight jeans, a purple T that hugged her curves,
            and brown ankle boots. Her honey-colored wavy hair hung to her shoulders, bright and shiny. Too bad he couldn’t say the same
            about the look in her eyes.
         

         
         Sympathy.

         
         Pity.

         
         The first he didn’t need. The second punched him in the gut with what a failure he turned out to be.

         
         “What are you doing here?” The words came out harsher than he intended. He certainly didn’t want to make her take a step back.
            But hell, she’d walked out of his damn life two months ago. He wished she’d stay the hell out so he didn’t have to think about
            all he’d lost, what was missing from his life, and what he’d never have with her—or any woman—ever again.
         

         
         “Drake, whether you believe it or not, I still care about you.”

         
         Right. She could barely look him in the eye because she didn’t want to see the ugly scars on his face.
         

         
         He pinned her in his gaze, hoping she saw the anger roiling inside him and not the hurt she’d caused. “You’ve got a hell of
            a way of showing it.”
         

         
         “I know you’re hurting . . .”

         
         “You don’t know anything!”

         
         Frustration lit her blue eyes. “Only because you refused to talk to me about what happened. At the end, you barely spoke to
            me at all.”
         

         
         You don’t want to hear about the things I did. The terrible things that happened.

         
         He found himself stumbling to come up with anything to say, to explain, to get her to see that he wanted to be who he used
            to be, but he just couldn’t find that guy inside him anymore. Being home didn’t feel right. He didn’t know where he fit in
            his family or with her. He tried to go through the motions, but they could all see he struggled to stay grounded and find
            his footing in what felt like someone else’s life. He had become so engrossed in his team and their missions, he didn’t know
            how to switch gears and settle back into civilian society when the war still raged in his head.
         

         
         “You gave up on rehab.”

         
         What’s the point? My leg is fucked and so am I.

         
         “You keep your appointments with Dr. Porter but you barely speak to him.”

         
         Talking about it only makes the nightmares worse. Don’t you get that? Doesn’t anyone see that?

         
         Drake glared daggers at his sister for gossiping with his ex about him. “Stay out of my business.”

         
         Trinity planted her hands on her hips. “No. We gave you space. We tried to be nice and understanding. We tried to bully you
            into helping yourself. We let you have your way. You barely leave your room, let alone the house. Declan needs help running
            this place, but you won’t even try.”
         

         
         Drake pointedly looked down at his busted-up leg, knowing that, though all his sister saw was denim, he saw the scars underneath.
         

         
         Melanie got one look at them and tapped out. He wished he could do the same.

         
         A couple times, he’d come close to ending it, but he’d pulled himself back from the brink. He didn’t know if he could do it
            again the next time he sank that low. And he crept ever closer to that point even though he tried to hold it back.
         

         
         They had no idea how hard he struggled to get through every hour, let alone a day.

         
         You don’t need me. “Declan needs someone who can do the job.”
         

         
         “You’re not useless.” Melanie saying that to him nearly made him laugh, and not in a good way.

         
         Bitterness and rage swept through him, because he’d shown her how useless he was to her and any other woman unfortunate enough
            to come into his life.
         

         
         Declan and Tate flanked their sister and eyed him. Tate set the puppy on the ground so he could finally reach Drake. The pup
            attacked Drake’s boots. Drake ignored him, even though he was meant to help Drake connect with something and give him a purpose,
            something to care about. Drake didn’t care much about anything these days.
         

         
         “What the hell are you doing with my horse?”

         
         “Get in the truck and you’ll find out,” Declan dared him.

         
         This time Melanie closed the distance between them, though she stayed just out of his reach. “They’re worried about you. They
            love you. Please, Drake, you can’t live like this.”
         

         
         Sometimes I don’t want to live at all.

         
         He wondered what she’d say about that, but didn’t dare voice that echoing thought. His brothers and sister just might go all
            in and have him committed. They’d threatened it enough times over the last two months.
         

         
         He made his psychiatrist think that all was well and good at home, but it wasn’t, because he was neither of those things.

         
         “What I do or don’t do has nothing to do with you anymore.”

