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This is for the women who are brave enough to rescue themselves. It doesn’t matter if it was from something life-altering or a small moment that felt big. You didn’t need to wait for the cowboy to ride up and save you. You did that all on your own.

However, if you’re still hoping for a sexy “cowboy” to reward you, then let Grant Foxx be your stand-in until one does…




Looking for an immersive reading experience?

Listen to the Bourbon & Lies playlist here
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A NOTE ABOUT BOURBON & LIES

While this story is a work of fiction, there are some heavy subject matters that you should be aware of before diving in.

First and foremost, a big part of this story centers around WITSEC or the Federal Witness Protection Program in the United States. This is purely an interpretation of this program. Neither I, nor anyone I know, have been a part of it, so when I list this story as fiction, I really mean it.

The following is a list of potential triggers that are not meant to be spoilers or tropes, but rather a warning in case you find certain aspects upsetting: Violence and death on page, descriptive gore, discussion of captivity, violence toward women, gun violence, violence against an animal, discussion of deceased parents and family, reference to sexual assault, discussion of cannibalism, discussion of homicide, main characters dealing with PTSD, vulgar language, and descriptive open-door sex scenes.





THE RULES OF BOURBON [image: ]

Every bourbon is whiskey, but not every whiskey is bourbon. There are rules for bourbon to be called bourbon.


	It must be made in the United States

	The mash must be at least 51% corn

	It must be aged for at least two years in a new, charred, oak barrel

	The whiskey cannot enter the barrel higher than 125 proof

	Nothing can be added but water and only to lessen the proof when necessary



In Fiasco, Kentucky there’s one more rule that loosely relates to the bourbon that’s made there: Never fall for a Foxx brother.
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GRANT

“DON’T,” I grit out through my teeth.

And for a moment, a short three count, I think she might listen to me. But I knew as soon as the call came in that she’d be the first on the scene. It didn’t matter that she’d only been clocked in for less than an hour. I knew her better than anyone else here. She would be en route to the scene as soon as the location was out over dispatch. The intel lined up. It matched with the gathered evidence that shifted from a drug ring to the trafficking of human life. Women specifically.

A neighbor from two miles north of the old tobacco mill had called saying he didn’t remember the property selling at auction, but there was activity there all weekend. Enough that his horses were spooked and stayed away from the pasture that had once been their favorite. The same pasture beside the tobacco farmland.

My walkie crackles as I stand, lingering at my desk and waiting to hear her response.

“I’m not asking, Foxx. I’m going in. There’s movement, and I just heard a scream or pleading. It’s probable cause.”

“Goddamnit,” I bark. “Fucking reckless.” With a huff, I rush out of my office and into the pit toward the exit. “Del, you get your team to that farm right fucking now,” I shout to my superior officer. “How are there no more patrols in the vicinity?” Everyone in the precinct is aware of this call. Fiasco is a small town considering its population, but there’s a lot of land. Not too much happens around here that multiple cars would need to be on a scene immediately. But I don’t think about what I’m saying. I’m reacting and trying to move. Fast. “Fiona and a fucking rookie are the only ones on scene.”

Del’s eyebrows hit his hairline. I messed up as soon as I said it. Fiona. It should have been Officer Delaney. Not Fiona. It didn’t matter that I’d known her since we were in grade school together; more than half of these guys had been in school along with us. But I’ll worry about that conversation later. It isn’t the fact that I’m swearing at my lieutenant or pissed off that I wasn’t called on the scene first. I run the K-9 unit. Any drug situation in town has Julep and me on the scene ahead of any patrol crew. But right now, they need backup. If this is gang related, they’re walking into something they might not be able to control.

I curl my tongue and whistle out, rushing through the garage bay and toward my squad car. Julep is at my side in seconds, nails clacking on the concrete floor. “Time to work, Jules.”

Once I open the passenger back door, she jumps into her seat. I give her a quick pet along her dark brown head, hook her vest into the seat belt harness, and I’m on my way. I’m a mile from the station when my radio channels start getting louder, the comms from other officers en route giving an update.

“Dispatch, we’re eight minutes out.”

It’s too long. And I haven’t heard a damn thing from Fiona. I look at the time on the dash. It’s been four minutes since she last responded and nothing since. Fuck.

“Dispatch.” Her voice sounds over comms and my grip on the steering wheel loosens. “The tobacco mill is as quiet as a mouse.” But before I even exhale, I hear her voice back on the radio. It’s a breathy whisper along with static that ratchets my nerves. “Dispatch—”

Julep lets out a short bark from the back seat.

“We’re going to her, girl.”

Julep had a good twenty minutes of belly rubs from Fiona this morning. It’s been that way for the past six months. And before that, I had a feeling Fiona would still give her some extra pets before she snuck out every night.

I can see the tobacco farm in the distance. I flick off my sirens before I hit the main drag, but keep my lights on, especially now that it’s dusk. I don’t know what I’m coming into and the last thing I want is sirens to make this situation worse.

“Officer Delaney, do you copy,” Dispatch responds again. “There are three units less than five minutes out. And the K-9 unit is less than two.”

“Shots fired. Shots fired,” comes over the next call, and I floor it as my heart races.

In the background, dispatch calls all available units to the abandoned tobacco mill that I’m turning into. Cutting the engine, I’m out of my car seconds later. I choose to leave Julep in the back, since shots fired means K-9 stays put until there’s an all-clear. She won’t help in a shoot-out, but she’s read my body language and heard Fiona over the radio, so I leave her growling in the back seat as I quietly remove my gun and flashlight. When I move closer to the mill, the doors are wide open, and remnants of dried tobacco leaves still hang from rafters intermittently. There’s forgotten machinery, old and rusted, sitting in the center of the space. Beyond that, it’s empty.

Muffled shouts and two more gunshots ring out from an oversize shed at least a hundred feet away, along the edge of the farmland. I hear the sirens from the two squad cars coming down the same long drag. Screeching tires pull into the driveway, and seconds later, one squad car flies past me and directly toward the shed.

She’s fine. “She gave her location” are the words I keep saying to myself as I sprint toward the officers entering the shed. I left my radio in the car so I can’t be sure, but they have an exact location. She’s going to be okay. She’s a trained, experienced officer.

