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        Friday, September 1, 2017

      

      

      Lynx Caine

      With the song blaring through the speakers, a Friday night with absolutely nothing to do but chill laid out before me, I was feeling no pain. I was minutes away from a cold beer with my name on it and good friends to hang out with.

      “When the line froze, what did I see?” I belted out loudly.

      There was nothing better than a little Machine Gun Kelly rocking it out with Kid Rock.

      “A bad motherfucker standin’ next to me.”

      With September officially underway and August finally behind me, I was ready to get my drink on, and I damn sure wasn’t opposed to getting my knuckles scraped a little if some smart-mouthed fucker wanted to go a round or two. With all the shit going on, it was safe to say, stress was a prominent word in my vocabulary. Between some crazy psychopath terrorizing my cousin’s girl, and said girl gearing up to blow the whistle on that asshole, I didn’t think it was going to get better anytime soon.

      But what the hell did I know?

      Bad, bad motherfucker 'til the day I die.

      Pulling into Reagan’s Bar, Kid Rock screaming about being a bad motherfucker, I felt some of the strain ease from my shoulders. This was my fucking theme song. It rang true and I'd damn sure earned the reputation in this small town.

      To make it even better, when that song ended, good ol’ Brantley Gilbert started rasping about being hell on wheels. I sang along, hopefully doing the song justice. I'd heard more than once that I had the same raspy tone as the kickass country boy who had rednecks everywhere kickin’ it in the sticks. Not that I intended to change my career or anything. A singer I was not.

      However, I couldn’t deny the redneck part. That was a part of who I was and I was damn proud of it.

      I drove my big Ford F-250 around to the side of the building.

      “Damn. Gonna be a good night.” After all, the parking lot was full.

      Not at all surprising. Not in Embers Ridge on a Friday night. Reagan’s was the hangout for the low-key crowd. She served only beer and pretzels, a few tunes cranking out of the jukebox, and the entertainment consisted of darts or pool. Truth was, no one there needed more than that. Hell, they usually needed little more than some good conversation.

      And I suspected there were quite a few people who had come out tonight to get the scoop.

      According to the rumor mill, my cousin had officially hooked up with one sweet little filly and the big, tough sheriff of our little backwoods town.

      Not one or the other.

      Both of them.

      Little did everyone know, but it wasn’t a rumor. I knew it to be true.

      And in the small ranching community of Embers Ridge, that was some serious headline news. I had figured Wolfe would go balls to the wall when he did finally settle down. Although I'd never witnessed it, I had always suspected my cousin went both ways.

      “Good for him,” I muttered to myself.

      As long as Wolfe was happy, I didn’t give a fuck whose boots were beside the man’s bed.

      Of course, the town was abuzz with questions, everyone wanting to know how it had happened and what it meant. No one seemed to believe that their little triad was real. Didn’t it figure? If it walked like a duck, quacked like a duck, most people just assumed it was a duck. Here in Embers Ridge, it seemed that if it walked like a duck and quacked like a duck, it was probably a cow in costume. The obvious couldn’t possibly be real, but the bullshit they made up was.

      Granted, I wasn’t sticking my nose all up in my cousin’s shit, and I damn sure wasn’t about to contribute to the gossip pool. I had more important things to worry about.

      Namely, the hot little number who ran my favorite bar.

      She’d been avoiding me like the plague as of late. Not that I could really blame her. Ever since I'd established residence outside her house a couple of weeks ago, Reagan Trevino hadn’t been happy with me. Shit, my body hadn’t been happy with me. At six foot three, I wasn’t at all comfortable sleeping in the front seat of my truck. But Reagan and my tired-ass body would have to deal because I wasn’t going to sit back while the crazy fucker who’d killed a detective not even three weeks ago was on the loose. I didn’t give a shit if my Walker cousins were now leading the charge against the fucking chief of police of Houston. I wasn’t taking any chances. If that fucker thought for one second he was going to do harm to someone I cared about, the asshole would have to go through me first.

      Realizing there was no parking to be had, I pulled my truck into the field adjacent to the building, shut off the engine, and hopped out.

      “What’s up, Lynx?”

      Turning toward the sound of my name, I grinned. “Hey, Jimmy Don. How’s the ol’ lady?”