         
         Her pink lips pressed in a tight line. Defeat filled her eyes. He hated that she gave up so easily. He wanted her to push.
            He wanted her to fight for him the way he’d fought his way back to her.
         

         
         But she didn’t want him.

         
         She didn’t love him.

         
         And maybe he never loved her either. Not enough to put her first.

         
         Add another item to the I’m a dick list.
         

         
         Maybe he’d convinced himself he loved her because he’d needed to hold on to something and someone from home to give him a
            reason to fight that hard to live. Now that he didn’t have anything, anyone, or even the possibility of the life he’d dreamed
            of having with her, what was the fucking point?
         

         
         She reached out, grabbed his hand, pressed something into his palm, gave him one last sad frown and pitying look, and rushed
            to her car.
         

         
         He looked down at the diamond ring in his hand. “What the hell is this?” Dumping him once wasn’t enough; she had to come back
            and make the point one more time.
         

         
         “I can’t keep it.”

         
         You don’t want to keep me.

         
         He didn’t think his battered heart could take another hit, but this pain was like a wrecking ball, demolishing every last
            bit of anything good left inside him. He’d known pain, but this left him numb. And furious.
         

         
         “What the hell am I supposed to do with it?” He barely got the words out before she slid into the front seat of her car.

         
         She gave him another sad frown but couldn’t meet his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

         
         No, he was sorry. Sorry he believed she’d wait for him to come home from his tour of duty.

         
         Sorry he believed love blurred flaws.

         
         Sorry love wasn’t enough to hold them together.

         
         His sister stepped in front of him before he could go up to his room, before the rage building inside him exploded. “Where
            have you been?”
         

         
         “None of your fucking business.”

         
         Trinity checked her urge to take a step back from him, which only doubled the guilt he felt for snapping at her. He wasn’t
            angry at her. He was furious with himself because Melanie walking out on him made him feel like a failure.
         

         
         And he didn’t fail at anything. Ever.

         
         He fought.

         
         He won.

         
         He survived.

         
         But these last few months didn’t feel like living.

         
         It felt like another battle.

         
         And his family got caught in the crossfire of his volatile temper.

         
         The more out of control it got, the worse he felt, which made him even worse to be around.

         
         He didn’t even want to be with himself, so how could anyone else want to be around him?

         
         He wanted off the merry-go-round, but it was spinning too fast for him to jump off and he had no idea how to slow it down.

         
         He shifted his weight off his bad leg and tried to ignore the pain. But it throbbed with insistence that he pay attention
            and do something about it.
         

         
         He’d just gotten home from the pharmacy with his meds, but was reluctant to take them. Not after seeing his buddy Chase Wilde
            spiral out of control on pills and land in rehab.
         

         
         Drake had enough problems.

         
         The last thing he wanted to do was give his family even more reason to worry about him.

         
         Trinity picked up the puppy and snuggled him close, accepting a faceful of dog licks. “Jamie is expecting you. You promised
            you’d go.”
         

         
         Yeah, and they were driving him to make sure he went. For his own good.

         
         He met Jamie Keller—and her overprotective fiancé, Ford Kendrick—last week when his family dragged him to Rambling Range Ranch
            to meet her—a fellow soldier who’d come home wounded in body and mind and who could relate to him. She’d worked through her
            PTSD with their mutual psychiatrist, Dr. Porter, and wanted to help him do the same.
         

         
         He didn’t think he’d be that lucky. But what he wouldn’t give for a normal day.

         
         His brain had taken a trip to Crazy Town and didn’t know the way back to normal.

         
         Jamie foisted the damn puppy on him, said the tiny beast of an Australian shepherd would help him get out of his head. He
            grudgingly admitted the puppy helped. But he could barely take care of himself, let alone a pet.
         

         
         Jamie wanted him to believe his kind of damage could be fixed.

         
         Broken couldn’t be fixed. And he was broken.

         
         Melanie could attest to that. She got an up-close and very humiliating look at just how broken he came home.

         
         Ford stuck it out with Jamie all through the worst of her PTSD. Ford put a ring on that, and they were great together. Jamie
            found her happiness again.
         