When I reach the shed door, gasping for breath with my flashlight raised and the gun cocked beneath, the situation in front of me is anything but controlled. “Jesus Christ,” I mumble as I approach. Our newest rookie, Lee, is bleeding out on the floor in front of another officer, who’s trying to make a tourniquet from his belt.

I don’t stop to help.

Fiona.

“Mills, where’s Delaney?” I ask, approaching the double doors on the other side of the shed. A flashlight bobs in the distance as I spot small tracks of blood in front of me.

Mills shouts from behind me, “Del is following the tracks. Nobody else was in here when we pulled up.”

And that’s when I hear it on Mills’s radio. Del radioing dispatch. “I have another officer down. I need paramedics. Now.”

I don’t think. All my training—the caution that’s necessary to override knee-jerk reactions and emotion-led actions—reduces to fragments in the wind. I run. I follow where the flashlight in the distance hasn’t moved, rushing toward it at full speed. When I veer past a broken slotted fence, that’s when I can make out the outline of them.

Del crouched over a still body in the grass. My eyes squint as my chest laces with pain. “No.” I rush past Del and to his other side, and pull her away from him and into my arms. Tears that I don’t remember falling wet my face as I shout at her unmoving body. “No, baby, what happened? Fuck. Fuck. No.”

I don’t care that I’ve just taken her out of her father’s arms and into mine. I don’t care that I’ve just shown all my cards that my relationship with Fiona Delaney had moved far beyond colleagues, friends, and even the ridiculous idea that it was only physical. I don’t care that I keep repeating the same words over and over again. “I love you. You cannot die on me, do you hear me?”

I pull back to see where she’s been injured, the small slit along her neck barely pulsing any longer as blood coats my arms and the ground below me. I push my palm against it to stop the bleeding. The shirt of her uniform is unbuttoned all the way down past her vest and a patch of wetness lines her side.

When I roll her toward me, Del’s tear-streaked face squints in pain as he mutters out, “Jesus Christ, Fiona. My baby.” We both look down at a piece of her skin that’s shredded like she had gotten caught in a wired fence.

Her body grows heavier in my arms as I hold her tighter. “Just hold on, Fi. Just hold on.”

I know she’s not breathing, but I can’t let go.

“She’s gone, Grant.”







5 YEARS LATER…
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LANEY

“YOU ONLY LIE when it’s necessary.”

I look down at my hands. Ballet slippers pepper my nails, colored with a pale pink nail polish I’ve grown to hate. My cuticles are a result of my nerves—freshly bitten and picked. I’ve been ignoring what was “right” for months.

“Might as well be a liar now,” I mumble, shaking my head.

I’m frustrated, and that energy has my nerves graduating toward anger and sarcasm. A winning combination. I don’t know where we’re headed or for how long. The only certainty is the mess I’m leaving in my wake. I take a deep breath. You can do hard things.

The sound of the window cracking open drowns out the low vibrato of Johnny Cash crooning away on the radio.

“He would be proud of you.” She says it on an exhale, making it clear that encouraging or kind words are not something she typically offers. I would guess that needing to console an “asset” would be par for the course in her line of work. But maybe that’s not her strong suit. When I study her from across the cab of the truck, it’s too dark to tell if the way she grips the steering wheel tightly and scratches at the side of her face is her tell. If she’s shoveling shit to keep me from spiraling, or if she’s just not used to saying things like this to people like me. She may have known my father professionally, but she sure as hell didn’t know him as a father.

My dad used to tell me regularly how proud he was—I don’t need that reminder from her. Even when I was doing nothing other than giving him an ulcer. No matter how many jobs I cycled through, the end of one always came with a “you’ll find what feels right, kiddo.” Even when I’d come home crying and wouldn’t tell him exactly why, he’d always say “that boy never deserved you.” It didn’t matter what it was, he always told me things would be okay. “You can do hard things, Laney. Never forget it. You’re a Shaw.”

But right now, my dad would be disappointed. And he’d be angry. Pissed off that a monster crossed my path. The kind of monster he spent his life trying to prevent from hurting anyone—and especially anyone he loved. He’d be disappointed at what I’ve become. I know I am. I blink back the tears blurring my vision.

“Agent–”

She cuts me off. “Just Bea. Get used to calling me Bea.”

“Fine. Bea. I don’t need you telling me what my father might have thought of this situation. That’s not going to win me over. I’m on your side. I’m pissed at myself…” I say, a bit too harshly. “No, you know what? I’m pissed at a lot of things right now. Myself for—” I shake my head at the reason why I was even in that place for as long as I had been. “I’m pissed at that monster for existing, for hurting people and uprooting my life. But I know exactly how my father would be feeling if he were here.”

She gives me a tight-lipped smile. “I know you didn’t ask for any of this, and you had a life—”

I lean my head back against the headrest with a small laugh that stops her from finishing that sentence. My life was in the midst of the deepest nosedive. I had a life. One I was finally proud of building, and I tarnished it. Maybe that monster was my punishment. I cringe at the thought of the universe being so cruel. I made some bad decisions, but I didn’t deserve this. His victim didn’t deserve this. Squeezing my eyes closed, I pinch the bridge of my nose. The headache that’s been dull and throbbing has become a stabbing pain behind my right eye. Great, a migraine to add to the fun.

Being awake for more than twenty-four hours, I’m emotional and not thinking logically. The adrenaline that buzzed through my veins, pushing me through this nightmare, has worn off. I just need sleep.

“I have always listened to my gut, Laney. And it’s telling me this relocation needs to stay quiet and away from any official channels.”

My gaze flicks to her again. I should feel relieved to see a familiar face in all of this, but I don’t. I wish it were my dad getting me out of trouble.

“The woman you saved that night will never forget what she went through. Remember that.”

“I know.” My skin breaks out in goose bumps when I think about the way that woman screamed and ran right at me, pleading for anything that resembled help. I should have never been there in the first place. I never wanted to be a hero. I wanted to feel close to my dad. I wanted to be picked.

But she’s making me curious. “What’s your gut saying that doesn’t feel right?”