      “Hella good, man.” Jimmy Don’s smile went wide as he continued to move toward his truck. “Baby’s comin’ any day now.”

      “Congrats, bro!” I made my way to the front doors, continuing to face Jimmy Don across the parking lot. “Holler when she pops that one out. We’ll grab a beer to celebrate.”

      “Sure thing.”

      With a quick wave, I turned toward my destination.

      Stepping inside, I took a deep breath, then let it out slowly.

      The tiny, wood-framed bar smelled the same as always. Like beer and stale pretzels, not to mention sweat and a whole lot of verbal bullshit. Sure, that shit had a smell, too. I could usually sniff it out a mile away, and it seemed tonight the aroma was extra potent.

      “Hey, brotha’,” Wolfe greeted from his spot at the bar.

      “What’s up, hoss?” I gave my cousin a knuckle bump. “Thanks,” I told Reagan when she passed me over a beer.

      I let my eyes track her from one side to the other. Of course, the stubborn minx didn’t respond. But her cute little nose lifted, and the defiant tilt to her chin made my dick hard. Then again, everything about Reagan Trevino made my dick hard. All five foot five sweet inches of her.

      “We need to talk, Reagan. Come on, babe. Please.”

      My gaze snapped to the opposite end of the bar, where I saw Billy Watson leaning on the wooden top, begging like a little bitch. I glanced at Wolfe, who shot me a quick eye roll. Turning back to the scene, I gave them my full attention.

      “You know I’m not leavin’ till we do,” Billy droned.

      Looked as though the fucker had finally realized what he’d lost when he let Reagan go a solid month ago. It appeared he was back to the same old bullshit, trying to get in her good graces and convince her to take him back.

      I wanted to punch him in the face. The little pussy didn’t deserve Reagan. Hell, he didn’t deserve any woman. He had absolutely no respect and that shit was what pissed me off the most.

      “Come on, honey. I know you ain’t serious. You love me. Don’t deny it. It’s time for you to come back home. Put the past in the past.”

      The past he was referring to was the pussy Billy had been getting for the past thirty-three days—yep, I'd counted—ever since Reagan up and moved out on the asshole. The guy had no qualms about flaunting the fact that he was making up for lost time with any woman who’d give him the time of day.

      A killing rage burned just beneath my skin, my need to do some serious bodily harm ratcheting up a few hundred notches. When a man loved a woman, or even claimed to love a woman, he just didn’t do stupid shit like that. Ever.

      “I told you, Billy. I’m done,” Reagan hissed, apparently trying to keep her voice down. “Now, just leave it be.”

      “Whatever.” Billy huffed. “That’s bullshit and you know it. Quit fuckin’ around and just come home.”

      Reagan leaned over the bar, getting right up in his face. “It’s not my home,” she snapped. “I’m done. It’s over. Get used to it.”

      I waited, counting down silently in my head. I knew Billy, knew the man’s temper would get the best of him. I had spent the better part of a decade watching as Billy treated Reagan like shit, then sitting back and dealing when she took the sorry fucker back.

      As much as I'd wanted to intervene, I knew it wasn’t my place. Then or now.

      Good news was it looked as though she might be done this time for good.

      I could only hope because it was high time I moved on with my life, and the only way I intended to do that was to have that woman in my bed, where she belonged. However, I wasn’t talking for only one night. My intentions toward her were along the lines of forever and a day.

      The hardest part was going to be convincing her.

      Fortunately, I was always up for a challenge.

      “What the fuck you lookin’ at?”

      I allowed my gaze to slip to the right of Reagan. That was when I realized Billy was talking to me. Unable to help myself, I smiled. “A hairy asshole.” I glanced back at my cousin. “Right? That’s what you see, too?”

      “Yep,” Wolfe agreed. “A hairy asshole with teeth.”

      I turned back to Billy.

      It was Friday night.

      Everyone in this town knew that the Caines could generally be persuaded out to the parking lot for a little throw-down action. I was more than willing to clear the way for me and Billy to go outside. I'd been itching to beat the guy’s ass for a long damn time.

      “Don’t do it, Billy,” Reagan warned.

      “Fuck you,” he muttered. “I shoulda known you were fuckin’ him. Prob’ly been fuckin’ him the whole time we were together.”

