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CHAPTER ONE 

 

 

Gabrie slammed on the brakes, and the creaky old Chevy stuttered to a halt. This had to be 

someone's idea of a sick joke. Or maybe she'd taken a wrong turn... 

She twisted around in her seat and fished out the handwritten directions. She'd never been to 

Darren's childhood home, but she was certain it wasn't the behemoth in front of her. 

Her eyes darted between the address she'd scribbled on the paper and the house numbers 

clearly printed on the mailbox next to the passenger window. It was definitely a match. But why 

hadn't Darren ever told her about the mansion he grew up in? 

No, this wasn't Raleigh anymore. Hampton Falls, South Carolina was far away from any big 

cities, and houses this pretty, on such big plots of land, were plantations. Gabrie's jaw dropped as 

she stared at the flaky, faded white columns that surrounded the house and framed the 

wraparound porch. Above the two-story tall beams was another level, with windows peeking out 

of the sloping, gray roof. Sure, it was missing a few shingles, but the flaws brought on by age 

didn't detract from the splendor of the home. 

Gabrie tried to imagine Darren growing up in such luxury. He'd always seemed so 

down-to-earth and fun on their dates. She frowned. Did growing up rich somehow make a person 

not fun? Ugh. She couldn't be this cynical. Maybe she'd lucked out and found a perfect, smart, 

funny, and rich boyfriend. 

And then promptly broke up with him. 

She groaned as she thought back to how stupid she'd been to let him get away, but at least it 

wasn't hopeless. This poor guy she'd let slip through her fingers was generous enough to offer 

her a place to stay when she had nowhere else to go, and she wasn't going to miss this 

opportunity. She'd regretted letting him go almost as soon as she'd done it, and now that she was 

here, at his childhood home, she wouldn't make the same mistake again. 

Filled with determination, she set the map on the seat next to her and maneuvered the old 

truck up the rocky and cracked drive to the front of the house. She didn't see any other cars 

around, but the property appeared to be endless. She had no idea how much of it belonged to 

Darren's family, but, judging by the size of the plantation, it was a lot. 



 

Gabrie stepped out of the truck and reveled in the chance to move her cramped legs even as 

the intense summer sun and humidity beat at her. She moaned at the conflicting sensations as she 

looked the house up and down once more. She had a sinking feeling that a house this old and 

dilapidated didn't have air-conditioning. 

After only a few seconds, the heat got the best of her. Even though she didn't see anyone, 

she figured there was no harm in knocking on the door. Darren told her to meet him there over 

half an hour ago, and she would've made it on time if it weren't for the miles and miles of 

construction she'd run into. 

Gabrie eyed the weathered stairs for a few moments before she took her chances. The aged 

wood creaked beneath her feet, but nothing collapsed. But old and weary was good. This was the 

reason she even had such a great opportunity. 

Her day from hell two weeks ago was the perfect example of one door closing and another 

door opening: getting laid off from her dull office job one minute and offered her dream job the 

next. While she oversaw the renovations on Darren's family home, she could figure out where 

she wanted to go from here. It would give her a few rent-free months to get her act together. 

It would be like a long vacation. An unplanned and mostly unpaid vacation that she was 

going to make the best of, starting with getting the one who got away back. 

She inhaled the moist air and straightened her back as she softly knocked on the peeling 

wood door. There didn't seem to be a doorbell in sight, and she had no idea whether anyone 

inside would be able to hear the knocking. After a minute of silence ticked by, she brought her 

knuckles down as hard as possible, the sound loud enough to echo on the empty porch. 

As Gabrie waited, the heat seemed to surround her and she stared longingly at her truck. It 

might not be pretty, but the A/C worked like a charm. 

With a sigh, she decided to try the door one more time. She curled her fingers into a fist, 

ready for a forceful bang, but the door swung open before her hand ever made contact. She 

managed to pull back before accidentally punching someone in the face, but the abrupt change in 

momentum sent her tottering backwards. 

Warm arms wrapped around Gabrie and pulled her up against a hard, and very bare, male 

chest. She took a deep swallow before she looked up into Darren's dark gaze. Good grief, how 

had she ever let this man go? He wore only a towel; water droplets dripped from his hair and 

right down a chiseled jaw, slightly hidden under a few days' worth of stubble. He'd always been 



 

clean-shaven when she'd known him in the city, but he could wear that stubble unlike anyone 

she'd ever known. 

"You're a sight for sore eyes," she breathed. Her heart did little somersaults in her chest at 

the sight of him. The feel of him. 

If he weren't wet, his embrace would probably have overheated her in a second, but her now 

damp shirt seemed to keep the burning away while his arms against hers, bare skin to bare skin, 

sent tingles of excitement through her. 

Yes. This is what she needed. This spark. Something to want. 

"Hey there," he said. His chest rumbled against her. "Glad I could help." 

Did he move closer? She could've sworn his lips weren't so near hers a second ago. 

But this was good. She hadn't imagined his flirtatious smile, the way his arms lingered 

around her. Besides, she had been off balance, but nowhere close to falling. This man wanted her 

as much as she wanted him, and Gabrie wasn't going to deny herself anymore. No more regrets. 

From now on, she was wild and did as she pleased, and she needed his lips on hers. 

Already feeling herself slip into the land of overthinking everything, she pulled Darren 

down to her and kissed him with all the pent-up frustration that had bubbled within her since she 

got laid off. 

Darren stiffened as her lips brushed over his and for a second, she was terrified he was going 

to push her away. Tell her there'd been a terrible misunderstanding. 

But then he relaxed in her arms, let his big palms rest on her hips and pulled her tighter 

against him. She squeaked at the force he used; a tingle of excitement raced through her. Despite 

his initial hesitation, he dove fully into the kiss. His tongue took possession of her mouth as his 

hands roamed freely over her back and ass. 

Gabrie moaned in pleasure as he curled his fingers in her hair. She clenched her shoulder 

blades in just the right way to push her breasts closer to his face. Darren took the hint to tug her 

shirt up and over her head, leaving her in a tight tank and denim shorts. He didn't bother to pull 

the tank off; instead, he pushed the low neckline and bra cup down to give his mouth immediate 

access to a nipple while he roughly palmed the other through her clothing. The sensation of the 

clothes rubbing against her sent tendrils of delight through her. 

Her eyes drifted closed about the same moment her knees gave in, but Darren caught her 

easily and lifted her into his arms as he carried her into the house. His mouth covered hers again, 



 

and Gabrie wrapped her legs around his hips. As he moved, his towel fell, and he was completely 

naked by the time he pushed her up against the wall. His hard length eagerly pressed against the 

fabric of her shorts. 

Her head fell back as she let out a groan. When was the last time she'd had a man between 

her legs? Hell, she hadn't even had time to get out her battery-operated boyfriend in months. This 

was probably the best idea she'd had in forever. 

Darren bit exactly the right spot on her neck and she jerked as the electricity reverberated 

through her body. Encouraged by this rough, wild side of Darren she'd never seen before, she 

leaned forward and nipped at his shoulder, reveling in his responding grunt. His fingers fisted in 

her ponytail and angled her exactly the right way for his powerful, possessive kiss. 

He was just gentle enough that the sharp tug didn't hurt, but the force he used spoke to her in 

some strange, animalistic way. He kissed her as if he owned her, but she gave as good as she got: 

she pulled him in closer and rubbed against him in a rhythm as old as time. 

He ripped away from her. His dark eyes raked over her heaving chest. Filled with the 

confidence only really great foreplay could bring on, Gabrie pulled off the tank and bra in one 

smooth move. The motion caused her to rock more fully against Darren's rock-hard cock pressed 

up against where she wanted it the most. 

He leaned forward, one palm flat against the wall while the other curled around her neck 

before it slowly trailed down between the valley of her breasts and then lower. In one quick 

move, he had her shorts unbuttoned. His eyes roamed over her stomach and breasts, each rosy 

peak begging for more attention, before he met her gaze. 

Gabrie almost forgot how to breathe. Darren had always been beautiful, but to see him look 

at her with so much need, so much desire, it had to be the sexiest thing she'd ever seen. 

"You're like a wet dream come to life," he whispered. 

The corner of her mouth hooked up. "I thought you were the wet one." She motioned to the 

discarded towel with a tilt of her head. 

He swooped down for a quick kiss, and as Gabrie felt herself float away again on the wave 

of desire, he lifted her an inch higher against the wall, leaving just enough room between them 

for him to move a hand between her thighs, and two fingers slid into her moist heat with no 

problem. 

"Definitely not the only wet one," he whispered into her ear as his fingers moved in and out 



 

of her core. His thumb brushed against her clit every few strokes and sent her into a tailspin of 

pleasure. 

He seemed to read her body like a map, knowing exactly when to speed up or slow down. 

As his fingers moved faster and faster, the delicate torture of her clit sent her over the edge. She 

held onto him as tightly as possible as her mind seemed to shatter into a million pieces. 

Gabrie's body went limp as she tried to catch her breath, but Darren wasn't finished with her 

yet. He gently set her shaky feet on the hardwood floor long enough for him to push her shorts 

off her hips. A second later, she was back in his arms and staring into those black, desire-filled 

eyes. 

"Are you safe?" he asked, the desire taking a back burner to the serious question. 

Her brow crinkled. "Of course. I'm on the pill." It wasn't that strange of a question, she told 

herself. It had been over a year since they'd seen each other, let alone been together. In fact, it 

was stupid that she didn't ask— 

He slid into her in one powerful thrust. The force of it slammed her against the wall, which 

was now warm from their earlier play. Her limp muscles were awakened with this second wave 

of sensations and she held onto him tighter, urged him to go farther, deeper. His hands gripped 

her ass, held her steady for him as he took her. The steadiness of the wall and the frantic energy 

of the man inside her threw off her equilibrium, but it didn't matter anymore. It was her and 

Darren, and for this moment, everything seemed so perfect and serene and right, and when the 

second orgasm came over her, it was almost by surprise. 

But this time Darren came with her. His fingers tightened into her flesh with almost bruising 

force as his muscles went tight beneath her palms. For a few moments, they didn't move, content 

to revel in the ecstasy of what they'd just shared. 

Gabrie leaned her head against Darren's as the room slowly came into focus. It was a living 

area right off the entryway, decorated in outdated, but still functional, sofas and tables from the 

seventies. 

Mentally, Gabrie considered different restoration ideas. Dated furniture might work in a 

home with this much history, but it had to be from the right era. Also, considering most 

plantations were built off the backs of slaves, maybe it was better to give it a modern touch. 

"You okay there?" Darren stepped back enough to allow her feet to unwrap from around him 

and touch the ground. 



 

"Yeah," she murmured. Despite the heat, a little shiver snaked through her. Being 

spontaneous and in the moment was one thing, but how was she supposed to deal with the 

minutes after? Though she'd probably feel better if she weren't completely naked, but Darren 

didn't seem to have any qualms about his own nude body. 

He bent to pick up the discarded towel and Gabrie took a moment to appreciate the view of 

his muscular thighs and buttocks as his muscles flexed and tensed with the movement. Hmmm, 

the last year had been good to the man. He'd always been a gym rat, and the first and only man 

she'd been with who had a six-pack, but he seemed tighter, even more fit, now. 

Maybe they should've done some catching up before fast-forwarding straight to the fucking 

up against a wall. 

Gabrie's cheeks heated at the memory. Good grief. She'd always been the type to make love 

or, at the worst, have sex. But this was different. He'd been rough and demanding, but she'd been 

as fierce as him. If sex could be that good, maybe she'd been doing it wrong. 

Or maybe he'd practiced on a lot of women in the year they'd been apart. The thought 

sobered her, and she quickly slipped on her panties, bra, and tank. She frowned as she glanced 

around the room. Where the hell did her shorts go? 

"Head's up," called Darren. 

Gabrie whipped around just in time to catch the denim bundle that came her way. "Careful," 

she said as she pulled the shorts on. 

He cocked his head as he watched her. "You sure you want to cover up so quick?" 

Her eyes widened at his offer. "You're up for round two?" 

He smirked as he padded across the room towards her. "I don't know about you, but that was 

pretty mind blowing. I wouldn't mind getting blown away again." 

She felt the blood rush to her face at the implication and she let out a nervous laugh. "I, 

um—" 

Darren pressed a soft kiss to her forehead, so at odds from the primal way they'd gone at 

each other moments before. "I'm messing with you," he said. "Why don't I get dressed and then 

we can talk without you turning red as a beet?" 

Ugh, she probably blushed even more now. "That might be a good idea," she mumbled. 

He let out a little laugh before he turned away. She considered waiting for him to come 

back, but as soon as he was out of sight, she rushed to catch up. This was going to be her home 



 

for the next few months, so she wanted to get a good look at what needed to be done. 

And if she happened to get a nice view of Darren's ass while doing it, well, that was the 

cherry on top. 

He strode up the stairs and down a long hallway decorated with faded floral wallpaper, with 

coloration marks where pictures had once hung. Gabrie was so focused on figuring out why the 

pictures would've been taken down, she lost track of the number of rooms they'd walked by. 

Darren turned into one of the last doors. The bedroom was rather plain, with one 

antique-looking dresser and a full-size bed. This room also had the floral wallpaper, but at least 

this pattern was mostly blue. 

He crouched down over the one suitcase in the room and dug out a pair of black boxers. 

"That's all you brought with you?" she asked. To be honest, she thought she'd be staying at 

the house alone, so it was jarring to see that he'd already claimed a room. Well, it was his family 

home, and if the local doctors were right, he would inherit it shortly. 

"I don't need much." He picked his jeans off the bed. 

And Gabrie thought her own paltry three suitcases in the back of her pickup was a 

depressingly small about of luggage. She supposed the mental baggage made up for the lack of 

physical. 

As he put a foot through a leg of the jeans, a few credit cards tumbled onto the floor. 

"Damn it," muttered Darren as he tried to stuff the other leg in. 

"I got it." In a flash, she'd picked the cards off the ground and handed them to Darren. As he 

reached for them, the light bounced off the engraved names and Gabrie frowned. "Who's Jack?" 

She pulled the cards closer to her. The three credit cards in her hand all said the same thing. Jack 

Cross. 

Darren snatched them out of her hand. "What do you mean? I'm Jack." 

Gabrie blinked a few times. "Huh? You're Darren." 

The change in him was instant, the easy-going attitude replaced with a stern, angry 

expression. "You came here to fuck Darren?" 

She took an unsteady step back. "This isn't funny. You know I came here to see Darren. You 

invited me here. You are Darren!" 

He clenched his jaw before he roughly pushed past her and headed out of the room. "Hate to 

break this to you, hon, but you screwed the wrong brother." 



 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 

 

Gabrie followed him out of the room and shook her head in disbelief. "This isn't funny. You 

don't just look like him. You are Darren." 

"You mean I'm identical to him," shouted "Jack" as he pounded down the steps. 

Her heart banged out an erratic rhythm against her chest. "You're full of shit! Darren doesn't 

have a twin. He would've told me!" 

He snorted. "Hon, we're not on the best terms. I don't go yapping about him to my booty 

calls, so I don't think he'd be bringing me up during pillow talk." 

"Hey!" Gabrie grabbed onto one hard bicep and twisted him around. Well, she supposed he 

was strong enough to do whatever he wanted, so he "allowed" her to twist him around. "I'm not a 

booty call. I thought you were someone I knew and trusted. You're the one jumping into the sack 

with a complete stranger, okay?" 

Jack glared down at her. "One, we weren't in the sack. We were up against that wall over 

there." He pointed for dramatic effect. "Two, maybe you shouldn't trust him. He obviously 

doesn't trust you enough to mention me. Besides, how the hell was I supposed to know you were 

here for him? He hasn't been around here for years, and you were all over me before I could even 

ask your name. Am I supposed to stop every chick who kisses me to make sure they're not there 

to molest my brother?" 

"You didn't even ask my name! If you had asked me one little, teeny question about who I 

was, I would've known you weren't you." Even as she spoke the words, all the pieces clicked into 

place. He'd asked whether she was safe. He did look subtly different from Darren, but she'd 

attributed the facial hair and different muscle tone to the time passing since she'd seen him last. 

She backed away from him; her palm covered her mouth. "I slept with a complete stranger. 

Oh my God." 

His features softened; he took a step forward and reached out a hand, but before he made 

contact, the crunching of a car coming up the driveway reverberated through the silent house. 

She looked to the screen door and back at Jack. "It's Darren," she whispered as she silently 

cursed her stupidity. 



 

Jack let out a sigh. "He's not going to be happy." 

Gabrie ran to the window just in time to see Darren climb out of the BMW and glance at her 

parked truck. "Ya think?" she bit out as Darren came up the porch. 

She pushed one of the lose strands of her long, dark hair behind her ears and smoothed her 

shirt, trying to look as un-disheveled as possible. 

"Gabriella?" Darren pushed open the screen door. 

"Hey, Darren." She tried to look normal as she smiled up at him. 

His entire body stiffened as he saw Jack at the other side of the room. "What the hell are you 

doing here?" 

"Keeping your girlfriend company." Jack stretched to his full height. Which was kind of 

ridiculous considering Darren and he were the same size. 

Oh, no. These two really hated each other. Darren, who was nice enough to offer her an 

escape when her world crumbled, hated his twin—who she just slept with. She was so going to 

hell. 

"I didn't realize you had a brother," said Gabrie as cheery as possible, trying to cut the 

tension between the two men. 

Darren's eyes darted between her and Jack. "I'm sorry. He wasn't supposed to be here." 

"I have as much right to be here as you." Jack squared his shoulders. 

"You haven't been welcome here in years." Darren stared down Jack, and all Gabrie could 

do was marvel at the resemblance between the two. Same everything. Lips, eyes, pissed-off 

expression. Jack's hair was slightly longer than Darren's short-cropped hair, and his face was 

covered in stubble; Darren was in a tailored suit and not the barest hint of a five o'clock shadow. 

Jack took a step forward and for the first time, Gabrie realized this could actually come to 

blows. "Hey, calm down. This house doesn't belong to either of you at the moment, okay? If you 

two can't handle this like adults, you're going to have to ask your father." 

Both men looked at her as though she were insane. "I don't need the old man solving my shit 

for me," said Jack. 

"I'm sorry. I guess I was under the false impression you didn't have your shit together." She 

set her hands on her hips. "Wherever could I have gotten that impression?" 

Darren crossed over to Gabrie and set a hand around her waist. "Did he bother you? If he 

said or did anything that upset you, I'll make sure you never see him again." 



 

Gabrie's eyes widened and she felt the blood drain from her face. "I, um, he didn't—" 

"I didn't touch your fucking Barbie," muttered Jack as he reached into the closet off the side 

of the entryway to pull on some black boots. 

Gabrie frowned. Between her long brown hair and ten (or twenty) extra pounds, she'd never 

once been accused of being a disproportionate doll. 

But Jack wasn't done yet. "I'll give you two time to have your little reunion, but I'm going to 

be back tonight and I'm damn well not paying for a motel in my own town." With that, he was 

out the door and strode around the house and out of sight. Gabrie still had no idea where his car 

was, so he was probably going to get it. And, theoretically, a shirt. 

"Bastard," breathed Darren as he crossed over to the window to watch his brother disappear 

around the side of the plantation. "You know he parked out of sight so he could surprise me, 

right?" 

Gabrie raised a brow. "To be honest, I don't know much about this whole thing. I didn't even 

know you had a brother." She tried to keep her tone conversational, but a slight accusing note 

slipped out. 

Darren turned to face her. "Shit, I'm sorry to get you stuck in the middle of all this. I really 

didn't expect Jack to be here." 

She bit at her bottom lip. "Your father is in the hospital. Was their relationship really so bad 

he wouldn't come to visit?" 

"Jack is...Jack." Darren rubbed the back of his neck. "He was distant as a kid and as soon as 

he got out of high school, he hit the road. I've hardly seen him in the past fifteen years." 

Gabrie shook her head. What a waste of a family. She'd give anything for a brother or sister, 

and Jack had thrown his away. "If it's a sore subject, we don't have to talk about it." Lord knew 

she didn't want to spend any more time talking about the twin she never knew existed. It would 

be best for her state of mind if she and Darren moved on. Literally, as she could see the exact 

place Jack had fucked her up against the wall, and she'd rather not be reminded of her epic 

stupidity. "We're here alone now, so why don't you give me a tour of the place and let me know 

what your ideas were." 

Darren nodded and seemed to relax a bit. "Well, you obviously found the house okay. Sorry 

I couldn't get out here like scheduled. A client called, and if I'd known how long he was going to 

rant about the IRS, I wouldn't have taken the damn call." 



 

Gabrie inwardly shuddered at the thought of his job. "It's not even tax season. Why are you 

getting urgent calls?" 

He shrugged. "He got a notice saying he owed a hell of a lot more than he paid." 

"Really?" As far as Gabrie knew, the point of paying Darren so much money was so his 

clients didn't have the IRS beating down their doors. "Does he owe it?" 

"I can only work with what they give me. If the massive auto expense he reported was for 

him purchasing a new car for his daughter's sixteenth birthday, I'd have no way of knowing that. 

But I don't want to talk about my work. Let's focus on your new job." 

Gabrie smiled. Her new job. It was hard to imagine that she could ever make this interior 

decorating thing work out, but it was the chance of a lifetime. She'd tried doing what was safe 

and secure, but after getting her business degree and working in a soul-sucking office 

environment for three years, her sudden layoff might turn out to be the best thing that ever 

happened to her. 

After nights of crying and refusing to look at the bills piling up, Darren's offer had seemed 

like a godsend: Come stay in his family home for a few months while overseeing the 

renovations. This time her career could be something she was passionate about. 

"So what was it like growing up here?" she asked. 

He slipped off his suit jacket. "Pretty normal, I suppose. It didn't seem strange to me. Went 

to school and did sports like most teens." 

Gabrie thought of how far that was from her own childhood. Bouncing from school to 

school, never knowing whether there was going to be enough food for dinner. Darren and Jack 

had more in common than they wanted to admit. Neither knew exactly how lucky they had it. 

"So has the house always been so..." 

"Neglected?" supplied Darren. 

She shrugged. "I wanted to say something a bit more delicate, but neglected works." 

He absently picked at the corner of some dusty, faded curtains. "My mother was always 

really good about getting things taken care of. She handled the lawn service and any repairs 

needed. After she was gone, Philip stopped caring. Anytime I tried to offer help, he'd tell me off 

and that was that." 

A wash of guilt came over her. Who was she to judge Darren? Even rich people had 

problems. He hadn't mentioned it much during their brief relationship, but they'd both bonded 



 

over the sudden deaths of their mothers. Gabrie's by murder and Darren's by suicide. 

"That's understandable," she said. "Are you sure he won't be pissed that I'm redoing the 

place? I mean, he's resisted it for over a decade." 

Darren's lips tightened. "It's hard to admit, but in all honesty, he's probably never coming 

home. He's been fighting the cancer for over two years and has lasted longer than anyone 

expected, considering he refused chemo. I think he only has a few weeks left at most." 

"Oh Darren." Gabrie sucked when it came to situations like this. She remembered all the 

police and social workers who tried to offer her comfort after her mother's death, but not one 

thing they said made her feel a teensy bit better. So who the hell was she to give words of 

comfort? "I know it's hard." 

He nodded, his face unreadable. "It's been a long time coming." 

She wanted to change the subject. His dying father was probably the last thing he wanted to 

talk about. Still, she did have one request. "Would it be possible for me to meet him?" 

"Why would you want to do that?" 

"It's his house I'm messing with. I'd like to know if there are any specific requests he has 

before I start making the bigger decisions." It had seemed like a good idea during the long drive 

from Raleigh to South Carolina, but now that she knew Philip was opposed to renovations, 

maybe she should avoid any possible conversations. But that didn't feel right. He wasn't dead yet, 

and this was still his house. He had a right to his own opinion. 

"I'm heading over to the hospital after this, so you're more than welcome to come with. I'm 

sure he'd enjoy conversation with a beautiful woman." Darren's thousand-watt smile came on, 

and she tried her hardest not to blush at the praise. 

She'd never been one to take a compliment well, especially not from such a handsome man. 

Even though she'd dated Darren and knew for a fact he found her attractive, somehow her brain 

still couldn't comprehend it. Probably why she'd been stupid enough to break up with Mr. Perfect 

in the first place. 

"As long as he doesn't get upset with you for inviting me to stay here," she murmured. 

"Don't worry." He took one of her hands in his big palm. "Once he meets you, he's going to 

like you just as much as I do." 

All his charm, so close to her, was almost overwhelming. He had on just the right amount of 

cologne, smelling sexy and strong at the same time. For a brief second, Gabrie allowed herself to 



 

close her eyes and take it in. Jack hadn't worn anything, instead smelling like man and sweat. 

Gabrie's eyes shot open. No comparing brothers! "I'm glad you have so much faith," she 

quickly said. "Now I'm dying to see the rest of this place." 

She pulled her hand out of his and moved past the stairs and towards what looked to be a 

sitting room, the opposite direction of where she and Jack had...gotten to know each other. 

Darren moved to walk in front of her as he explained the history of the home. "Cross Falls 

Plantation has been in our family for generations. It was originally built in the mid-1700s, but 

after a fire, it was rebuilt in 1839. We used to own about fifteen hundred acres, but over time 

plots of land have been sold off. Even so, the surrounding fifty acres are still ours." 

"Hold up," said Gabrie. "The plantation is called Cross Falls?" 

Darren snorted. "Yes. My family home has its own name. That doesn't make me seem 

horribly snobbish, does it?" 

Gabrie took in the centuries of history that surrounded her in awe. "Is that why you never 

told me this? You didn't want to appear snobbish?" 

His eyes shot to the ceiling as though he was looking for the best way to phrase his answer. 

"Words like 'plantation owner' and 'town founder' all have such strong connotations behind them. 

I don't feel like I fit those. I suppose when we first met, I didn't want you to get the wrong idea 

about me, and then there was no reason to bring it up." 

"That makes sense." She could understand wanting to keep secrets better than most, and she 

had to admit, her opinion of him was altered when she learned where he grew up. 

He led her deeper into the house. Each room was decorated in a similar style, and the 

obvious repairs needed stood out. The hardwood floors were a plus, but they were in desperate 

need of refinishing. The few rooms that had carpet hopefully had hardwood beneath them; 

otherwise, she would recommend installing the wooden floors that seemed to be all the rage. 

Ceramic or marble tile might also work, but she thought the wood would make the home 

seem more like a part of history. Marble looked so neat and clean, but this was a plantation. It 

had been burned and rebuilt and been through countless tragedies and victories. It needed a 

rustic, dirty touch, even if that rustic and dirty touch ended up looking fantastic. 

Darren took her through the outdated kitchen and the few bedrooms on the first level. As he 

headed up the stairs, he said, "I don't remember exactly, but the house has somewhere between 

twenty and twenty-five rooms." 



 

Gabrie's eyes widened. The house was big, but it didn't seem twenty-five rooms big. Then 

she remembered the tiny bedrooms and sitting room she'd seen on the first level. "Have you ever 

thought about tearing down some walls to give you some more space?" 

He looked over his shoulder as he reached the top landing. "Actually, I hadn't. What walls 

were you thinking?" 

"Oh, I don't know exactly yet. We'd need to figure out which walls even could come down 

before we decided anything drastic, but it's something to keep in mind. I'm not too sure of the 

budget either, and I'm thinking stuff like that is really expensive." 

Darren moved aside to allow her room to enter the upper level hallway. Gabrie was once 

again face to face with the pictureless walls. Now that she remembered the tragic loss of Darren's 

mother, it made more sense that the pictures would've been removed. 

"I'm not too worried about the cost. A remodel is far overdue." 

"Are you thinking about relocating the business here and moving in, or are you considering 

selling the place?" 

He sighed. "To be honest, I'm not sure if I'll have either of those options available to me. As 

you now know, Philip has two sons and one house. Neither of us can really be called a firstborn, 

so even though I was the first one out, we don't know who he's leaving anything to." 

Her brow crinkled. "I thought you said Jack has hardly seen your father." 

"True. And Philip and I have been in regular contact ever since I moved to Raleigh, but I 

can't be sure. Besides, I try not to sit around and imagine what I'll get once Philip dies. It all 

seems so...morbid." 

Gabrie nodded, but couldn't help but be confused at his words. He claimed he and his father 

had a decent relationship, but continuously referred to him as Philip. Her sixth sense told her 

there was a lot more to this family drama than he was telling her, but she didn't ask. If he wanted 

her to know, he would've told her, and it wasn't any of her business. 

"A lot of people would sit back and daydream about a house this fantastic coming to them," 

she said softly. "You're a good son." She set her hand over his, trying to offer what little comfort 

she could. She hadn't wanted anyone to touch her after her mother passed, but most people 

seemed to crave human connection in times like this. 

"I appreciate you coming out here," he said. "I'm happy to have someone here who I can talk 

to." 



 

The corner of her mouth hooked up. "You're thanking me? This is the chance of a lifetime, 

Darren. You gave me hope when I thought I was going to have nothing left to my name. I don't 

think I can say how grateful I am for all your help." 

He smiled down at her. "I can't take credit for all that. It was just good timing that you got 

fired the day I needed your help." 

She cocked her head. "Fired?" 

"Shit. Laid off. I'm sorry, Gabrie." 

She let out a laugh. "It's fine. I'm just giving you a hard time." 

"That's why I always liked you. You don't overreact to my little screw-ups." 

Honestly, she loved his little screw-ups. It made him appear so much more human. Back in 

the city, he'd seemed too perfect. Too unattainable, even though she already had him. Somehow 

he was more vulnerable on his home turf, unable to hide behind his sleek apartment and tailored 

suits anymore. 