“That it’s been more than seventy-two hours now and nothing has happened. Someone had brains enough to get the U.S. Marshall Service involved because something isn’t right.” When she glances at me, I’m studying her profile and trying to read between the lines of what she’s not saying. She shakes her head, like she’s shaking off what she really wants to tell me. “With the type of evidence they found, you and his victim shouldn’t have to be relocated.” She pauses for a moment, swallowing audibly. “They couldn’t get him to give a name, and they can’t find him in the system.”

The hairs on my neck stand at the thought of him. I can still feel the way my lungs burned from running with the weight of another person draped over me.

“No name. Only partial fingerprints that haven’t connected him with anyone in any system. There’s no credit history or money trail. No rap-sheet. But the consistency in his victims’ wounds are—” She cuts herself off. “Until I know that your risk is limited, I’ll make sure you’re out of sight. I owe at least that to your father.”

She lights her clove cigarette, and I pull out my bag of sour gummy bears.

I don’t know the details of the relationship she had with my dad, but he was a respected federal agent, and I have a feeling he left a lot of people owing him favors. That part, out of all of this, isn’t what surprises me. It’s the fact that she doesn’t want a paper trail about where I’m going. Hell, I don’t even know where we’re headed.

Heaviness settles on my chest like I can’t take a deep breath. I want to scream at her and tell her that all of this isn’t okay. I feel like I’m being punished for doing the right thing, which isn’t fair. And as much as I’m relieved to not be dealing with the mess I left, I don’t want to disappear.

Memories would be harder to remember when I’m not there to see the things that brought them back—blankets on the grass in Bryant Park, wandering around The High Line, eating our way through Chinatown. I didn’t even get a chance to bring things with me.

“The color suits you,” she says, knocking me from my thoughts.

Pulling the visor down, I pop the mirror open. I look… different. Still me, but older in a way. Less like a woman trying to look like other people, to fit into a mold or keep a man’s attention. I look like someone who’s confident in her own skin. I like it—my hair an orange-red tint instead of the platinum blonde I’ve maintained for most of my adulthood.

I’m someone new all over again and I don’t recognize her yet. But I will. Eventually. If I’m being honest, I hadn’t recognized the person I became. It’s felt that way for a long time, maybe even before I lost my dad.

“You can keep your first name.” She tucks her clove between her lips and leans over me, plucking a cloth zippered pouch from the glove compartment. “There’s a new social, license, and passport…”

Thinking about my name, I tune out the rest. My dad called me Laney, but I hadn’t gone by the nickname in years. There’s only one person alive who knows me by that name, and I never want to see him again.

I close my eyes and try to breathe through the disgust I feel when I think about what I had been doing with Phillip. I spent so much time trying to smudge out Laney from Coney Island and fit in as Eleanor Shaw from Manhattan. I’m neither of those people anymore—Coney Island Laney nor Manhattan Eleanor. The high-profile events, society weddings, and the wealthy clientele I had catered to allowed me to build a lifestyle, but it didn’t feel like a life. It felt like name-dropping whenever possible, materialistic, and after a while, it was easy to mistake hard work for happiness.

Feeling a sense of relief, I flip through the laminated pieces of paper. I still haven’t processed everything, and that’s going to hit me like a freight train when it all sinks in. I’m smart enough to know it’s why my emotions are all over the place—lack of sleep and an intensely traumatic event will do that to a person. But as I watch the dark highway blur by, it’s erasing my piss-poor decisions and priming me for what’s coming. If Laney Young from Colorado had to be a lie, then I’d lean into it.

It took me until West Virginia to finally doze off. It feels like a span of only about five minutes between sleep taking me under and the sound of arguing piquing my attention. I rub away the blur from my eyes as I focus on the dashboard clock. Five minutes was more like six hours. The car is warm, borderline sticky, like the AC has been off for more than a little while. Where’s Agent Harper?

Unbuckling my seat belt, I look out my window at where we’ve parked. No mountains or oceans. From what I can tell, everything looks flat. I’ve only ever lived near water and in a city. But here, there’s no cityscape or tucked-away parks. No skyscrapers or light pollution of any kind, only the massive farmhouse ahead of me.

When I open the truck door, the humidity hits my skin like I’ve just walked into a screen door. A layer of sweat is already forming under anything that’s clothed, especially right under the band of my sports bra and along the back of my neck.

The East Coast can be brutal in August, but it’s only the first week of June, and that twelve-hour drive felt like it fast-forwarded me right into the dead heat of summer.

I stretch my arms over my head, lifting my hair as I do to air out the trapped warmth. Inhaling deeply, I try to calm my anxious thoughts about where I am or how annoying it is being this hot in the middle of the night. And then it hits me: the smell. It’s like a motionless breeze just kicked in as the scent from a bakery permeates the air. Like yeast from baking bread, it carries a hint of chocolate with a tangy sweetness. It’s not the savoriness of salted air or the pungent odor of a low-tide marsh. It’s far better. Maybe I won’t miss the ocean, after all. This smelled delicious and inviting.

Anything that smelled this good now must be even more delicious in the daytime. “Damn,” I say to myself as I look at what stands before me. The opulence seems like something you’d see along the Gold Coast or the shores of East Hampton. The manicured lawn and landscape are uplit, as if each shrub and tree are meant to be honored and displayed. Black-framed windows contrast the white siding, and a black metal roof has that modern farmhouse style. It’s the kind of house that touts simplicity, but I know how expensive “simple” can really be. Farmhouse, in this case, was a design choice and not a literal house on a farm. Without even meeting its owners, I know farmers aren’t living here.

There’s barely a chirp from crickets or a hum of the wind that would rustle the trees. It’s quiet and calm. That late-night or early-morning peacefulness that can be easily mistaken for safety. Will I be safe here? There isn’t a single streetlight or neighbor’s porch lit. There’s no dusky rose-colored hue along the horizon, polluting the edges of the landscape into the dark sky. Everything is black and speckled with stars of various sizes.

A man’s deep voice raises, has my head whipping toward where it came. The tone of it has me moving around the parked truck. “Bea, you’re only hearing what you want to hear. I said no. Why are you at my front door and not Grant’s?”

It’s not rocket science to know this argument is very likely about me. She said she was doing this her way, but I thought she would have phoned ahead to make sure wherever I was going, I’d be welcome.