      Same shit, different day. Billy always took that route, no matter what. Truthfully, it was getting old.

      “Ain’t that right?” Billy asked me directly. “You been lettin’ her hoover your dick while she was hooverin’ mine?”

      No one said he was known for his social skills.

      Before the dickhead could draw another breath, I was in his face, my fist in the asshole’s shirt as I lifted him off the ground. “What’d I tell you about talkin’ about her like that?” I dropped him to his feet. “Let’s take this outside. You and me. Once and for all.”

      “Fuck you,” Billy spat.

      “You get off talkin’ shit about a woman? That make you feel like a big boy?” I glared down at him, the rage building inside me. “Make you feel like your dick’s bigger’n it is?”

      “You been thinkin’ ’bout my dick?” Billy countered with a grin that showed off yellowed teeth and the lip full of dip he was known to have.

      What the fuck Reagan ever saw in him, I would never know.

      “Y’all hear that?” Billy hollered, turning toward the other patrons filling the small bar. “Lynx Caine’s over here talkin’ ’bout my dick. Maybe he swings both ways like his cousin.”

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes. “If I did, I can tell ya, I’d have better taste than that.”

      Billy flipped me off.

      Take a swing at my family, I would be the first to beat your ass.

      Treat a woman with disrespect, I would be the first to pound you into the ground.

      Raise your hand to a child or an animal, I would be the first to knock your front teeth out.

      But talk shit to me … I could take it. I wasn’t as reactive as I'd been as a teenager. If Billy Watson wanted to prove his IQ was the same as his boot size by talking smack, I was more than happy to let him.

      Waving him off, I strode back to my beer. “There’s a reason assholes don’t have mouths,” I said, making sure my voice was loud enough for Billy to hear.

      When he took a lunge toward me, Reagan intervened, coming to stand between us.

      And a second later, when Billy grabbed her arm and jerked her out of the way, I lost every single ounce of my sanity.
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      Reagan Trevino

      “Touch her again and you’ll be shovin’ your toothbrush up your ass to brush your teeth,” Lynx snarled at Billy, his emerald-green eyes spitting fire.

      Lynx Caine was the ultimate badass.

      Well, at least by Embers Ridge standards anyway.

      Then again, I was pretty damn sure that reputation would hold up anywhere he went.

      But there was more to Lynx than most people realized. He’d proven that a minute ago when he’d walked away from my ex-boyfriend when he started trash-talking. Lynx could tolerate a lot of shit. He wasn’t the same hotheaded guy he’d been back in the day.

      Oh, sure, there probably wasn’t a Friday night that passed when the man wasn’t involved in some sort of brawl. Guys liked to rile him up just to watch him lose his shit. However, they didn’t usually do it twice.

      In all fairness, Lynx wasn’t usually the one starting shit, but he was damn sure willing to finish it. And everyone in this town knew that a man should never touch a woman out of anger when Lynx was around. It was the fastest way to find yourself in the hospital.

      Two seconds after Billy grabbed my arm, his fingers digging painfully into my flesh, Lynx ripped Billy off and tossed him to the floor. He wouldn’t be there long, I knew.

      The one thing I asked of my customers was that they take the fighting outside. I worked hard for what I had, and admittedly, I didn’t have much. Nothing more than the fifteen-hundred-square-foot bar and the permits required to sell and consume beer on the premises. My personal effects were limited mostly to my clothes and a couple of shotguns. I didn’t need much, but what I did have, I fully intended to keep.

      Therefore, the boys who wanted to throw down had to take that shit outside.

      The Caines had always respected that request. Always.

      “Someone call the sheriff!” Billy hollered as Lynx picked him up off the floor with one big, tattooed hand.

      “Call the sheriff and you’ll answer to me,” Wolfe announced, moving toward his cousin.

      Since the sheriff happened to be my brother, not to mention Wolfe and Amy’s lover, I figured people weren’t going to defy him. Didn’t matter anyhow; Rhys always managed to make his way to the bar about the time the boys decided to knuckle up.

      Because this pertained to me, I couldn’t help but try to calm the waters before the storm raged out of control. After all, I didn’t want to see Lynx go to jail. And if it was up to Billy, that was exactly where he’d spend the night.

      “Lynx!” I called after him.

      The man stopped and turned around, his eyes hard as they narrowed on me.