         
         Drake wouldn’t mind having a woman like her. Tough. Strong. Someone who was like him and understood the trauma he suffered
            and still endured.
         

         
         Never going to happen.

         
         “I changed my mind.” After seeing Melanie, he wasn’t in the mood to be around anyone. He gimped his way back to his truck
            to get the bag of meds. The ring smashed in his fist bit into his palm but he didn’t care.
         

         
         “Get in the truck.” Trinity’s voice sounded like anything but the way his sweet sister usually talked to him. “I’m not fooling
            around here, Drake. You are going to do this one thing we asked.”
         

         
         He went around the open truck door, grabbed his meds, then slammed the door. He stared down the drive, where Melanie practically
            peeled away and drove out of his life for good. He hoped. Because every time he saw her, his sense of falling deeper into
            that dark pit in his mind intensified.
         

         
         “Drake!”

         
         He spun around too fast and sent a bolt of pain down his thigh and up his hip and almost lost his footing, but caught himself
            at the last second. Sometimes, he didn’t think and moved like he wasn’t injured. “What?”
         

         
         “Let’s go.”

         
         He hated to disappoint them, but he was in no mood for equine therapy and Jamie pushing him to open up about his feelings.
            His family wanted to push him to try to do the things he used to love. They didn’t understand his limitations. He knew them
            all too well, because everything he couldn’t do anymore took another piece of him. Some of those things took chunks that left
            even more holes in him than the three bullets that had ripped through him.
         

         
         Tate plucked the puppy out of Trinity’s arms and put him in the backseat and held the truck door open. “We’re going to be
            late.”
         

         
         Declan already sat behind the wheel, his face set in a mask of barely contained impatience.

         
         Why the hell did all of them need to take him? He could drive himself.

         
         But he already knew the answer: because they knew he’d just drive off somewhere and hide out for a few hours if they didn’t
            gang up on him now.
         

         
         If he stalled any longer, Declan and Tate would probably lose it and wrangle him into the truck against his will. He hated
            to admit it, but though they’d never been able to overpower him in the past, he was no match for them now.
         

         
         Trinity walked over to him and put her hand on his chest. He flinched away. She took a step closer and closed her hand over
            his arm and held tight. “I’m sorry she gave you back the ring and changed her mind about marrying you. You’ve been through
            so much. You don’t need her adding insult to injury. If she can’t accept and support you, then you don’t need her.”
         

         
         That gaping hole of emptiness inside him widened with a swamping sense of loneliness.

         
         He needed something because he felt himself free-falling into that dark pit.

         
         “I need you to hold it together and get in the truck. Please, Drake. For me. For Declan and Tate. We’re trying to help. But
            you need to work with us.”
         

         
         He didn’t say a word. He stuffed the damn ring in his pocket instead of throwing it into the nearest pile of horse shit, leaned
            heavily on his cane, ignored the pain in his leg, and limped to the truck. Surly, he shoved Tate to get into the backseat
            with Trinity. It took some maneuvering, but he got his ass up into the front passenger seat, his leg stretched out, the cane
            beside him.
         

         
         For a split second, the sound of the truck door slamming sounded like a gunshot. His muddled mind took him back to the ping
            and pang of bullets ricocheting off his armored vehicle.
         

         
         Declan slammed his hand down on Drake’s shoulder, shocking him out of the memory.

         
         Trinity leaned forward and brushed her hand over the back of his head. “This is going to be good for you.”

         
         He didn’t believe her.

         
         For months he’d lived with everyone telling him, “It’ll be good to . . .” Fill in the blank.

         
         Nothing felt good anymore.

         
         He rubbed the heel of his hand over the ever-present ache in his chest.

         
         God, how he wanted something, someone, to make him feel good again.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Adria stood between Roxy and Sonya, wishing she could make Juliana understand that leaving her here at the rehab facility
            was the only way they knew how to save her life. It killed Adria to see her sister so gaunt, fragile, and pissed off.
         

         
         “You can’t make me do this.” Defiant as always, Juliana dug in her heels, even though she’d agreed to come just five hours
            ago.
         