“You know why. And Ace, I’m not asking here,” Agent Harper’s voice rasps.

At the foot of the stairs, I stop in my tracks. Who is he?

“So you’re threatening me?” the man says, just as he notices me. He does a double take. His dark hair with streaks of silver is combed back and cut short. But it’s not the matching scruff along his cheeks and chin or the way he holds himself that has my attention. It’s the fact that it’s the middle of the night, and he’s wearing suit pants and a white collared shirt, sleeves rolled to his elbows. Definitely not a farmer. He rests his hands on his narrow hips, looks up at the ceiling of the porch, and puffs out his cheeks, blowing out a breath. When his head tilts back down, eyes shifting to mine, he says, “Jesus, Bea. She looks like a fucking kid.”

Maybe to him. But I’ve seen plenty of life at twenty-nine.

Bea turns to me and pulls out her case of cloves with a smile. When she lights it and takes a drag, plumes of smoke trail from her mouth and behind her with the slow, warm breeze. “She stopped a monster a few nights ago, Ace. She’s not a kid, I can promise you that.”

It’s the first time I feel good about what I’ve done. It’s the first time in two days that I don’t feel like I’m drowning in uncertainty.

His mouth tips up into a sympathetic smile that almost looks like an apology. It reminds me of how my dad would smile when he knew I was going to tell him some not-so-great news.

He side-eyes Agent Harper. “You need to quit that shit, Bea.”

“Shut up, Ace,” she barks back. “Are we good here?”

“Del know you’re here?”

She gives him a quick tic of a “no.”

Ace takes a deep breath and holds it. “How long?”

Harper walks down the steps. “That’ll be up to her eventually. But for now, it’s until I can guarantee she’s out of harm’s way.”

Keeping his eyes trained on me, he asks, “We in any danger by having her here? You know we’ve had enough bad things happen to last a lifetime. And Lincoln’s got kids—”

She cuts him off. “I need her to be somewhere I trust, and away from people I don’t.”

I don’t miss the fact that she doesn’t answer his question about being in danger.

He smirks at her. “So I fall into that category now? In that circle of trust?”

“It’s really fucking small, Ace. You know that.” With a begrudging tone, she says, “Plus, this means I’ll owe you. You know how much I love that kind of currency.”

“You really think Fiasco is a good idea to hide someone?”

“What fiasco?” I interrupt. She better not be dropping me into something worse than what I just came from, if that’s even possible.

“It’s not unheard of for a woman to be at your house late

at night.” She raises her brow, the insinuation lingering as she pats his arm. “Do what you can. I know how rumors work here, so keep her away from anything that looks like the truth.”

“I assume I don’t get to know what the truth is, then?”

Harper meets my eye. “It’s whatever she tells you.” She winks at me.

He looks me up and down like he’s sizing up what to do with me. I shift my weight and square my shoulders, wordlessly telling him that I’m not intimidated. With another smirk, he shakes his head, extending his right hand. “Atticus Foxx. You can call me Ace.”

It takes me a few seconds to remember the lie. “Laney. Young. Laney Young,” I stammer out as I take his hand.

His eyebrow quirks at the delivery.

Yeah, I’ll need to work on that. I need to get better at saying a name that’s not quite mine. The problem is, I’m not a liar. Of all the things I’ve been—an opportunist, a hopeful romantic, a cheat—I’ve never been a liar. Until now.

“Alright then, Laney Young. Welcome to Fiasco, Kentucky.”
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LANEY

“YOU’RE IN GOOD hands here, Laney,” Harper interrupts.

I don’t mean to snort a laugh, but I do. It’s funny and nerve-racking to think I’m supposed to trust anyone now. I had done that—trusted someone, trusted my gut—and look where it landed me.

I flick my gaze to Ace, who tries covering a smile in response. At least he’s not opening wide for this bullshit. He didn’t plan on any of this either. He sure as hell hadn’t planned on me showing up on his doorstep in the middle of the night.

This isn’t a hideout. There’s nothing discreet here. I don’t come from money, but I know what expensive looks like. I’ve spent the last handful of years trying to fit in with some of the wealthiest families and inner circles in Manhattan. Modern, clutter-free, amplified by deep, masculine colors and complimenting details. From the brushed gold and matte black metal fixtures on the doors and lighting above, to the layout of the lightly stained wood that makes up the floors, the wide foyer and sprawling staircase. This place is not a government-funded halfway house or a community with a budget.

Agent Harper ignores my response as she types out a text on her phone, giving me a few seconds to really look around. The place shouldn’t feel welcoming, but it does.

While the humid air outside wraps around my skin and smells of chocolate croissants, in here, it’s a few degrees colder than cool, and it carries the faintest smell of a man’s cologne. Something earthy, woodsy, with a hint of tobacco from cigars instead of Harper’s cloves. I like this better. I picture my apprehensive host with a cigar draped in his fingers while he sips on something strong and dark.

“Your burner,” Harper says, pulling it from her pocket. “Stay off anything that looks like social media. Don’t start posting videos about food or trending dance moves. If you feel anything that seems out of sorts, you text me. Me first, and then you don’t hesitate. Find Ace. If there’s a real urgency, dial 911.”

As I stare down at the phone, I can feel her attention zeroed in on how I’m reacting. “What aren’t you saying?”

“I have a very small circle of people I trust. Ace and his family are in that circle. And a select few in this town will ensure you remain safe here.” She gives me a sad smile. “You’ll get through this, Laney. And I will make sure you end up on the other side of it.” When I glance at Ace again, his arms are crossed, just observing the exchange. I wonder what I look like from his perspective. It feels like a new beginning, but a tentative one.

She follows my line of sight. “She’s smart and could add some real value to your brand. Keep her tucked away, give her a job, and I’ll do my best to keep her chaos out of here.”

Ace clears his throat. “Any smell of something dangerous, she’s gone, Bea. My family is here. My brothers. My nieces. And even my crotchety old grandfather.”

“Fuck you, Atticus,” a loud, deep voice with a slow, Southern drawl comes from down the hall. It startles me. I hadn’t expected anyone else to be here.