"So what's up here? Where's your room?" 

"Come on." His fingers interlaced with hers. 

Her gaze fell on their hands as they moved down the hallway. Were they back together? It 

had seemed like such a good idea an hour ago. Back before she'd boinked the wrong brother. 

She'd already figured out that Darren had his own secrets, which he was entitled to, but if they 

were going to get back together, she'd want him to be open and honest. 

Which would include her being open and honest with him. 



 

CHAPTER THREE 

 

 

Gabrie stopped in her tracks outside the bright white hospital room as she saw Philip wasn't 

alone. Jack sat in the chair next to the window and flipped through a magazine absentmindedly. 

At least until he realized he wasn't alone. 

Jack's head jerked up; his dark eyes met hers, and for a brief moment, Gabrie was torn 

between remembering his body up against hers and reminding herself not to think about it again. 

"I didn't know you were going to be here," said Darren from behind her, breaking the spell. 

"He's my father too." Jack set the magazine down and leaned back in the chair. His 

movement implied he wasn't going anywhere anytime soon. 

For the first time, Gabrie glanced over to the frail man in the bed, surrounded by tubes and 

monitors. It was a nice sized private room, with a large TV across from the bed and a few good 

places to sit. 

Philip lay still on the bed, eyes closed. Gabrie wished she could've seen him before his 

sickness. He seemed so frail in his sleep: thinning, white hair and sunken-in cheeks. Darren had 

said he only had a few weeks at most; by the looks of him, she'd be surprised if he survived the 

next few days. Not that Gabrie knew anything about cancer. But even in his sleep, something 

about him seemed defeated. Resigned to his fate. 

"We can come back later." She took a step back. 

Philip's eyes opened and his head tilted a fraction to look in her direction. "You," he 

breathed. 

She took a deep swallow and struggled to find her voice. "Hello, Mr. Cross. I'm Gabriella 

Moss. I'm friends with your son, Darren." She could feel Jack's intense gaze on her but refused to 

look in his direction. 

"You're friends with Darren?" His tone was steadier now, not bogged down by sleep. 

"We met in the city. He helped my old boss with his taxes." 

"You're not in the city now." Philip stared so intently at her, and Gabrie couldn't figure out 

whether she had somehow offended him. 

"Um, no. Hampton Falls is a beautiful town. I hear it was named for your family?" 

The corner of his mouth twitched, and Gabrie let out a sigh of relief. Finally, she didn't feel 



 

as if he were about to tell the hospital to kick her out. A little more at ease, she shot Darren a 

"help me out" look over her shoulder. 

"Gabrie is an aspiring interior decorator. I thought it might be nice to have her fix up the 

house." 

Philip pushed himself up, and Jack rushed to his side and helped steady him. Darren 

muttered a curse from behind her before he ran around Gabrie to assist his father. She had to 

wonder whether either of the brothers actually wanted to help him, or whether they were in a 

little pissing contest to see who was the better son. 

"I don't want you messing with the house." Philip's voice was stronger than his body 

appeared. 

Gabrie tightened her lips, trying not to let her disappointment show. "But sir—" 

"I'm not dead yet and I don't want strangers wandering around my property!" 

Darren set a hand on his father's shoulder. "Philip, she's going to be respectful and take your 

wishes into cons—" 

"If she's respectful of my wishes, she'll stay the hell away." He pointed a finger in her 

direction. 

Her mouth went dry at his overwhelming objection. Of course he wouldn't want some 

stranger running around buying new curtains while he was dying. What was she thinking, 

moving out here after one phone call from a guy she'd dumped for almost no reason? This whole 

thing was a mistake, and she needed to get the hell out of Hampton Falls before she managed to 

embarrass herself any further. 

"Don't worry, Dad," said Jack in a calming voice. "No one is doing anything to the house. 

I'm going to be staying out there, so you don't have to worry about anyone destroying the place." 

Philip straightened as he turned to Jack. "You're at the house?" 

"Yep. As long as you need me to be." Jack gently pushed Philip back down. 

Darren brought a glass of water to his father's lips. "Take a drink. I didn't want you getting 

worked up over this. I promise to keep a close eye on her. She's good at what she does, I 

promise." 

Gabrie tried to keep defeat from setting in as she watched the brothers care for Philip. This 

was all her fault, and Darren was lying out of his ass when he said she was good. He had no idea 

what type of skills she had. "I should go." She took a step back. 



 

Darren looked over his shoulder at her. "Give me a minute and I'll get the car, okay?" 

"She doesn't have to go." Philip let himself fall back onto the hospital bed. 

She blinked a few times. "What?" 

"Jack will watch over you. Watch the house." 

Jack met her gaze from the other side of the bed, and her heart hammered in her chest. Share 

the house with him? What would Darren say? Goodness, if Darren knew what happened earlier 

today and thought she and Jack were going to be sleeping under the same roof, there would never 

be any chance to rekindle a damn thing. 

"She doesn't need Jack to keep an eye on anything. I'll watch her, Philip," said Darren with a 

sharp edge. 

"You're busy with work. Jack can stick around for once and do something for me. Isn't that 

right, boy?" 

A muscle ticked in Jack's jaw, but he didn't argue. "I'll stay if you want me to." 

She opened her mouth to protest, but nothing came out. Damn it. She didn't have the money 

to find a hotel or apartment while she oversaw the renovations. Her student loans had deterred 

any attempt at a savings account in the three years since she'd gotten the business degree she now 

regretted. This wasn't an opportunity she could pass up. A chance to build a portfolio for her 

interior decorating business. A way to get her foot in the door. 

And even if this didn't work out, it wouldn't be a huge loss. All she had to pay for was food 

and her auto insurance. Her severance would be more than enough to cover that while the 

plantation was being worked on. So, maybe her little mix-up that afternoon had cost her any 

chance with Darren, but at least she could salvage a career out of this mess. 

"It'll be fine," she blurted out. "Jack was a perfect gentleman when I ran into him earlier 

today, and I'm sure he can even help out with a few things around the house." 

"See? It's settled. I'd be happy to help Gabriella out around the house." Jack flashed her a 

smile and a little wink. 

She went stiff as she studied Darren. He seemed tense, but she didn't think he noticed the 

wink. She covered her eyes with her palm and rubbed at her temples. "Great! It's settled. Jack 

will stay at the house and help me out." 

She ran her hand up and through her hair, giving Darren the most calming smile she could 

manage. He might not be happy about the arrangement, but she'd convince him it was fine. 



 

Convince him she was indifferent towards his brother and the presence of a strong man would 

help when it came to the construction projects. Actually, if they did a few odd jobs together, she 

could save both the brothers money. Well, whichever one inherited the estate. 

"You two go get settled in, and Gabriella can visit me tomorrow with all of her plans of how 

to make my home splendid again," said Philip. 

"Um, sure," she said. "That sounds great." Actually, it sounded as if Philip had changed his 

tune way too quickly, but he was letting her work on Cross Falls, so she wouldn't complain. "I'm 

going to wait out here in the hall," she said as she finally had a chance to get out of the stifling 

room. It wasn't overheated, but she could feel the years of history swirl between the Cross men. 

Darren had seemed so normal back in the city. 

She leaned against the cool wall and took a few deep breaths. Sure, it had been a crazy day, 

but it would calm down. Now that Philip had accepted her and she knew there were two Darrens, 

she could straighten all this out. Just put her head down and work her ass off to make the family 

plantation fabulous. 



 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 

 

Jack set his hand on Philip's shoulder. "We're going to get Gabriella settled in and we'll be 

back tomorrow, okay?" He had no idea whether Darren planned to stay in town, but he wasn't 

about to tell Philip that. 

"You watch that girl," warned Philip. "I don't want her digging in things she shouldn't be 

digging in." 

Jack resisted the urge to roll his eyes. He'd never met a man as resistant to change as his 

father. What was he worried Gabriella would find? Philip Cross had probably never broken a law 

in his life. "I'll make sure she doesn't get into anything," he promised. 

"She'll be fine," Darren bit out from the other side of the bed. 

With a sigh, Jack moved his hand from Philip's shoulder and crossed around the bed to the 

exit. He knew he should be there for his father in his time of need, but he hated it there. The 

smell. The feel. Everything around him just made him all too aware of the pending loss. 

Philip wasn't supposed to go out like this. He was a fighter. One of the strongest men Jack 

had ever known. Sure, they'd fought like crazy when Jack still lived there, but that almost made 

it worse. He'd come back to town and expected to look dispassionately down on Philip during his 

last days. But as soon as he saw the frail man who appeared two decades older than he should 

look surrounded by white hospital sheets, he knew he couldn't hold onto that anger anymore. 

And that pissed him off in a whole different way. He'd wanted to win. To find a good girl 

and settle down. Show up in a few years with a kid on one arm and a smoking hot bride on the 

other. A way to show Philip that he could succeed without any help. 

But there was no winning in this. No respect in cancer. 

"Call me if you need anything." Darren moved towards the exit too. 

Jack walked into the hall before Darren got too close and came face to face with Gabriella. 

His breath caught in his throat at her wide-eyed surprise at almost running into him. She had 

that same shocked look on her face every time she looked at him. At least since she found out 

who he really was. 

He didn't know whether he wanted to laugh or scream at that. A walking wet dream knocked 

on his door, gave him some of the best sex of his life, only to tell him she had the wrong brother. 



 

Just his fucking luck. 

"Excuse me." He moved out of her way. Maybe he should cut the formality shit considering 

they were going to be roomies for the next few weeks, but he felt as though he should put as 

much distance between them as possible. 

It was too easy to slink back to the memories of what her breasts looked like when freed 

from the confines of her shirt. What her naked body felt like pressed up against him. What she 

sounded like when she came. 

Distance. This called for as much distance as possible. "You two have a nice...whatever the 

hell you're doing. I'll see you back at the house." He strode down the hallway and out of sight 

before he could hear their replies. 

As soon as he was free from the stifling grip of the hospital, he took in a deep gulp of air. He 

hadn't imagined this would be so hard. He hadn't seen Philip in ten years. Why was the thought 

of losing him forever suddenly so suffocating? 

Maybe it wouldn't be so bad having Gabriella in the house. She might be a bit too sexy for 

her own good, but he could use a distraction. Besides, Darren liked her, and that was all the more 

reason to ruffle her feathers a bit. 

He smiled to himself as he slid behind the wheel of the old Crown Victoria and started the 

engine. Even on his worst days, thoughts of messing with the perfect twin gave him a twinge of 

joy. 

But at the moment, the grumble in his stomach was more pressing than the petty games he 

liked to play with Darren. He glanced at the clock on his dash. At three, it was too early for 

dinner and too late for lunch. 

He thought about grabbing some fast food, but then remembered that he didn't have 

anywhere to be but at the house, and that was where Gabriella and Darren would be. As much as 

he liked to imagine fucking with Darren's head, he didn't have the mental stamina for those mind 

games at the moment. Instead, he turned the opposite direction and into town. He could sit down 

at Jim's Tavern, nurse a few beers, maybe meet some girls who had no idea who he or Darren 

were, and then he could head back home. 



 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 

 

Gabrie looked out at Darren as he pulled his bag out of the trunk. "Is it really that serious?" 

she asked. 

"I'm so sorry about this." He shut the trunk. 

She climbed out of the passenger seat, hyperaware of the busy airport drop-off. "If it's an 

emergency, it's an emergency. I know people take their taxes seriously." She kind of wanted to 

laugh at the idea of someone being so worried about their impending bill that they paid their 

CPA to fly back on the drop of a hat, but she kept her amusement to herself. Darren probably 

wouldn't find the idea quite so entertaining. 

He set his suitcase on the curb. "This sucks," he muttered. 

"I can't believe they're making you fly back today. Are you sure you don't want to drive 

back?" 

"In the time it will take to drive, my plane would've landed and I can be neck deep in old tax 

returns. Besides, I can sleep on the plane and pull an all nighter. Hopefully I'll be back within 

two days." 

Gabrie tried to keep her smile supportive. At least the client was paying the travel costs, but 

it was horrible that Darren was being pulled away when his father needed him. 

Darren set his hands on her arms. "But I'm just a phone call away, okay? If you have any 

questions about Cross Falls at all, or if Jack does even the smallest annoying thing, you call me, 

and I'll get him out of there." 

She shook her head. "Really, Darren. I'll be fine. Jack might be annoying, but I've handled 

annoying before. I'm going to keep busy and stick to the opposite side of the house. Lord knows 

it's big enough for two people." 

He ran his hands down her arms. The touch sent a bolt of warmth through her. It was such a 

gentle and calming touch. A small sign that he wanted to comfort her. It was a shame he was 

leaving, but she would appreciate a few days to herself. Well, mostly to herself. 

Maybe in three days she would be ready to forget about her humiliating encounter with Jack 

and think about moving on with Darren, like she'd planned. 

"I hope you like it here," he said softly. "It's a great town." 



 

He inched closer and Gabrie held her breath. The sun hit him just right; the flecks of gold in 

his dark eyes seemed to glow and drew her deeper into his spell. "I already like it here," she 

whispered. 

"I really hate to leave you." 

Gabrie intertwined her fingers in his. "You'll be back," she said. "I'm living in your house, 

remember?" 

He smiled down at her. "You'd better be." With that, he closed the distance between them 

and covered her mouth with his. 

She leaned into the kiss, not caring who stared. His hand held hers tighter while her free arm 

wrapped around him to hold him against her. For a brief moment, his tongue brushed against 

hers, but just like that, it was over. He pulled away; his chest rose and fell as he took in deep 

breaths. 

"Fuck," he muttered. 

She let out a laugh. "Yeah." Darren leaving really was for the best. A few more kisses like 

that and she'd be stripping him naked in the nearest bedroom they could find. As much fun as it 

sounded, she drew the line at sleeping with two men on the same day. A rule she'd firmly 

established as of thirty seconds ago. 

"Go," she said. "Save your clients lots of money and come back, okay?" 

He nodded and took a few steps back. "Yeah. Remember, call me if he does anything. If he 

burps too loud, I want to know about it, okay?" 

"Don't worry about me!" she shouted as he moved farther and farther away. 

In a few seconds, he'd disappeared into Charleston International Airport. Gabrie fiddled with 

the keys as she turned to look at the unfamiliar BMW. Darren did like to ride in luxury. She 

wasn't even sure she was capable of driving an automatic. It had been so long since she'd driven 

anything besides her fifteen-year-old truck. But Darren insisted she drive it. He said he'd rather 

have it with her than getting dinged up in an airport parking lot. Apparently he had more faith in 

Gabrie's driving skills than she did. 

After a few minutes of fiddling with the mirrors and seats, she was back on the road and 

headed towards Hampton Falls. The forty-five minute drive was strange in the high-end car. It 

almost felt as though she wasn't driving, especially once she set the cruise control. She didn't like 

it. When she was going seventy miles an hour down a road, she wanted it to feel like she was 



 

going seventy miles an hour. 

Not like she'd just sat down to watch her favorite sitcom. 

Maybe it was the jealousy speaking, though. She'd never been able to afford a vehicle like 

this and probably never would. Well, she could marry Darren and get it that way. 

She shuddered at the thought. Marrying a man for money. Knowing she was one divorce 

away from being on the streets. No. Hell would freeze over before she ever put herself in that 

position. 

Now, if she just happened to fall in love with a rich CPA...that was another story. 

Once she was back in town, she studied the line of restaurant options. It looked as though 

her choices were fast food or...more fast food. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a 

mom-and-pop restaurant, but the closer she got, the more crowded the parking lot appeared. She 

didn't want to be the only one eating alone in a family place. 

By this point, she was close to the end of Main Street. She sighed and pulled into the next lot 

to turn around, but the Open sign on the nondescript building caught her attention. She glanced at 

the sign. Jim's Tavern. Probably wouldn't have amazing food, but it wouldn't be crowded with 

townsfolk who wanted to know who the stranger was. By the looks of the empty parking lot, 

there wouldn't be more than one or two patrons. Satisfied with her restaurant choice, Gabrie 

pulled into a parking spot and hopped out of the car. 

She pushed open the door and got her first good look at the bar. It was rather depressing at 

the moment, but that was mainly due to the quiet daytime music playing and lack of customers. 

The glossed, wooden tables were in good condition, and the floor was worn enough to show that 

the bar had seen plenty of crowded Saturday nights. 

However, the Tuesday early dinner crowd wasn't exactly hopping. The bartender nodded a 

greeting to her as he continued to rearrange the bottles, but the other three guests she saw ignored 

her. 

Gabrie headed towards a booth in the back. Hopefully she could eat in peace before trying to 

get into the plantation as discreetly as possible. 

As she waited for the waitress to come over, she pulled out the e-reader she carried 

everywhere in her purse. It had always been hard to make friends with all the moving she'd done 

as a child, so she and her book collection had an extra special connection. The ability to store all 

her books online, and never have to leave any behind ever again, was a luxury she didn't take 



 

lightly. 

Just as she pulled her book up, the waitress walked over. The woman wore tight jeans and a 

low-cut black t-shirt. As she walked, she fished out a pen and pad of paper from the black apron 

wrapped around her waist. 

"Hey hon, how you doin'?" asked the pretty blonde as she looked from her pad to Gabrie. 

Her eyes widened in shock. "Holy shit! When did you get back in town?" 

Gabrie blinked a few times. "What?" 

"You're Lily's daughter, right? God, I haven't seen her in ages. How's your mama? Where is 

she at these days?" 

Gabrie studied the waitress and searched her memories. Her nametag said Penny, but that 

didn't ring a bell. She was older, probably was close to her mom's age. "Um," she muttered. 

"Mom passed away a few years ago. Car accident." The lie came easily. Not many people asked 

about Lily Moss, but telling people she was murdered always raised questions Gabrie just didn't 

have the patience for. 

"Oh my gosh! That's horrible." Penny's hands pressed to her heart. 

Gabrie tried to imagine Penny's reaction if she'd told the truth. To most, murder was 

something that only happened in the endless crime shows on television these days. Not 

something that happened to people they knew. "Yeah. It was sudden. How are you, though? It's 

been forever!" She had no problem pretending to remember the waitress if they could get the 

subject off Lily. 

"You know." She gestured to her surroundings. "Same shit, different job. Though I have to 

admit cleanin' tables is better than cleanin' toilets. And when it gets busy, I can make a lot on 

tips." 

"I bet." Penny was the kind of pretty that would do well at a bar. She had the friendly 

attitude that would get the girls to like her and boobs big enough to get her noticed no matter 

how high necked her shirt was. 

"That's such a shame about your mama, though. She was one of the good ones." 

Gabrie's stomach churned, and emotions she tried her damndest not to feel bubbled up. "I 

know," she breathed. Suddenly she wasn't quite as hungry anymore. 

"Hell, I didn't mean to bring up all this. Did you need a minute to look at the menu?" asked 

Penny. 



 

She shook her head. "No. I'll just take some fries." 

Concern marred Penny's face. "Are you sure that's it?" 

"Yeah. Fries and an entire bottle of ketchup." 

Penny let out a laugh. "Coming right up. What did you want to drink with that?" 

"Water's fine." She didn't need any alcohol in her system. After her exhausting day, she just 

wanted to find a spare bed at the house and sleep until this crazy day was behind her. 

"I'll have that out for you in a jiffy." Penny jotted something down on her pad and sauntered 

back to the kitchen. Gabrie sighed and leaned back, dropping the e-reader next to her. She 

wouldn't be able to focus on reading now. Not with memories of her mother so fresh in her mind. 

Even so, she couldn't picture Penny in those thoughts. 

"You can't get enough of me," said a familiar, masculine voice from behind her. 

Gabrie twisted around, eyes going wide. "What the hell are you doing here?" 

Jack smirked as he walked around the booth and slipped into the seat across from her. "I'm 

avoiding you. What the hell are you doing here?" 

"Trying to have a peaceful lunch and failing miserably." She slouched down in her seat. 

He raised a thick brow. "Where's my brother? He didn't seem like he wanted me anywhere 

near you without a bodyguard present." 

"Darren got called back to work. Apparently a rich person's money was in trouble." She tried 

to keep the sardonic note out of her voice, but she could tell from Jack's widening grin that he 

picked up on it. 

"Did you two have romantic plans for tonight?" Jack leaned forward in his seat. 

She tilted her head as she studied his reaction. Was that a hint of jealousy? He couldn't be 

that into her. Besides, he'd already had the milk free so he probably wasn't interested in dating 

the cow. Great. Now she was being turned into a tug-of-war toy in their petty family feud. "We 

didn't have firm plans, but I was looking forward to catching up with him." 

His eyes narrowed. "Catching up? I thought you were together." 

"We were. We dated for a few months last year, but things ended. I was in a rough spot last 

week, and he offered to let me come out here and work on Cross Falls as a favor to him and a 

way to build my interior decorating portfolio." She held her breath and waited for a snort of 

disbelief or laughter at her silly dream. 

But Jack didn't seem surprised at her lofty ambitions. "So what were you doing before?" 



 

"What I was supposed to do. I got a business degree, because there are always business jobs. 

I got an office with a cube and coworkers who participated in bake sales and went drinking on 

the weekends. I did everything right." 

"And you hated it," he said with a knowing grin. 

"So much. I have no idea why. My mom always lived from paycheck to paycheck, and I 

couldn't stand it. This was my ticket to security, and I felt like I was in hell." She studied Jack for 

any sign of judgment, but all she saw were understanding eyes. As though he knew. 

"Don't most people feel that way in those cubicle jobs?" 

She shook her head. "Everyone I worked with seemed so...happy. Content." They all had 

families and kids to keep them going. Something to go home to. All Gabrie had was her small, 

lonely apartment. Between having a mediocre job and mediocre life, it was all too much for her. 

"So...what? You up and quit when Darren called you?" 

She snorted. "No. I probably wouldn't have agreed if I still had a job. My boss was arrested 

for insider trading and the entire accounting department was let go. I was unemployed and 

applying for thousands of jobs I didn't want when I got that call from Darren. It was the perfect 

chance. He'd read about the scandal in the paper and knew I might need help. So I'm doing the 

work for free in exchange for a place to stay while I figure things out." 

"That's Darren. Guardian angel," said Jack, the bitterness evident in the words. 

"What's up with you two? What could he have possibly done to piss you off so much?" She 

held her breath, waiting to see whether he would answer or tell her to put her foot in her mouth. 

Jack shrugged. "Honestly? Nothing much. He's just a dick." 

Gabrie squinted and cocked her head. "How can you say he hasn't done anything and still 

call him a dick?" 

He shrugged. "It's true. Maybe part of it's jealousy. Dad always seemed to coddle Darren. If 

I got an A, I'd get a pat on the back. If Darren got an A, we'd all go out for a celebratory dinner. I 

made the football team, no big deal. Darren joins lacrosse, and Dad's suddenly at every game." 

"That sounds like you should be more upset with your father." 

He laughed. "Oh, trust me. I'm still well and pissed off at the old man. But Darren never did 

a damn thing to discourage it. He'd give me a look every time Dad would show him favoritism. 

Kind of rubbing salt in the wound." 

"So why come back? Darren made it seem like you hadn't seen your father in years." 



 

"He's still my dad. He's dying. It only seemed right. I'm between jobs at the moment, so I 

figured I should at least pop in for one last visit." 

Gabrie ran the paper napkin between her fingers as she listened. "You make it sound so 

casual." 

"It was supposed to be. Pop in, say goodbye, get out. Just didn't work out like that." 

Gabrie felt herself soften towards him. The idea of anyone walking away from family drove 

her nuts, but at least he was there for his father now. In what would probably be their last few 

moments together. "It's good that you didn't let your anger stay with you." 

He met her eyes and started to say something. 

"Oh my goodness, it's a mini reunion!" 

Gabrie and Jack both jerked at the sudden intrusion as Penny set down a beer and Gabrie's 

fries. "I didn't realize you two were friends. That's so funny!" 

Jack looked between Penny and Gabrie with a bemused expression. 

"Penny and my mom used to work together," supplied Gabrie, pretending she knew exactly 

what was going on. 

"Jack, you didn't know? This is Lily's daughter! How long have y'all been friends? I didn't 

realize you kept in touch with anyone from here. You were so young when your mom packed up 

and left." 

Gabrie felt the blood rush from her face as she stared at Jack. "You knew my mom?" She 

tried to break through the brick wall of her memories. Looked for some sort of mental picture, 

anything to make sense of Penny's words. 

"Probably not well. Jack was too busy being a teen hellion. But we ran into him a few times 

when we were takin' care of Cross Falls. You remember Lily, right, Jack?" 

He stared at Gabrie as if she'd grown a second head. "Yeah. You're Gabrie?" 

Her heart leapt into her throat. "Short for Gabriella." 

"Shit. Yeah, I knew your mom. She was a nice lady. Didn't talk to her all that much, 

though." 

Penny looked at the two of them, suddenly realizing what she'd brought up. "I'm gonna let 

you two talk." 

Gabrie brought a hand to her forehead. Penny said take care of the house. Lily had probably 

been a maid at the old plantation. She'd worked hundreds of those under-the-table jobs, and it 



 

was easy for them to blur together in Gabrie's mind. How young had she been? They'd lived in 

the city by the time Gabrie entered high school, so it must've been before that. 

"I can't believe you knew my mom," she said. And if Jack knew her, that meant... 

"You didn't know Darren knew her either?" 

She blinked a few times. "This has to be some sort of big coincidence." 

Jack raised a brow. "I'm telling you. Darren's evil." 

"Come on. It's not like you knew who I was." 

"Think about it. Did you ask him out first or did he ask you out?" 

She narrowed her eyes. What was he getting at? Darren had sought her out for some reason? 

"For your information, I asked him out. I thought he was hot, and I am not afraid of getting 

turned down." 

Jack snorted. "Please. Like you get turned down." 

She was torn between being flattered and offended. She'd been proud of her ballsy spirit. 

She didn't need Jack dismissing it as hot girl privilege. "I'm not exactly a supermodel," she said 

weakly. 

"You know you're hot. You can't even pretend to be modest." 

"Beauty is relative," was all she said. Looks weren't her favorite subject. She looked so 

much like her mother, and she had been told countless times how pretty or special-looking she 

was. But looking good had brought her mother nothing but trouble, and living in the city 

surrounded by gorgeous women made Gabrie realize exactly how common pretty women were. 

"Besides. We were talking about my mom. How did you know her?" 

He shrugged. "I really didn't. She came by twice a week with Penny to clean up. In all 

honesty, I was way more interested in Penny, and when a teen sees a hot chick, he doesn't pay 

attention to much else." 

She frowned. "What? You didn't think my mom was hot?" 

The corner of his mouth hooked up. "One, that's a weird point to get hung up on. And two, 

she wasn't the one banging me after football practice." 

Gabrie's eyes practically bulged out of her head. "You two?" she whispered. 

A cocky grin formed. "Yep. She took my innocence." 

Gabrie looked back at Penny and tried to guess her age. Darren and Jack were twins, so that 

would put Jack at thirty-five, but Penny had to be at least fifty. "That couldn't have been legal." 



 

"Honey, that's what made it fun." 

She shook her head at his brazen comments. 

"Come on, don't act so prudish. You and my brother probably had some kinky times." 

"I don't think we should talk about that." Gabrie felt the heat of a blush creep up her neck. 

"Seriously, I've never had the opportunity to talk to someone who's done us both." 

She slammed her hand down on the table. "I swear to God—" 

He held up a hand in surrender. "I'm not trying to embarrass you. Promise. I'm just curious 

about how we...stack up." 

"You actually think I'm going to answer that?" 

"It's an honest question. Who's better in bed? Or, should I say, up against a wall?" 

Her cheeks felt as if they were on fire, and she was probably beet red at this point. "You 

were both good," she muttered. 

"No," said Jack. "We can't be equally good." 

"Of course you can be equally good! You're practically the same person." She gestured 

towards him with a fry. 

"I believe two guys can be equally bad, but not equally good. Come on. If it's bad news, I 

can take it." 

Gabrie covered her head with her hands, utterly mortified at the corner she found herself in. 

She could leave, but Penny would notice, and the last thing she needed was her temporary town 

gossiping about her and Jack. "Fine," she muttered. "If you want the honest truth, you have very 

different styles, so it's hard to judge." 

Jack sat up straighter. "Really?" 

"Darren is, um, sweet." 

Jack threw his head back and barked out a laugh. "Sweet? Are you shitting me?" 

Gabrie threw a fry across the table and hit Jack firmly in the chest. "Don't you laugh at him. 

I'll have you know, he's the first man who ever made me..." Her mouth hung open at the 

admission she'd almost made, and Jack's smile disappeared. 

"For real? Never?" 

"I can't believe I just said that," murmured Gabrie as she took a deep swig of the beer. She 

suddenly wished Penny had brought her the damn water she'd asked for in the first place. 

"But you're so—" 



 

"For the love of God, don't finish that sentence," she bit out. 

"I'm just sayin', you deserve better." 

"Better than the slug I slept with before or better than your brother?" 

Jack took a sip of his own beer. "Only one other guy?" 

Damn it. Something about Jack had her forgetting all her protective instincts she normally 

had. Probably because he looked so much like a man she actually trusted. 

"Can we please not talk about this anymore?" She'd already told him her comparison of him 

and Darren in bed. What more could he possibly want? 

"I'm enjoying myself over here. I told you about Penny; you told me about your depressing 

sex life." 

Gabrie sputtered. "It's not depressing." 

"Whatever you say, babe. We're learning that Darren might be stalking you. That was a big 

revelation." 

She set the cold bottle against her forehead. "He's not stalking me. It's just a really, really 

strange coincidence." 

He snorted. "Sure it is. I wonder what other deep, dark secrets you have." 