         
         Adria held firm and checked the need to hug her sister close and console her. Juliana didn’t need to be coddled. She needed
            a heaping dose of reality and tough love. Even if it made Adria’s heart ache. “If you don’t stay, you’re on your own from
            now on.”
         

         
         Juliana immediately looked to Roxy.

         
         Adria didn’t give her a chance to guilt Roxy into giving her money. That would only give her a way out of doing what she needed
            to do to survive. “She’s agreed to pay for your stay here. It’s a steep price, but worth your life. You said you’d do this.
            You promised me you’d get clean.” The tremble in Adria’s voice softened Juliana’s grim face and defiant eyes. “I almost lost
            you.” The thought clogged Adria’s throat. “I can’t live without you.” This time Adria did reach out for Juliana and held her
            shoulders. “You’re my other half. If I could do this for you, I would.” Adria would do anything for her sister.
         

         
         “Like you did before.”

         
         Those harsh words sent Adria back a step. The shock that Juliana would bring up what happened to them as children brought
            back a flood of nightmarish memories.
         

         
         Juliana leaned in. “You can’t always save me. Maybe I don’t want to be saved.” Juliana fisted her hands and held her arms
            rigid at her sides. “Did you ever think about that?” She took a menacing step closer. “Did you ever once think that you made
            things worse, not better?”
         

         
         Rage, pure and unrelenting, swept through Adria that Juliana would throw their horrendous past in her face. “I would save
            you from every second of pain and shame I suffered because I love you. I would do anything for you.” And she did. Horrible,
            unimaginable things that haunted her even now.
         

         
         Knowing what Adria had done to save her sister tormented Juliana. That was clear now. It’s why she needed help. “Won’t you
            do this for me?”
         

         
         Every muscle in Juliana’s body went rigid with the intensity of staring down Adria, but Adria didn’t back down. She couldn’t.
            Juliana needed this. If Juliana couldn’t make the right decision, Adria would make it for her.
         

         
         “I don’t need this. I’m fine.” Denial only made the problem worse. Juliana couldn’t admit she had a problem and needed help.
            “But I’ll stay. For you.”
         

         
         Adria shook her head, disheartened that Juliana balked at this chance to get better and find some joy in life. “Not for me,
            Jules. Do this for you. Make peace with what happened. Purge it from your system along with the drugs. Find a way to be happy.”
         

         
         “Like you?” Juliana asked that rhetorical question just to push back. She went out with her friends and flitted from one man
            to the next, enjoying their company and just living life. Juliana repeated the pattern their mother had set: masking the pain
            and trauma of their lives with booze and drugs and the illusion of happiness.
         

         
         But both mother and daughter were really miserable deep down.

         
         Hurt people do hurtful things.

         
         Adria understood how her past had affected her. A piece of her was broken. She accepted that. She lived with it.

         
         But Juliana didn’t have to suffer because of what happened to Adria.

         
         As twins, they shared nearly everything.

         
         This was for Adria to carry.

         
         Because the burden was obviously too much for Juliana to bear.

         
         So it was left to Adria to try to fix Juliana. Because that’s what she did for her sister. All the way back to when they were
            little girls and their mom used them to get what she wanted. Booze. Drugs. Men. Anything that would make her feel good. Or
            not feel at all.
         

         
         And most of the time she forgot that she should love her little girls, not hurt them.

         
         Adria had nominated herself the protector. And she’d tried real hard to fulfill that role for Juliana, but she couldn’t protect
            her from herself. She couldn’t make Juliana want to stay clean.
         

         
         “What’s it going to be? Are you staying? Or are you on your own?” This time she managed to keep the tremble and emotion out
            of her voice because Juliana needed this push.
         

         
         “I’ll just go back to Wild Rose Ranch. I like it there.” Juliana always challenged others.

         
         “Roxy already spoke to security. You will not be let in ever again. That will not be your life.” The thought of her sister
            ending up a prostitute, falling deeper into this hole, left Adria scared and disappointed. Juliana could do and be anything.
            She wanted her to choose a better life than the one they had growing up.
         