Ace mutters “fucking hell” under his breath before he speaks up louder. “Griz, this isn’t the kind of conversation to be eavesdropping on.”

The ominous, albeit hilarious voice responds, “Ya’ll are the ones shoutin’ like you’re livin’ alone. And you damn well know this is my house as much as it is yours.” Around the corner from the long hallway, a man with white and silver-streaked hair stands against the archway. Tall and lean, with a thick, more-silver-than-white mustache hiding his lips. They resemble each other. Good looking in a way that makes you look twice. “When you put out your business like it’s a breakfast buffet, I’m gonna help myself.” The side of his mouth kicks up, his cheek moving so that the skin crinkles around his eyes. “Now”—he shifts his attention to me—“who’s this lovely thing?”

Simultaneously, Atticus says, “Go back to bed, Griz,” while Agent Harper huffs out, “Jesus.”

But I ignore them and answer, “I’m not a thing. But thank you for calling me lovely.”

His chin tips down as his eyes meet mine. “I didn’t mean any disrespect by it, darlin’. I’ll make sure not to make the mistake again.” Griz walks toward us with two small crystal glasses, one in each hand, filled with just a sip of a deep caramel-colored liquor. He shifts his attention to Agent Harper. “I see you’re thriving in what looks like trouble, as usual, Beatrice.”

She smiles to herself. “You know it, Griz,” she says on an exhale.

The anxiety of my arrival all falls away. The history between these three, that I’ll probably never know the extent of, aside from igniting my curiosity, also calms my nerves.

Griz holds out a glass for me to take. “You’re gonna have to forgive us for not welcoming you properly, darlin’.” When I take it, he clinks his with mine and sips.

The slight smell of burned oak hits my nose, just as the bite hits my tongue. I knew I should have sipped it the moment it shot to the back of my throat. It takes my breath away and forces me to hack out a cough that feels like fire. My eyes water as I try to recover. It’s a novice move for someone who spent most of her early twenties pouring alcohol.

“Let it coat your tongue this time before you swallow,” Ace says. My cheeks warm at the direction, and I do as he says.

“Feel that warming in your chest?”

I nod yes. It’s a better kind of warmth with this sip.

“We like to call that a Kentucky hug.”

Griz pipes in, “And that, right there, is the one-hundred-year-old anniversary batch I tapped this morning. You’re only the second person in that amount of time to try that barrel.”

“Wow. Thank you.” I wipe at the corner of my eye that watered from my very unlady-like coughing.

Griz looks at his grandson with disappointment. And then his eyes flash to Agent Harper on the other side of me. “She doesn’t know who we are?”

Ace answers, “You say that like she’s here on a tour or something. You realize this is a private matter and, again, in case you didn’t have your hearing aids on, you’re interrupting.”

Glancing down at the floor, I look at the emblem there. Well, I’ll be damned.

Griz bats at the air in front of him. “Shut it, Ace.”

The way Ace huffs, it’s hard to hold back my smile.

“Walk me out, Laney,” Agent Harper interrupts.

“Pleasure as always, Beatrice,” Griz calls out from behind us. She doesn’t respond, but she gives Ace one final glance and a nod as she steps back out the way we came.

I walk her to the car in silence, then grab my things from the trunk. “They’re good men. All of them,” she says, starting the car and rolling down the window. She lights another clove, takes a pull, and on the exhale, she says, “You’re safe, Laney.” Looking around my face, she searches for something that says I believe her. “Try to live. Try to heal. And remember what I said…”

I nod. “Text. Find Ace. Call 911. Got it.”

She smiles. “Glad you were listening. But I meant about your dad. He’d be very proud of you.”

And I don’t know if it’s watching the dust kick up as the truck disappears down the long driveway or the fact that I know she’s right, but my eyes water as I choke back a sob. It snuck up on me even with so many feelings whirling. This is my new life. I swallow the rest of the emotions that claw at my neck and threaten to spill over. Not now. I can fall apart later.

Standing there, watching the taillights get smaller, the quiet plays tricks on my ears as the humidity in the air licks at my skin. I lift my hair and knot it high enough to keep it from sticking to my neck. Now what? My lower back is sore from sitting in a car for too many hours, and the fatigue hits me hard.

The shuffle of feet behind me alerts me enough to remember I can’t sleep just yet. “We’ve got an empty cottage on the property that you can call yours while you’re here.” Ace’s voice sounds from the front porch. “But it’s after three in the morning, and I’ll need to get it cleaned up for you first. I wasn’t exactly expecting you.”

“I could sleep just about anywhere right now,” I joke.

He doesn’t smile, just gives me a nod. “Need help with your things?”

I hold up the red bag covered in bullseyes. It’s not even packed to the brim. But there’s a week’s worth of underwear, deodorant, some black liquid eyeliner, mascara, and a bright red lip that looked like a good tone with my new hair color. I didn’t second guess the color; I picked what I wanted. I also grabbed a bag of sour gummy bears, but I ate most of them already. In a rush, apparently, these were my necessities. I’ll figure out extra clothes eventually.

“That all?”

“I didn’t get to pack before I left.” Through the archway at the end of the hall is a kitchen on steroids, stacked with stainless-steel industrial appliances, all lowly lit by recessed lights peppered around the vaulted ceilings.

“Beautiful,” I mumble. “How many people live here?”

He seems amused by my knee-jerk reaction to the impressive size and style of the room. Flicking on an electric teakettle, he says, “It’s just Griz and me in the main house.” He pauses, mouth kicking up in the corner. “But my brothers aren’t far from here. And they’re here often. I host a lot of business things. Happy hours with my teams.” He looks around. “The space was necessary.”

Saddling up to the sprawling island counter, I choose the end seat from a row of eight. “It’s big.” I clear my throat and think about how the entire grounds, even in the dark, look like the perfect venue for a wedding. “Thank you for saying yes to me staying.”

He pours the boiling water into two cups, with a tea bag in each. Giving me a tight-lipped smile, he says, “You overheard an argument that had less to do with you and more to do with Bea.” His focus drifts to the steaming mug in front of him. “As long as you don’t cause any problems, then you’re welcome here, Laney. For as long as you need. As much as I don’t love strangers on my property or in my business, I’ll make an exception if it gains me a favor I can call in later.”