Gabrie slammed the beer down on the table and leaned back, arms crossed over her chest. 

"You couldn't handle all my secrets." 

He chewed his thick bottom lip as he looked her up and down. "I have a feeling I could." 

The now familiar heat rushed through her at his intense gaze. "You really turn everything 

about sex, don't you?" 

"Hey," he said. "I didn't say anything about sex. Your mind just went there." 

She sighed. "If you say so." She dug in her pocket for a ten and set it on the table. Penny 

probably intended the beer to be free, but Gabrie felt guilty about accepting the drink when she 

didn't remember who Penny was. "I am going back to the house. Are you hanging out here for a 

while?" 

He shrugged. "I'll be around. No firm plans." 

"You don't have a job or anything?" Gabrie winced at the words. They came out harsher 

than she intended. 

"Well, not all of us can be hotshot CPAs. I had something lined up out in Texas, but I bailed 

to come here and check on Dad. Once I saw him, I decided to stick around." 



 

She fought the urge to ask him what that job was. The less time she spent around Jack, the 

better. He somehow managed to twist every conversation into a jab at his brother, or into some 

sort of sexual innuendo. 

"I'll see you around, Jack." She grabbed her stuff and left the table. She tried her damndest 

not to turn back as she reached the door, but at the last second, her neck twisted of its own 

volition, and she met Jack's gaze. The dark eyes burned into her as though he studied her every 

move. She couldn't tell whether he truly was fascinated by her or whether she was some twisted 

pawn between him and Darren. 

Either way, he wasn't the one for her. She ripped her gaze from his and pushed the door 

open and let the hot summer air push away all thoughts of the Cross brothers. 



 

CHAPTER SIX 

 

 

Jack miscalculated. He'd assumed that drinking more would make him forget about his new 

smoking hot roommate, but it seemed that with every beer, he only thought of Gabrie even more. 

Gabrie. Not Gabriella. What were the fuckin' chances that Lily's daughter and Darren 

would've hooked up? Jack didn't have a lot of memories of his old maid; he'd been serious about 

his affair with Penny. If Lily had been over, that meant Penny was over too. In which case, Jack's 

gaze was firmly fixed on Penny's ass. 

But it hadn't been a purely lustful relationship. Penny had recently gotten divorced from a 

guy who punched her more than he kissed her, and Jack had been looking for some type of outlet 

after his mom decided that taking fifty sleeping pills was better than living. There had been too 

much going on to pay attention to the innocent maid. He didn't remember ever meeting her 

daughter, but it was a small town. He'd probably run into her a few times and never noticed. 

He'd been sixteen and hadn't had time for kids. Hell, he had to have at least five years on 

Gabrie. Maybe more. It made sense that Darren wouldn't recognize her either, but it was way too 

serendipitous for Jack's tastes. 

But he'd never been good at reading Darren's intentions, and he wasn't about to try again 

now. Maybe Darren was a do-gooder who wanted to help a nice girl start over. Possibly while 

sleeping with her. 

The thought set off little alarm bells in his mind, and he washed them away with more beer. 

He craved something stronger, but didn't want to have to ask for a ride home. He'd only gotten 

back yesterday and wanted to go as long as possible without asking for a favor. 

Besides, Gabrie wasn't his to be jealous over. He should be grateful he got his one amazing 

fuck with her and leave it at that. Girl had baggage. She tried to hide it, but he had noticed her 

guarded glances and carefully worded answers. 

And Jack didn't have time for baggage. It had seemed like a good idea to mess with her and 

Darren, but now that he'd talked to her, realized they might even have a shared history, it was too 

personal. If she wanted her space, he'd give it to her. 

"Jack Cross? Motherfucker. I can't believe you're back!" 

Jack winced at the unfortunately familiar voice. "Drake," he said dryly. "It's good to be 



 

back." He twisted around on the barstool to face his high school buddy he'd never wanted to see 

again. 

Drake was a remnant from his rebellious phase during senior year. After he quit the football 

team, he hung out with the tweakers. It was hilarious to see how pissed off his prim and proper 

father got, but sometimes the reality of seeing someone inject heroin into their neck took the fun 

of rebellion away. 

Jack had gotten lucky. Extremely lucky. He'd done the drug a grand total of three times and 

somehow managed to avoid an addiction. The high was fantastic. Unlike anything he'd ever 

experienced or probably ever would experience. But seeing how desperate Drake and his circle 

of friends were, how they stopped caring about anything else except the next fix, had somehow 

managed to get Jack to keep clean. 

Not that he'd cut ties with Drake. He'd just gone from a member of the inner circle to the 

lookout. Considering all his jock friends had deserted him, he hadn't minded playing lackey to 

Drake. He had already been counting down the days to graduation. 

Now Drake was a scrawny adult. His skin, hair, and teeth were all ravaged by years of 

drugs, liquor, and indiscriminate sex, though Jack couldn't judge too harshly for the last one. 

"Long time no see," he said as unenthusiastically as possible. 

Drake didn't take the hint and plopped in the barstool next to Jack. "You're tellin' me. I heard 

the old man's about to croak. Did you come back to see if he left you anything?" 

Jack's grip tightened on the beer, and for a moment he was rather impressed it didn't break. 

"I wanted to be with him his last few days." 

"That's good of you, man." Drake roughly patted him on the back. 

Jack grimaced at the touch, but held back his curse. He probably had a good fifty pounds on 

Drake, but it wasn't worth the fight. As much satisfaction as he might get from ramming his fist 

into Drake's grimy face, Penny had filled him in on all the latest gossip. Word was, Drake wasn't 

just a user anymore. He was a dealer. 

Not the shit Jack wanted to get messed up in. 

"You make sure to give me a holler if the old man leaves you a pretty penny," said Drake. 

"Why the fuck would I do that?" snapped Jack. Still better than punching him in the face. 

"You know," he said, calm as could be. "For all that cash you owe me." 

Jack glared at him, making sure his expression told him exactly where he could shove it. "I 



 

don't owe you shit." 

"I seem to recall getting pinched right before you left town. I had a trunk full of stuff that I 

never even got to sample. Way I see it, you owe me." 

Jack opened his mouth to explicitly explain what he would do if Drake ever asked him for 

money again, but, as if on cue, five big guys strutted through the door. They each wore long 

sleeves despite the heat, and he assumed it was to cover track marks. 

If that wasn't enough to tell him they were with Drake, they clustered around Jack's stool, 

staring down with stoic expressions. 

"I see you made new friends." He tried to imagine any possible scenario he could make it 

out of a brawl with Drake's gang alive and hopefully with all his ribs still intact. 

"I'm not the only one. You've got the Moss girl stayin' with you?" 

Jack kept his face blank, not wanting to give anything away. How the hell would Drake 

know that already? "What's it to you?" 

Drake shrugged. "She's a pretty lady. I like the pretty ones." 

Jack pushed off the bar stool, slow enough to not frighten Drake's guys, but he made sure 

that stillness was threatening in its own right. He flexed, his muscles honed through years of hard 

labor showing clearly through his thin t-shirt, letting Drake know exactly who would win in a 

fair fight. 

"Whoa, man." Drake held up his hands. His men noticeably did not budge. "I'm just makin' 

friendly conversation. I hear one of my oldest buddies is back in town, I want to say hi, you 

know?" 

"Hi." Jack glared down at Drake. 

"Listen, why don't I leave you to it? I have some clients to see, and I'm sure you're a busy 

man. Later tonight, at the house, I'm hosting a dog show. You should stop by. We can talk." 

Testing the boundaries of Drake's hold, Jack took a step forward, relaxing slightly when the 

sea of Drake's guys parted for him. "If Dad bites it, you'll be the first to know," he lied as he set 

some bills on the counter and moved for the door. 

"I'd better be," shouted Drake. "'Cuz I know where you and your pretty lady live." 

Jack clenched his jaw as he pushed his way through the door. Drake was out of his mind if 

he thought he would lay even a finger on Gabrie. 



 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

 

Gabrie sighed as she set down her e-reader. The end of a good book was always bittersweet. 

She raced like hell through the suspenseful pages, but the second there was nothing left, she 

wanted to go back in time to relive the thrills. 

She leaned back on the soft recliner and tucked her legs under her as she listened to the 

crickets fill the night air with their loud, echoing chirps. She could get used to country life. 

Well, re-used to it. All day, she'd raked her mind for even the slightest memory of Hampton 

Falls, but she couldn't remember a damn thing. She remembered first moving to the city and a 

few of the small towns she'd lived in before that, but nothing specific to here. 

She'd been so young, and there had been so many moves. The burden of having a free spirit 

for a mother and no ball and chain to weigh her down. Mom had always told her that the reason 

her father wasn't around was because they were independent women and didn't need a man to 

boss them around, but she had always suspected Lily just wasn't sure who Gabrie's father was. 

From what Gabrie could tell, Lily Moss was a woman who loved sex early in her life and 

hated it by the end. 

A breeze found its way into the sunroom, and leaves blew against the screens. This room 

would be one of her first projects. It overlooked the back of the property, and the screen had 

miraculously held up through the years of neglect and protected her from the constant annoyance 

of mosquitos. The one good thing about the city was that the little bloodsuckers weren't 

everywhere. 

Or they were, but there were so many more people for them to feed from that they weren't as 

noticeable. 

But the screen acted as her shield, and the comfortable chair was perfect for reading. She 

wasn't sure she could fit the dated gold-colored fabric into the decorating scheme she'd been 

thinking of all day, but the chair was so comfortable she might look into having it refinished. 

She took a sip of her water as she closed her eyes and let the sounds of the wilderness sing 

her to sleep. Just as she started to doze off, the sound of a twig snapping vibrated through the 

darkness. She snapped to full attention, trying to see anything past the small circle formed by the 

light of the sunroom. "Who's there?" she called. 



 

The screen door screeched open and her heart leapt into her throat as Jack walked in. "Jack! 

You scared the crap out of me!" 

He stared down at her as though she were insane. "Come on. You can't claim you didn't 

know I'd be here. That excuse only works once." 

"I knew you'd be back," she snapped. "I figured you'd come in through the front door like a 

normal person, not go sneaking around the back like a stalker." 

She meant to throw out the accusation lightly, but her mind turned. How long had he been 

there? He could've been watching her in the dark for hours and she'd have no way of knowing. 

"It's my house, so I can come in whatever the hell door I want to. I guess I got used to 

coming in the back when I lived here. This door wasn't so fuckin' loud back then." 

"Oh yeah, I forgot. You were the rebel," she muttered. 

"You know it." He eyed her up and down. "Let me guess. Cheerleader? No. You're too smart 

and haughty for that. But you're pretty enough to be popular. Class president, right?" 

Gabrie shot out of her chair; the e-reader clattered to the floor and only served to make her 

more pissed off. "Shut up, Jack. You don't know a damn thing about me and the more you talk, 

the stupider you sound." 

She turned to go back inside, but he grabbed her arm. "What the hell does that mean?" 

"It means you're an idiot," she shot back. "Now let me go." 

He softened his grip, but didn't release her. "No. I'm not an idiot, and I can read people 

better than anyone I know. So why don't you tell me why that made you so pissed at me?" 

She rolled her eyes. "If you're so good at reading people, why should I tell you a thing?" 

He considered her for a moment. "Because I can't read a damn thing from you and it's 

driving me insane." 

She let out a sigh. Some of her anger dissipated. She had no idea why. He still held onto her 

as if he were a caveman with no common decency, but his words were so earnest she was 

inclined to believe him. Maybe he was just curious about her and if she told him some of her 

past, he'd leave her be. 

"I probably could've been on student council but I was never at any school long enough. 

Mom and I averaged maybe six months to a year at any place. She kept on chasing bigger and 

better jobs, but didn't have skills to do much more than waitress. Every get-rich-quick scheme 

she ever tried would backfire, each worse than the last. So usually what free time I had, I was 



 

studying my ass off so I could get scholarships or working odd jobs to get some food on the table 

when things were really bad. So there. Can you read me now?" 

Jack stared down at her, jaw tight and eyes fierce. She hadn't told her past to anyone since 

she'd had to interview for the college scholarships she'd used to get a degree she hated. As soon 

as she'd gotten on campus, she'd done everything in her power to transform into a normal 

student, without a criminal past or a murdered mom. 

And this was exactly why. Jack stared down at her as though she was different. As though 

all the shit she'd been through had contaminated her, made her separate from the rest of the 

population. 

"I told you what you wanted to know, so let me go," she said softly. 

His hand slid down her arm and gently rested over her hand. Not interlocking fingers, just 

resting skin against skin. The unexpected gentle caress sent a shiver through her and she stared at 

where he touched her. 

"You need to leave," he whispered. 

The unexpected words jolted Gabrie out of her trance. "Huh?" 

"I'm an ass, Darren is Darren, and this entire town is nothing but trouble. Get back in your 

truck and go back to the city. You're not your mom. You have skills and a job history. You can 

get another office job and never have to struggle again. But I promise you, this place is cursed." 

She opened and shut her mouth, trying to figure out how to respond. "Jack, I need this. I 

need to figure out what makes me happy, not just live with what everyone says will make me 

happy. This is my dream. Decorating homes. Making a nest. I can make everyone the perfect 

house and even get paid for it! Darren is giving me the opportunity to at least try and I'm not 

passing this up." 

Jack scowled. "What about Darren? Does he make you happy? You already dumped him 

once. What makes you think this time will be any different?" 

Gabrie stiffened at the mention of Darren. They'd kissed just hours ago. He expected to 

come back soon and have her waiting for him. And here she was kind of/not really holding hands 

with his twin. She tried to pull away, but Jack once again tightened his grip. "Do you make a 

habit of manhandling women?" she asked. 

"Tell me you think you'll be happy with him," bit out Jack. 

"Let me go," she said as firmly as possible. 



 

"No." He took a step closer, his body inches from hers. "If I let you go, you're going to run 

up to whatever room you picked and spend the rest of the night convincing yourself that Darren 

is the perfect guy for you, but I'm telling you, he's not. I might not know you well, but I know 

you well enough to see that. Why can't you?" 

She tried to look away, an act made harder by how close he was. "And who is the perfect 

guy for me? You? I barely know you and the few minutes we had together were nice, but they 

were an accident. One that I'm not going to repeat." 

He shook his head. "Haven't you been listening? Neither of us is good for you. You 

shouldn't run to your room. You should run across the country. As fast and far away from our 

shit as you can get. As soon as you think you've gone far enough, go a hundred more miles. You 

deserve better." 

She looked up at him, trying to make sense of his veiled words and warnings. What could 

possibly be so dangerous? Why would he be so adamant about Darren? 

But in the back of her mind, a tingling warning of her own went off. The faint hint of 

agreement she didn't want to feel. Because deep down, she'd had her own doubts about Darren. 

The perfect one. Perfect in bed. Perfect in a suit. Perfect job. Perfect smile. 

How was she supposed to harness all that perfection without feeling somehow inadequate? 

Jack was different. Just as beautiful as Darren, but a completely different person. He was as 

messed up as she was, only he didn't seem as desperate to be normal like Gabrie. 

She tilted her head back and looked Jack firmly in the eye. "You'd better get used to me, 

because I'm not going anywhere." 

He took a step closer. So near, she had to crane her neck to keep her eye contact. "Then I'm 

not responsible for you." 

"In case you haven't noticed, I'm a grown woman. I don't need a babysitter." 

"Good." And then he kissed her. 

The shock of his mouth against hers had her gasping for air, and Jack took full advantage; he 

slipped his tongue in as his hands smoothed around her waist and slid up her back to pull her 

fully against him. 

This is wrong, she thought even as her own mouth moved against his. Her hands wrapped 

around his neck of their own volition, as though no matter how much common sense wanted her 

to stay away from this complication, her base instincts cared only about having as much of his 



 

skin against as much of her skin as possible. 

He gripped her in a tight hug, but before she could pull herself away to question his change 

of heart, he moved backwards, pulled her with him as he tumbled into the recliner, and 

positioned her legs on either side of his. The only thing that kept them apart was the thick denim 

of his jeans and her flimsy pajama shorts. 

"Jack," she whispered. "What are you doing?" 

"What I always do," he muttered as he hooked his fingers in her shirt and pulled the garment 

up and over her head. "Exactly what I want." His eyes went dark as he took in her pink front 

clasp bra, and the skin he'd bared. He leaned forward and placed a soft kiss in the valley between 

her breasts. 

She gasped and curled her fingers in his short hair to tilt his head back. "No. Jack, this isn't 

right." 

He gripped her rear and settled her more fully over his erection. "I don't care." He went back 

to licking and kissing at the border of her bra. 

A tiny moan emerged from her lips as her body fought a war within itself: the distinct 

knowledge that she should push him away and the undeniable need to pull him closer. 

And as his callused hands rubbed over the delicate skin of her stomach and reverently 

cupped her breasts through her bra, she stopped caring. 

She let her eyes drift closed as he pushed one of the cups down. His lips closed over her 

over-sensitized nipple; his tongue stroked the fire that burned within her. Her panting gasps only 

brought them closer as his fingers found their way to the opening of her shorts and pushed their 

way past the pitiful protection of her panties. 

She expected and wanted those talented fingers to push into her, but instead they found her 

clit and all rational thought fled from her mind. "Jack, please." She didn't even know what she 

was begging for. She just knew she needed more. More of his hands on her. More of his mouth 

on her. More of him inside her. 

No. In a frantic moment of clarity, the real world crashed down on her. She pulled away 

from him. The abrupt motion messed with her center of gravity, causing her to clatter to the floor 

in an ungraceful lump. 

"Gabrie," breathed Jack. 

"No! What the hell are we doing?" She twisted around and looked for where her shirt had 



 

gone to. "What we did was a mistake, Jack. We can't go there again." 

He leaned over the side of the chair and emerged with her shirt in hand and held it out. "It 

didn't feel like a mistake to me," he whispered. 

Gabrie pulled the fabric close to her like a shield as she stood. "Darren invited me here. He's 

helping me. I'm not doing this to him." 

Jack stood too and faced her down. "Funny, I thought you were doing it to me." 

She tightened her lips as she stared at the floor, unable to meet his eyes. "I'm going 

upstairs," she murmured. Shit. She was one of those women. Juggling men...leading them on. 

How did this happen? 

"Don't bother." He stepped past her towards the door. "I'll let you have your sweet, wet 

dreams about Darren. I won't interrupt you again," he bit out as he strode out of the porch and let 

the screen slam shut behind him. 



 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

 

Jack clenched the steering wheel tighter and resisted the all-consuming urge to turn back. 

Run into a house he had much more right to than Gabrie and give her a piece of his mind. 

Explain all the reasons she should want him. She had to feel something. He'd never been so 

possessed with wanting in his life, and he'd been around some damn attractive women in his 

travels. 

Something was different about her. Something he needed, damn it. Why couldn't she see it 

too? Instead of turning back, he laid his foot on the gas. He wanted to drive until he didn't even 

know where the fuck he was, but he knew all these backwoods roads too well to ever truly be 

lost. 

The miles sped by, but nothing seemed to take him farther from the feel and taste of Gabrie. 

She'd said no. She chose Darren over him. Hell, why wouldn't she? It's not as though he had 

anything to bring to the table. A crumbling house that might not even be left to him and a job 

that took him to all corners of the country. She should've taken his advice and got the hell out. 

Before he or, even worse, Drake got to her. 

Drake. Jack's lip curled in disgust as he remembered the threats Drake had tossed around. 

Ninety pounds of coward surrounded by five bodyguards loyal only to the drugs that ran through 

their veins. What a fucking waste of space. 

Who the hell was Drake to go around tossing threats? This was Jack's town. He wasn't going 

to let anyone under his roof be threatened by that piece of shit. 

As if he'd subconsciously focused his rage on Drake the entire time, familiar lights emerged 

at the next bend in the road. He slowed the car as he drove up to Drake's childhood home. It was 

secluded, surrounded by acres of uninhabitable wetlands, but the glowing lights from the barn 

told him someone was home. 

A barn in perfect condition. Funny that Drake would have a barn since this sure as hell 

wasn't farmland. 

But the shouts of men and dog growls told Jack what the barn really was used for. 

Another wave of disgust filled him and he cracked his knuckles. He cut the engine and 

stepped out of the car to slowly approach the silent house. Drake was going to learn never to 



 

fuck with a Cross. 



 

CHAPTER NINE 

 

 

Gabrie twisted in the sleeping bag and tried to squeeze her eyes shut tight enough to block 

out the rising sun. The rational part of her mind told her she'd never fall back asleep, but she 

refused to listen. She didn't want to get up. If she opened her eyes, she'd have to face what she'd 

done. Or almost done. 

The first time with Jack was a fluke. She'd thought he was perfect, charming Darren, there to 

save her from the shambles her life was in. But after the truth became evident, she'd lost all 

excuses. 

She replayed the kiss from last night in her head. He'd told her to leave. He'd offered her a 

chance to turn away, but she didn't. She'd kissed him back and pulled him closer. God, she was 

such an idiot. 

She'd never be able to look Darren in the eye again. Jack either, for that matter. 

Nope. She wasn't dealing with any of this today. She nestled deeper in the sleeping bag. 

Maybe she would wash the ancient sheets on the bed and sketch up a few plans, but she was not 

confronting either of the Cross brothers, even if her life depended on it. 

The blaring doorbell rang throughout the old home and Gabrie shot up. She scanned her 

memory for any mention of someone who was supposed to stop by, but couldn't think of anyone. 

The only people she expected at the house were Darren and Jack, and neither of them would ring 

the bell. 

She wiggled free of the bed, suddenly grateful she'd slept in her full pajama pants and a bra 

beneath her shirt. From now on, as long as she shared the same house as Jack, she would wear as 

many layers as possible, no matter how hot it got under the summer sun. 

The doorbell rang again and she pushed her fingers through her thick hair as she padded into 

the hallway and down the stairs. As she reached the front landing, the guest bypassed the bell 

and went straight for pounding on the wooden door. The house practically vibrated under the 

force. 

"Hold on!" she called right as she turned the knob and swung open the door. 

Her heart thudded to a halt in her chest, or at least it felt that way. The man in front of her 

was sure handsome enough to stop a girl's heart, but that wasn't what had Gabrie on high alert. 



 

It was the police uniform he wore. 

Peephole. This house needed a peephole. She added it to her mental list as she plastered on 

what she hoped was a pleasant smile. "Officer. Hi." 

The man was well over six feet tall, and his broad shoulders filled out his uniform in a way 

that would probably make all the locals think twice about jaywalking, but his grin was all charm. 

"Sorry to bother you so early, ma'am." 

His relaxed demeanor set her at ease, and her smile became a little less fake. "It's, um, no 

problem. How can I help you, sir?" 

He cleared his throat. "Sorry, we haven't been introduced. I'm Sheriff Chris Benson." He 

held out a hand and she hesitantly met his handshake. "I didn't realize Philip had anyone besides 

the boys stayin' out here." 

His grip was warm and firm. Just like all the businessmen she'd used to work with. She 

didn't really know what she expected, but she'd never shaken a cop's hand before. "I'm a friend of 

Darren's. He asked me to help fix up the place." 

"Ahh," he said. "Don't suppose he's around?" 

Gabrie narrowed her eyes. So this wasn't a social visit. "Sorry. He got called back north for 

work yesterday. Last I heard, he was going to try to make it back into town soon. Did you want 

me to give him a call?" 

The cop shook his head, not seeming too concerned. "So you were here alone last night? 

Place like this didn't give you the creeps?" 

She took a swallow. Was he asking for an alibi? He couldn't suspect her of anything. Hell, 

he'd just said he didn't know any women were staying at the house. "Jack was with me," she 

blurted out. 

He blinked a few times with barely hidden surprise. "Is Jack around?" 

Gabrie rubbed the back of her neck as she shifted her weight to glance over the cop's 

shoulder as subtly as possible. Jack's car was nowhere in sight. "No. He ran out to get some 

errands taken care of." 

The cop nodded. "What time would you say he left this morning?" 

She straightened as she realized exactly what was happening. The cop thought Jack did 

something and was fishing for his alibi. She opened her mouth and immediately remembered 

she'd already lied. She'd inadvertently given Jack an alibi when she'd thought her own ass was on 



 

the line. Damn paranoia. It's not as though a small-town sheriff would want anything from her 

anyway. 

"I'm not exactly sure." She tried her best not to lie. 

"He probably left after sunrise though, right?" 

Breathe normally, she commanded herself. "Honestly, I was sleeping," she said. Jack was 

not her responsibility. It wasn't her place to lie for him. 

Even so, years of a "her against the cops" mentality were ingrained into Gabrie. The few 

close calls she'd had when shoplifting a snack to feed her rumbling stomach. The time she'd seen 

her mother carried away in handcuffs for doing a job so dirty it was considered illegal by all the 

upstanding citizens. 

"Well, what time would you say you went to sleep? Was Jack with you then?" 

She replayed the night in her mind. Jack had stormed off and she had retreated into her 

makeshift room, too embarrassed to show her face out in the hall. That was around eleven. He 

could've come back. He could've been gone the rest of the night. 

"We were watching movies together until one." She sighed and smiled up at the cop. "If 

that's all you wanted, I really have a full day," she said, cutting the pleasantries. She knew he 

wasn't paying a friendly visit. If Jack broke the law, that was on him. She gave him two hours of 

an alibi, but if push came to shove, she would spill the beans. 

About what, she had no idea, but she had a feeling Jack was more than capable of breaking 

the law. All the more reason for her to stay the hell away. 

The sheriff nodded, grin still in place. "Well then, I'll get out of your way, Ms...." 

"Gabrie Moss." She waited to see whether he'd ask if that was a nickname. It usually 

confused most people, but it was okay with her. It was what her mother had called her, and she 

never wanted to be called anything else. 

"Thank you for your time, Ms. Moss." He backed down the porch and headed towards his 

cruiser. "I hope you enjoy your stay in Hampton Falls." 

She silently watched as his cruiser disappeared down the long driveway as her mind raced. 

Damn Jack. This was all his fault. He had to go running off and get into trouble, somehow 

dragging her into it. 

Sure, he hadn't asked her to lie, but he'd put her in the position to be questioned by the cops. 

She pushed the door shut and leaned against the old wood. Her eyes scanned the neglected 



 

hardwood and peeling wallpaper. Her dream job was turning into her nightmare. 

Her original plan of doing laundry all day wasn't good enough. She needed to keep busy. 

Make her body so exhausted that the thought of touching Jack would hold no appeal. At least 

until Darren came back. Once he was here, she'd realize how wrong Jack was for her. She could 

focus on her future and her new career. 

After a quick shower in a bathroom that could use an update but thankfully had decent 

plumbing, and changing into shorts and a t-shirt, she hopped in her truck and headed towards 

downtown. 

She scanned the Tuesday morning streets for any sign of Jack's old Crown Victoria. If she 

thought he was within a five-mile radius, she was getting the hell out of Dodge. Once she was 

reasonably comfortable he wasn't around, she parallel parked the truck with more skill than she 

thought she possessed in front of the hardware store. 

An hour later, she came out with her haul of cleaning supplies and the tools she'd need to 

tear down thousands of square feet of wallpaper. Loading the bags and bags of items into the 

truck was rather intimidating. It was one thing to think about taking down wallpaper. She clearly 

remembered how long it had taken to tear the stuff down in the tiny city apartment she'd shared 

with her mom. This might literally take forever. 

As she walked around to climb into the front of the truck, the delectable scent of some sort 

of pastry wafted past her nose. She turned to see the bakery a few doors down. Her mouth 

watered at the smell. She hadn't eaten breakfast, and if she even did half as much work as she 

wanted to, that would burn a ton of calories. 

Screw it. She needed a muffin. Preferably one loaded with chocolate chips and that more 

closely resembled a cake than any sort of breakfast food. 

The bell clanged as she opened the door to the bakery and she realized she wasn't the only 

one with a hankering for morning sugar. A line of five people stood in front of her. A man in a 

suit, a couple of women in pretty sundresses, and a few guys who looked as though they were 

geared up for a hard day's labor. 

As she waited for the line to go down, Gabrie let her mind wander. She was in the South 

now. She really should invest in a nice sundress or two. Not that she had any reason to wear one. 

Most of her time would be spent getting down and dirty at Cross Falls. 

Maybe she could keep an eye out for a good deal, though. Those sorts of dresses never really 



 

went out of style, and she'd probably need a nice one at some point. As the person in front of her 

went up to order, Gabrie fished some crumpled singles out of her pocket and squinted to read the 

price of a muffin. 

Out of the corner of her eye, she realized the man in the suit was still there. In fact, he 

looked right at her. She tried not to pay attention. She knew how this worked. She was the 

newbie in an old town. Everyone knew everyone else, and she was the outsider. It would take 

time for the stares to go down. 

She quickly said her order, and, because she wasn't getting any coffee, it only took seconds 

for the girl behind the counter to bag her muffin and hand Gabrie her change. She muttered a 

quick thanks and turned to leave. As she crossed to the door, she realized the suited man was still 

there and held the door open for her. 

"Thanks," she said as she quickly swooped by and out onto the street. 

"Ma'am," he called from behind her. 

She stopped and smiled at him. "Yep?" 

He let the bakery door shut and moved into the shade. He didn't look like the small-town 

type. For one, his suit would start to cook him alive once the temperatures hit the nineties in 

about half an hour. Considering the wrinkles around his eyes, she figured he was old enough to 

know how hot suits could be in the summer. He probably cared more about looking professional. 

Yet another reason Gabrie never wanted to work in business again. 

"I'm sorry, but I can't place your face and I know most people around here." 

She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. The other good thing about the city was that people 

didn't stop her in the middle of the street to ask who she was. "I'm staying at Cross Falls for a 

little bit." She worked to keep the smile on her face. 