         
         Juliana looked to Roxy.

         
         “I will not see my sister turn her back on every opportunity available to her to be a prostitute. Anything you want, you stay
            clean and I’ll make it happen, but you will not work at the Wild Rose Ranch.”
         

         
         “Fine. I’ll go back to college.”

         
         Roxy nodded. “Great. I’ll pay for it. As soon as you finish rehab.”

         
         “Now you’re blackmailing me?”

         
         Adria rolled her eyes. “Your choices have consequences. If you want to continue doing drugs, you’ll do it without our support
            or enabling you. You get clean, we will continue to be your biggest cheerleaders.”
         

         
         Sonya cocked her head. “Are the drugs more important than anything else in your life?”

         
         Adria asked her own question. “Do you need them more than you need your sisters?”

         
         Juliana deflated and her shoulders slumped. “No. I just can’t believe you dragged me all the way up here for this.”

         
         “Roxy and Sonya found a new life up here in Montana. Maybe you’ll do the same.”

         
         “I guess you’re going back to the Ranch.” Disappointment and fear tinged those words. Juliana didn’t want her to leave. She
            couldn’t stand for Adria to be that far away, because deep down she needed to know Adria would be there to catch her if she
            fell.
         

         
         “No. I’m staying nearby. You won’t be allowed visitors for a little while but I’ll be here the second they say I can see you
            again.”
         

         
         “Promise?” The desperation in that single word broke Adria’s heart.

         
         She hooked her hand at the back of Juliana’s neck and pulled her forehead to hers. “I swear it. I’m not leaving you. Ever.”

         
         Tears welled in Juliana’s eyes. “I’m sorry.”

         
         “I know you are. It’s forgotten.” Because that’s how they did things.

         
         “I don’t want to die.” The whispered words were barely audible, but Adria heard her and it tore at her soul to hear those
            words come out of her sister’s mouth.
         

         
         “Then save yourself this time,” she whispered back.

         
         “Juliana Holloway? We’re ready for you.” The admissions lady stood behind them.

         
         Adria fisted a handful of Juliana’s hair. “You can do this. I believe in you.”

         
         Juliana nodded, then stepped back.

         
         Adria put her hand over her heart, showing Juliana the tattoo on the back of her hand that read simply, I Love You. Three
            words Adria sometimes needed to remind herself that she was loved. She needed to love herself. Right now, Juliana needed to
            know Adria loved her. It would always be. It was as permanent as the ink on her hand.
         

         
         Roxy and Sonya hooked their arms around Adria’s shoulders and hugged her to their sides as the admissions lady escorted Juliana
            down a hallway to her room.
         

         
         “She’s going to be okay.” Sonya kissed her on the side of the head.

         
         “I know she needs to be here—I just hate that she thinks I’m punishing her.”

         
         “She deserves to be punished for that callous remark about you saving her.” Roxy was the toughest of all of them, but she
            had such a big heart. “It took guts and a strength I don’t know if I possess to do what you did at nine years old.”
         

         
         “I don’t know how I did it. I just didn’t want anyone to hurt her.” Not my beautiful sister.

         
         “Well, she’s hurting now. I hope she’ll take advantage of this program, talk about what happened and how it makes her feel,
            and release it.” Roxy turned to her. “Maybe you need to do the same thing.”
         

         
         “I’m fine. I graduated with two degrees and Trinity and I are opening our own business. What more do you think I can do?”

         
         “Be happy,” Sonya suggested.

         
         “I’m happy.”

         
         “How about dating?”

         
         Adria rolled her eyes. “Oh, I get it—you two are engaged, so I need to be, too.”

         
         Roxy shook her head. “I’d settle for you giving up this notion that something is wrong with you because the two boyfriends
            you had couldn’t accept that for you some things are uncomfortable.”
         

         
         Adria walked to the door, Sonya and Roxy following. “Sex. Sex is uncomfortable for me.”

         
         “If they’d just given you time to let go of your past and . . .”

         
         Adria put her fingers over Roxy’s mouth. “Stop. The sex was fine. It was me who wasn’t. I get that. I also know that being
            with them was more an experiment than my actually falling for them.”
         