      “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      He shook his head. “After.”

      “No. Now.” I wasn’t intimidated by Lynx the way most people were.

      He didn’t scare me because I knew he would never hurt me. He wasn’t built that way.

      In fact, because of that—and many other reasons—I was probably more in love with him than anything else. Not that I would tell him that. I might have the hots for the sexy, tattooed country boy, but I definitely wasn’t looking to spend my days and nights with a man who went through women more often than he changed underwear. I'd spent far too long dealing with Billy and his bullshit, which wasn’t limited to his infidelity, either. However, he damn sure hadn’t been faithful. Not for a minute.

      Not that I thought Lynx was the cheating kind, but he’d proven his track record and love ’em and leave ’em was synonymous with Lynx Caine.

      Now that I'd been single for a whole whopping month, I found it suited me just fine. Less bullshit, more time to watch Netflix.

      Knowing he would follow, I slipped down the narrow hall that led to the restroom. A second later, he appeared in the dimly lit hallway.

      Okay, so I probably could’ve picked a better location to have this conversation.

      Lynx’s dark eyebrows were angled down and his emerald-green eyes glittered with anger. It wasn’t aimed at me, but it was there all the same.

      “Don’t fight him,” I said, keeping my tone casual. “It’s not worth it.”

      “Oh, it’s worth it,” he countered, reaching down and lifting my arm so he could inspect the spot where Billy had grabbed me.

      I jerked out of his hold. It was a survival instinct. The man had put his hands on me once and I had never forgotten it. My body had never forgotten how freaking good it felt for this man to touch me. And my heart had never forgotten just what being with him could be like. I seriously doubted I ever would forget it, either.

      “Just leave it alone,” I snapped.

      “Why?” He put one hand on the wall above my head.

      He was significantly taller than I was, a hell of a lot bigger, too. But I still wasn’t intimidated by him. He could offer a pissed-off glare to any asshole in a five-mile radius, but the moment he turned his eyes on me, there was always something softer in them. Something I'd fought to ignore for longer than I cared to admit.

      “’Cause I have no intention of bailin’ your ass outta jail.”

      “Aww, darlin’,” he crooned, leaning in so that he was far too close. “You worried about me?”

      I rolled my eyes and tried not to inhale through my nose. The man smelled so freaking good. He always did and it drove me absolutely crazy. Like sawdust and Irish Spring soap. No, it wasn’t something expensive from a bottle, but it affected me all the same.

      Another thing that drove me crazy was his lack of respect for my personal space. As he leaned in closer, I had no choice but to back up against the wall. My entire body hummed as he stood there, staring down at me as though he wanted to eat me for dessert.

      I wanted him to. There was no denying that. But I wasn’t an idiot. If I thought I could get away with a short-term fling with Lynx, I might be up to the task. Well, except for the fact that he’d slept with damn near every woman in this town and a shit ton more who weren’t from around here. Hell, I wasn’t even sure his divorce was final.

      Yep, and wasn’t that the shit. Ol’ Lynx Caine had up and married some two-bit hussy from fucking Austin, of all places.

      The memory of him coming back to town, announcing that he’d gotten hitched to that crazy bitch was like an ice bath to my nerves. It shocked me back to reality and caused me to slip out from under his arm.

      “Just let it be, Lynx,” I told him, not looking back.

      Making my way to the bar, I searched the room until I found Billy. Wolfe was keeping him corralled in the corner.

      I locked eyes with my ex-boyfriend, then pointed to the doors. “Get out. You’re not welcome in my bar.”

      “Oh, come on, Reag⁠—”

      “You heard the lady,” Wolfe said, his tone ringing with amusement as he grabbed Billy by the shirt and shoved him toward the exit.

      “You’ll be sorry you did this, Reagan! Goddammit!”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m sorry for a lotta things I’ve done”—mainly wasting nearly a decade of my life with a piece of crap who treated me like shit—“but not this.”

      Billy’s eyes strayed to something over my shoulder at the same time I felt the warmth of Lynx’s body as he pressed up against me.

      Even from here I could feel how hard his body was, how freaking warm his skin was.

      My traitorous heart skipped a beat and my belly fluttered.