He nodded. "Gabriella Moss?" 

Her smile dropped. "You know me?" 

"I'm Robert Carson. I am Philip Cross's lawyer." 

Oh crap. He couldn't be suing her, could he? "Listen, Philip didn't seem happy about getting 

the place redone, but I offered to leave! He said it was okay as long as Jack was there to make 

sure I didn't do anything stupid." 

Robert's lips tightened. "Ms. Moss, I suggest you get a hotel room for the next week or two." 

She rubbed her temples, wishing more than anything that she could bite into her massive 



 

muffin. "If he really has a problem with it, I'm sure I can work something out." As much as it 

pained her to give up on the beautiful antique of a home, she wasn't about to stress out a dying 

man by going against his wishes. 

"I don't think you understand. This isn't about you decorating Cross Falls." 

She cocked her head. "Then why would I possibly want to stay at a hotel?" 

He took a few steps closer. "I think you should know. I talked to Philip last night and he 

made a drastic change to his will." 

"Okay. Why are you telling me this?" 

"Because he named you his sole beneficiary. The house, his investments, his funds, 

everything is going to you." 

Gabrie felt as though the world spun at twice the normal speed. "What?" she squeaked out. 

"I don't think you should be living with the boys when they find out. They've always seemed 

like decent enough kids, but money makes people do strange things. Especially money they feel 

entitled to." 

She shook her head. "They should feel entitled to it! Why the hell would he leave me a 

damn penny? He practically threw me out of the room yesterday!" Her heart beat out a frantic 

rhythm as she looked around, half expecting a camera crew to jump out and yell "got you!" 

"Ms. Moss, trust me. He was adamant that everything go to you, and he refused to tell me 

why. But I've seen families get torn apart over inheritance disputes. I think you should strongly 

consider finding somewhere else to stay." 

Gabrie covered her mouth with a hand as her mind raced. If she left, Darren would know 

something was up. But she had no idea who this dude even was. He could be the town drunk 

who decided to have some fun with the new girl in town. 

Looking down at his recently shined loafers, Gabrie discredited the town drunk theory. Still 

didn't make him a lawyer. 

But what if he was? Darren wouldn't be upset. At least she didn't think he would be. He had 

a high-paying job and investments of his own, and even admitted he had no idea whether Philip 

was leaving him the house. 

Jack, on the other hand... Gabrie had no clue what he expected. He and Philip hadn't been on 

good terms, but it didn't seem as if Jack had much in the way of finances. Not if his car and 

nomadic nature were any indication. What if he was counting on his inheritance? 



 

The loud clanging of a truck turning down Main Street pulled her from her tumbling 

thoughts. Gabrie backed away from the supposed lawyer. "Thank you for the heads-up. I'll keep 

your advice in mind." 

She turned just in time to see the truck brake at the stop sign across from her car. The tow 

truck had seen better days, but was still better off than the unlucky son of a bitch whose car was 

hauled behind it. 

Gabrie let out a sigh as she waited for the truck to move on so she could cross the street and 

see how many bites it took to get to the center of a muffin. Her plan was the same. Get back to 

the house and scrape the damn wallpaper off until she was too tired to think about Jack, Darren, 

or any inheritance that probably wasn't but could possibly be coming to her. 

Muffin! Think about the muffin... 

The truck accelerated and rumbled past, and Gabrie shot one last glance to the crumpled 

Crown Victoria on the bed of the tow. She squinted as the sun caught on the faded black paint. 

She knew that car... 

Without stopping to think, Gabrie ran down the street. "Hey!" She struggled to keep her 

balance as her flip-flop clad feet pounded on the concrete. "Stop!" 

In a stroke of luck, the light at the end of the street turned red and allowed her the precious 

seconds she needed to catch up with the truck. 

As she finally reached the passenger side door, she paused to catch her breath. "Hey!" she 

called again between gasps. 

The scruffy driver leaned forward to get a better look at her, and she could tell by his 

scrunched brow that he probably thought she was insane, but she didn't care. "Are you okay, 

ma'am?" 

She leaned against the door. "Whose car is that?" She feared she knew the answer already. 

"The one I'm pullin'?" he asked, as though he hauled more than one car. He adjusted his hat 

so he could see her better. "I hear it belongs to Jack Cross." 

Her heart sunk. "Is he okay?" 

The driver shrugged. "Sorry, lady. They don't tell me anything. Jack was probably already 

back home or at the hospital by the time I got there." 

The light must've turned green, as the car behind the tow let out a long honk. Gabrie jumped 

back at the sound. "Um, thanks," she called to the driver. There was nothing more he could tell 



 

her anyway. 

The tow drove past, and Gabrie couldn't rip her gaze from the crumpled remnants of Jack's 

car. It wasn't just the front end smashed as if he'd run into a pole. Both ends were scrunched 

together like an accordion. Whatever he'd done, he hadn't walked away from that crash. 

 

 

~~~ TO BE CONTINUED IN PART TWO ~~~ 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

 

Gabrie's thumb tapped out a frantic rhythm against her bare leg. As she realized she'd 

probably been staring at her hand for a full minute, she ripped her gaze away. 

Not that there was anything else interesting to look at. An endless parade of nurses and 

doctors walked by, refusing to make eye contact with her. 

Although she'd confirmed Jack was in the ER, no one would allow her to go past the waiting 

room. All she could do was sit and wait. The same damn thing she'd been doing for two hours 

now. If Darren got back to town, he could escort her back, but he hadn't answered his phone any 

of the twenty times she'd called. 

She laid her head back against the cold, white wall as she went through her options, the main 

one being to go back to Cross Falls and work the day away until she forgot about Jack altogether. 

That was the original plan, back when she'd been trying to forget how ridiculously sexy and 

annoying he was. Now she wanted to forget that he was lying in a hospital bed alone and injured. 

But every time she told herself she was going to leave, she remained exactly where she was. 

Sitting in the waiting room to see a man the hospital wouldn't let her see. So many doctors and 

nurses ran in and out of the closely monitored doors to the ER; sneaking in was out of the 

question. But if her less than legal teen years taught her anything, it was that there was always 

more ways into a building than the front entrance. 

Before she resorted to breaking into a hospital, a pretty blonde nurse approached her. "Mr. 

Cross is awake now," she said with a smile. 

Gabrie jumped up. "So I can see him?" 

The nurse nodded as she led the way to Jack. "When I told him you've been waiting out 

here, he insisted I bring you back. But rest is important right now. So try to keep it to ten minutes 

or less. You'll have all the time you need to talk with him when he gets better." She came to a 

halt in front of a room. "Here we are. Ten minutes or less now." 

Gabrie obediently nodded as she passed the nurse. "Got it." Her heart flipped over when she 

saw he was truly awake. Jack was sprawled on the hospital bed and flipped through channels 

with an irritated expression on his face. 

"Nothing on?" She approached the bed. 



 

He looked at her, and his scowl deepened. "Nothing sounds good when you have the 

headache I have right now." 

She bit her lip as her gaze roamed over him. A wrap-around bandage concealed most of his 

head, so she couldn't see how serious his injury was, but he was up and bitching about pain 

already, so he couldn't be too bad. There was some bruising on his face that would probably look 

worse before it looked better, and another bandage on his left arm. Though his legs were 

concealed by the sheet, it didn't look as though anything was in a cast or broken. "You look 

better than your car," she blurted out. 

Of course, he was attractive enough to pull off a few scrapes and bruises. His dark hair and 

eyes stood out through the marks, and his tanned skin and stubble-covered jaw would hide most 

of it. 

He winced. "You saw the car? Think it's totaled?" 

She raised a brow. "I think you're damn lucky you're not in a body bag." 

"Shit." Jack brought up a hand to rub his eyes but seemed to remember halfway through that 

his face was a no-touch zone at the moment. 

"It's how I knew you were here. I was getting some supplies to fix up the house and there 

was the tow truck driving by. I freaked out and chased down the driver. It firmly established me 

as the crazy new chick to all the locals." 

"You freaked?" For the first time, his scowl turned to a grin. 

She started to smile back, but stopped herself. This wasn't the brother she was supposed to 

smile at. This was the evil twin. The one she'd slept with by accident and then kissed on purpose. 

The one she'd been warned to stay away from. The one she'd already lied to the police for. 

She should turn and run to her car and not look back until she was safely in the room she'd 

claimed at Jack's family plantation. Instead of thinking about the brothers constantly, she needed 

to throw herself into work and get the house renovated like she'd promised. 

But then the image of the busted-up Crown Victoria came back to her. Jack had no one else 

to visit him except her. No friends in town. His only family was a brother he couldn't stand and a 

father who was dying in another wing of the hospital. 

"I was worried," she admitted. "I called Darren and told him where you were. He'll be here 

as soon as possible once he gets the message." 

His face hardened once more at her lie. "You didn't need to call him." 



 

"It seemed like the logical thing to do." She looked around at the empty other bed in the 

room and the view of the parking lot from his window. "You have a private room at least." 

"For the moment," he muttered. "They want to keep me overnight, so they're moving me out 

of the ER in a bit. Who knows where I'll end up? I told them to just let me go. If the crash didn't 

kill me immediately, I doubt this concussion will." 

She laughed. "I hope you never ever become a doctor." 

"Ms. Moss," said a masculine voice from behind her. "How nice to see you again." 

Gabrie twisted around as the sheriff stepped into the room. "Sir." She nodded. 

He frowned. "Oh, we're not that type of town. You can call me Chris." 

She narrowed her eyes. "So you're Chris and I'm Ms. Moss?" 

"Hate to break this up, Chris, but what the hell are you doing here?" Jack snapped. His 

irritated expression was gone, replaced with a blank stare at the cop. Not the utter surprise that 

most people would have to a police presence at their bedside. 

She shook her head. Exactly what kind of trouble had Jack gotten himself into? 

"Sorry about your car, Jack. That was quite an accident. Mind telling me what happened?" 

Chris maneuvered around Gabrie to get closer to Jack. 

"I swerved to avoid a deer and went into a tree." Jack shrugged. 

"And that's how the back end got banged in too?" asked Chris. 

Jack looked right into Chris's eyes. "The back end was dented to begin with. Besides, 

everything happened so suddenly, I don't remember a thing after I hit. Maybe the same deer ran 

into the road again and someone rear-ended me." 

Chris crossed his arms over his chest. "You're telling me you swerved to avoid a deer, 

slammed into a tree—going well over the speed limit, by the looks of it—and while you were 

passed out, another car ran into you and then fled the scene?" 

"And the bastard didn't even leave their insurance information. The nerve of some people, 

right?" 

Gabrie's mouth twitched at his blatant lies. But she quickly sobered when she realized that 

the only reason to lie to a cop was if he had something to hide. 

Chris smiled for a brief second before his expression got deadly serious. "So do you know 

anything about a fire at Drake's house last night?" 

"Drake's an ass," said Jack. 



 

"Hard to argue that," admitted Chris. "What about you, Gabrie? Have you heard anything 

about a fire at Drake's place?" 

For once, it seemed she didn't have to lie. "Who is Drake?" 

Chris looked between the two of them. "You didn't tell her about your old buddy?" Jack 

clenched his jaw but didn't say anything. "Jack and Drake used to be real tight back in his senior 

year. I was a junior at the time, so I remember it pretty well. Jack dropped off the football 

team—probably why they had one of their worst years ever—and started hanging out with the 

junkies and stoners. From what I heard, it was a miracle that he even graduated. So it seems like 

a big coincidence that the day after Jack gets back in town, Drake's homemade meth lab blows 

up. The house was a total loss and a few fighting dogs were taken off the property." 

Gabrie's eyes widened. "You said fire. You didn't say explosion." 

He shrugged. "The explosion caused a fire. Same difference." 

Gabrie looked at Jack as the memories from last night came back. He'd warned her away. 

Told her he was dangerous. But then she'd kissed him, and his warnings had faded to the 

background. 

Was this what he was warning her away from? His involvement with the Hampton Falls 

drug market? She took a step back. "I should really be going. The nurse said I shouldn't be here 

more than a few minutes." 

Jack sat up and winced at the pain. "Before you go. The gardening tools you asked about are 

in the shed on the back of the property. It's a ways back and on the east side, but you should find 

it easily enough." 

She masked any confusion on her face. "Sounds good. I'll be back later, Jack." She glanced 

over to the handsome sheriff. "I'd say it was nice seeing you again, but I try not to lie to cops." 

He raised a brow. "Try?" 

She crossed to the door. "Sorry, but I totally lied about what speed I thought I was going the 

last time a trooper pulled me over. You caught me." She winked. 

Chris narrowed his eyes. "I'll keep it our little secret." 

Jack cleared his throat. "I'd rather be interrogated than listen to the two of you flirt." 

"Wish granted." Gabrie smiled as she slipped through the door. 



 

CHAPTER TWO 

 

 

Jack stared at the empty space Gabrie just vacated, trying to figure out whether she was 

bullshitting him when she said she'd be back. 

"Cut the crap, Jack. Were you messing around with Drake again or not?" Chris moved into 

Jack's line of sight, cutting off his connection with Gabrie. 

"When did you meet her?" he asked, purposefully ignoring the sheriff's question. 

The sheriff narrowed his eyes, as though considering whether he was going to answer or not. 

"Up at Cross Falls this morning. I asked her what you were up to last night. You mind giving me 

your version of the night?" 

He leaned back, letting the pain show enough so that his concentration on forming a lie 

wouldn't be obvious. 

"Last night's a little fuzzy," he said honestly. He remembered Drake and his goons 

threatening him at Jim's Tavern. Said if he didn't pay some made-up debt, they'd come after him 

and the piece of ass he had staying with him at Cross Falls. 

Except Gabrie wasn't his piece of ass. She'd come there for his brother and found Jack 

instead. They were twins, so she hadn't thought twice about kissing him on sight. And he, being 

the bastard that he was, didn't think twice about kissing her back and fucking her right up against 

the wall. 

"Well, were you with Gabrie at all?" 

Jack closed his eyes as he remembered the kiss. Not the one when she thought he was 

Darren. The second kiss. Last night after he'd come home to tell her to get the hell out of town 

and ended up pulling her closer instead of pushing away. And she'd kissed him back. Even 

knowing he wasn't perfect Darren, she'd kissed him back. 

"I was with her," he said, the feel of her lips against his fresh in his mind. 

"Come on, Cross. You know the drill. How long were you with her?" 

Jack sighed. Hmm...he'd doused Drake's house with gas around eleven, came back to shower 

by eleven thirty and was run off the road by Drake's guys sometime after that. "I didn't look at a 

clock. It was late, though. I left Jim's as it started getting busy and talked with Gabrie for a bit 

back at the house." 



 

Chris pulled out a pad and jotted down a few notes. Figures—a podunk town like this, they 

wouldn't record interviews. Though it was more likely that he was recording and writing notes to 

appear less intimidating. 

Chris Benson always had been a smart one. During Jack's rebellious senior year, he'd been 

able to step out of the spotlight of being the star quarterback and actually watch others for once. 

Chris had taken his place on the team. The guy had sucked at first, but towards the end of the 

waste of a season, he showed real potential on the field. 

Word was he'd doubled as a tutor for a bunch of the guys because his grades were as good as 

his throwing arm. Shame he never got out of Hampton Falls. 

"Did you go to Drake's?" 

"Nope," said Jack. "I didn't much like him when we were friends, and I sure as hell don't 

want to be around him now." 

Chris raised a brow. "That sounds like motive to destroy his drug operations." 

Jack snorted. "You couldn't throw a rock in this town without hitting someone who had a 

beef with Drake. If motive is your sole lead so far, I pity your investigation. Besides, isn't this a 

good thing for you? Drake's in jail; you have solid evidence to get him out of your town for 

years. What's the big deal if his place went up?" 

"The idea of some psycho lighting houses on fire doesn't bother you?" 

Jack considered it for a moment. "Well, when you put it like that..." 

"For the sake of your safety, I want to point out that Drake isn't in jail at the moment. No 

one's seen Drake since you and him had your little talk at Jim's." 

Jack clenched his jaw. "Fuck. I need to get to Gabrie." As he pushed himself up, the sheriff 

set a hand on his shoulder to keep him right where he was. 

"Even if Drake was going to make a move on her, he wouldn't do it today. I have officers 

from three different counties helping look for him. And one of those officers will be sitting at the 

edge of Cross Falls property." 

Jack allowed himself to relax as much as possible. "Why would you do that?" 

"No choice. Drake is seen arguing with you hours before his operation goes boom? That's 

suspicious shit. If he does come back to fuck with you, we'll get him. And the second you slip 

up, we'll get you too, understand?" 

Jack nodded. Let the police watch his every move. He was okay with that. 



 

Because he never slipped up. 



 

CHAPTER THREE 

 

 

Gabrie wiped away another bead of sweat as she looked around at the overgrown grass and 

brush scattered around Cross Falls. The shed Jack mentioned wasn't anywhere in sight. Was it 

supposed to be code for something? Like, look in his closet? 

He said it was on the east side of the property, but Darren never had a chance to show her 

the outside borders of Cross Falls. She knew it was ten acres, but had no idea how far back ten 

acres went. Or how wide the property was for that matter. 

The farther she walked, the denser the grass became. And she'd already been pricked by a 

couple of particularly vicious plants. Besides, she didn't need to be dragged into Jack's problems. 

Who knew what he was leading her to? It was probably some evidence or something he didn't 

want the police to have. And she sure as hell wasn't concealing evidence from the cops for him. 

She would spend five more minutes looking. Out of respect for Jack somehow making it out 

of that wreck alive, she'd humor him. But after five minutes, she was gone. She had too much to 

take care of, and this horrendous yard was one more thing that needed to be added to her list. 

Careful not to step on any rodent or trip over a stray log, Gabrie ventured farther into the 

bush. The grass pricking her bare legs almost felt like little bug bites, and she swatted at insects 

that weren't there. Ugh. This was something she never had to deal with in the city. She only had 

one pair of jeans, and it was looking as if she'd have to invest in more. Despite the overwhelming 

heat and humidity, this was no place for shorts. 

Right as she reached her annoyance limit, a faded, old slab of wood caught her eye. She 

squinted to get a better view and sighed as she realized the damn shed really did exist. 

At least now she had an end goal. She maneuvered the thirty more yards to the weathered 

structure. The hulking plantation was barely visible through the trees and hills she'd had to walk 

over. 

The door had a simple metal handle, and she didn't see any sign of a lock. With a steadying 

breath, Gabrie wrapped her hand around the handle that was warm even in the shade of an oak 

tree and pulled the door open. 

She gasped at the stench. It wasn't mold or mildew like she expected. It smelled like...blood. 

As she pushed the door to let in more light, she stared in horror at what was being exposed. 



 

A beast of a dog was lying still on the floor, mean-looking lacerations covering his face and 

neck. His eyes opened, but he didn't lift his head off the floor. But he wasn't laying on the dirt. 

Towels and blankets were spread all over the floor of the shed to give the poor thing at least 

some comfort. 

Gabrie ran her fingers through her hair and took a step back. Fuck. What was she supposed 

to do with a dog? She didn't even like dogs! 

And this wasn't a fluffy puppy she was dealing with. This thing had to be at least ninety 

pounds of muscle. The short fur and cropped ears were undeniably from a long line of pit bulls in 

the dog's ancestry, but she'd never seen a pit that big before. And she'd seen plenty of pits in the 

city. Normally on chains, barking their asses off at her. 

This dog wasn't barking. He wasn't even moving. He looked defeated and ready to die. 

She took a deep breath. Jack sent her here for a reason. He must've put the dog here last 

night before his accident. So now she was here. The animal needed medical care. Definitely 

antibiotics, maybe stitches. 

And he really needed to be moved out of the shed. She looked back at Cross Falls and tried 

to figure out how the hell to get an injured and probably dangerous dog all the way back to the 

house. Well, Jack had to get him out here somehow. She took a few steps away from the shed 

and studied the field in front of her. The tire tracks from Jack's car were just visible. 

So she could bring her truck back here... and then what? Lift the thing into the truck bed? 

He'd probably rip her face off on a day he wasn't in intense pain. 

She should shut the door and go back to Cross Falls. It was what she'd been saying all day. 

Jack's problems were Jack's problems. She didn't owe him a damn thing, and he would need to 

fix this himself. 

Except he was stuck in a hospital, and that dog was dying. Fine. She'd bring the damn truck 

back, she told herself as she gently closed the door. Every step she took from the shed was harder 

and harder. Damn it. Even if she was resolved to let Jack deal with his own issues, she couldn't 

let the dog suffer because of it. 

Stupid man breaking the stupid law and bringing a stupid, injured pit bull into the stupid 

shed. Admittedly the shed was on his property, but it was still her dealing with it. She stomped 

into the house and grabbed her keys off the counter in the kitchen. As she crossed to the front 

entrance, the refrigerator caught her eye. 



 

The dog was probably hungry. If he was hungry enough, she could lure him into her truck 

bed. No lifting or mauling required. She studied the mostly barren contents of the refrigerator. 

Her options were limited to pickles or hot dogs. She frowned at the empty shelves as she pulled 

out the hot dogs. A quick sniff told her they weren't rotten, and she shut the door. 

A minute later, she was in her truck and maneuvered around to the back of the property. She 

made it to the shed so quickly, she cursed herself for not thinking of driving sooner. The dog was 

in the same exact position as he'd been in before—on his side. The only movement was his chest 

rising and falling and his eyes following her every movement. 

"Hey there, buddy," she breathed. She took a hot dog from the package and ripped off a 

small chunk. "Want some food?" She waved the meat in front of her as enticingly as possible. 

The dog's cropped stumps of ears perked up and the loose skin of his forehead wrinkled as 

she got his attention. She bent to hand him the food, but at the last minute chickened out and 

tossed it over instead. 

The beast gingerly pushed himself forward a few inches and grabbed the hunk of meat, 

eagerly swallowing it in one gulp. 

"At least you can move," she muttered. But moving and jumping into a car were two 

different things. She eyed her truck bed. There was no way he could clear the height of her 

tailgate. 

She took a deep breath. "Okay, buddy. Let's do this." She took out a much bigger piece of 

hot dog this time and waved it in front of his face. "Here, pit bull, pit bull, pit bull. You know 

you want it." 

Apparently he didn't know he wanted it, because he stayed right where he was and stared 

intently at the food in her hands. But after some patience, and a few failed techniques, she finally 

found what worked. In her frustration at the animal who didn't seem to realize she was trying to 

help, she planted herself on the ground next to the truck, and stared at the dog. Her crumpled 

form on the ground must have eased him, as he finally pushed himself up and gingerly padded 

over to her. 

She held her breath, hand outstretched with some of the last remaining hot dog. 

As his massive jaw came closer and closer to her hand, she felt her heart beat harder in her 

chest. What if he was so hungry he took a chunk of her arm too? What if she looked at him the 

wrong way? 



 

But he ever so gently picked a piece of meat from her palm and swallowed before he came 

back for the other piece. When her hand was empty, a tongue almost as big as her palm licked at 

the skin for any particles of food he'd missed. For the first time, she allowed herself to touch the 

animal, the soft folds of skin and fur on his chin softer than she ever expected. "Thanks for not 

biting me," she squeaked out as she grew bolder and stroked the dog's neck, carefully avoiding 

any of his wounds. 



 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 

 

"What the hell did you do?" asked Gabrie as she stormed in. 

Jack turned from the vending machine to stare at her. "You found Tank?" 

She set a hand on her hip as she glared at him, and Jack had to bite back a smile. Between 

his pounding headache, knowing that his car was totaled, and looking around every corner for a 

pissed-off Drake, Gabrie really was a sight for sore eyes. 

She wasn't quite as put together as normal. Whips of hair had fallen out of her tight ponytail 

to hang wildly around her face, and the bottom of her shorts was littered with little burrs. 

"So the beast has a name?" 

Jack shrugged. "That's what I called him last night. Don't know what his real name is." 

She glanced over her shoulder as if to verify no one was too close. "You want to tell me 

exactly what happened last night?" 

For a brief moment, he considered lying. For her own good, of course. Drake was a little 

north of crazy even before the decades of hard drug use, and he would prefer Gabrie not get in 

the middle of his shit. 

But the second she moved into Cross Falls, Drake considered her Jack's woman. Hell, the 

second she'd come to Cross Falls, he'd screwed her up against a wall. She was his responsibility, 

even if that meant telling her the truth. 

"Well, you already know I wasn't in a great mood last night." A blush crept up her cheeks 

and he realized what she thought. "Hell, no. Not because of—it has nothing to do with you 

saying no. After you left Jim's, a guy I used to know came over. Drake Roch. He was a waste of 

space in high school and now he's a waste of space with a bunch of drug money. He was giving 

me shit, saying I owed him money because he got busted right before graduation with a huge 

stash in his trunk and I was supposed to be the lookout." 

Gabrie narrowed her eyes and took a step back. "Lookout?" she asked. "Who the hell are 

you?" 

He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck before he remembered that it hurt like a bitch to 

touch anything even close to the two-inch gash in his forehead. "It was a long time ago. I moved 

on. Drake didn't. But now he thinks that he can somehow wring me for money after Philip 



 

croaks, and he not so subtly mentioned you." 

Her eyes widened. "Me? Why the hell would he bring me into it?" 

"To show he could get to me." 

She shook her head. "No. We're not a thing. He can't use me for anything." 

Jack nodded. "Sounds like a plan. Why don't I wait 'til the son of a bitch kills you and then I 

can laugh in his face for thinking we could possibly be together." 

She crossed her arms. "This is all your fault." 

"Hey, Darren's the one who invited you. If he'd met you at the house like he was supposed 

to, none of this would've happened." 

"If you didn't make a habit of hanging out with murderous drug dealers, this wouldn't have 

happened!" She took a breath and once again looked around as they made their way back to his 

room. "But get back to explaining how the dog got in the shed." 

Jack moved to rub the back of his neck again, but remembered ahead of time not to touch his 

sore head. "I was out driving around Drake's place and for some stupid reason, I got out of my 

car." 

"And where did you get the bright idea to light his house on fire?" 

Jack opened his mouth and closed it. Fuck. It really did sound crazy. But at the time, he'd 

been so pissed off and the sound of cheering and growls coming from the barn only made him 

more pissed. 

But then he'd seen Tank. The dog was chained to a tree, with about three feet he could move 

in any direction. Not that the dog needed much room. He could barely stand. It was the sight of 

that dying dog, compounded with his frustration over Gabrie, Darren, and Philip, that had pushed 

him over the edge. "I was angry. Really angry. Drake was just a convenient face to blame that 

anger on. I figured if I set a big enough fire, the police would have to come out and they'd bust 

Drake and it would get him out of my hair. And the dog was too close to the house. If I left him, 

he'd probably die in the fire. I wasn't trying to kill anyone." 

Gabrie pursed her lips as she looked him over, and he tried not to stare. Damn it. He was 

supposed to be forgetting she existed, not staring at her lips. "The dog needs meds. Antibiotics. 

He's showing signs of infection already, but hopefully we can get him drugs before it's too bad. I 

was going to get some last night when Drake's guys ran me off the road." 

She raised a brow. "We? This is a you problem." 



 

He looked around as they got back to his room. "I should be out of here soon. Don't worry 

about it. I'll grab some meds." 

"Wait." She set a hand on her hip. "Where the hell did you expect to get antibiotics in the 

middle of the night?" 

He clenched his jaw, knowing she wasn't going to like the answer. "I was going to the vet's 

office." 

"Oh, God." She rolled her eyes. "Tell me you weren't going to rob the place." 

"He's the only vet in thirty miles and from what I hear, he's a regular at Drake's. I couldn't 

take the dog in for an appointment." 

She shook her head. "What were you going to do? Smash the window in with a brick?" 

"I was thinking more along the lines of a crowbar, but you've got the general idea." Her 

mouth dropped open and he took a step back. 

"You're a horrible thug," she muttered. "You stay here and get better. I will take care of the 

damn dog, okay?" 

"No." He shook his head. "You said it yourself. I've dragged you way too far into this mess. 

I brought Tank home and I'll take care of him." 

"Please, rich boy. I've been conning people way longer than you." 

He looked her up and down. She'd mentioned her shady past before, but he'd never really 

thought his hot new roommate looked like the law-breaking type. But maybe that was what made 

her so good at it. "No," he repeated. "There are cops watching the house right now. You can't 

chance anything." 

"It's like magic. Every word coming out of your mouth somehow makes me more and more 

pissed off. Why are there police at Cross Falls?" 

"Because a dangerous drug kingpin wants me dead and thinks I care about you. If I can't be 

there, I want someone watching out for you." 

She shot daggers with her eyes. "I'll admit that we don't know each other that well, but you 

need to understand this. I. Don't. Like. Cops. I have a gun. I can handle myself." 

He looked over her short shorts, flip-flops, and t-shirt tight enough to hint at her generous 

breasts and the curve of her hips. "You have a gun?" 

"Not on me. You just get some rest. Visit your father while you're here. I'll take care of the 

meds and play nice with my new babysitter." 



 

 

~~~~~ 

 

Gabrie eyed the vet's office. Unfortunately, Jack had been right. There was only one animal 

hospital in the area. She could maybe get Tank back in the truck and drive forty-five minutes to a 

clinic in the next larger town, but antibiotics weren't exactly oxytocin. All she had to do was 

think of an angle and she was sure she could get them from this vet. 

A man in a waist-length brown coat emerged from behind the building and walked down the 

street. Gabrie's gaze followed him until he disappeared into a nearby diner. It could be the vet. It 

could be some random employee. 

She was new in town, so she could be whoever she wanted to be. Except she was filthy and 

her hair was a mess from finding Tank to begin with. 