         
         “Maybe you’ll find someone better, more open and understanding.”

         
         She shook her head. “It wasn’t them, it was me. They weren’t the problem. I don’t know what I want. Right now, I’m okay on
            my own.” Without the complications of some man wanting to get to know her better only to discover her horrible past and realizing
            that the reason she took things slow, didn’t trust easily, and couldn’t seem to let go during sex was because she’d been used
            and abused.
         

         
         She fought to erase the images from her mind and not let them overtake her with flashbacks to that time.

         
         She hated what happened to her, but she raged inside that her mother had been the one to make it happen.

         
         Roxy held her face in her hand. “Hey. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring it all up again.”

         
         Adria held Roxy’s arms. “I know. Just let it go. We need to focus on Juliana and her recovery.”

         
         Sonya brushed her hand down Adria’s hair. “She agreed to stay. That’s a step in the right direction.”

         
         Adria hoped her sister walked the whole path and found what she needed at the end of it.

         
         Roxy brushed her thumbs over Adria’s cheeks. “Are you sure you don’t want to come and stay with me or Sonya?”

         
         “Trinity has a cabin on her property for me.” Adria looked around the beautiful ranch-style building, gorgeous gardens, and
            wide-open pastures. “You know, Juliana will do well here if she tries.” Adria hugged Roxy close. “Thank you for paying for
            this. I know it’s a lot and it’s not guaranteed that she won’t relapse. We’ve seen it with our mothers. They do well for a
            long stretch of time, but then . . . they don’t.” And that was the sad truth about what they grew up with and how they lived
            their lives waiting for the next time their mothers self-destructed.
         

         
         Adria didn’t know if she could take seeing her sister live her life like that, too.

         
         “Stop. Juliana’s got some stuff to work out. She’ll do it here. We’ll all be there for her when she needs us.” Roxy leaned
            back. “Sonya and I are here for you when you need us.”
         

         
         Adria nodded, but her heart grew heavy. “I know you’re busy with your ranches and your cowboys . . .”

         
         Roxy hugged her again. “We are never too busy for you, little sister. Noah and Austin wanted to be here, but they didn’t want
            to make it look like we brought in the muscle to get Juliana to stay.”
         

         
         “I know what you mean. I hope we’ll all get together soon. Go.” She stepped back and shooed her sisters away. “Go home to
            your guys.”
         

         
         “Are you headed to the McGraths’ place?”

         
         She nodded to Sonya. “I’ll get settled in there before Trinity and I check out the retail spaces tomorrow.” Tears welled in
            her eyes. “I don’t know how to thank you for backing me in the business.”
         

         
         “The money was a graduation gift.”

         
         Roxy shared her newfound wealth with a generosity that astounded Adria. She never even blinked about how much Adria needed
            for her business and the cost of Juliana’s rehab.
         

         
         She was so lucky to have such amazing sisters.

         
         And Roxy and Sonya had found two wonderful men who loved them the way they deserved to be loved.

         
         Maybe Adria didn’t see that in her future, but it’d be nice to find someone who made her feel as good as Noah and Austin made
            her sisters feel.
         

         
         Maybe one day. If she allowed herself to get that close to someone. For the right guy, she might risk her heart, but after
            all she’d suffered, and seeing her sister a breath from death, she didn’t know if she could take another blow to her soul.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Confined in the truck, Drake felt his skin crawl with the need to escape. He didn’t like having his sister and brother behind
            him. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled with the threat of an ambush. One part of his brain knew that was ridiculous.
            While Trinity and Tate loved to sneak up on him as kids, they weren’t about to do that as adults. Especially since he returned
            from the Army Rangers and was more likely to lose his shit and try to kill them than play along. Still, that other part of
            his brain felt threatened.
         

         
         He hated that he’d had some seriously questionable moments since coming home. He’d pushed Declan away and even shoved Trinity
            aside, when all she’d done was walk up beside him to put her dish in the sink. They hadn’t done anything to warrant his extreme
            reactions.
         