      “I ain’t worried,” Billy told Lynx. “You’ll be tossin’ her out like last week’s garbage in a week tops,” he snarled. “Like me, you’ll get tired of fuckin’ the skank.”

      Yeah. Okay.

      For about three seconds there, Billy had been home free. He could’ve turned around, head held high, and walked right out that door…

      Unfortunately for him, the asshole never did know when to shut up.

      This time when Lynx went after him, I didn’t bother to stop him.

      In fact, I silently egged him on.
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      Lynx

      “Dammit, Lynx!” Rhys Trevino shouted. “I take another right hook from you, and I’ll make sure you spend the night in jail!”

      I shoved Billy one last time before taking a step back, my anger burning white-hot. The damn sheriff always showed up and ruined shit for me.

      “Chill,” Rhys hissed, taking me by the arm and pulling me farther away from Billy.

      I didn’t even bother to put up a fight when Rhys went to cuff me. Spending the night in jail was definitely worth the ass-whooping I'd just dished out. It was quite possible that Billy Watson would be walking with a limp for the rest of his sorry life.

      “You’re goddamn right I’m pressin’ charges,” Billy declared, talking to the deputy as he wiped blood from his lip. “The asshole attacked me.”

      “Just like always,” I stated, loving how I could so easily rile the pussy. “Cryin’ like a bitch. You still breastfeedin’, boy?”

      “Fuck you,” Billy spat before a devious smirk tilted his lips up in a snarl. “Not sure why you think you’re all high and mighty. I ain’t the one in cuffs.”

      I didn’t respond; I simply cocked an eyebrow, waiting for the rest.

      Sure enough, I wasn’t disappointed.

      “And I ain’t the one goin’ to jail tonight. You are.” Spittle flew from Billy’s mouth. “And just think, while you’re takin’ it in the ass, I’ll be fuckin’ Reagan.” Billy’s lip curled up before he turned and spat on the ground. When he turned back, he was grinning. “Prob’ly just bend her over the back of the couch, that way I don’t have to look at her face.”

      I lunged and Billy stumbled backward. Before I could get close enough—cuffs be damned—Rhys put a hand on my chest.

      Then Reagan’s brother—the sheriff of Lee County—spun around to face Billy. “You wanna repeat that?” Rhys rumbled. “’Cause if you do, I’m gonna hand my badge and my gun over to Dean, and I’m gonna be the one beatin’ your ass into the ground. That’s my fuckin’ sister you’re talkin’ about.”

      “That’s the problem with little boys these days,” Wolfe stated. “No respect.”

      The heated glare my cousin gave Billy said that it wouldn’t matter that I was in the tank tonight. Wolfe was still out there.

      “Maybe you wanna reconsider pressin’ charges?” Dean questioned Billy as he pulled out his notepad. “’Fore you get your ass in any deeper?”

      Billy met my eyes. I cocked one eyebrow. I'd willingly go to jail, but I wouldn’t be staying there indefinitely. We both knew it. And when I got out…

      “I’ve got an idea.”

      My attention jerked over to Reagan as she sauntered over.

      My mouth practically watered as she moved toward me, her dark brown eyes reflecting both frustration and amusement. Those damn low-slung jeans and the body-hugging T-shirt that just met the top of them made my dick twitch. The way her long, dark hair hung over her shoulder had me thinking about wrapping those silky strands around my fist while I fucked us both into oblivion.

      Goddamn, she made me so fucking hard.

      Damn sure didn’t help that I'd spent ten fucking years wanting to get my hands on her.

      When she got close enough, Reagan turned to Billy. “Why don’t you drop the bullshit and I won’t get a restrainin’ order.”

      “I don’t give a good goddamn about no restrainin’ order,” Billy retorted.

      “Not even if it ensures you’ll never come inside my bar again?” she asked, her dark eyebrows lifting. “’Cause I won’t hesitate to kick your ass right out the next time you show up here. And I’m pretty sure half the town’ll have my back.”

      That seemed to get Billy’s attention. Although I had to wonder why Reagan hadn’t refused to serve him until now.

      “You wouldn’t do that,” Billy told her, although I could tell he didn’t believe his own words.

      “Try me.” She leaned closer but still kept her distance. “And when I go down to the sheriff’s department to file that, I’ll bail him outta jail, too.”