But Jack told her one of the most important things about the local vet. He was an addict. 

Addicts could be unpredictable, and that would give her some credibility. If Drake was hosting 

dogfights, it would be mighty convenient to have a vet as a friend. 

Which meant the woman who worked the front desk was probably used to one or two 

strange requests. 

Gabrie pulled the hair tie out of her ponytail and fluffed up the dark locks. After a quick 

glance at herself in the rearview mirror, she pulled down her tank top until an almost 

embarrassing amount of cleavage showed. She opened the door, forgetting to brace herself 

against the blistering South Carolina summer heat. She took a deep breath of the humid air and 

scanned the street. Not a huge early afternoon crowd and, most importantly, no cops. 

Comfortable that the coast was clear, she strode across the street. The sign over the office 

read Norton's Animal Care. She had no idea whether Norton was the vet's first or last name, so 

she'd have to wing it. The lobby was empty except for one girl who sat behind the counter. 

Gabrie tried to guess her age, but she could be anywhere between sixteen and twenty. Her 

nametag said Amy. 

Gabrie planted an annoyed expression on her face and approached the girl. "I'm here to pick 

up some antibiotics." 

Amy smiled up at her. "Sure. What's your pet's name?" 

"Umm..." Gabrie blinked in confusion. "Drake sent me here for antibiotics for one of his 



 

dogs. He didn't say the name." 

Amy frowned. A tinge of disapproval snuck into her expression. "You know Drake?" 

"I know his dog," said Gabrie. "Do you have the antibiotics or should I call Norton?" 

"Hold on." Amy sighed. "He didn't leave anything for you, but I can grab some from the 

back." 

As the girl turned away, Gabrie smiled at her victory. Crowbar, her ass. Why go breaking 

and entering when she could just walk in the front door and ask for it? If Norton found out, he'd 

have to admit he was supplying medical supplies to Drake's dogfighting operation. If Drake 

found out—well, he was already wanted by the police and possibly wanted her dead anyway. 

Amy set a bottle of pills on the counter. "There you go." 

Gabrie turned the bottle in her hands. "So, one pill a day?" 

"How big is the dog?" Amy rolled her eyes. 

"I'm not sure," she said honestly. "Maybe ninety pounds." 

Amy scribbled directions down on a scrap piece of paper. "One in the morning and one at 

night. Make sure you give it with food or it might make him nauseous." 

Gabrie snatched the paper away. "Great. Thanks." She turned and walked out of Norton's, 

anxious to get to her car before the good vet came back and wondered who the hell she was. 

She tried her best not to break any speed limits on her way back, but Tank needed these pills 

sooner rather than later. Right before she turned off Main Street, she remembered that Tank 

needed to take the medicine with food. So after a quick stop to pick up some cans of dog food, 

she was back on the way to Cross Falls. 

As promised, a Hampton Falls squad car was parked at the end of her driveway. She wanted 

to drive straight past and get to caring for Tank, but she forced herself to slow down and roll 

down her driver's side window. The officer did the same and she frowned when she saw it was 

Chris. "I didn't realize I was important enough to have the sheriff watch my place." 

He gave her his charming Southern smile. "I thought you'd enjoy some company." 

"I've got lots of work to do and I was supposed to start hours ago. So no company for me." 

The smile dropped. "Ms. Moss, do you have a problem with police?" 

She tightened her lips as she stared him down. Rule number one with cops: the smart ones 

already knew the answers to the questions they were asking. "You looked me up," she said. 

"When I heard that you used to live around these parts, I got curious. You have quite the rap 



 

sheet." 

She narrowed her eyes. "I pleaded guilty to shoplifting once. I wouldn't call that a rap sheet." 

"So you're telling me that's the only time you broke the law, ever?" 

She stared him down, not about to admit all the times she'd narrowly avoided being caught 

for breaking and entering or the cons she'd become so good at pulling when she was sixteen. "I 

sped on the way here. You going to arrest me?" 

Chris shook his head. "I'm sorry. This isn't coming out how I want it. I meant to say, 

Hampton Falls is a nice place. Nice views. Nice people. And, as far as I'm concerned, you have a 

clean slate, okay? So, even if you hate police, you don't have to hate me." 

Gabrie tried to figure out whether he was bullshitting her, but could only detect sincere 

honesty in his words. Under different circumstances, she might've even invited him inside to 

give him a break from sitting in his car under the hot sun. 

But she had a massive, sick dog waiting for her inside that Jack had obtained by less than 

legal means. So even if Chris let her start with a clean slate, she'd already scribbled all over it. 

"I do appreciate all you're doing for me, but I don't need your protection," she said. "But if it 

makes you feel better, I have a concealed pistol—licensed, of course—and I keep it loaded." 

"I'm not sure if this will make you feel better or worse, but in all honesty, I'm not here for 

you. We're convinced Drake is upset with Jack and is going to come after him. So we're hoping 

we can catch him in the act." 

Gabrie scoffed. "There I go again, making everything about me." 

Chris bent towards his passenger seat and then held out a card to Gabrie. "My cell phone is 

listed on here as well as the main lines to the department. If you hear or see anything that 

concerns you, just call." 

She plucked the card from his hand and eyed the numbers listed on the back. "You'll be the 

first one I call if I feel threatened. Promise." 

"Why do I feel like you're lying to me?" The corner of his mouth hooked up. 

She blinked at the frank question. "Honest! I don't want a crazy drug dealer I've never met 

coming after me for no reason. You can deal with that shit. It's your town." 

"Does that mean you're not planning on staying?" 

Gabrie opened her mouth and closed it. How had the conversation turned so quickly? "After 

I get Cross Falls fixed up, I don't think I'll be sticking around." On the slim chance she was able 



 

to get some sort of internship or entry-level position in the home decorating business, there just 

wasn't enough clientele in Hampton Falls to keep her employed. 

"That's a shame." Chris shrugged. 

"Yeah," she muttered. "I really need to get back to work..." 

He waved her on. "Don't let me hold you up. I'll be here for a few more hours if you need 

anything." 

"Thanks for doing this." She drove up the drive to the house. Something about the sheriff 

nagged her. He was just too...nice. He didn't know her. And for all she could tell, he wasn't trying 

to get in her pants or anything. So what was his endgame? He obviously wasn't Jack's biggest 

fan, so he wasn't sitting outside Cross Falls out of loyalty to a friend. 

She shook off her concerns as she got out of the truck and unlocked the front door. Before 

doing anything else, she jogged over to the small downstairs bedroom she'd left Tank in. The dog 

was on the floor, right where she'd left him. His head lifted as she opened the door and his tail 

lightly thumped against the floor. 

"Don't wag your tail at me," she said. "You're Jack's dog, understand? We're not friends." 

At the sound of her voice, his tail wagged harder and she let out a sigh. She didn't want him 

to become too attached, but she was happy to see he looked better than he had when she found 

him. 

Satisfied he was still alive, Gabrie quickly filled a bowl of food for him. She took out the 

pills and considered them for a moment. How the hell did dogs take pills? 

Not sure what else to do, she dropped one in the bowl and stirred it around until it 

disappeared into the slop of wet food. The dog must've smelled the food, because he padded into 

the kitchen and sat patiently next to the counter and stared up at her. A dignified string of drool 

dripped from his mouth. 

Gabrie grunted. "You're gross." She placed the food at his feet. "Remember, Tank. You're 

Jack's dog." 



 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 

 

Jack lowered himself into the chair next to Philip. He needed to get back to Cross Falls and 

check on Gabrie and Tank, but he couldn't forget the reason he came back home in the first 

place. But there would be no father-son bonding today. Philip was deep in sleep, and Jack 

couldn't bring himself to wake him. 

He'd said a gentle hello, but Philip needed his rest. It probably didn't help that Darren 

agitated him so much yesterday, but for once Jack was on Darren's side. If he wanted to pay to 

have Cross Falls redone, and have his girlfriend do the decorating, Jack wasn't going to 

complain. The place was falling apart with neglect. As though the house was dead to Philip the 

minute Jack's mom decided she'd rather swallow two dozen sleeping pills and half a bottle of 

whiskey. 

Jack sighed as he pushed himself up and winced at the pain in his head. The doctor gave him 

a prescription for a light pain-killer, but he wasn't planning to take any more than the hospital 

had made him take already. Hopefully Drake was halfway to Mexico by now, but Jack wasn't 

going to take any chances. He wanted to be alert and awake in case the son of a bitch showed up 

at Cross Falls. 

Which was all the more reason for him to leave the hospital and get back to Gabrie. He 

patted Philip lightly on the shoulder. "I'll be back later, Dad." With that, he made his way 

through the hospital and ignored the looks the staff gave him. Fucking small towns. One of the 

best things about moving around so much was that no one knew him. Now that he was back 

home, it was impossible to take a piss without everyone knowing about it. 

Of course, for the moment, he had no way of getting home. He couldn't even call Gabrie 

considering she never actually gave him her phone number. Darren was still out of town, not that 

Jack would call him anyway. Luckily there was at least one person in town who would still give 

him the time of day. 

Fifteen minutes later, Penny's beat-up Jeep came to a stop in front of the hospital. Jack 

climbed in, smiling through dizziness brought on by moving. 

"So what's going on with you and the Moss girl?" Penny put the car in gear. 

He grimaced as he slid the seatbelt into place, not taking any chances. "She's just staying at 



 

the house a few days." 

Penny narrowed her eyes as she pulled out of the parking lot and onto the highway that 

would lead to Cross Falls. "Don't bullshit me, Jack. I've known you way too long for that. How 

did the two of you meet up again?" 

He leaned back and closed his eyes. The pain wasn't as bad as it had been earlier that 

morning, but he made sure to look like thinking too hard hurt like a bitch. "She's here for a bit, 

helping us make Cross Falls livable again. That's it." 

"No. I drove all the way out here on my day off to pick your sorry ass up. The least you 

could give me is some honest gossip." 

Jack glanced out the window to the farmland passing him by. "I wish I could tell you 

something more juicy, but there isn't much to tell. She met Darren in the city and came here to 

help him fix up Cross Falls. I met her when she knocked on the door yesterday." 

Penny grunted. "So Darren's convinced he's getting the plantation?" 

"Hey, if he wants the place, he can have it. I've had enough bad memories in that house to 

last me a lifetime." 

She glared at him. "I seem to remember one or two fun memories we made back there." 

He couldn't help but laugh as he thought back to the times they'd spent together. "One or 

two," he agreed. 

"Damn straight," she muttered as she pulled off the highway and onto the secluded road that 

led to Cross Falls. "Mr. McGregor kicked the bucket a few weeks ago. Want me to call up his 

widow and see if I can get a good deal on his truck?" 

"Depends. What kind of truck?" 

She rolled her eyes. "I don't know. The kind with four wheels and an engine. But it's more 

than what you have and she's not hurting for cash. I can probably get it for a steal." 

"Who am I to turn down a steal?" he said. "But a make and model would be nice." 

"I'll text you what I find out. Do you think you can get some cash together? Even if it's a 

good deal, it won't be free." 

"I have money," he assured her as Penny came to a stop in front of Cross Falls. 

She nodded. "Well, I'm glad you're doing okay. If you need another ride or anything, feel 

free to call. If you feel sick, you make sure to let the sheriff know. Don't be too proud to go back 

to the hospital." 



 

"The sheriff?" 

"Chris was parked out at the end of the drive. Didn't you see him?" 

Jack blinked a few times. The damn doctors must've given him more pain meds than he 

thought. "It's hard to focus on much when I'm sittin' next to someone as beautiful as you." He 

grinned. 

Penny wasn't fooled. "Right. Go lie down and get some rest. You're sure the doctors cleared 

you?" 

"I don't have a concussion," he said, deliberately not answering her question. 

Penny glanced to Gabrie's truck and back to him. "If there weren't anyone here, I'd never 

leave you," she muttered. "That girl had better take care of you." 

"I'm fine!" He hopped out of the passenger's seat. "Thanks for the ride." 

She looked him over once more as though debating whether she needed to come in with 

him. "Any time," she said. "Take care." 

He nodded and shut the door before he turned back to Cross Falls. The sun shone directly on 

his face and his already heavy eyelids fought to stay open. He needed to be awake and alert. 

What the hell good was police protection if he wasn't even near the house? No, if he wanted to 

keep Gabrie safe, he needed to be on guard. 

As the silence wrapped around him, he realized Penny hadn't left. He glanced around to see 

her staring at him expectantly. Damn it. He should be in the house already. He pushed himself up 

the stairs and to the door. Of course, the damn knob wouldn't turn. Though considering 

everything that had happened, it was a good thing she locked up. He banged on the door and 

waited. After what felt like forever passed, he slammed his fist into the wood even harder. His 

only set of keys for Cross Falls were somewhere in his totaled car, and he didn't want to have to 

break into the place while Penny was watching. 

He started to bang again when the door finally opened. His mouth went dry at the sight of 

Gabrie. She was a mess. Tiny pieces of white paper were stuck to her t-shirt, shorts, and the bare 

skin of her arms and legs. Her entire body was coated with a fine sheen of sweat that glistened in 

the sunlight streaming in. 

"Jack! I didn't realize you were being released today." 

Her words didn't even compute. All he could think about was stripping those dirty clothes 

off her body and climbing into the shower with her. Kissing her under the stream of water as his 



 

hands roamed over her curves. He'd push her up against the tile and spread her wide for his 

invasion. 

"Jack?" 

He took a deep swallow as he forced himself to focus. "It's not a prison. I can leave when I 

want." 

She bit her bottom lip, and his mind was transported right back to that steamy hot shower 

he'd imagined. 

"You look like hell." She pulled him inside and waved to Penny. Apparently her thoughts 

weren't going in the same direction as his. "Can you make it up the stairs to your room?" 

"I'm fine," he insisted, pulling away from her to prove he could stand on his own. "I'll be 

even better once these damn meds are out of my system. Where's Tank?" 

She motioned with her head. "Come on." 

As he followed her, he realized why she was so dirty. She'd been working on peeling down 

the old wallpaper and already had a decent chunk of the living room done. The giant dog was 

sprawled in front of the couch, which was moved into the middle of the room so she could reach 

every wall. Tank lifted his head at Jack's approach but didn't seem too interested. "Not much of a 

guard dog," muttered Jack. 

Gabrie set her hands on her hips and looked him over. "Or maybe you're not much of a 

threat at the moment." 

Jack held his hand over his heart as he flopped onto the couch. "Ouch. Careful. My ego is 

delicate." 

"Mmmm hmmm. Normally you're very manly and scary, I promise. But for now you need to 

rest." 

He set his head on the lumpy and aged cushion and stroked Tank's rough fur with his hand. 

"I can rest right here." 

 

~~~~~ 

 

Gabrie plopped on the floor and stared up at her progress. A wall and a half done. Using the 

relatively clean back of her arm, she wiped the beads of sweat from her forehead. At this rate, 

she could probably get most of the outdated paper off the entire lower story in a bit over a week. 



 

Faster if Jack felt good enough to help. 

She glanced over her shoulder to where Jack was sleeping soundly on the couch. She was 

sure he'd be right back to his annoying self as soon as he was awake and alert, but she kind of 

enjoyed the quiet time to herself. But now that she'd worked until her arms and legs ached from 

the strenuous work, she needed a break. 

She pushed herself up and tiptoed out of the room. Of course, Tank heard her and 

immediately padded after her. "Go back to Jack," she whispered as she reached the stairs. 

The dog merely looked up at her with a silly expression as if to say I don't understand 

English, stupid.  

"Jack needs you. Go lay with him." She pointed back to the living room. 

The dog's eyes followed her hand, but his body didn't leave her side. Gabrie pursed her lips 

and looked to where Jack was snoring softly on the sofa. "Fine. I suppose he won't miss you." 

She turned to walk up the steps. She half-expected Tank to stay at the foot of the stairs 

considering he'd seemed so lethargic that morning, but the big dog obediently followed her up 

the steps and into the bathroom. 

"No. No, no, no, no. You're not coming in here with me," she insisted as she pushed Tank 

back into the hallway. He looked up at her expectantly as she shut the door in his face and she 

felt bad for some stupid reason. She shook her head. She wasn't feeling bad for a dog who 

wanted to get into the bathroom with her as she showered. 

Yet the thought didn't stop her from rushing through soaping up her dirty arms and legs and 

quickly running shampoo and conditioner through her hair. This habit of taking in strays she had 

no reason to help was becoming dangerous. First Jack, now Tank. This trip was supposed to be 

about her figuring out what she wanted and sorting out a place for herself in the world. 

She sighed as she stepped out of the shower and thought back over her whirlwind 

twenty-four hours: meeting Jack, realizing Darren had a hidden twin, being told she used to live 

in the town, and some guy who claimed to be Philip's attorney telling her she was going to 

inherit Cross Falls. 

Maybe she should be resting too. 

Gabrie opened the door to the hallway and Tank's tail thumped against the floor. "I give you 

one meal and you're suddenly my shadow?" 

She shook her head as she wrapped the towel tighter around her and crossed to the small 



 

room she'd claimed as hers. She sat on the full-sized bed covered with her sleeping bag. Damn it. 

She'd completely forgotten about washing the sheets today. There was still time, she supposed, 

but she wouldn't mind crawling in for a nap right away. 

After looking at her phone to see that Darren still hadn't called her back, she pulled on a pair 

of denim shorts and a black t-shirt. Right as she buttoned the last button on her shorts, the 

doorbell ringing vibrated through the house. Damn it. She ran out of the room and down the 

stairs, trying to get to the door before Jack woke up. The guy needed all the sleep he could get. 

She yanked open the door, shooting another quick glance over to Jack to confirm he was still 

sleeping. She caught her breath as she looked at the tall man who filled her doorway. It was the 

"lawyer" who'd confronted her on the street that morning. "I don't have time for any more of 

your crazy, Mr...." Damn it, what was his name? 

"Robert Carson," he supplied. He didn't seem to be fazed by her abrupt dismissal. "I'm 

actually here to see the boys. Are they around?" 

She tightened her lips. "I haven't heard from Darren all day, and I'm sure you've heard about 

Jack's accident by now. He's resting and I really don't want to wake him." The big dog tried to 

poke his head out from behind Gabrie's legs, and she shuffled to keep him inside. 

Carson frowned at the dog, but didn't say anything about him. "I'm afraid it's important." 

"I can have him call you as soon as he wakes up, I promise." She was still convinced the guy 

was insane, and she wasn't about to let him in the house. He'd pulled her aside early that morning 

while she'd been running errands and warned her to get out of Cross Falls as soon as possible. 

According to him, Philip Cross had revised his will in the last twenty-four hours and made sure 

that all his assets were going straight to Gabrie upon his death. 

Which might've made her happy if it made any sense at all. She'd met the dying patriarch 

only one day ago, and he'd almost kicked her out of his hospital room and home. He only 

changed his mind when Jack promised to keep an eye on the changes she made to Cross Falls 

during the renovations. So Gabrie found it hard to believe this "lawyer." 

Carson shook his head. "This can't wait. I'm sorry to say that Philip passed this afternoon." 

Gabrie squeezed her eyes tightly shut and rubbed her temples. "Are you serious?" But she 

knew this wasn't a joke. The "lawyer" in front of her might be crazy, but no one would tell a joke 

that cruel. Philip was dead, and she was going to have to break the news to Darren. And what the 

hell was she supposed to do with Jack? Wake him up to deliver even more bad news? 



 

"I can't wake him up for that," she whispered. 

"If you want, I can stick around. My laptop is in the car, and I can get a few emails and 

phone calls out of the way." 

"You don't need to stay." She'd rather have him far away from the house and her. She'd have 

to be the one to tell Jack...just as soon as she confirmed that Philip actually had passed. 

She felt as if she were being paranoid, but it wasn't as though she were imagining things. 

The police told her some drug dealer she never met might want her dead, and this guy in front of 

her thought she'd inherited a home worth well over a million dollars. These days, she was 

skeptical of everything. 

Carson narrowed his eyes, as though considering whether he should insist on staying. "I still 

think you should leave," he said finally. 

She blinked. By now she'd half convinced herself she'd imagined his crazy insistence that 

Cross Falls would be hers. "I'm not doing anything until I figure out what the hell is going on. 

Philip didn't give you any indication about why he changed his will?" 

He shook his head. "He mentioned something about the attic, but I haven't had a chance to 

look. Lord only knows how much stuff is stored up there, though. It might take months to sort 

through it all. Philip didn't like to throw anything away, and years' worth of his company files are 

stored right above us." 

"At least that might be some clue," she muttered. 

"I'm assuming you haven't told Jack yet?" 

"Yeah. First thing I said to him after he totaled his car was 'Hey! Your childhood home 

might be mine now. How long will it take you to pack?'" she said sarcastically. "Of course I 

didn't tell him, and in all honesty, I'm not going to until I see something in paper." 

"I will be filing the will with probate court tomorrow. From there, it could be a few months 

until things are sorted out enough for you to actually take ownership. Allow me to repeat my 

earlier statement. Leave Cross Falls. I don't recommend you living with the boys when they find 

out. Money—" 

"Makes people strange. I know," she agreed. She'd seen firsthand what a desperate person 

could do for cash. "It's on my mind, trust me." It was so much easier to believe the guy was just 

some jokester when he'd randomly pulled her aside on the street. Now that they were, for the 

most part, alone and he was using lawyerly words like "probate," it was harder for her to believe 



 

this was all an elaborate prank. "Do you have a card?" 

He pulled out a shiny silver card holder and handed her a rectangular piece of paper. "If you 

have any questions or concerns, call me any time. For that matter, if you find out why he wrote 

you into the will, I wouldn't mind knowing." 

"Definitely. When will you be telling Jack and Darren about this?" Rather, how long did she 

have until both men might hate her guts? 

"I'm not planning on bringing it up. But if one of them asks for a will reading or a copy of it, 

I'm not going to hide anything." 

She took a nervous gulp. "Good to know. Well, I'll take it from here." 

"Are you sure you don't want me to stay?" he asked with what sounded like genuine 

concern. 

"Do you and Jack have a good relationship?" 

Carson shrugged. "I haven't seen him since he was in high school." 

"Then I don't think you need to stay. I'll grab him some beer and comfort food and make 

sure he takes it easy tonight." 

Carson smiled. "He's lucky to have you around." 

She nodded, trying her best not to think of how unlucky Jack had been since she'd shown up. 

"I'll be in touch." Carson turned and walked back to his car. 

Gabrie watched him drive off as her mind struggled to find footing. What was she supposed 

to tell Jack? How was she supposed to tell him? 

A snore sounded from the living room and Gabrie bit her bottom lip as she shut the door and 

moved to study him. Even with everything that had happened that day, he managed to look so 

peaceful in his sleep. She'd let him have that peace for at least a little bit longer. As she 

convinced herself she was putting off breaking the news to him for his own good, she grabbed 

her truck keys and slipped out the front door, careful not to shut it on Tank, who still shadowed 

her every step and apparently didn't like the idea of being left behind. 

She started up the truck and hit the gas, wanting to put some distance between her and Cross 

Falls. As she saw the familiar tan and black cruiser, she slammed on the brakes. Chris was still 

faithfully parked at the end of the long driveway of Cross Falls. She jumped out of the truck and 

pounded her feet on the gravel drive, trying not to get any of the small stones in her shoes. 

"Everything okay?" he asked as she approached. 



 

"Who was that guy?" she blurted out. She held her breath as she waited for the answer. 

"Mr. Carson? He's Philip's lawyer, I think. I've only met him a few times." 

Her breath came faster. The crazy guy wasn't lying to her. He really was Philip's lawyer. 

"Philip's dead." She wasn't sure why she told Chris. It was Jack who needed to hear it. Who 

deserved to know his father was gone. Who deserved to know his family home wasn't going to 

him. 

Chris tensed. A somber expression replaced his normal charming smile. "Do Darren and 

Jack know?" 

Gabrie shook her head. "I have no idea where Darren is. I've called him at least twenty 

times, but haven't heard a damn thing. Jack is passed out on the couch. He was complaining 

about the pain-killers and now he's probably not going to take them and I have to tell him about 

his father dying when he has a damn headache." 

"Hey." Chris opened the cruiser door and moved to stand next to Gabrie, setting a hand on 

her arm. "Death happens. Jack's a grown man and he knew this was coming with Philip. You 

don't need to feel bad about breaking the news." 

She looked down to where his hand rested on her arm. His fingers were warm and callused. 

For a brief second, she flashed back to when Jack had his hands running along her arms, her 

back, her legs... 

Gabrie jerked away. "What are you doing here?" she bit out. 

His brows drew together. "I told you. Drake might be coming here to get back at Jack. I'm 

keeping watch." 

"At the end of the drive? Where I can't even see you from the house?" She crossed her arms 

over her chest. He licked his lips and she could tell he was trying to figure out what to say. 

"Don't bullshit me, Chris. Just tell me what you want." 

"I know about your mom," he said finally. 

Her mouth went dry at his admission and she struggled to form words. "What?" 

"I looked you up after we talked this morning. I know what happened to Lily Moss." 

She hated when people found out the truth. Suddenly Gabrie wasn't just a coworker, fellow 

student, or friend. She was different. To his credit, Chris hadn't seemed to look at her strangely. 

"What does that have to do with you parking outside my house?" 

"Drake isn't coming here. He was a badass, but that was mainly because he could hire tough 



 

guys to hang around him all the time. After the house burned, whatever wasn't destroyed is in our 

custody now. I know Drake. He's a survivor. He's not going to risk everything for revenge. At 

least not today. Maybe after he's moved on and collected more money and lackeys, using a 

different name." 

She let out a deep breath and opened her mouth to remind him that he hadn't answered her 

question, but he continued. "This is a nice town. I wanted to make sure you weren't scared off by 

all this. Especially considering all you've been through." 

Gabrie took another step back. "You didn't have anything better to do?" 

He shrugged. "I brought some paperwork with me." 

"I don't need your pity, and I don't need your empty gestures, okay? The fact that my mom 

was murdered didn't make me scared or weak. It made me strong, and I don't need the illusion of 

your protection." 

He held his hands up. "Whoa, I didn't mean to imply that you were—" 

"I'm going to run to the store to pick up some comfort food for Jack, and I'd appreciate it if 

you were gone by the time I get back." 

"Gabrie!" he called, but she didn't turn around as she strode back to her truck. The last thing 

she needed was some cop, handsome or not, who thought she needed to be taken care of. 

There might've been a time when she jumped at every unexplained noise in her college dorm 

room and when she'd aimed her pepper spray at any student guilty of walking a bit too quietly 

behind her. But that was then. She still kept her pepper spray close, but after hundreds of 

weekends spent at the shooting range, she was confident enough to walk down the street, 

knowing her protection was loaded and right in her purse. 

And she'd thought Chris was being so nice to sit at the end of the drive all day in the heat. In 

his mind, he was probably doing her a big favor, taking time out of his day to make the new, frail 

woman feel comfortable. 

Gabrie learned long ago that she could only depend on herself, and she wasn't about to have 

anyone thinking she couldn't handle herself. He didn't even think she was in danger! Instead, he'd 

been trying to protect her from herself, which made her madder than anything. 

She was still fuming as she pulled into the big box store that every small town seemed to 

have these days. She'd told Chris she was picking up comfort food for Jack, but she had no idea 

what to get. Neighbors had brought over casseroles and pies after her mom was murdered, but 



 

Gabrie was no good in the kitchen. 

The only thing she really knew Jack liked was beer because she'd seen him drink a bottle 

yesterday. Considering he had some powerful pain-killers running through his system, maybe 

alcohol wasn't the best option. 

Gabrie grabbed a cart and wandered down the aisles, but nothing was quite right. Cookies 

seemed too young-ish. Cake seemed too celebratory. And bringing the man a non-homemade 

cake seemed like it was against some unwritten law of the South. 

Before she knew it, she'd walked through the entire grocery section and the only thing she'd 

picked up was a case of beer. Even if he couldn't drink it right away, she knew more than most 

that the grief of losing a parent didn't disappear overnight. 

She started her second round of aimlessly walking through the store, but three aisles in, the 

hair on the back of her neck seemed to stand on end. She glanced behind her, but there was just a 

mom pushing her young child in a cart and an elderly man perusing the bread section. 

She shook off the feeling of unease and kept walking. This was hardly the type of place to 

give her the creeps. In the middle of the weekday, most of the patrons were hardly suspicious. 

But she couldn't shake the feeling that she was being watched. The next aisle she turned 

down was full of cans and the store's tiny international section that mostly consisted of taco 

ingredients. She was the only customer in this aisle, so she paused. She glanced between the two 

openings to the aisle, waiting to see if anything or anyone she saw set off alarm bells. 

A minute ticked by and no one suspicious walked by. Gabrie squeezed her eyes shut and 

rubbed the back of her neck. What the hell was happening to her? This whole town had her 

messed up. Maybe she should take Carson's advice. Get the hell out of town and run back to 

Raleigh. Use the rest of her severance pay to find another boring office job. 

It might suck her soul away, but at least she'd have her sanity. Just as she put her hands back 

on the cart, she saw him. 

He had a confident stride disproportionate to his slight build, but his cocky grin didn't leave 

much doubt as to his identity. 

"Drake," said Gabrie with a grimace. "There are a lot of people out looking for you." 

He stopped a few feet away, and his eyes roamed over her. If he was impressed with her 

calm, he didn't show it. But she wasn't afraid. If it was a dark alley in the middle of the night, that 

was one thing. But this was in a reasonably busy store in the middle of the day. If he was going 



 

to make a move, it wouldn't be here. 

"Thanks to your boyfriend burning down my house," he said with a sneer. 

She raised a brow. This wasn't the person she was expecting. She thought Drake was an 

addict cut off from his friends and supply. She'd assumed he'd be fuming. Desperate for revenge 

and a fix. 

But this man was calm and collected. If it weren't for his weathered skin and missing front 

tooth, she would never have guessed he was a junkie. If he wasn't there for revenge, though, 

what did he want? 

"He allegedly burned down your house," she corrected. 

"Don't worry. I'll be paying Jack an extra special visit. I just wanted to stop by and see his 

new woman who everyone's been talking about so much." 

She blinked a few times, but quickly tried to hide her surprise. Who would be talking about 

her and Jack? No one knew about their awkward/amazing sex when Gabrie thought he was 

Darren. 

Penny. They'd eaten lunch together yesterday. Now the entire town probably thought there 

was something going on. Damn small towns. 

"Did you run Jack off the road?" 

"I don't know what you're talking about," said Drake with a vicious gleam in his eye. 

Gabrie tightened her lips and glanced around at an older couple passing by the opening of 

the aisle. Once she was satisfied they were alone, she took a step closer and kept her head held 

high. "Listen. I know you don't know me, but I want to make myself clear. I'm not afraid of you. 

Jack isn't afraid of you. If you do anything to hurt, or attempt to hurt, me, Jack, or Darren, I'm 

personally going to shove my gun down your throat and pull the trigger. Not only am I not afraid 

to shoot you, but I'm hoping you give me the chance." 

Instead of showing the slightest bit of fear, the corner of Drake's mouth hooked up. "He 

didn't tell me you'd be so feisty. I like it." 

A layer of Gabrie's bravado fell, and she stepped back. She hadn't really expected Drake to 

run away screaming, but at least a slight hesitation would've been nice. He wasn't supposed to 

get happier when she threatened him. 

"I don't want any trouble, Drake. Just leave me alone." 

His eyes raked over her once more, causing goose bumps to cover her arms. "I'll be in 



 

touch." He turned away and sauntered out of the aisle. 

As soon as he was gone, Gabrie's nerves finally took over, and she brought a shaking hand 

to her forehead. She tried to appear as normal as possible as she scrambled back to the front of 

the store, throwing anything that could possibly be comfort food in her cart, including frozen 

pizza, ice cream, cake, and an apple pie. 

Her eyes darted around the store as the young clerk rung her up, and she struggled to act 

normal as the girl asked the usual "how are you doing" questions. But she didn't truly feel out of 

the clear until she was in her car and driving away. 



 

CHAPTER SIX 

 

 

He was alone. Jack frowned at the realization. He'd looked in every room and had called out 

for Gabrie, but there was no response. Of course, he should've just looked to see whether her car 

was still there in the first place, but for some reason he'd never considered she'd leave. 

She knew she could be in danger and he'd come all the way back from the hospital just to be 

with her. Didn't she realize that she shouldn't be alone? How was he supposed to protect her if 

she snuck out while he was sleeping? 

Jack took a second to rest his head in his palms. He knew he was more mad at himself for 

falling asleep than at Gabrie for leaving. Damn drugs. Though, he was feeling better. The 

constant headache was less of a hammer pounding on his skull and was now a dull ache. 

He padded over to the bathroom and peeled one of the bandages on his arm aside. The 

shallow cuts inflicted by the broken glass didn't look that bad. They stung a bit to the touch, but 

nothing too worrisome. 

He felt a presence behind him and turned to see Tank in the doorway of the bathroom. 

Apparently the dog was feeling a bit better too. Jack leaned down to pat Tank on the head as he 

moved past him and back to the living room. Gabrie had made a lot of progress for one day. He'd 

been skeptical when she'd said she was taking down the wallpaper, but she seemed to know what 

she was doing. The walls that had been cleared so far looked great. 

He remembered lying on the couch and watching her work. The sweat glistening off her 

back. The sway of her hips as her arms worked on the wall. He rubbed his hand over his eyes. 

Why couldn't he stop thinking about her body? She didn't want him. She'd made it clear that the 

only Cross man she was interested in was his brother. 

The door opened and he swung around to see Gabrie push her way inside, her arms full of 

bags. He rushed over to help and grabbed a few out of her hands as she pushed the door shut 

behind her, flipped the lock, and turned the deadbolt. 

"Sleeping Beauty's awake, huh?" She grinned. 

He forced himself to smile back. "Not my proudest moment." He followed her into the 

kitchen. She set her haul on the counter and pulled the food out. 

"Did you have a sudden craving for sugar?" he asked as she pulled out every sweet he could 



 

imagine. 

She stopped unloading and looked up at him. Just as quick, she turned away. "How are you 

feeling? You seem to be doing better." 

He narrowed his eyes. She was hiding something. "I'm feeling better. Happy to be out of the 

hospital and awake. What's going on?" 

"It's been a really long day." She twisted around to put the ice cream in the freezer. 

"So you had the sudden need to buy the entire party store?" 

She took a deep breath. "Damn it. The beer is still in the car. I'll be right back." She pushed 

past him and unlocked the door before he could say anything else. 

He pulled one of the bags over to him and glanced inside. Some sort of cheesy potato chips 

and an apple pie. It wasn't as if she was expecting anyone, and it was just the two of them. 

Maybe Darren was coming home soon and she wanted to throw him a party. 

Then Gabrie was back with a twenty-four case of beer. Funny, Darren didn't seem like a 

beer drinker. He was more of a top shelf Scotch man. But who the hell knew? Jack had never 

shared a drink with his twin. 

"Tank seems to be doing better," he said, to change the subject. He'd rather go back to the 

hospital than listen to Gabrie talk about her plans to get back together with his brother. 

At the mention of the dog, some of the tension seemed to leave her. "Yeah. I was a lot more 

worried this morning. After today, I don't think he was all that injured." 

He raised a brow. "Really?" 

"Look." She crouched down and motioned the dog over. Tank meandered across the room 

and pushed his head into her chest. The way she was balanced on her heels, she had to wobble to 

catch her balance, and Jack bent down next to her. 

She let out a little laugh as she steadied. "He's got scratches all over his face, but the worst 

of it was on his neck." She rubbed the dog's ears. 

He moved in closer to get a better view. "It looks nasty." 

"Well, it's not good, but it's not weeping or bleeding. It should've probably had stitches and I 

think that's why it seemed so bad at first." 

Jack's brows drew together. "So the dog's going to be okay?" 

Gabrie shrugged. "I can't be sure. But look at him. He's walking around. His tail's wagging. 

He ate a big bowl of food this morning. Those are all good signs." 



 

Jack ran his hand over Tank's rough fur, and the dog seemed to push back into the contact. 

"He looked like he was going to die last night." 

"What did he have to live for? I think he was depressed. In pain, hungry, never knowing 

kindness in his life. I don't think the antibiotics are hurting, but I'm willing to bet all he really 

needed was some TLC." 

She smiled as her eyes met his, and Jack realized exactly how close he was to her. She 

smelled fresh and clean, so she must've showered while he was out, and he cursed himself 

through sleeping through the possibility of seeing her naked. 

For the briefest moment, her eyes fell to his lips and his entire body was on alert. This wasn't 

just one-sided. She wanted him too. 

And he'd be damned if he just sat back and let his brother scoop up the most fascinating 

woman he'd ever met. He leaned in, already imagining the feel of her lips against his. 

"Your father died today," she whispered. 

He fell back and rested against the aged, white cabinets. "You're serious?" 

Gabrie sat back too, and Tank seemed to take the cue and lay down next to her. "His lawyer, 

Robert Carson, stopped by earlier. I didn't want to wake you up." 

"I saw Dad today. He seemed..." He was about to say fine, but that wasn't true. Dad had 

been in a deep sleep in a hospital bed. There was nothing fine about it. 

"I'm so sorry," she said. 

He shook his head. "I knew it was coming. It still seems so..." 

"I know." She reached over to hold his hand in hers, and he started to jerk away. But her 

warmth sunk into him and instead he gripped her hand tighter. 

"I guess that explains the food," he muttered. A sick part of him was happy she'd done it for 

him and not for Darren. Fuck. What the hell kind of son was he to disappear for ten years and 

then have the nerve to show up and be sad about the father he'd barely known? "Does Darren 

know?" 

"He hasn't returned any of my calls. I don't understand why. I've left a bunch of messages. 

It's not like him." 

Jack nodded. "I don't have your number." 

She looked over to him. "Huh?" 

"Your phone number. We're roommates now. We should probably exchange numbers." 



 

She started to push herself up, but he held her hand tighter. "Not now. Let's just sit here for a 

few minutes." 

"Sure." She sat back down. "So you actually have a cell phone?" 

He frowned. "Doesn't everyone?" 

"I don't know. All I really know about you is that you have a twin and you're unemployed." 

The corner of his mouth hooked up. "And I'm good in bed. Don't forget that part." 

A blush crept up her cheeks and for a second, he was overwhelmed with the need to kiss her 

again. 

"Trust me, I didn't forget," she breathed. 

 