The way he glances at the clock as he sips from his mug makes me do the same. And the fatigue, that bone-deep tired, crashes over me like I’m trying to stand up in the face of a tidal wave. I could sleep for days. My limbs are tired and sore, and my mind could use a break from hyper-fixating and overthinking. And that’s when I suddenly feel nervous to sleep. To be somewhere new and all alone.

“I’ll have a job waiting for you when you’re ready. We work hard and it’s busy, but this is a helluva place. Take a few days to get your bearings. It’s not a big city, so it won’t take you very long to get acclimated here.”

As I nod at his suggestion, his eyes dart to my neck.

I touch the small cuts that surfaced as she screamed and begged me to help her. Her nails grabbed onto whatever she could. It wasn’t to hurt me. It was hysteria and panic. The only visible marks from a night I don’t think I’ll be able to scrub from my memory any time soon.

“I didn’t mean to stare.” He stands from leaning against the counter. “I don’t know the details, but if I had to make bets, my money would be on you, Laney. You’ve got nothing but respect from me.”

I look into the mug, and since I’m not much for a filter, especially right now, I ask, “Shouldn’t respect be earned? Isn’t that the saying?”

“No, not here. There are plenty of people I’ve lost respect for, but people don’t have to earn it with me.” The sincerity in his tone instantly has me never wanting to disappoint or lose it with him. Something tells me that having Atticus Foxx’s respect might go a long way in Fiasco.

“I’m going to head to bed. There’s a guest suite on this floor just on the other side of the butler’s pantry. Down that hall. Help yourself to whatever you might need, and I’ll make sure you get a full tour of the grounds tomorrow.”

He walks past me with a nod goodnight.

“This is going to sound…” I shake my head and smile as I turn toward where he was headed. “When you say grounds…?”

He smiles and mutters, “Fucking Bea.” Taking a deep inhale, with frustration on the exhale, he says, “That woman likes to leave nothing but questions in her wake. You’re at Foxx Bourbon. That includes the distillery, cooperage, and rackhouses, and all of it happens on this land. It also happens to be my home. And well”—he winks at me, lightening the mood—“looks like it’s your home now, too.”

If you’re any kind of bartender in any large city, where the patrons like to throw money around on expensive alcohol and not just happy-hour drafts, then you’ve poured Foxx Bourbon. I’m good at a few things and exceptional at a handful of others. Bartending fell into the exceptional category before I started planning events with limitless budgets. Foxx Bourbon isn’t some up-and-coming brand or only popular in certain places. No, if you know the difference between scotch, whiskey, and bourbon, then you’ve heard the name Foxx.

I’ve ended up in the heart of Bourbon Country with a new name and a clean slate. And for some reason, when Ace calls this place my home too, my shoulders relax, the weight of what I’m hiding from easing up just enough that I feel lighter than I have in a long time.
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LANEY

MY BODY JERKS awake, and despite the thick duvet and cool room, I can’t get comfortable. Anxiety wakes me up every twenty minutes. My migraine has calmed, but the exhaustion doesn’t keep me sleeping soundly. I keep seeing the same images over and over from different angles: torn flesh and blood that wouldn’t stop dripping. At the time, I hadn’t known exactly what we were running from, but we had been leaving a trail. There wasn’t enough time to stop it. Every time I shut my eyes, it plays on a constant loop. I didn’t want to fill the prescription meds that the government-issued therapist prescribed to me on our way out of town. Now I regret that decision.

I pull the throw blanket from the bottom of the bed and drape it over my shoulders, walking out the double doors to the patio. The transition from the cool hardwood to the blue slate is a welcome warmth under my bare feet. I tilt my head back, taking in a deep breath of that sugar-dusted smell. The sky’s just starting to turn, with the faintest hues of peach and yellow painted along the dividing line that separated the earth from the sky.

Horse paddocks are to the left, far enough away that even if there were horses out this early, I wouldn’t be able to see them as anything larger than a speck in the distance. The steps down to the grass are slick with the morning’s dew, but I want to feel it between my toes. There are only a few times I can remember walking barefoot in the grass back at home; during concerts on the main lawn or lazy Sunday picnics in Central Park. Those were plans and a weekend destination. This is a stark contrast to all of it. A quiet change from the concrete, cabs, and smoking grates of a typical morning commute. This is steps from where I slept. It’s Ace’s overly exaggerated backyard.

A quick whistle, followed by “Whoa, girl,” in a low, deep gravel has my head turning so fast it’s entirely possible I’m going to have whiplash. Add it to the roster of things I’ll need to work through. It seems far too early for someone to be riding up on horseback but, then again, I have no idea what people do in Fiasco, Kentucky. Maybe this is entirely normal.

After a short succession of whistles, a dog comes darting out of nowhere, running alongside the horseback rider. The pup’s chocolate brown head is mismatched from the rest of its white-and-gray speckled body. It’s keeping up with the speed of the horse and its rider, who is getting closer by the second as he crests the small knoll less than a football field away. With his body squared and headed right for me, he pulls the reins and instantly comes close to a stop. This isn’t Griz or Ace. No, this man is bulkier, younger than them, but easily older than me. He looks pissed off, like I’m inconveniencing him for existing in his path. Even if I wanted to scurry inside, the way he keeps his focus on me, I have a feeling he’s the kind of man who would follow. The kind who wouldn’t ask, but demand answers to the question that’s most likely: who the hell are you? And I’d have to lie because that’s what I am now. A liar.

But I’m not going to run away. Even if I’m still trying to figure out exactly who this new version of Laney might be, I’m not going to let her be the kind of woman who runs away. So, I stand taller. I know what quiet judgment feels like as his eyes rove over me. Judge away. I’m doing the same.

There’s a movie I saw as a teenager that I always watched whenever it was playing. The first time I saw it, I thought it was a western. It starts with a woman in a showdown with an outlaw named Rogan. The woman lets him believe he’s going to get the peep show he just demanded, but as she unties her skirt, she pulls out a dagger and throws it with perfect aim directly to his heart. She rescues herself. And as she limps out of her home, in the distance, she sees the love of her life on horseback. He waits for her to ride off into the sunset. He was there to be with her, but she didn’t need him to rescue her. She did that just fine on her own. That has always stuck with me.