      Billy glared, but for the first time all damn night, the fucker didn’t have anything to say.

      Thank God for small miracles.

      “Fine,” Billy huffed. “I ain’t pressin’ charges.” With one final glare in my direction, he stormed off.

      When Rhys went to uncuff me, Reagan stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Can I talk to him first? While he’s cuffed?”

      Rhys glanced between the two of us, but then backed away, turning to talk to Wolfe and Amy, who’d been standing off to the side watching the show.

      “I’m likin’ the direction this is goin’,” I told her, then lowered my voice and added, “Although I’d much prefer you were the one in cuffs.”

      An image of Reagan cuffed to my bed flashed through my mind, making me wince as my dick took up more space in my jeans.

      “I wouldn’t get too excited if I were you.”

      I leaned against the deputy’s squad car when Reagan moved into my personal space.

      “Can we just call it even now?” she asked, her voice low, her expression blank.

      “What?” I had no idea what she was talking about.

      “You stop tryin’ to mess with me, and I’ll pretend that you’re not gettin’ on my last nerve. Then maybe we can both move on with our lives.”

      The hell I would. I wasn’t about to give up what I'd been waiting a hell of a long time for. However, I wasn’t above putting the ball in her court. “That what you want?”

      She stared back at me.

      “’Cause I damn sure don’t,” I told her forcefully, leaning forward so I could get closer. “You can keep runnin’ from me, girl. I’ll just keep chasin’.” I lowered my voice so only she could hear. “And the day you finally give in, you’ll come to understand exactly why they call me a bad boy.”

      Her eyes widened, her mouth fell open, and I was tempted to kiss her right there in front of half the town.

      Yeah. That was what I thought. Reagan talked a good game, but when it came down to it, I knew she was attracted to me. She was fighting it, sure, but she wanted me nonetheless.

      “You sure you’re not interested?” I asked casually, as though her answer didn’t matter.

      But just as quickly as she revealed her desire, Reagan regained her composure and leaned in closer. Close enough I could smell her spicy, sexy scent.

      “Do me a favor, Lynx?”

      “Hmm?” I grumbled.

      “Maybe try keepin’ your dick in your pants for a while. And when that divorce is final, if you’re still interested, perhaps I’ll think about givin’ you the time of day.”

      “Done.” I could do that. No problem.

      Reagan chuckled. “Right. Like it’s even a possibility.”

      With that, she spun on her boot heel and headed back inside.

      Boy, did I hate to see her leave, but I damn sure loved to watch her go.
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      Kelly Jackson

      I kept my head low, not wanting anyone to spot me sitting in my car in the parking lot of the trashy little bar. This town was full of a bunch of idiots. If I were that damn sheriff, I would’ve rounded every damn one of them up and tossed their asses in jail. One reason I hated little hick towns like this.

      I only had one reason for being here.

      It wasn’t the highlight of my week, that was for damn sure, but I had to figure out a way to get my hands on Amy. That wasn’t proving to be as easy as I'd thought it would be. Seemed she had a couple of bodyguards with her at all times. That damn sheriff and the guy who owned the furniture store where she worked. Plus, whoever’s fucking truck that was parked outside her damn house every fucking night. I had no idea who they were to her, but it seemed they were keeping an eye on her, too.

      Which meant I had to come up with another plan. To do that, I had to study her movements and find the precise time to strike.

      Soon.

      Very, very soon.
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      Reagan

      “Why do men always have to act like assholes?” I muttered as I wiped down the bar top.

      We were getting ready to close, and as soon as I got the last of the customers out the door, I was more than ready to head home. Well, technically, it wasn’t my home, but I was renting a room from Amy, which was the first opportunity I'd ever had to get out on my own since I moved in with Billy nearly six years ago. Amy’s little farmhouse, even if it was lonely at times, had started to grow on me. On nights when Amy was there—which were rare—I loved it. On nights when I was alone … well, I felt alone.

      Not that I couldn’t get used to it.

      I would.

      I'd spent plenty of nights by myself, even when I'd been living with someone. More often than not, in fact.

      “Looks like it’s about that time,” Amy said when she approached the bar.

      I looked up to see that there were only two people other than myself and Amy left in the bar. Wolfe and Lynx were sitting at a table near the door, deep in conversation.