~~~~~ 

 

Gabrie ripped her gaze away from his. "Jack, I—" 

"Can I ask you something?" he interrupted. 

She bit her bottom lip and brought her eyes back to his. "Sure." She had the feeling that she 

didn't want to hear what he had to say. 

"Why Darren?" 

Damn it. Why did he have to ask? "I already told you." 

He shook his head. "No. You didn't. When I look at you, all I can think about is dragging 

you upstairs and kissing you until I'm the only man you ever think about." 

Her mouth went dry as she imagined him doing just that. The worst part was that she didn't 

have to imagine all that much. She already knew exactly how good his hands felt running up her 

legs. Through her hair. His fingers slipping into delicate, sensitive folds. 

"So tell me. Why Darren?" 

Gabrie blinked away her erotic thoughts and steeled herself to answer his question. "Darren's 

good to me. Good for me." 

"Screw that," snapped Jack as he scooted closer to her. "You want me. I want you. And 

you're lying if you say you've ever felt this way about Darren." 

She let out an insincere laugh. "You don't know a thing about me and your brother." 

"I don't need to. I know about us, and I've never felt anything like this before." 

Neither had she. But that didn't mean things were ever bad or dull with her and Darren. 



 

Everything went the way it was supposed to with the good brother. Three dates, then sex that led 

her to her first orgasm ever and a whirlwind romance that fizzled when she got cold feet. 

Jack was less of a whirlwind and more of a tornado. Everything seemed to go wrong around 

him, but she couldn't help but feel some sort of pull towards him. 

"No." She pushed herself up and away from him. "You're grieving and trying to distract 

yourself with me. I told you before, what we did was an accident and it's not happening again." 

He opened his mouth and shut it, staring silently up at her. His intense gaze burned into her 

flesh. She wished he would yell at her. Accuse her of flip-flopping, or leading him on. But all she 

got was silence. 

Screw him. Screw him and his toned arms, and deep voice and dark eyes. Gabrie turned 

away and strode towards the staircase, fully intending to retreat to her room and pretend the 

entire conversation had never happened. She'd made up her mind, and her choice was Darren. 

He'd always been good to her, and she owed him her loyalty. 

She paused at the foot of the old staircase. She owed him? Was that really why she was 

choosing Darren over Jack? She closed her eyes and tried to focus. Jack had a point. What did 

she want? Darren was nice and handsome and rich. Jack might not have money, but he'd been 

nothing but kind to her so far. 

So what did she really want? She took a deep breath. There wasn't really a question. Ever 

since she'd fallen into Jack's arms yesterday afternoon, there'd only been one man she could think 

about. She might've come back with grand plans of reconciling with Darren, but he just wasn't 

the brother she thought about constantly. 

She could walk up those stairs. Pretend that she didn't care about either of the brothers. 

Focus on fixing her own messed-up life before she complicated it anymore. 

But she couldn't get herself to move forward. Instead, she turned to see Jack still sitting 

against the cabinets, eyes just as intense as they had been when she'd stormed away. 

"Jack," she breathed. And that was all he needed to hear as he pushed himself and reached 

her in three long strides. His hands gripped her face and angled her just right for a powerful kiss. 

She fisted her hands in his hair and pulled him closer, relishing the feel of his hard body against 

hers. 

His tongue stroked hers and she moaned into his mouth. Good Lord. How had she ever 

expected to stay away from this man? Swept away in the kiss, she pulled him closer as she 



 

started to fall back against the wall, but he resisted. 

"No," he whispered. "We're doing it right this time. In a bed." 

She raised a brow as a smile crept into her lips. "It didn't feel wrong against the wall." 

He smiled back at her, but his eyes were still hungry. He took her hand in his and led her up 

the stairs. 

Gabrie followed him as though in a daze. Every step closer to the bedroom set her heart 

beating even faster. The interruption increased the anticipation until, when he finally pulled her 

into his room, she couldn't stop herself from pulling at the hem of his t-shirt and ripping it over 

his head. She let out a sigh of appreciation at his rippled chest, but he didn't let her admire it for 

long. Bending his knees a little, he gripped her ass and picked her up. She squeaked in surprise 

as she wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around his shoulders. 

For a moment, he stared up at her, and she felt as if time stood still. As if there was no 

Darren to worry about. As if Jack's father hadn't just died. As if they really could be a carefree 

couple. "Kiss me," she whispered. 

He turned with her in his arms and they both tumbled onto the bed. Her gasp as she bounced 

on the mattress was met with his kiss. His hands pulled at her shirt as his tongue teased hers. He 

moved away for the briefest second as she shifted to help him remove her shirt before he trailed 

kisses along her jaw. His lips set the sensitive skin on fire as the stubble on his jaw sent tingles of 

electricity straight to her core. 

She didn't wait for him to remove any more of her clothes. Instead, she moved her hands to 

the button of her shorts and pushed the material, along with her panties, over her hips. He took 

her cue and pulled them all the way off her legs, leaving her in only her bra. 

But not for long. Jack pushed a strap aside, his skillful tongue teasing a sensitive nipple as it 

was exposed. She bucked against him as she cradled him closer. Even as he teased and tortured 

her, his free hand moved up her legs and to her wet heat. 

With a confidence she didn't realize she had, she parted her legs for him, silently telling him 

exactly what she wanted. And he didn't disappoint. 

As he moved to the other breast, his fingers slid inside her, moving in a tantalizing rhythm 

as his thumb found the tiny bundle of nerves. She screamed as his hands and mouth worked in 

tandem to drive her insane. But right when she thought she couldn't hold herself back anymore, 

his hand left her. Before she could ask what he was doing, he moved down and spread her legs 



 

wide as his hot breath brushed over her folds. 

She was torn between pulling him closer and pushing him away, but he didn't give her a 

choice. His mouth closed over her clit and she didn't even try to suppress the scream that escaped 

her. Gabrie gave in to the sensations and dug her nails into his muscular shoulders as she urged 

him closer, silently begging for more. 

But when his fingers entered her again, she was beyond begging and screaming. Her body 

fractured into a million pieces as the pleasure crashed into her. She rode the climax; wave after 

wave of sensation washed over her. She was almost surprised to open her eyes and see that Jack 

stood in front of her, making quick work of his jeans. 

As soon as he was naked in front of her, she held her hand out to him. Instead of taking her 

hand, he crawled between her legs and gripped her hips right before he twisted with her in his 

arms until he lay flat against the bed and she straddled him. 

Her breath caught in her throat as she looked down at him. He was always sexy, but seeing 

him beneath her, his muscles moving with every breath he took and everything hers for the 

taking, she couldn't even believe he was real. 

He ran his fingers down her sides and traced the dip of her waist and curve of her hips until 

he was between her thighs and positioned himself at her entrance. As soon as she felt his thick 

head against her opening, she let herself slide down his cock, moaning as he slowly stretched and 

filled her. His fingers dug into her hips as he let out a quiet groan. For a second, she just let her 

head fall back as she reveled in the sensation. 

But then the urge to move took over. She set her palms against his broad chest and lifted 

herself up and down. She wanted to go slow, but soon the basic urge to go faster and faster 

overrode everything else. 

As she sped up, Jack took over, showing her exactly how he wanted her to ride him. As her 

climax got closer and closer, she closed her eyes and let the sensations sweep over her for the 

second time that day. She gripped his shoulders tightly as she rode out the pleasure, never 

stopping the ferocious rhythm he set for them. 

Right as she was coming down from the high, Jack stiffened beneath her. He held her still as 

he roared out his own release. She couldn't help but stare as his muscles corded and tightened. A 

strange sense of power flooded through her. Had she really done that to him? 

He must've felt her gaze on him, and he smiled up at her. "Has anyone ever told you how 



 

sexy you are when you come?" 

Speech eluded her, so she said the only word that popped into her mind. "Ditto." 



 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

 

Gabrie kept at the wallpaper, trying her best to ignore her aching back. She had no one to 

blame for this but herself. If she'd actually slept last night instead of jumping on Jack every 

chance she got, she'd probably have more stamina for actually doing the job she was hired to do. 

She couldn't help the grin that formed as she thought back to Jack. Somehow she felt as if a 

weight had been lifted off her shoulders. She could stop running from what her traitorous body 

wanted and just embrace it. Not that she was looking forward to the conversation she'd have to 

have with Darren, but it was what it was. 

Darren was handsome and charming. He'd be able to move on in no time. He'd invited her 

down as a friend. She'd assumed they were getting back together, but she'd never given Darren 

any reason to think they would. 

Except for when he kissed her. Gabrie squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed her forehead. Why 

had she kissed him back? She'd slept with his brother just hours before and the entire thing had 

felt off, but she'd been so determined to get over Jack. 

She threw the scraper down and the sudden noise jerked Tank awake. "Sorry, buddy." She 

crossed to the kitchen and stretched her arms as she moved. 

She'd gotten so much done the day before, fueled by frustration and stress. Spending the 

night with Jack completely relaxed her, but now she felt utterly unmotivated to work. It didn't 

help that all her muscles were sore from her initial attack on the wallpaper yesterday. 

After she dug through the bags, Gabrie pulled out a chocolate chip cookie. Bringing all this 

sugar into the house really wasn't a good idea. Her self-control was even worse when there were 

so many options. A bite here, a bite there. She'd feel worse if she wasn't working her ass off in 

the living room. 

Tank was immediately at her side, his eyes wider than ever as he stared adoringly up at her. 

She frowned at him. "Get your own cookie." She took another bite. 

Somehow his eyes seemed to get even bigger and her heart melted at the pathetic looking 

dog. "Well...it's time for your meds, so I suppose I can get you something." 

His tail thumped on the ground as she scooched around him to grab the bottle of antibiotics. 

But she couldn't give him the pill in the cookie because it had chocolate in it. She'd have to 



 

improvise with something else... 

Before she could think of what type of food to sneak his pill in, she heard a familiar song. 

Was that her phone? She frowned as she followed the faint sound. It wasn't on the lower level. 

She padded over to the staircase and looked up, but it wasn't from that direction either. She 

craned her head around to look at the front door. 

It must be outside. 

The ringing stopped, but Gabrie crossed over to the window next to the door. Sure enough, a 

small, black rectangle rested in the grass next to where her car had been parked before Jack 

borrowed it for the morning. 

She didn't remember dropping it, but she supposed if she remembered dropping it, she 

probably would've picked it up. 

Her eyes darted across the drive, but she didn't see anyone around. The sun was high in the 

sky, so there were hardly any shadows. Everything looked perfectly normal, but something felt 

off. Wrong. She thought back to when she'd hauled all the bags inside. She'd been so frazzled 

from Drake and knowing what she'd have to tell Jack once she got inside. Her phone could've 

fallen out of her back pocket. 

The phone rang again and Gabrie sighed. She needed to answer. It could be Darren, and he 

needed to know about Jack's accident and his father's death. But the nagging feeling kept her 

from opening the door. Instead, she turned and ran up the stairs, taking them two at a time. When 

she got to her room, she pulled open the drawer to the nightstand and grabbed her small, double 

action revolver. 

Its weight felt familiar in her hand. Small guns had a bigger recoil and were harder to aim, 

but she'd gladly put in a few more weekends at the shooting range if it meant she could conceal 

her protection more easily. Gabrie picked up the pepper spray canister and dropped it in the 

pocket of her baggy shorts, along with the antibiotics that were still in her hand. Half of her felt 

as if she was overreacting, but the other half remembered the look on Drake's face as he'd stared 

at her. 

At the memory, she gripped the gun tighter. She wouldn't be scared by a drug addict who 

weighed less than her, she told herself. She repeated the mantra as she descended the staircase 

and reached the door. 

She gave a quick glance out the window again, but the coast was still clear. She closed her 



 

eyes as a deep rage settled. She wasn't afraid. She wouldn't be afraid to walk outside in broad 

daylight, damn it. 

Taking a steeling breath, she twisted the knob and stepped out into the heat. She did another 

sweep with her eyes, but nothing seemed out of place. The only sound was the wind rushing 

through the trees. Satisfied, she strode forward and stopped when she reached the phone. 

For the life of her, she couldn't think of how the phone had fallen out of her pocket. But 

obviously something had happened. With a sigh, she knelt down and scooped it up. 

The thing started to ring again and Gabrie jerked back; the phone tumbled back to the 

ground. Shit. Damn Drake had her jumpy as hell. She took another steadying breath and grabbed 

the phone again. She turned it over to look at the screen, but the call was from an unknown 

number. 

Before she could slide her finger across to answer it, a shadow fell over her. Before she 

could even aim her gun, something hard slammed into the side of her head. 

A bright light flashed behind her eyes and then there was only darkness. 



 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

 

Jack brought Gabrie's truck to a stop in front of Cross Falls and rubbed his temples. Even 

though he'd known his dad's days were numbered, he wasn't prepared for the reality of making 

arrangements. He didn't know the first thing about funerals. How was he supposed to guess how 

many people would come or what the hell type of food to serve? The only thing that had kept 

him going was the knowledge that Gabrie was back at the house waiting for him. 

Hopefully she'd be lying in bed right where he left her, so they could take up where they left 

off... A bolt of guilt shot through him. His dad had died a day ago, and he was thinking of ways 

to get laid. But it wasn't like that. Even if Gabrie wasn't going to be waiting naked in bed for him, 

he was genuinely glad to have her there. To know he didn't have to sit in the giant, crumbling 

house all alone. 

Somehow she calmed him. Funny, he didn't remember any of the other women he'd been 

with having that effect. It was especially strange considering he'd only known her for a few days. 

The beginnings of all of his other admittedly brief relationships were hot and heavy and full 

speed. 

No doubt what he had with Gabrie was hot and definitely full speed ahead, but somehow it 

was more. He couldn't put his finger on it, but he didn't want to overanalyze anything. For now, 

he'd have to be happy with what she was willing to give. The future was tomorrow's problem. He 

just needed to get through this damn funeral. 

Jack pushed the door open and stepped onto the crumbling blacktop, practically hearing the 

sizzle as the overheated concrete burned the bottom of his shoes. For a moment, he thought of 

the Maine construction manager job he'd passed up to come back home. He would've been hot 

still, but Southern heat was a completely different torturous beast. The humidity seemed to take 

on a life of its own during the worst days, and one of his favorite things about having a job that 

allowed travel was the ability to escape the heat. 

He was halfway to the door when the subtle glistening out of the corner of his eye caught his 

attention. He frowned. Something round and plastic looking was in the drive, the bright sun 

reflecting off the smooth surface. 

His father, as many faults as he might have, would never leave trash lying around, and 



 

Gabrie was more invested than anyone in making Cross Falls beautiful again. Why would there 

be trash in the drive? Jack strode to the piece of litter. He stopped and crouched next to the pill 

bottle. There wasn't a label on it, but Jack recognized the shape and color. It was Tank's 

antibiotics. 

Uneasiness crept through him, and he ran back to the house. The unlocked door opened 

easily, and Tank greeted him with a smile and wagging tail. Jack pushed past the dog. "Gabrie!" 

He quickly circled through the first story, glancing in every room, but there was no sign of her. 

All her tools were set out in the living room and she'd obviously been working on the wallpaper. 

"Gabrie!" he yelled again, as he pounded up the stairs. He went room by room, even the ones she 

had no reason to be in. 

The front door creaked open and Jack let out a sigh of relief. "Gabrie, where the hell were 

you?" he bit out as he ran to the stairs. 

But his relief abruptly vanished when he looked down to see his twin in the entryway. 

"Where the hell have you been?" he sneered as he rushed down the stairs. 

Before Darren could answer, Tank ran over to intently sniff Darren's legs. Darren backed 

away from the large dog until his back hit the door. "What the fuck is that?" 

"Tank!" yelled Jack. "Come here." The dog didn't seem too moved by Jack's harsh 

command, so Jack bent down and snapped his fingers, which immediately had Tank running to 

get a few good scratches from Jack. "That's a dog and it's a long story." He frowned up at 

Darren's obvious discomfort. He never knew his twin was afraid of dogs... 

"Did you see Gabrie as you drove in?" He stood, softly shooing the dog away. 

"Her truck is outside," pointed out his brother. 

Suddenly, all Jack could hear was the sound of his own heartbeat and rapid breathing. 

Gabrie was gone. He'd promised himself he'd keep her safe, and she could be anywhere by 

now. He'd been gone all morning...almost four hours. Even if she was nearby, there were miles 

and miles of wilderness outside of town. 

For the first time in his life, Jack was grateful for his twin's presence. "Grab your keys," he 

told Darren. "We have to find her." 



 

CHAPTER NINE 

 

 

Gabrie opened her eyes midair as she was dropped unceremoniously on the hard wooden 

floor. Everything seemed to come in painful flashes. She remembered waking up in the trunk of 

a car. She'd tried to bang on the sides to alert anyone who might be in earshot, but her hands and 

feet had been bound with some sort of rough rope. 

Every struggle, every movement, sent searing pain shooting through her head. At some point 

during the bumpy ride, she must've passed out again because she had no memory of getting out 

of the trunk. 

Light footsteps sounded from behind her; the old floor vibrated with the movement. She was 

torn between the need to open her eyes to formulate a plan of attack and the desire to keep her 

eyes closed and play dead. 

The footsteps got closer, and her heart beat faster. It took everything inside her to stop from 

hyperventilating. She needed to keep her breath steady. She needed to look past the fear and pain 

and focus. She'd obviously been taken by someone for...some reason. If she knew who and why, 

she could think of something to get her out of here. 

After her mother's murder, she'd done extensive research on killers. But nothing prepared 

her for this. She needed to open her eyes. If he wore a mask, he might be planning to let her live. 

But she'd prefer not to leave that option up to him. 

She tested her bonds again, subtly flexing her arms. Her hands were still tied together behind 

her back. It might be her imagination, but it felt as though the ropes were looser than before. She 

wiggled her legs, and the same scratchy rope was around her ankles. The abrasive texture felt as 

if it cut into her skin at the slightest movement. 

If she was going to wiggle, it could make them tighter or looser. It would also draw attention 

to her. No use in freeing herself from the rope if the son of a bitch who took her was still 

watching. 

Well, screw him. She was going to make it out and send this bastard to jail, one way or 

another. Mustering up every ounce of courage, Gabrie forced her eyes open. 

She was somewhere...dark. Which meant it was night already, or she was somewhere with 

no windows. She craned her neck to get a look behind her and her eyes fell on Drake. Her eyes 



 

narrowed in disgust. How had he gotten one over on her? She'd been so damn careful. The gun. 

The pepper spray. 

But even with all her self-defense training and hours logged at the gun range, all it had taken 

was a second's worth of distraction. 

Jack would probably know she was missing by now, but what could he do for her? She 

remembered the days her mom had been missing. Gabrie didn't even report it to the cops, 

because she was so used to Lily disappearing for days at a time. What if Jack thought she'd left? 

No. He had her truck. Why would she leave without it? And Chris seemed to like her. Jack and 

the sheriff would be worried. They'd at least be looking for her. 

That didn't mean they'd find her. 

"Shit. You're awake," said a familiar voice. 

"Drake," she croaked out. She wanted to sound confident and strong, but somehow her 

throat seemed to burn. "I thought we had an understanding." 

"You mean when you threatened to shoot me if I came near you?" He crouched over her. 

Gabrie unintentionally flinched. "I didn't do anything to you. I only met Jack two days ago. 

What do you want from me?" 

Some emotion Gabrie couldn't read played across his face before his trademark creepy grin 

came back. "I want you to shut up. I'm not ready for you yet." 

Gabrie maneuvered onto her back; the cold, gritty wood bit into her arms. But that didn't 

hurt as much as whatever dug into her ass. She grimaced, before she remembered what it was. 

Her pepper spray! Drake must've not searched her. Paranoia: One. Crazy drug dealer: Zero. 

Fresh hope washed over her. She was getting out of this. She wouldn't be another victim. She 

wouldn't be a chalk outline on a dirty floor. 

"What are you going to do to me?" She tried to formulate a plan. 

"Don't talk," he ordered. "I'm in the middle of something." His back was to her as he pulled 

items from a duffel bag, but she couldn't get a good view of what he was taking out. While he 

was distracted, she went to work on the ropes that held her. They were loose, but she couldn't 

maneuver her thumb enough to slip free. 

Loud clanging vibrated in the small cabin, and she looked to what Drake had thrown on the 

ground. Her entire body froze as she saw what Drake was laying out on the floor. Railroad 

spikes. 



 

"What...what are you doing with those?" she whispered. 

He frowned and pulled a piece of paper out of his back pocket. "I'm trying to set this up," he 

snapped at her. 

She inched away from him, even though the wall didn't give her any room. "Why spikes?" 

He threw the paper on the ground and faced her. "Are you fuckin' deaf? I said I'm busy!" He 

stomped over to her and jammed his foot into her ribs, pushing the air from her lungs and 

sending waves of pain through her body. She let her head fall back and watched as he pounded 

the spikes into the ground. 