I’ve always liked the idea of a man like that. A sexy feminist who doesn’t need to boss a woman around or save the day to prove his masculinity. One who trusts and allows her to handle her shit without having to rescue her, but is there when she needs him. I sure as hell haven’t found any men like that.

The kicker in all of this is that the movie turned out not to be a western at all. It was an 80s rom-com about a recluse author who is forced on an adventure just like the storylines in her romance novels. She surprises herself by turning out to be a badass in the end. She rescues her sister, gets the guy, and becomes the hero of her own story. I’ve always loved that movie.

This isn’t that movie. No matter how much I think this cowboy looks like a fantasy from far away, the closer he comes to me, the scowl on his face becomes clearer. He’s not happy. I’m not exactly sure who he might be, but if I had to guess, Ace hasn’t given him the memo that I’m welcome. He slows his horse no more than fifty feet from where I’m sitting now, but his dog doesn’t stop.

His eyes flick down, and I quickly remember that I’m wearing nothing more than an oversize t-shirt, my legs and feet bare. I ball up my fists, unsure what to do with my hands as he watches me. My cheeks flush as he commands his horse to step closer. I only realize I’m holding my breath when my lungs force out an exhale.

His dark hair peeks out from the edges of a worn royal-blue baseball hat. Broad shoulders and perfect posture make it look like he was born to ride a horse. The way he carries himself is confident and rugged. My eyes wander across his strong chest, up to his chiseled jaw that hides behind thick scruff. I do more than just glance down the length of his arms to his corded forearms and white knuckles gripping the reins. I’m staring. His grip seems as tense as my entire body feels. As his eyes roam from my face to my feet and back up again, the only sounds around us are the chirps of the waking birds and the wapping of the dog’s tail in the air as its wet nose brushes a sniff along my leg.

“You lost?” are the first words the cowboy says to me. As intense as it is to have watched a man ride closer on horseback, I didn’t expect the biting tone of his question.

“At the moment, no.”

His brow furrows into a deeper scowl. My bet is he’s trying to figure out exactly who I might be. “Then what are you doing in your underwear on my property?”

His property?

I lift my chin, holding up my thumb to count off what I’m about to say with all the attitude I can muster. “First, this is Griz’s property.” I add my pointer finger. “Second, I was enjoying the quiet morning.” I drop the first two fingers and raise my middle finger all by itself. “And, third”—I pluck at the cotton hem with my other hand—“it’s a t-shirt.” I drop my voice lower, just north of a whisper, when I add, “Not underwear. Not wearing those right now.”

I don’t miss his eyes flicking down to the hem of my shirt again. He grits his teeth hard enough so that his square jawline twitches, making it look even more severe against the shadow of scruff over his cheeks and chin. As he meets my stare, I can see how much that remark tipped him over the edge from annoyance to downright pissed.

I tuck my bottom lip into my teeth, trying not to smile. I am absolutely wearing underwear. And maybe I’m an idiot for saying I’m not to a stranger, but I’m running on little to no sleep. My lack of giving a shit has me feeling more than good. Why does it feel so good to just say what I want?

His dog nudges my leg again, knocking me out of the stare-down I’ve apparently entered. I let her smell the top of my hand first before I lean down to scratch behind the pup’s floppy brown ears. “Hello there. You’re awfully sweet, aren’t you.” Her muddy paws make a mess of my blanket, but I’m sure I can wash it. I whisper loud enough for him to hear. “Much friendlier than the cowboy staring at us right now, huh?”

Running my hands down to the scruff of her neck, I read the name Julep, that’s sewn on her harness. I smile and keep scratching as she leans into it. “Julep, is he still watching us?”

“I’m going to do you a favor and be honest with you.”

I rub behind Julep’s ears and lift my eyes up to him. “I’m guessing by your charming tone that this ‘honest favor’ won’t be the kind that has me smiling or moaning afterwards?”

It takes all my energy not to slap my palm over my lips and apologize for just saying the first thing that popped into my mind. When I look up, I catch his gruff exterior crack for a moment as he clears his throat. The right side of his mouth kicks up just wide enough for the thicker patch of hair above his lip to move.

“Not interested.”

I pucker out my bottom lip. “Is that your version of being honest?”

He drags his gaze around my crouched body and lingers on my ass, that’s just barely covered from the way I’m perched in front of his dog. “I’m especially not interested in my brother’s leftovers, honey.”

What? Then it registers, that this is one of Ace’s brothers.

“Not your honey, cowboy,” I clap back as I stand back up.

This time, his chest moves and shoulders flex, amused at my response. “No cowboys around here. You’ve got horsemen and bourbon boys in Fiasco,” he says with a little Southern twang on the end. It’s just enough bravado to remind me that I’m out here pantless and he’s managed to switch on something within me that feels an awful lot like attraction. I really need to get some rest; I’m confusing insults for flirtation.

“Seems like you might have some assholes too.”

I swear his lip tilts up a little more, almost rewarding me with a smile, but his phone alarm sounds from his back pocket, leaving his reaction and my question unanswered.

When he clicks it off, he spins his hat backward, giving me one more glance before he says, “Let’s go, Julep.” The baseball hat was cute. Flipped backward, it’s hot. But if he were wearing a cowboy hat, I’d be squeezing my thighs together.

The dog barks, knocking me out of my wandering thoughts. She barks twice more at him, as if to say, I’m coming.

Me too, girl. Me too.

He lifts his reins and he lets out a short whistle, taking the horse from a dead stop to turning in a full circle. He moves past me with enough speed that my hair whips up with the wind and smacks me right across my face. I don’t focus on the fact that I never got his name. Or the fact that I never told him mine. Instead, the only thing that has my attention is this zero-gravity sensation. A stomach swoop, cheeks burning, and the speechless state I rarely find myself in.

I let out a nervous laugh. “Who the hell was that?”
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GRANT

I WANTED THIS. I wanted this so fucking badly that my jaw hurt the second I tapped it. But the body wasn’t right. It was close, but it wasn’t ready. It wasn’t the right time. I know bourbon better than I know myself sometimes. It’s in my blood—the culture of it, the details and notes of what made a batch exceptional, defines our family. I never planned to make a living off it, but there’s plenty that’s happened in my life that I never planned for.