      “Yep. ’Bout that time.” I peered back at Amy. “Why don’t you head on out? I’ve got it from here.”

      Amy smiled, then placed her apron beneath the bar.

      “Oh, and Amy?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Take both of them with you.”

      Amy giggled. “Right. Like Lynx is going anywhere.”

      I frowned. I'd figured as much, but I honestly wished he would go on about his life. Ever since the day the Houston detective had come to Embers Ridge to talk to Rhys, Lynx had been my shadow.

      And sure, part of me was grateful in a way. After all, the detective had been killed that night, and only a couple of hours later, someone had tried to break into Amy’s house while I was there. We figured Lynx thwarted the guy’s plan by showing up to warn me.

      That was only a few weeks ago.

      But as I'd proven, I could take care of myself. I'd been doing so for long enough now that it was second nature. It wasn’t like I had anyone to watch my back. Although my family was tight, they were still a little self-absorbed, which usually left me out of their minds unless I was within their sight. And Billy… God, I didn’t even want to get into how self-absorbed that man had been during our time together.

      “You ready to lock it down?”

      I looked up to see Lynx standing on the other side of the bar.

      Sex on a freaking stick. So tall, so sexy, it was hard to look at him sometimes. And those damn tattoos that covered him from neck to knuckles were almost too much temptation. Yet I'd managed to ignore my body’s disturbing reaction to him all this time.

      I could see the dark shadow of a bruise marring his cheekbone. Looked as though Billy had gotten in at least one good hit. Granted, the asshole was far worse off than Lynx.

      “You don’t have to stick around,” I told him, moving to the register to pull out the till.

      I carried it to the back office, where I secured it in the fireproof safe, then locked the steel door on the office. Damn fools in this town had tried to break in one too many times. It was bad enough they raided my beer, but I worked hard for my money. I wasn’t going to make it easy for them. And when I'd finally gotten tired of replacing the damn door, I'd had a bigger one installed three years ago. So far, no one had been able to break through and I hoped it stayed that way.

      When I returned to the bar, Lynx was still there, his long, lean body propped against the wood, his eyes raking over me.

      I nodded toward the door as I grabbed my truck keys.

      “You don’t have to follow me home, you know?” I figured it was a waste of breath, but I told him the same thing I'd told him every night since the first night he’d camped outside my house.

      I pulled the door shut and locked it. I could practically feel Lynx behind me.

      When I turned to face him, he grinned.

      “I don’t have to do anything,” he told me. “I want to.”

      Suddenly fueled by a raging case of frustration, I stomped right up to Lynx. “Why?” I asked, trying to keep my tone civil but failing. “Why can’t you just leave me alone?”

      He stared down at me, and I felt the full impact of his heated gaze. The desire that swirled there was enough to make my knees weak, but I allowed the anger and irritation to win out.

      “Tell me, Lynx. Why?”

      “Because I want you,” he professed. “More than my next fucking breath.”

      God. Those words said in that raspy tone … they were more than I could handle, and honestly, I felt as though I'd been waiting an eternity for this man. A freaking lifetime.

      For years, I'd come up with one excuse after another as to why I had to stay away from Lynx Caine. My biggest reason being he couldn’t seem to keep his dick in his pants. He was always with a different girl and it pissed me off. And I'd used my crappy relationship with Billy as my armor, as a way to keep Lynx at arm’s length. All the while, I thought of him endlessly.

      And here he was saying things I'd always wanted him to say. It made me want to jump him, to knock him to the gravel and straddle him, right here beneath the moon.

      Rather than give in to that urge, I spun on my boot heel and stomped toward my truck. I could hear Lynx behind me, and I balled my hands into fists. The man didn’t know when to stop. The worst part was, if he didn’t, I feared I was going to do something I would likely regret for the rest of my life.

      Like give in.
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      Lynx

      I knew it would be in my best interest to let Reagan go, but I couldn’t seem to listen to reason. Not from her and not from myself.

      I'd waited ten fucking years to get my hands on her again.

      Ten years.

      Since the first damn time I'd kissed her. Back when I'd been a heartbroken eighteen-year-old. And she’d been … sixteen fucking years old.

      A fucking decade.

      That was one hell of a prison sentence, and now that she’d shed the ball and chain, there was nothing stopping me.

      Well, nothing except her.