She blinked a few times as he struggled to get the spike into the floor. Every time he brought 

his hammer onto the metal, the oppressive clanging would echo off the walls. Everything hurt. 

Her head. Her chest. Her wrists. Her ankles. 

But she couldn't give up. This would be her best chance to get the hell out. Drake was 

distracted. He seemed frustrated, and the banging was the perfect cover. 

With every bang of the hammer on metal, her mind flashed back to the horrible pictures. She 

was never supposed to see her mother like that. But the images of her mother, naked and bloody, 

were burned into her brain. No one had even reported her missing. Lily Moss had been found 

purely by chance, because not even her own daughter was looking for her. 

Gabrie's desperation increased and worked frantically to free her wrists from the bonds. 

Little by little, the ropes loosened, but she felt as though the walls got closer together. Drake's 

panting breaths and the overwhelming scent of his sweat filled the cabin, and every damn pound 

of the hammer felt as if it was right against her head. 

She forced her eyes closed and blocked out everything but the feel of the ropes against her 

wrists, blocking out the pain of the abrasions forming on her wrists, and concentrated wholly on 

her thumb. If she could get just one thumb free, that was all she'd need. One damn thumb.... 

There! Her eyes snapped open as her wrist was freed. Drake pounded the third spike into the 

wooden floor. This was all wrong. Not just the kidnapping. What the hell was Drake doing? She 

was no expert on killers, but she'd read more than a few books in college while trying to 

understand what happened to her mother. Drake was going to tie her to the spikes and do God 

knew what to her, but he didn't seem to enjoy it at all. Sadistic killers reveled in the hunt...in the 

torture. Drake seemed to be treating the entire process like a chore. 

But she didn't have time to psychoanalyze him. For all she knew, this would be the last 



 

chance she had to escape before he realized her hands were free. She tried to arch her back 

enough to reach the ropes around her ankles. 

Her fingers gripped the ropes, but she couldn't feel the knot. It was possible for her to undo 

the ropes without being able to see the knot eventually, but she didn't have the time. Instead, she 

pulled the pepper spray from her back pocket and reared into a sitting position. 

Drake finally saw that she was moving and twisted around. "Hey!" he yelled as he stood, 

hammer and spike firmly in each hand. 

Gabrie pushed herself back even as she took aim with her spray. She held it as far away 

from her face as possible and tightly shut her eyes as she pulled the trigger. As soon as she heard 

Drake scream, she stopped and leaned forward to her ankles. She cracked open her eyes just 

enough to see the ropes and from there, it was easy enough to get an ankle free. She jumped up 

right as Drake stumbled into the area she'd just vacated. 

Her legs barely kept her up, but she managed to avoid his blind thrashing as he punched in 

her direction. 

"Get back here, you bitch!" 

He tried to open his eyes through the burning that Gabrie knew must be excruciating. Her 

own eyes started to water from the particulates of the spray that still floated around in the air. 

Keeping her eyes on Drake's flailing arms, she reached behind her and felt along the wall 

until her fingers brushed the metal doorknob. But when she twisted it, the damn thing didn't 

move. 

She needed to turn around to unlock it, but Drake barreled towards her, his red eyes 

squinting open enough to see her. Gabrie ducked away, her eyes burning even more as she 

scrambled on the floor until she came across something hard and solid. Her fingers curled around 

the hammer and she swung it blindly as she twisted around. She heard Drake grunt, and she pried 

her eyes open enough to see him collapsing on the ground, grabbing the side of his head. 

She crawled past and brought the hammer down hard on his leg before she pushed herself up 

and fell against the door. She forced her eyes open and yanked the deadbolt free. Drake moaned 

in pain from behind her, but she didn't look back. Instead, she turned the lock on the knob and 

pushed the door open. 

Bright sun flooded the room and blinded her. She stumbled into the humid air, turning as she 

did to face Drake. 



 

"You need to get back here!" he shouted as he tried to push himself up. 

Even with her blurred vision, she could make out the blood that trickled down the side of his 

face. Oh God. She could've killed him. Hell, he was probably going to kill her. The dirt and 

rocks on the ground bit into her bare feet as she backed away. Where were her shoes? The woods 

around her seemed to spin as she tried to get her bearings. 

The cabin she was being held in must've been some sort of hunter's hut, because it was so 

tiny. Gabrie kept backing away; her steps grew steadier the farther she got. Drake was finally 

standing, but she must've landed a good blow to his leg, because he fell right back down to the 

floor. 

Finally feeling confident in her ability to get away, she turned around to hurry down the 

rocky road that led away from the hut. She wanted to run, but her shaky legs and bare feet 

wouldn't allow more than a slow jog. She kept glancing over her shoulder, but there was no sign 

of Drake. 

As she jogged down the gravel road, she kept her eyes out for a car. She didn't want to miss 

a Good Samaritan, but she also didn't want Drake to come after her in a truck. Well, he must've 

grabbed her in a car since she'd been shoved in a trunk. 

Gabrie didn't let herself stop to catch her breath. She was constantly craning her neck, 

looking for any sign of a vehicle to wave down or sign that Drake was coming after her. But as 

she got farther and farther away, she started to relax. If Drake was going to give chase, he 

would've caught up by now, right? 

Her mind spun as the pain of her bare feet on the hot road started to sink in. She moved to 

the shoulder of the road, but the scratchy grass wasn't much better. At least on the road, she 

could avoid the sticks and stones that were hidden in the vegetation. 

Her hand still clutched the hammer like a lifeline. The relief of escaping couldn't fully take 

hold. Even though she'd gotten away, she wasn't in the clear yet. And the entire thing had seemed 

too...easy. Drake had gone through all the trouble to steal her phone and ram her head with 

whatever he'd used to knock her out, but he hadn't even considered patting her down? For all he 

knew, she had another phone. Or had borrowed one from Jack. 

And how the hell had he gotten her phone? She'd never gotten close enough to him at the 

store for him to lift it off her, and she doubted she'd just dropped it on the driveway and he'd 

happened to find it. Could he have broken into the house? 



 

The telltale sound of an engine sounded, and Gabrie turned around. The car came from the 

direction she'd run from. It could be Drake or one of his men. She gripped the hammer tighter 

and squinted to get a better view, her eyes still not working quite right. She didn't recognize the 

shiny newish car that came to a halt ten yards from her. The driver stepped out. She knew that 

full, dark head of hair. "Jack," she breathed. 

She ran towards him, pushing the pain pounding in her head and the aches in her feet out of 

her mind. She just had to get to him. As soon as his arms were around her, everything would be 

okay. 

Jack ran to meet her. "Gabrielle? Oh my God. Are you okay?" 

She didn't answer as she wrapped her arms around his neck and held on tight. "I thought I'd 

never see you again, Jack," she said into his warm neck. It was too hot to be hugging anyone, but 

she didn't give a damn. She needed this. Jack had to be completely overheated in his suit, 

though... 

She pulled away and looked into his face; recognition snaked through her. "Darren?" 

His brow crinkled with concern. "Of course it's Darren. Did Jack do this to you? What 

happened?" 

Gabrie shook her head, for the first time realizing how hard she'd been hit. "I don't know," 

she muttered. "I need to go to the hospital." 

Darren set a hand on her arm. "Sure. Let me help you." He led her to his car. 

She frowned at the pristine, new vehicle. "Where's your BMW?" 

He opened the passenger door for her. "You have it, remember? I called you a million times 

yesterday and today, but you didn't answer. So I had to rent something at the airport." 

With shaking hands, Gabrie buckled herself in, trying to make sense of his words. "No. I 

called you. I called you constantly. I didn't have a single missed call." 

Huh? That made no sense... She leaned back against the seat, letting the blowing air from 

the vents cool her down. Her arms and legs were covered in dirt. Hopefully Darren wouldn't be 

charged for returning a filthy rental car. That was a strange thought. She should be more worried 

about Drake and the police. Damn it. "I need to call Chris. He needs to know about Drake." 

"He knows already." Darren set a hand on her leg. "He's been out looking for you." 

"Was Jack looking too?" she asked, trying to put the pieces together. 

Darren pulled onto the main highway. "Yeah. I think half the town is at this point. I got to 



 

Cross Falls a few hours ago and he told me you were missing." 

"He should know I'm okay," she said softly. Gabrie didn't want to think of how pissed Jack 

would be, especially considering she was okay. 

"Sure." Darren pulled out his phone. 

A bolt of relief washed through her as she started to recognize the terrain. She really was 

making it out. She looked at the rolling hills and farmland, thinking over what happened. She'd 

have to tell Darren about her and Jack. After she'd run into his arms and called Darren by his 

brother's name, he must suspect something by now. 

But that was the least of her concerns at the moment. 

As much as she wanted to zone out and focus on the comforting scenery passing her by, she 

kept replaying the strange encounter with Drake. 

"Do you want to talk about it?" Darren glanced between her and the road. 

Gabrie rubbed at her forehead. "Drake was tying me down with railroad spikes," she 

muttered. 

"Fuck," he whispered. "I'm so sorry I wasn't here." 

"My mother was murdered. She was tortured for days before the sicko stabbed her in the 

heart." 

Darren's eyes went wide. "Oh my God...I had no idea." 

"She was tied to railroad spikes. That has to be more than a coincidence." 

Darren was silent for a moment. "Drake is obviously crazy." 

Gabrie shook her head. "It's not just that. It's everything. That I used to live in Cross Falls, 

your father, Drake knowing how my mother was killed..." Her mind raced. This had to be 

connected somehow. She thought Drake took her to get back at Jack for burning down his house 

and giving the police the evidence they needed to take Drake down, but his attack wasn't focused 

on Jack. It was focused on her. He didn't take sadistic pleasure in pounding the spikes into the 

floor. He'd been annoyed, as if it was one more step he needed to get done. 

As if he'd been following someone else's instructions. 

"Take me home." 

His head whipped around. "What are you talking about? We need to get to the hospital." 

"I have to get back to Cross Falls. Now." 

"Why? I'd think the possibility of you having a concussion is more important than anything 



 

back at the house." 

"Drive me back to the house or I'm walking. Your choice." She stared him down, and his 

eyes narrowed. She might not be willing to jump out of a moving car, but there was a 

conveniently placed stop sign on the way to the hospital that would put her within walking 

distance of Cross Falls. That she'd have to walk a mile in bare, already wounded feet wasn't 

ideal, but she needed to get back there. 

Carson said the answers could be in the attic. She wasn't going to spend one more night in 

that house, in this town, without getting answers. 

Thinking back to how close she'd been to dying messed with her mind. Her heart sped up as 

her breaths came faster and faster. Railroad spikes... 

Darren's hand fell on her knee again and Gabrie jumped. 

He glanced over, concern etched on his face. "Gabrielle..." 

"No. I need to go to Cross Falls," she insisted. 

He tightened his lips, but didn't fight her. Every mile or so, her mind would attempt to sink 

back into a panic attack, but she fought back the fear that threatened to engulf her. Attic. There 

were answers in the dusty old room. There had to be. 

Darren finally brought the car to a stop in front of Cross Falls, and Gabrie jumped out. The 

hot blacktop bit into her feet as she ran to the house. 

As soon as she opened the door, Jack stood in the doorway. In a second, she was in his arms 

as he lifted her against him. 

"You're okay," he breathed against her cheek, as though he could hardly believe it. 

She stiffened in his arms. "Let me go, Jack. I need to get upstairs." She pushed away. 

He obliged, but his gaze seemed to burn into her. "What happened?" 

She rubbed at her temples as she ran up the stairs. "Call Chris. Tell him to get out here as 

quickly as possible." 

"Gabrie, what the hell is going on? Chris is out looking for you. I've been driving around 

town for hours until Darren texted me." 

She couldn't bring herself to turn around and answer him. She didn't want him to know 

about Drake. About what had almost happened. Then she'd have to tell him exactly what 

happened to her mother and admit her suspicions. 

But that would have to wait until she had some sort of proof. "Just call Chris! I need to look 



 

for something upstairs." 

She could tell from the pounding on the stairs behind her that both brothers weren't about to 

let her do her searching in private. The mere thought of telling them why she needed to be alone 

sent a fresh wave of pain through her head. Though, really, every step and breath she took made 

her headache even worse. 

Midway through the hallway, Gabrie stopped to stand on her toes and pull the ladder that led 

to the attic down. 

"I have no idea what she's doing," said Darren from behind her. "I tried to take her to the 

hospital, but she insisted on coming here." 

"I don't hear you calling Chris!" she called as she climbed up into the attic. It was just as 

dank and dusty as she remembered, with just enough light streaming in from the small windows 

to illuminate the stacks and stacks of boxes. 

She didn't waste a second before she tore through the old cardboard. She didn't know exactly 

what she was looking for, but it was easy enough to rule out the ones containing old clothes or 

housewares not used in decades. 

One way or another, she would find her answers. 

 

~~~~~ 

 

"What the fuck?" shouted Jack, torn between climbing into the attic after Gabrie and grilling 

Darren for information. 

"What do you want me to say? I found her wandering on the side of the road. She's barely 

said a thing to me." 

Damn it. Jack paced back and forth in the hallway. Frustration boiled up inside him. 

Something had happened and he was completely in the dark. He needed to do something. Find 

whoever had messed with Gabrie and teach them that she wasn't someone to be fucked with. She 

was under his protection, and anyone who laid a finger on her was dead. "I want you to be angry! 

I want you to do something besides stand there!" 

Darren cocked his head, not fazed at all. "Want me to walk in circles and scream like you? 

At least I found her." 

Jack's fist hit Darren straight in the nose before he even knew what was happening. His twin 



 

reared back, hands coming up to either strike back or defend himself, but he never got the 

chance. 

"Stop!" 

Both men turned to see Gabrie climbing down the ladder one-handed. Underneath her free 

arm was a stack of folders. Jack wasn't sure he wanted to know what it was. 

"Chris should be here any moment." Jack moved to help her down, but the second his hands 

touched her scraped and bruised arms, she flinched. "Gabrie..." 

"You need to leave." She backed away from him. 

Darren moved forward. "Gabrielle, I'm here to help you." 

She tightened her lips and held the folders in front of her like a shield. "Here to help me? 

Then what the hell are these?" She threw the folder and the floor was littered with pictures. 

Jack bent to get a better look. What the hell? They were all of a woman. Some of her at a 

coffee shop, some standing on the street in trashy clothes, some of her undressing. 

"Why would this be in your house? Why am I here?" she shouted. 

Jack shook his head. He had no idea what she was talking about. "I've never seen these 

before in my life." 

She struggled to catch her breath as she took another step back. "That's my mother. Not 

when she lived here. Not when she was your fucking maid. When we were in the city. Someone 

in this house followed her to the city." She crouched down and picked a black-and-white shot of 

her mother waiting for a bus. "This was taken a week before she was murdered!" she screamed, 

struggling to catch her breath. "You both need to leave. I want you both out of this house in the 

next ten minutes." 

"It's our house," insisted Darren. "We can figure this out together," he said in a soothing 

tone. 

But Gabrie didn't appear to be buying it. "No, it's my house. Your father left it to me. Now 

get out or I will have Chris escort you off the property." 

Jack blinked a few times. "Dad wouldn't leave anything to you." 

"Tell that to Robert Carson," she said with just enough confidence to make him think she 

might be serious. "Now. Get. Out." 

Darren took another step forward and for a flash of a second, Jack saw fear wash over her 

face. Instinctively, Jack's arm shot out, halting his brother. "She wants us out." He stared at 



 

Gabrie the entire time, looking for some sign that it wasn't him who terrified her. That she didn't 

think he would ever do anything to hurt her. 

But all he saw was fear and betrayal. He shook his head and turned to pound down the stairs. 

He had his wallet and keys in his pocket. All he needed for a night away. 

By the time he and Darren reached the front door, Chris was in the entryway. The sheriff 

opened his mouth to say hi, but something about Jack's face must've silenced him. 

Gabrie softly followed them, as though she didn't trust them to leave without her 

supervision. 

As soon as Jack was on the porch, he turned back and met her eyes. "We'll go, but I'm 

coming back, Gabrie. I promise." 

She squared her shoulders and met his gaze. "You step one foot on this property, I'll shoot 

you." 

And in that moment, he believed her one hundred percent. 

 

 

~~~ TO BE CONTINUED IN PART THREE ~~~ 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

 

Jack grabbed a rock off the ground and for the briefest moment considered throwing it at the 

house. At the last second, he tossed it onto the driveway, where it clattered harmlessly. 

Frustration bubbled up inside him. He'd never felt so helpless in his life, and there was nothing 

he could do about it. 

"So do you believe her?" asked Darren. 

Jack glared at his twin, who somehow managed to embody everything that was making 

Jack's life a living hell. "Believe her about what? About our dad leaving her everything in his 

will? About her conspiracy theory that we were somehow involved in her mother's murder? That 

she was just kidnapped and attacked by Drake? Yes. Okay. I believe every word." He just had no 

idea what it all meant. 

Darren dug the keys to his rental car out of his pocket. "That must've been why Philip didn't 

want her in the house. He wanted to keep her away from those pictures. It all makes sense now." 

Jack ran a hand through his hair and stared back up at his family home, which was no longer 

his. Gabrie was in there, feeling lost and alone, and he had no idea what Drake had done to her 

and he was stuck out here.  

Darren was wrong. Nothing about this made sense. And he was going to get to the bottom of 

it. If he couldn't stay with Gabrie to give her some semblance of comfort, he would figure out 

why his family dragged her into this mess. 

Jack strode toward the vacant spot of the driveway where his car was normally parked and 

cursed again when he remembered that he didn't have a car anymore. "Where did you find her?" 

"Off Route 59." Darren eyed Jack as he paced back and forth across the drive. "Why? Are 

you going out there?" 

"You heard what she said. Drake tied her up just like whoever killed her mom. Now you and 

I both know Drake's too dumb to ever get away with murder. So that means he probably knows 

something that could explain why Dad had all those pictures in the attic." 

"If you're going out there, I can drive. I have a better idea of where she was coming from 

than you." Darren didn't mention that Jack no longer had a car since he totaled it, but Jack was 

still too pissed to be grateful. 



 

"And why is that? You just roll into town and somehow know exactly where to look." 

Darren stood straighter and stared him down. "If you want to say something, then say it." 

Jack shook his head as he thought of the thousands of things he wanted to shout at his 

brother. "Why didn't you know who she was?" 

Darren's brows drew together. "What are you talking about?" 

"You never realized she used to live here? That we knew her?" 

Darren's shoulders tensed as he glared at Jack. "Get in the car," he snapped as he turned to his 

own car and got behind the wheel. 

For a moment, Jack hesitated. What if Darren had something to do with this? He was the one 

who brought Gabrie here. He was the one who found her, as though he knew exactly where she 

was being held. 

But Darren knew exactly where he'd picked up Gabrie. If Jack wanted to track the son of a 

bitch down, Darren was his best chance. Jack slid into the passenger's seat and Darren yanked 

the car into gear and peeled down the driveway.  

Barely slowing down, Darren turned on to the highway. "Who the fuck are you to question 

me?"  

Jack gripped the door to the car. He'd never seen Darren lose his cool like this before. "I'm 

just saying, there's some messed up stuff happening." 

"Messed up? I leave you alone with Gabriella for two days and you're already sleeping with 

her." 

Jack jerked his head toward Darren at the accusation. "How did you—" 

"I'm not stupid, Jack. She wanted it to be you. When I found her, she wanted it to be you." 

His rage stirred once more, but this time it was directed inwards. Damn it. He should've been 

there. Should've been there to keep Gabrie safe and been there to watch over her. "How did you 

know where to look?" Jack's voice cracked.  

"You might not have noticed, but I grew up here too. Drake used to get busted for doing dope 

on Old Man Potter's land all the time back in high school. Figured it wouldn't hurt to stop by." 

And he just happened to stop by as Gabrie was walking down the road. Jack had known that 

Drake used to light up around here. He'd even driven by during his frantic search for Gabrie. 

Unfortunately, he also knew fifteen other places Drake liked to sneak in a high.  

"When I left her with you, I—I know we aren't on good terms, but I never expected you two 



 

to grow close." 

Jack kept his expression blank. It didn't sound like Darren knew exactly how far he and 

Gabrie had gone, and somehow telling him the full truth just seemed like rubbing salt in the 

wound. "I didn't do it on purpose. It was just...between the crash and Dad, something happened." 

Darren's fists gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. "He was my dad 

too." 

"More than mine," muttered Jack. 

"What the hell is that supposed to mean?" 

Jack scoffed. "Please. You know you were always the favorite." 

"You're kidding, right?" 

"Dad was always there for you. Every game, every talent show, everything. If you called, 

he'd come running." It sounded immature when he said it out loud, but he hadn't been in the same 

room as his brother and father in the past ten years. For the most part, Jack had allowed himself 

to forget the pain of having a mother who chose suicide over her family and a father who chose 

his brother over him.  

But being back here, saying goodbye to the father he'd spent so much time being pissed at, 

suddenly the old grudges didn't seem so old. 

"Even if Philip came to every football game of mine and not yours," Darren emphasized his 

point with a look to tell Jack exactly how stupid it sounded, "what right does that give you to 

steal Gabriella?" 

"Last I checked, she's a grown woman and wasn't yours to begin with." 

"Last I checked, brothers didn't do that."  

Before Jack could respond, a cluster of county and state police vehicles appeared in the 

distance. Both brothers tensed as they approached the busy scene that surrounded a tiny, wood 

hunter's cabin. Darren pulled the car to a stop right behind one of the cop cars and immediately 

one of the officers approached. 

Two guys, who were vaguely familiar to Jack, stayed next to the open front door of the cabin. 

The officer who walked toward the car was a shorter woman who did her best to look as 

masculine as possible in her tan sheriff's department uniform. She gave a jerk of her head to 

signal the brothers to get out of their car.  

Jack and Darren stepped out in unison as the woman nodded at them. "Hey, guys. Chris said 



 

you might be driving out here." 

Chris, who was comforting Gabrie back at the house he'd been kicked out of. Jack tamped 

down his frustration. "He said that, did he? What else did he say?" 

The officer smirked at him and he got the feeling she wasn't used to other people asking the 

questions. "Not much. He was interviewing Gabriella Moss back at your family place. Did she 

say what happened out here to either of you?" 

"She just wanted to get back to Cross Falls," said Darren. "I tried to get her to call the police 

or talk to me, but when she said no, I didn't try to push her." 

And that was a hell of a lot more than Jack got out of her. "She barely said two words to me. 

But what are you all doing here still? Shouldn't there be some sort of hunting party for Drake?" 

The officer glanced between the two of them. "I don't think that's going to be necessary." 

"Thank God you found him already." Jack let out a sigh of relief. At least if he wasn't with 

Gabrie tonight, he could rest easy knowing some psycho wasn't after her.  

"It wasn't too hard to track him down," said the officer. "He was already dead when we got 