With bourbon, there are rules. And if those rules aren’t followed, then it can’t be considered bourbon. It’s chemistry, oak, fire, and time. Chemistry is learned and manipulated. I know what it means to toast or char. And time is the only thing that feels too slow when you want to stop remembering, and too fast when you look back. Bourbon needs time, and no matter how fast or slow you want time to move, it doesn’t make a difference. Bourbon has rules. Rules keep our business moving. And rules keep people safe.

“You’re up early,” Griz says from the front porch.

I don’t tell him that I’ve been up for hours. That I went for a ride to check my bourbon, met one of Ace’s women wandering where she didn’t belong, and took a shower. A cold one at that. Hating myself the whole time, knowing I was hard thinking about that girl standing on my property in just a shirt and no underwear. A handful of rules right there I was breaking—hiding something from my family and looking at someone I had no business looking at in that way.

She looked too fucking young for him.

When I walk up closer, I see Griz leaning against the railing, barely sparing me another glance. “I should say the same about you. Or did you not go to bed yet?”

My grandfather’s mustache is so thick that it barely moves when he speaks, but I don’t need to see his mouth to know when he’s laughing. His deep drawl turns from a low hum into a barked laugh. It’s hard not to smile whenever I hear it.

He gives me a side-eye. “You know my bedtime is when the sun goes down.”

That’s a fucking lie. I came to grab a coffee before I headed into the distillery for the day, not to start word sparring with him, so I let it ride.

I grip his shoulder and squeeze. It’s the typical Foxx form of a hello and goodbye. It’s always been that way, even when we were kids. We were never overly affectionate with each other, but I’ve always known they have my back the way I have theirs.

He clears his throat before he says, “A bit of a heads-up before you go in there.”

I pause, eyebrow raised, already knowing what or who he’s going to warn me about. “He has a guest.”

My grandfather looks down at his cup of what I’m assuming is coffee, but with him, it’s never a guarantee. “I don’t know if I’d call her a guest, per se, but she might be the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen.”

I hate myself for wanting to agree. I’m being an asshole for thinking it at all.

“That’s a big statement, Griz,” I say with a wry smile. “You’ve seen a lot of girls in your day.”

Griswald Foxx is one of, if not the best, master distillers in Kentucky, but his second specialty is women. The man flirts with everyone, but it’s women who love him. It doesn’t hurt that he loves to gossip with them as much as he enjoys romancing them.

He doesn’t meet my eyes. Instead, he just smiles into his cup like he’s got an inside joke with whatever he’s drinking.

When I lean back into the doorway, looking toward the kitchen, I see her again. Her long hair trails down to the center of her back. It’s a warm copper, with a few golden blonde strands that remind me of the color that makes metal bend. She looks to the side, studying something on the wall, as her bare legs swing back and forth on either side of the barstool she’s sitting on. I wonder if she’s able to hear us from all the way out here, or if she’s in her own world. She looks innocent, but the way her mouth ran this morning, not holding back or mincing words, my guess is that she’s the kind of innocent that gets you close and then eats men for breakfast. I couldn’t stop looking at her as if I haven’t seen a woman in years–in all honesty, maybe I haven’t. I stopped looking a long time ago.

What is she still doing here?

I step back onto the porch, letting the screen door close softly, and ask, “Who is she?”

But instead of Griz answering, it’s my brother’s voice that comes from behind me as he climbs the porch steps. “A friend.”

“That so?” I bite back my smile for the many ways the word “friend” can be used.

“Can you do me a favor and not ask any questions?” He rubs the back of his neck, his tell that he’s uncomfortable. My brother doesn’t do relationships. Never has. I’ve watched plenty of women be ushered out of here in the morning, but not a single one has ever stuck around. I should leave it. Stop myself before I ask more questions and go jerk off again. But I pry anyway. “She’s a little young, don’t you think, Ace?”

Griz interrupts with another barking laugh.

I turn my head his way. “Why is that so funny?”

“You never ask about women. I haven’t seen you even do a double take at one.” He shakes his head, smiling. “Oh hell, this is going to be fun.”

I point at Griz, eyes narrowed. “Don’t start. I was only asking a question.”

But Ace doesn’t answer me, just changes the topic. “Where were you this morning? I had to open the studio house, and Julep was the only one who answered when I knocked on your door. Then she ran off.”

Shit. I need to start waking up earlier if I want to use the horses and trek out to the falls. It’s more peaceful than the ATVs. But I’m not ready for him to know what I’m doing out there. So I give him my usual lie. “Couldn’t sleep. I figured I’d take Tawney for a ride. Clear my head a bit.”

It’s when he asks, “Nightmares starting back up again?” that my gut sinks. Worrying him that I’m falling back into a depression instantly makes me feel like a shithead. It’s the last thing I want him to believe, when he was the one who rolled up his sleeves to help pull me out of it. He was the one who forced me to talk to someone. Made me feel like taking meds for being depressed wasn’t something to be ashamed of. Said trying something to make you feel better, a support tool to help you function, didn’t look like defeat to him. It looked like a fight. And I was always a fighter. Not in the same ways as my brothers, but we all were.

I shake my head no. And it was true, no nightmares for a long time now. “Just a lot on my mind with the new guys starting this week.” I rub at the sliver of oak that got embedded along my thumb this morning. “Plus, it’ll be too hot to ride later.” That part was true. The humidity was at an all-time high for this early in the summer. Tawney’s a good horse, but all the horses that boarded here, regardless of their typical demeanor, are much happier in their shaded paddocks in the afternoons.

“Alright.” He grips my shoulder and squeezes it once. “Lincoln and the girls are going to be here later for dinner. You coming?”

“It’s Friday night. I’ll be here.”

“You want a coffee?” He points inside, and I give him another quick shake of my head. If he doesn’t want me to ask questions, then it’s best I avoid the entire situation. I’ll never see her again anyway. That’s Ace’s pattern with the women he brings home—it isn’t often, but they’re never on repeat. For him, it keeps things light, and the ridiculous Foxx curse that Fiasco loves to gossip about at
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