      If I'd thought for one second that the banked fury in her gaze was anything more than repressed desire, I probably would’ve stepped back, let her climb in her truck, drive off into the night.

      But I knew better.

      This thing between us was a summer storm gathering strength across the open plains. And there was no running from it. Not anymore.

      Stopping her with one hand on her shoulder, I said her name as softly, as calmly as I could. What I wanted to do was spin her around and crush my mouth to hers. I wanted to strip her naked, press her up against the side of that truck, and bury my dick inside that sweet pussy. Then I wanted to remain there for the rest of my fucking life.

      But I couldn’t do that.

      Not until she gave me the green light.

      When she turned back to face me, I closed the distance between us and cupped her face in my hands.

      Damn, she was so fucking soft. Just like I remembered.

      I swallowed hard, watching her. I saw the way her eyes darted to my mouth, the way her tongue swiped over her lower lip, even the way her eyelids lowered as I leaned in closer. She was my greatest temptation. Always had been. Yet I'd managed to never cross that line. It hadn’t been easy, but I'd succeeded because a country boy did not mess with another man’s girl. That was the bro code. An honorable man didn’t break it.

      And despite the fact that Reagan and Billy had mixed about as well as oil and water, I had held my ground, staying out of the way.

      But now…

      “Reagan,” I whispered as my lips hovered over hers. “I’m so tired of fightin’ this.”

      That little hitch in her breath was nearly my undoing, but I waited, wanting her to give me some sort of sign. As desperate as I was for her, I knew I couldn’t simply take because I wanted to. She had to be on board, or I'd lose the war before the first battle started.

      “Don’t fight this,” I whispered, my lips brushing hers.

      I could practically taste her and it was killing me to hold back. I wanted to eliminate the few centimeters between us and devour her, to slide my tongue over her lips, past her teeth, into the sweet cavern of her mouth. But I needed more than that. I needed this woman to give me everything because I wasn’t going to settle for anything less. Not where she was concerned.

      “I can’t,” she finally said, her tone firm. Those two words caused her lips to brush against mine, and I inhaled sharply, my cock throbbing painfully against my zipper, every muscle in my body tense.

      I swallowed again, and with an internal sigh, I forced myself to pull back, to stand to my full height.

      “Like I told you earlier,” she stated, her voice firm, serious. “Keep your dick in your pants and come find me when your divorce is final. Maybe then…”

      She let the sentence hang between us, and I filled in the blanks with a million different thoughts.

      Maybe then … I'd have her naked beneath me.

      Maybe then … I'd get to taste every inch of her.

      Maybe then … I'd slide my cock into the warm, wet recesses of her body and drive us both out of our minds.

      Maybe then … I'd wake up with her in my arms.

      Maybe then…

      “Until then, I’d appreciate it if you’d give me some space, Lynx.” Her eyes were sincere. “I need you to give me some space.”

      I knew when to concede and now was definitely the time. The woman was giving me hope. Whether or not she intended to honor that, I couldn’t say, but I could hold out until then.

      After all, what was ten more days? Little did she know, but my divorce would be final in ten days. Sure, it seemed like an eternity to me, but I knew it wasn’t.

      I stepped back and allowed Reagan to get into her truck, the door making a godawful creaking sound when she closed it. She watched me the entire time and I knew she was battling the same desires I was. If she would simply give in…

      Then again, maybe this was what we both needed. It gave me an idea.

      “Hey,” I called out as I tapped on her window.

      I waited as it lowered.

      “What?”

      “Meet me at the diner for breakfast tomorrow?”

      She frowned.

      “Come on, girl. You gotta eat.”

      Reagan huffed. “Not gonna happen, Lynx.”

      “It was worth a shot,” I said with a smirk.

      I knew it would take time, but the woman would eventually give in. I understood that I needed to prove myself and I would. Easy fucking peasy.

      “’Night, Lynx.”

      I tipped my hat as she rolled up the window. I watched as she backed out of her spot, then I headed over to my truck.

      
      Half an hour later, I was pulling out of my driveway with Copenhagen riding shotgun.

      “Sorry, buddy,” I told my dog. “Looks like another night in the truck.”

      Until someone proved to me that Reagan wasn’t in potential danger from that crazy bastard after Amy, I was going to
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