         
         If he could control himself, he would. Because the last thing he wanted to do was hurt someone he loved.

         
         And he did love them, even if he couldn’t feel it the way he used to.

         
         Everything good inside him got washed under the waves of unrelenting images of death and destruction he couldn’t erase from
            his mind.
         

         
         “I don’t see why this is necessary.”

         
         All of them sighed. He caught Declan’s eye roll and bet Trinity and Tate did the same in the backseat.

         
         Declan pulled into Rambling Range Ranch and headed down the drive to the massive practice ring.

         
         “There’s Jamie.” Trinity hopped out of the truck the second Declan hit the brakes and ran over to the woman who thought she
            could help him.
         

         
         Declan turned to him. “Your life sucks right now, Drake. We all get it. You don’t talk to us or Dr. Porter. You hide in your
            room for days on end. Something has to change. So get out of the fucking truck and do this. Not for us, but for yourself.”
            Declan forcibly opened up the driver’s door and got out, slamming it shut on him and any further conversation.
         

         
         Since he took the keys with him, Drake was stuck.

         
         He got Declan’s anger. He’d stepped up when their mom and dad packed up the RV and headed out on their multistate national
            park tour. At the time, Declan and Tate took over the ranch, hoping that when Drake returned he’d join them. They’d be the
            team they were as kids and teens—working together again, but this time without their dad.
         

         
         But he couldn’t stand to be out in the open on the ranch, irrationally looking for snipers in the trees and fearing an IED
            would go off at his next step in the pasture.
         

         
         Those kinds of fucked-up thoughts, and even worse, his actions, like taking cover behind the tractor for no reason, or absolutely
            refusing to leave the relative safety of the barn to feed the cattle, only made it clear he was more a hindrance than a help.
         

         
         The truck grew too hot for the puppy, so he sucked it up and got out.

         
         Declan and Tate unloaded Drake’s favorite horse and saddled him. Thor stood waiting, tied to the fence. These days, he talked
            more to his horse than the people around him.
         

         
         He barely spoke to Jamie last week but listening to her story and what happened to her—seeing her well—helped.

         
         The puppy brushed his head against Drake’s chin. Drake set him down to run and play.

         
         Drake eyed Jamie coming his way and immediately turned so she only saw the side of his face that hadn’t been sliced open by
            shrapnel and stitched back together.
         

         
         She walked right up to him. “Why haven’t you named that puppy?”

         
         The Australian shepherd left Tate to attack Drake’s boots. Again. He shrugged. He hadn’t gotten around to it.
         

         
         “He needs a name.”

         
         Drake ignored her and the furball at his feet.

         
         Jamie pushed like she always did. “Let’s mount up. We’ll ride and talk.”

         
         The last thing he wanted to do was give voice to the horrible things in his head and prove to her and everyone else how fucked-up
            he was inside and out. “I told you I don’t want to talk about it.”
         

         
         “It’s your turn to share. I know you want to forget, and the harder you try, the worse things get. So tell me something. Anything.
            Fight to be better.”
         

         
         Each and every day he felt the fight going out of him. Some days, he didn’t know why he tried at all to make it through the
            day. “Is this where you tell me that everything is going to be all right?” Cynicism filled those words because he didn’t believe
            anything would be all right ever again.
         

         
         This was his life now. This was his reality. And it sucked.

         
         “Remember what I told you last week.”

         
         You have seen terrible things. You have done terrible things. Terrible things have been done to you. But you are not the terrible
               thing.

         
         Those words had hit hard and went deep. He wasn’t sure he believed them.

         
         “So get your ass up on that horse. We’re going for a ride, and we are going to talk.”

         
         He glanced at his family, sucked it up, and did what they’d brought him here to do. “Can I get a leg up?” He bit the words
            out through his locked jaw. He asked, but he didn’t have to like it or the need for him to have assistance to get on his damn
            horse.
         

         
         Without a word, she waved Trinity over to take the puppy. Jamie dropped into a lunge. He reluctantly put his foot on her thigh,
            much lower than the stirrup he couldn’t reach with the injuries to his hip and leg. She grabbed hold
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