here." 

~~~~ 

"He wasn't dead when I left," insisted Gabrie for the fiftieth time. 

Chris nodded with the same understanding expression he'd had on since he'd arrived an hour 

earlier. "I know, and trust me, I believe you. But you did hit him in the head. Who knows if you 

hit him in exactly the right spot or with enough pressure—" 

"No! I would know if I killed him." A sickening feeling sunk into her stomach. Would she 

know? It's not as if she'd ever murdered someone before. 

She squeezed her eyes shut. This wasn't murder. Self-defense. If she whacked Drake in the 

head too hard, it was only because she was in fear for her life. Chris set a hand on her knee and 

she flinched at the sudden touch. Her eyes popped open.  

"Even if you didn't kill him on purpose, the head is a delicate area. Now I think it's best if we 

get you to the hospital." 

She looked down at the pictures strewn on the coffee table in front of where she and Chris 

were perched on the couch. All photos of her mother. Some of her in the city, worn down by 

addiction and poverty. Others when she was younger and fresher. Back when she was working as 

a maid in the very house Gabrie now owned. 



 

Chris covered her hand with his. "Gabrie." 

Her gaze jerked back to his and she blinked a few times to clear her mind, not sure whether 

her foggy thoughts were due to the overwhelming amount of disturbing information or the 

beating she'd gotten from Drake. "Yeah?" 

"Let's go to the hospital," he said in a firm tone. 

Logically, she knew it was safer to go get checked out. But every fiber of her being wanted to 

race back up to the attic and try to dig up more answers. Why did Philip leave her the house? He 

must've felt guilty about her mother somehow. Was he the one who killed her? And where did 

Jack and Darren fit into all this? 

Darren hadn't approached her. She was the one who came onto him in the city. But he was 

the one who got her to move from Raleigh to Hampton Falls. And Jack... 

She definitely made the first move with him. But he could've said no. "I feel fine," she lied. 

"I just need to go back up to the attic to look through a few more boxes." Maybe there was 

something, anything, that could answer her questions. 

Chris squeezed her hand tighter. "I don't think you understand, Gabrie. If that blow to the 

head did kill Drake, we should establish it was self-defense. Medical records would help your 

case." 

Her eyes widened. "Oh my goodness," she breathed.  

"Don't freak out, okay? Drake is a known criminal and there were plenty of people who saw 

him threaten Jack at Jim's Tavern. This is just normal procedure, okay?" 

Gabrie ran a finger through her messy hair and winced, suddenly reminded of her own head 

trauma. The hospital was sounding like a better idea by the second. "Are you sure?"  

"Well, between you and me, I happen to know that the sheriff is completely on your side for 

this one." 

She halfheartedly smiled at his joke and stood. Her sore ribs ached with the motion. Hospital. 

What did she need to bring to a hospital? An insurance card wasn't an option because she never 

got coverage after being laid off. That left a purse, phone, and herself. Seemed about right. 

Tank padded over to her and pushed his oversized head against her leg. Gabrie wobbled a bit 

before she caught her balance. "Hey there." She reached down to pat him between the ears and 

glanced at Chris, who picked up his hat. "We won't be overnight, will we? I need someone to 

take care of Tank if we're gone." 



 

Chris looked her up and down. "If it were up to me, I'd prescribe a good long sleep. I bet you 

anything the doctors will let you go almost as soon as we get there. We just need to document the 

bruises." Gabrie opened her mouth, but Chris must've already anticipated what she was going to 

ask. "Yes, if you stay overnight I will come back to take care of Tank." He eyed the dog warily. 

"Great. His food is in the pantry and  his pills are on the counter..." Gabrie drifted off as she 

remembered that Chris didn't know the circumstances of how Tank had come to stay with her.   

Chris rolled his eyes, but nodded, not appearing too curious about the dog's origins. "I'm glad 

you're worried about the dog, but you need to start worrying about yourself." He glanced to the 

stairs. "Do you want me to grab anything from your bedroom?" 

"I should be good." She picked up her purse from the chair that blocked most of the 

entryway. At some point she'd have to either finish her wallpaper removal project or put the 

furniture back to the correct position, but today wasn't that day. Tomorrow might have to be a 

rest day too.  

As Chris crossed to the front door, Gabrie looked over her progress so far. Really, the large 

living area was almost completely stripped of the garish floral paper that had covered the walls. 

Once she sanded it down and got the room painted, it would be striking. 

And hers. This whole place belonged to her. She didn't believe it anymore now than she had 

when Philip Cross's lawyer told her the old man was leaving the place to her.  

However, there was one drawback. It was now hers, so that probably meant Darren wasn't 

going to fund the renovations any longer. 

Chris pushed open the door and bright sunlight poured into the room, followed by the blast of 

heat from the summer air. "Are you ready?" 

Gabrie gave Tank one last pat on the head and followed Chris out. "Are you sure I shouldn't 

drive?" she asked as Chris pulled open the passenger door of his cruiser. Considering the amount 

of time she'd spent in her teenage years avoiding cop cars, it seemed strange just to hop in. 

He shook his head. "On the off chance you have a concussion, I can't let you drive." 

"What if they keep me for hours and hours? How am I going to get home?" 

He narrowed his eyes at her. "I'll get you home." 

"The hospital is only a few minutes away. I can drive and you can follow me the entire way." 

"For the love of God, get in the damn car, Gabrie," snapped Chris. 

Looked as though she was going to have to bite the bullet on this one. With a sheepish smile, 



 

she climbed in and Chris gently shut the door behind her. 

Seconds later, he was in the cruiser and backing away from Cross Falls. "Don't worry, 

Gabrie. As soon as the doctors clear you, you can rest and I'll make sure no one bothers you." 

No one, meaning Jack or Darren. Gabrie let out a sigh and ran the seatbelt strap through her 

fingers. As eager as Chris was to watch out for her, this wasn't a permanent situation, and she 

couldn't keep the brothers away forever. She was rather certain she'd illegally evicted Jack, and 

both men had childhood items in the home that she had no right to keep. 

She glanced over to Chris, who intently watched the highway as he drove. "I'm getting the 

feeling that not all of this crap is in your job description."  

He shot her a quick look. "My job description is to help people." He set a comforting hand on 

her bare knee, above the tiny scratches left over from the rough ride she'd had in Drake's trunk.  

She bit back the urge to ask whether touching the people who needed help was also in his job 

description. Even with the sizzling heat, his warm touch felt good. Was that strange? After so 

recently having a man's fists and feet slamming into her, should she really be so happy about a 

hand on her knee? Was there some sort of instruction manual for surviving violent attacks? 

"I do appreciate the help," she said carefully. When the cruiser hit a bump, she used the 

opportunity to subtly move her leg away from his touch. As much as she enjoyed the comfort, 

she didn't want to give him any mixed signals.  

"It's no problem at all. As soon as we're done at the hospital, I'm going to look through 

Drake's past ten years with a fine-toothed comb. If he had something to do with your mom's 

murder, we'll know soon." 

Gabrie felt the blood rush from her face at the reminder that Drake was somehow involved. 

"I'm not so sure he's the one who killed her." 

Chris raised a brow. "You think it's just a coincidence that he used railroad spikes? That's not 

exactly common. Or practical, for that matter." 

"I know," she muttered. And Lord knew she'd been terrified when Drake pounded those 

spikes into the wooden floor. "But it all seemed too easy." Before Chris could tell her how crazy 

she sounded, she continued, "I mean, all he had to do was check my pockets and take my pepper 

spray away. Also, those spikes wouldn't have held. My mom's murderer had them embedded in 

concrete. This was different." 

Chris nodded slowly as he pulled into the hospital parking lot. "So you really think the Cross 



 

boys have something to do with this?" 

Gabrie pursed her lips. That was one of those questions she was really hoping no one would 

ask. She'd known Darren for a while, and he'd been nothing but the perfect gentleman the entire 

time they were together. And Jack... 

"I don't know," she said honestly. "When you look into Drake's history, you're going to get 

my mom's file, right? Maybe I could, um, borrow it for a little bit?" 

Chris stopped the car at the drop-off section of the hospital. "I'm going to put in a request for 

the file tonight. Are you sure you want to see it?" 

"I'm sure." Gabrie took a steadying breath as she climbed out of the cruiser. It was past time 

she learned the truth about what happened to her mother, and if the aches in her ribs were any 

indication, sooner was better than later. 



 

CHAPTER TWO 

 

 

Gabrie checked her phone once more as she stepped into the empty hospital lobby. When she 

saw that there were no missed calls or texts, she glanced up to the dark sky outside the windows. 

She'd assumed a hospital in such a small town wouldn't have the same long wait times as the 

ones in the city. 

But no. Apparently the Hampton Falls hospital was the biggest and best equipped in three 

counties. Which meant hours of waiting for doctors, nurses, x-rays and, Gabrie's personal 

favorite, paperwork. After the first forty-five minutes of sitting in an uncomfortable gown doing 

nothing, she insisted Chris leave to get some actual police work done.  

Six hours later, she was grateful he hadn't stuck around for all the boring waiting. As soon as 

he got back to the hospital, he'd take her home and she could finally get some sleep. Preferably 

after a nice long shower.  

Gabrie bit her lip as she stared out at the parking lot. Maybe she shouldn't be relying on Chris 

so much. What if he did want more than just friendship? He hadn't said anything, but she just 

wasn't used to people being so generous. Even when Darren offered to let her come to Hampton 

Falls, he'd expected them to get back together. Of course, so had she, so she couldn't fault his 

logic there. 

Maybe she could've called Penny. She hardly knew the waitress, but Penny seemed to have 

fond memories of Gabrie's mom. Actually, if Gabrie was going to be living in Hampton Falls 

from now on, she really should make friends with someone besides the Cross brothers and the 

sheriff. 

But as soon as she considered calling Penny, she noticed a familiar figure striding toward the 

hospital. Jack. Shit. What the hell was he doing here? She glanced over her shoulder, 

contemplating for the briefest moment whether there was anywhere to hide. 

But then the sliding doors were wide open and Jack frowned at her, a look of surprise 

crossing his face. "Gabrie?" 

She set a hand on her hip. "Where did you think I would be?" 

He took a few steps closer. His navy blue V-neck t-shirt hugged his body, and his worn jeans 

hung from his hips in that precise way that had Gabrie imagining how he would look in nothing 



 

but the jeans. 

She blinked a few times and tried to look stern. There were reasons she was avoiding 

him—good ones—even if she couldn't remember them. 

He rubbed the back of his neck and his bicep flexed in a particularly distracting way. "I 

figured you'd be here. I mean, I came here to see you. I just thought you would be in a room. Not 

hanging out in the lobby." 

"I'm not hanging out. I'm waiting for Chris to take me home." 

"I'm glad he's been helping you out. Darren and I drove out to where Drake was..." 

Gabrie tightened her lips. She really didn't want to think about Jack and Darren going over to 

that place. If it weren't a crime scene and on someone else's property, she'd probably burn the 

place down. 

"And the officers there took our statements. Then Darren dropped me off at Penny's, and I 

came up here as soon as I got her to lend me her car. They're not even keeping you overnight?" 

She scoffed. "Says the guy who wandered out just hours after a horrible car accident." 

The corner of his mouth tilted. "Yeah, I guess I'm not a huge fan of hospitals either. But I 

want you to be safe, you know." 

"Trust me, that's what I want too." 

"Is anyone staying with you at Cross Falls tonight?" 

And here was the part of the conversation she didn't want to have. She glanced over his 

shoulder for any sign of Chris. In a town this small, how long could it really take him to get 

there? "Tank will be keeping me company tonight." Funny how quickly she went from not liking 

dogs to being grateful to have one in the house. 

"Gabrie, I really want to talk about what happened today." 

Funny. That was the last thing she wanted to do. "You're a guy, Jack. You're not supposed to 

want to talk." 

He took another step closer and set a hand on her arm. She really wished she flinched or felt 

some sort of discomfort. But all she wanted to do was lean into his arms. Damn it. Why didn't 

she feel like this when Darren touched her? Or Chris? 

When Chris's palm had been on her knee, she liked the contact. The comfort. But with Jack, 

all she could think about was getting more.  

Determined to fight it, she rolled her shoulder and in the process shook off his fingers. "I 



 

don't want to talk to you right now, Jack. I found stalker level pictures of my mother in your 

family home. Do you have any idea how fucked up that is?" 

"Yes! I have no idea what's going on either. But this is my family, okay? If you want to 

figure this out, let me help you. I know this town and the people better than anyone. We can 

work this out together." 

Gabrie took a deep breath and steadied herself for what she was about to say. "Jack, listen. I 

think you're right. If we worked together, it would be easier. But I can't rule out the possibility 

that you had something to do with her murder, and until I can, I can't be around you." 

Both of his hands came up and raked through his hair. "I promise I didn't have anything to do 

with that." 

"Jack, I—" 

His mouth covered hers in a quick brush of his lips. In spite of everything going on in her 

head, she leaned forward and kissed him back.  

As he pulled away, his palms ran up and down the back of her arms. "You can trust me, 

Gabrie. I promise." 

She pressed her forehead against his chest, not wanting to look him in the eye. "I need time 

to sort this out, Jack. If you need me to loan you some money for a place to stay—" 

"I can find a place," he said through clenched teeth, and Gabrie knew she'd hurt his pride. 

Even through her guilt, her bank account let out a sigh of relief. She hated to kick him out, 

but she needed private access to that attic to really dig around the history of the house and how 

his family and hers were intertwined.  

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Chris's police cruiser pull in and she stepped away from 

Jack. "So, um, do you know where Darren is staying?"  

Jack glared at Chris as he made his way across the parking lot. "He's probably booking a 

room at the inn off the highway on the way into town. I'm not sure how long he'll be in town 

for." As Chris approached the doors, Jack turned back to Gabrie. "The cops might have more 

questions for us tomorrow, but after that, he might head back to Raleigh." 

Before she could ask how long Jack planned to be in town, Chris entered and gave her a 

comforting smile before he turned his stern cop face to Jack. "Cross," he said as he moved to 

stand shoulder to shoulder with Gabrie. 

"Sheriff." Jack tilted his head. 



 

Chris looked between the information desk in the lobby and Jack. "If you're here to visit 

someone, don't let us keep you."  

"I'm here to see Gabrie. We were actually in the middle of a great conversation." 

Gabrie fought the urge to roll her eyes. "Come on, guys. It's late and I need to go home." 

"I can get you home in no time." Chris placed his arm around her waist and she tried to tell 

whether he was trying to show off in front of Jack or was sincerely going to help her to the car.  

A quick look to Jack and Gabrie knew he was steaming. "I guess I'll leave you two alone 

then," he said between clenched teeth. He leaned forward and gave Gabrie a quick, possessive 

kiss. Before she had time to either kiss him back or pull away, he backed away. "Remember 

what we talked about. Give me a call whenever you're ready for my help." 

Chris and she both stared as he strode out of the building and to Penny's truck.  

"Was he bothering you?" Chris's arm tightened around her waist. 

Gabrie winced at the shot of pain. "Careful there. Bruised ribs, remember?" 

"Shit, I'm sorry." He loosened his hold. "So you and Jack are..." 

"A thing," she finished for him. If Chris was getting any ideas, she didn't want to give him 

any false hope. Between Jack and Darren, she had enough man problems on her plate. 

And really there was only one man she was constantly thinking of.  

Chris started to lead her to his car. She had the feeling he probably would've made her walk 

on her own if it wouldn't have been so awkward to stop touching her the second he found out she 

wasn't interested in him. 

"Why kick him out then?" he asked. 

"Because I've had a long ass day and I was creeped out!" Gabrie was sick of people, and 

herself, questioning everything. Her original plan to get back home and dissect everything in 

Cross Falls had been replaced with an overwhelming desire to sleep. 

"Makes sense to me." Chris held the car door open for her. 

Immediately, she felt guilty for snapping. He really didn't seem agitated that she and Jack 

were together. He was a cop and it was his job to know what was going on. Hell, maybe he was 

just a touchy type and he wasn't actually flirting. Good grief, when had her ego become so 

inflated that she thought every guy was hitting on her? This wasn't the city. Touching and 

hugging and comfort was a thing here. She just needed to get used to it. 

"I didn't mean to be so grouchy," she said as Chris pulled onto the highway. "It's just been a 



 

long day." 

"No need to explain yourself to me," he assured her. "So the doctors weren't worried?" 

"It went okay. No concussion," she said with a pointed "I Told You So" glance to Chris, "and 

the ribs are bruised but not broken. So I'm heading home with an obscenely expensive bottle of 

painkillers. You know how doctors are. They were just worried enough to not be sued if 

something happened later. But really, Drake never hurt me too bad. I'll probably feel worse 

tomorrow, but the ribs will heal soon enough." 

"I'm glad it wasn't more serious than that," he murmured.  

They drove the rest of the way in silence. The soft rocking of the cruiser only added to 

Gabrie's desire to curl up in bed. At this rate, she wouldn't even make it to the shower that she so 

desperately needed. 

Before she knew it, they were in front of Cross Falls and Chris once again opened her door 

for her. She was really getting spoiled with all this VIP treatment, she thought as she blinked 

herself awake. 

He held out a hand, and she allowed him to assist her up. "Thanks again for all your help 

today. I don't know what I would've done without you." 

He shrugged. "It's my job." 

Gabrie glanced up to the night sky. "Well, you apparently work too hard."  

She started to make her way to the porch when Chris continued, "I got the approval for the 

document transfer today. I should be able to drop off the files tomorrow afternoon for you to 

look at." 

Gabrie's heart beat faster in her chest. She was finally going to have a chance to see the 

intricate details of her mother's murder. Even though she'd technically been able to access them 

for years, she'd never wanted to truly review the horror of what tore her two-person family apart. 

But it was time to find out the truth. She met Chris's eyes. "I guess I'll see you tomorrow 

then." 



 

CHAPTER THREE 

 

 

Gabrie pulled her truck to a stop in front of the well-kept Traveler's Inn. According to his 

latest text, Darren was going to be going back to the city today, so it was her last chance to talk 

to him face-to-face. She grabbed the stack of printouts on the seat next to her and hopped out of 

the truck. 

The landing only slightly hurt her now healing ribs. Although the bruises looked a hell of a 

lot worse than the day she'd been at the hospital, the pain had started to fade. It had been seven 

long days since Drake had dragged her off, and she was finally starting to feel like her normal 

self. 

As much as she'd tried to hold it together in front of Chris and Jack, the second she made it 

inside Cross Falls, she'd pretty much checked out from the world. For three days, she didn't set 

foot outside. Instead, she rummaged through every room, box, drawer, and nook in the place, 

looking for more pictures or anything that could tell her what Philip felt guilty about or why he 

left her everything. She kind of hoped there would be a diary or something that would spell 

everything out in nice, easy to understand bullet points, but no luck. 

Not that she really expected to find a journal. The Cross guys were hardly the journaling 

types. 

Jack and Darren had both been checking up on her, though they respected her healing enough 

to stay away. Just the periodic text message here and there. The one time she did venture out of 

the plantation all week was to do a snatch and grab for food, and she'd been terrified to run into 

one of the men. 

Not that she was scared of them. Because she knew they would ask whether she was okay or 

whether she needed anything, and she couldn't stand their kindness at the moment. Not after 

she'd kicked them out of their childhood home and spent a week digging through their family 

mementos and private possessions. 

Guilt washed over her at the very thought of the decades-old artwork done by young Jack and 

Darren. And what had she gained from her week of trudging through boxes and boxes in that 

attic? Nothing.  

The only box that had anything to do with her or her mother had been right in the front of the 



 

attic. As though Philip wanted easy access or he'd recently looked through it. If he was a killer, it 

would make sense that he'd want to look through his mementos. Or if he was a guilty man trying 

to make up for past sins. But Gabrie was becoming more and more convinced that as long as 

Philip was dead, there was no way for her to get her answers. 

And the police report was...tough. It was one thing to know what was done to her mother. 

But to read it described in excruciating detail and actually look at the pictures was a whole 

different kind of painful. It was enough to send her straight back into her cocoon of bed sheets 

and dog for another twenty-four hours. 

But when Darren texted her that he was leaving today, she knew it was time to crawl out of 

her self-imposed exile and start to take care of a few things. He'd agreed to meet with her, but if 

they wanted any privacy, it would have to be before checkout.  

Gabrie clutched the papers tightly against her chest as she walked through the dated but neat 

lobby of the inn. She nodded a hello at the receptionist as she passed through to the hall and 

looked for room 115. She could feel the receptionist's eyes on her, but she didn't want to stop to 

say hello. Not when she was holding the gruesome details of her past.  

The receptionist probably knew who she was by now anyway. Word had to spread fast about 

the newcomer who'd been worked over by the local drug dealer and kicked the Cross brothers 

out of their family home. 

The dark floral carpeting led her down the hall with the rooms laid out in numerical order. As 

she came to 115, she softly knocked on the door, not wanting to bring any more attention to 

herself than necessary.  

Within seconds, Darren answered. His dark eyes looked her over. "I'm so glad you could 

make it." He held the door open for her to enter. 

For a brief moment, Gabrie hesitated. Maybe she shouldn't be alone with Darren if she still 

didn't have all her answers. But then she remembered the grisly documents in her hand and knew 

they couldn't have this discussion anywhere public. 

"Thanks," she mumbled as she crossed into the room. The one king bed took up a lot of 

space, but there was a table with one chair where Darren had his computer set up. The old, boxy 

television also added to the closed-in feeling. "How've you been?"  

Gabrie squeezed her eyes shut in embarrassment. What a stupid question. His father just died 

and he found out he got hardly any of the family fortune thanks to her. How the hell did she 



 

think he was? 

"I've been better," he said politely. "What about you? Jack said you weren't seriously hurt, 

but I can't imagine how horrible this has been on you." 

She cracked a smile. "I think it's safe to say we both had a few terrible days." Not that Darren 

looked any worse for wear. He wore a pair of pressed black slacks and a white button-up shirt 

that was undone just the right number of buttons for Gabrie to see his toned chest. He really did 

look exactly like Jack. 

Damn, this was strange. 

He motioned to the one chair in the room. "Have a seat. You said you had some questions 

about your mother?" 

She lowered herself into the chair as Darren sat on the bed. She shifted her weight as she 

tried to get comfortable, but nothing seemed to help. It wasn't the chair, just the conversation she 

was dreading. "You knew her, right? Lily Moss. She worked at Cross Falls about fifteen years 

ago." 

Darren took a deep breath. "I remember her." 

"And you didn't tell me this? Why wouldn't you say that we'd met before? This isn't some 

sick game!" 

"Gabriella, I have to tell you something. I swear to you, I'm being a hundred percent honest, 

but I can't guarantee you'll believe me." 

She tightened her lips as she stared him down. "Just say what you have to say." 

"As I said, I knew your mother. But I never paid attention to her, I swear. She was just the 

help." Gabrie started to tell him what she thought about his word choice, but he held up a hand to 

stop her. "I was seventeen and a dick. I was too interested in football and my government class I 

was flunking out of." 

She kept quiet, waiting for him to get to a "but." 

"When your mother quit, she told Philip that she found stuff in my bedroom. Things that 

belonged to her." 

"What, um, what stuff?" 

"Pictures. Clothing. Things that must've come from the room she was renting out in town. 

But, I'm telling you, I didn't take those things. Lily quit and my father thought I was a pervert 

ever since." 



 

At least one thing made sense now. "That's why your father didn't want me in the house alone 

with you." A deep fear settled in her gut. "He didn't just think you were into her in high school. 

He thought you followed her into the city. He thought you killed her too." 

Darren reached for Gabrie's hand, but she jerked away from him. "Damn it, Gabriella. I didn't 

do anything to her." 

She eyed the door and wondered whether she could make it past Darren. "That's exactly what 

someone who did it would say." 

"That's why I never told you. When I started working with your firm, I knew who you were 

immediately. So I just decided to keep out of the way. As soon as my contract was up, I'd move 

on and we'd probably never run into each other again." 

"But then I asked you out," she breathed. 

Darren looked into her eyes, and the sincerity there caused some of her fear to subside. 

Though she couldn't be sure whether she was stupid for even entertaining the idea that Darren 

wasn't dangerous. 

"I wanted to say no. I really should've said no." This time when he reached for her hand, she 

didn't pull away. "But I liked you. You're funny and smart and I can't take my eyes off you 

whenever you're in the room." 

"Darren," she said carefully. "The pictures I found in your attic weren't from when she 

worked at Cross Falls." 

"I've tried to figure out who framed me for years. Because of your mother's personal items 

planted in my room, Philip thought I was not only a perv, but a killer too. But he never believed 

me and refused to talk about it. My father died believing I was a monster, Gabriella. Trust me, I 

want to catch this son of a bitch more than anything. I just don't know what to do." 

"Why didn't you say anything when she was murdered? Why didn't you tell the police?" 

"Tell the police that there's evidence I was stalking her? If my own father thought I was a 

killer, what chance did I have of convincing strangers I'm not a sociopath? Even if I wanted to, I 

didn't know what happened to Lily until years later." 

Gabrie stood; the paperwork fanned out around her feet. "Damn it!" She fell to her knees as 

she tried to pick everything up. 

"Let me—" 

"No! I think you've done enough, Darren." 



 

But he ignored her and they both snatched the paperwork off the ground. If she thought 

Darren knew who Lily was all along, she never would've brought the damn file. She thought she 

could shock some memories out of him with the pictures. They could brainstorm together. 

Instead, he'd known the entire time.  

Darren paused as he handed her one of the photocopied pictures of the crime scene. "Shit," 

he muttered. "I never realized it was so..." 

"Yeah." She snatched the paper from his hand. It was horrible and bloody and would 

probably give her nightmares for years, and Darren could've helped years ago and did nothing.  

She stood to leave, but he caught her wrist. "I have a question for you." 

She pulled out of his grasp and once again held the paperwork in front of her like a shield. 

"What?" 

"Obviously things are over between us now." 

"I'd say so." She glared at him. 

"But you didn't know that when you fell for Jack." 

A deep rage burned within her. "After everything you told me today, you're trying to shame 

me?" 

He shook his head, and Gabrie didn't see any anger or resentment in his eyes. Just a 

resignation and sadness. "I just—what does he have that I don't? What do you see in him? I'm 

assuming you don't think he's more attractive," he said with a smile that didn't reach his eyes. 

Gabrie's mouth dropped open as she struggled to find the words. Hadn't she been asking 

herself that same question all week? "When I first, um, kissed him, I thought he was you." 

Maybe it was best if Darren didn't know exactly how far that kiss went. "But then...I don't know. 

There's no one thing that you did wrong. For all intents and purposes, you're perfect. Okay?" 

He crossed his arms over his chest and she had a feeling he thought she was full of shit. Well 

too bad, because she was still mad and she didn't think she could ever truly forgive Darren for 

what he'd kept from her.  

"Thanks for telling me," he said weakly. 

She nodded as she tried to think of an applicable goodbye. When she drew a blank, she 

simply shook her head and turned to leave.  

"Gabriella," he called. 

She stopped, but didn't turn around. The whole thing had gotten much too awkward.  



 

"I didn't mean for anything bad to happen." 

"I know." She pulled the door open and left Darren alone in the room. 



 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 

 

Gabrie glared at the pictures spread in front of her. They were splayed in a huge arc around 

her on the floor of the living room. 

She jumped up as Tank meandered into the room. "Whoa there, buddy." She hooked two 

fingers in his collar and tugged him into a sitting position next to her. He happily rested his 

considerable weight against her, and she leaned her head against the short fur on top of his head. 

She'd arranged the photos to the best of her ability in order of when they were taken. When 

they first moved to the city, Lily had been vibrant and as beautiful as ever. But as the years went 

on and the bills got harder and harder to pay, she'd found solace in any drug that would get her 

dopamine pumping. 

Which, of course, only made it more difficult to pay the bills.  

So based on the clothes and hairstyles, it wasn't too hard to set up a timeline. Based off what 

she was looking at, whoever this creep was, he'd followed Lily over three years. It was rather 

depressing to see the slow regression of someone who'd meant so much to her. Sure, toward the 

end, Gabrie and Lily barely spoke to each other. But in the years since her murder, Gabrie had 

focused on the positive. The happy Christmases they'd had. The picnics they packed in a spare 

plastic bag and ate in the park. They didn't have money, but they'd been happy for a while. 

Her cell phone rang and jarred Gabrie from her thoughts. "Hey Chris," she answered. 

"Hey. How are you feeling?" 

Gabrie hugged Tank a little tighter. She was getting really sick of people asking her that. 

"Feeling fine. Even ran a few errands today." 

"I heard you paid Darren a visit." 

She tensed. "Seriously? That was like three hours ago. How did you possibly find out? Oh 

my God, it was the desk worker at the inn, wasn't it?" 

"I heard it from Cheryl down at the station, but who knows where it started." 

Gabrie tried to remember what the woman at the inn looked like so she could give her the 

stink eye the next time she saw her.  

"So what happened with Darren? I thought we agreed it would be best to talk to him 

together." 



 

Well, Chris agreed. Gabrie never actually responded to that suggestion. "I thought your 

presence might be too intimidating. The subject matter is so personal, it seemed best to go in 

alone." She could only imagine how much eye rolling was happening on the other end of the 

phone.  

"So did he tell you anything interesting?" 

She sighed. Gabrie still wasn't sure how much of Darren's story was bull, and if she sounded 

skeptical, Chris probably wouldn't believe a word of it. "He said that my mother found a few of 

her personal items in Darren's room back when she worked here. She told Philip about it and 

quit. So when she ended up murdered, Philip thought Darren did it and his guilt is probably the 

reason he left me the house." 

"Oh wow," said Chris. "So Darren is saying he was framed? Who would do that?" 

"Someone who was in the city a lot in the years leading up to Mom's murder and lived here 

back when I did. These pictures I found at Cross Falls span at least three years as far as I can tell. 

Maybe longer." 

"Where are the things that Lily found?"  

"Beats me. I've been through every nook and cranny of this place. Maybe Philip destroyed 

them." 

"Tell you what. I'm going to do some digging into the Cross family. See who would've had 

the opportunity to take those pictures of her. Jack travels a lot for work, so it's possible he was in 

the area, and I don't remember where Darren went for college." 

Gabrie bit her bottom lip. Her gut told her that the brothers were innocent, but it would be 

nice to have some sort of concrete proof.  

The sound of a motor coming up the drive caused Gabrie to push Tank away and stand. "I 

think someone's here." She crossed to the window. 

"Who is it?" asked Chris. 

Gabrie pulled the curtain aside and glanced out. A familiar blonde head came into view as 

the driver's door was pushed open. "It's Penny. I have to let you go. Let me know if you hear 

anything else." 

"Will do. Keep safe." He hung up. 

Gabrie opened the front door and glanced to where Tank still sat patiently in the living room 

in front of all the pictures. Deciding she didn't want to explain the years' worth of surveillance to 



 

Penny, Gabrie stepped out onto the porch and pulled the front door shut behind her. "Hey." 

"You have some explaining to do, missy." Penny stopped at the foot of the porch steps. 

Gabrie's mouth dropped open in shock. "Um, what?" She hadn't even seen Penny since 

before the Drake incident. And the woman had been perfectly pleasant then. 

"Who the hell do you think you are? Your mother was a nice, gentle soul. How did you get 

so bitter?" She crossed her arms over her ample chest and glared at Gabrie. 

Gabrie held her hands up. "What could I have possibly done to get you so pissed?" 

"Well, Jack is living above Jim's Tavern because you kicked him out. The second Philip goes 

and gives you everything, Jack is suddenly out on his ass. Then, like you want to rub salt in the 

wound, you're having afternoon delight visits with Jack's brother? What kind of woman are 

you?" 

And there was the damn guilt again. "Oh, God. Is Jack mad at me?" She knew it was mean to 

kick him out, but he'd seemed so understanding at the hospital. 

"Why wouldn't he be? You've been nothing but horrible to him." 

Gabrie set a hand on her hip and stared Penny down. "With all due respect," which she wasn't 

even sure Penny deserved, "you don't know what you're talking about. Now please get off my 

property." 

Penny narrowed her eyes. "I'll leave, but you better remember this is a small town. If you 

really want to make your home here, it would be nice if at least a few people liked you." 

The words felt like a bucket of cold water dumped on her head. It wasn't just Penny who felt 

like this? The entire town was gossiping about the trollop running around with both Cross boys 

and taking Cross Falls out from right under their noses? "I think you've said your piece," she bit 

out through a tight jaw.  

Penny practically vibrated with the need to say more, but she seemed to finally comprehend 

that Gabrie was in no mood to be preached to. "You stay away from the Cross boys, you hear 

me?" She whipped around to stride back to the car. 

Gabrie remained silent. Hell if she was going to be making any promises. She didn't move 

until Penny's car was well down the driveway. "Son of a bitch," she muttered as she stormed 

back in the house. She didn't know what upset her more: the fact that the entire town was talking 

about her or the fact that half of what they were saying was probably true. 

No. She didn't owe anybody an explanation. Jack agreed to leave. Well, maybe not at first. 



 

But he did agree to give her space. What kind of man would be so sweet to her face and then turn 

around to complain about her? 

She paced back and forth through the entryway as she got angrier and angrier. He wanted her 

to trust him, and then he went and stirred up all this trouble for her? She didn't need anyone else 

hating her. She'd already been nearly killed by one town member. Was any more hostility really 

necessary? 

Tank let out a long whine and Gabrie only then realized the dog had moved to sit right at the 

foot of the stairs and watched her endless pacing. Great. Now Jack had pissed off the dog too. 

Well, she'd be damned if she was going to just sit back and take this. Tank had been through 

enough and didn't need to have her acting like a crazy person, getting him even more worked up. 

It was Jack's damn dog anyway. 

No. They were both adults. She'd assumed reasonable adults until five minutes ago. If he 

wanted to say something, he could say it to her face, damn it. 

Resolved, she quickly piled up all the pictures she'd been studying and put them on the coffee 

table. Then she snatched the keys to the truck and headed out to Jim's Tavern. 

The entire short drive, she fumed. This whole thing felt like a betrayal. But Jack didn't really 

owe her anything. She'd done nothing but bring mess into his life. 

But damn it, she'd wanted to trust him. Even resolved to keep him at a distance, she'd never 

truly been afraid of him.  

Before she knew it, she was pulling off the main road and parking haphazardly in the closest 

spot to the door. She jumped out of the driver's seat and was relieved she'd managed to fit into 

the parking lines despite her rage. 

Then she turned to the bar and slammed her palms into the door so hard they swung open and 

clattered against the walls. 

Of course, the few early evening patrons all stared at her with perplexed expressions. Since 

Penny obviously wasn't working that day, Gabrie didn't recognize any of the cute waitresses 

wearing tight black t-shirts. She looked to the closest one, a brunette with bright red lipstick. "Do 

you know where Jack Cross is?" 

The girl stammered, clearly not sure if she should say anything. 

"I know he's here. But if you tell me where, I'll raise much less of a fuss looking for him," 

said Gabrie. 



 

"Um, he's upstairs." 

"Thank you." Gabrie brushed past the waitress. She had no idea where these stairs were, but 

she just made her way to the back of the bar until she saw an unmarked closed door. Taking her 

chances, she pulled it open to see the stairs.  

As she climbed them, she realized that Jack might not even be there. She didn't know what 

car he was driving these days, and even if she did, it wasn't as if she had paid attention when she 

flew into the parking lot. She was lucky she hadn't killed anyone the way her focus was. 

This wasn't her. She was normally so logical and focused. It was Jack. The thought of him 

turning his back on her was somehow enough to make her lose capacity for rational thought. 

But then she reached the top landing and the closed door at the top of the stairs. Without 

letting herself hesitate, she pounded on the wood loud enough that they could probably hear it 

downstairs. 

She didn't pause between knocks. She just kept on pounding until the door swung open ten 

seconds later. Jack glared down at her, a mixture of confusion and annoyance on his face. 

"Gabrie? What the hell?" 

"That's what I was going to ask you," she blurted out as she barged past him. She paused as 

she took in his temporary living space. It certainly wasn't the nicest apartment, but it seemed to 

have everything necessary. The ceiling was tall in the center and sloped down on each side, so 

the very edges of the room only had about four feet of clearance. The furniture seemed as though 

it was a hand-me-down of a hand-me-down, and Gabrie got the feeling that the townsfolk too 

drunk to make the short drive home would make this their home for a night. 

She turned back to Jack, who softly shut the door. "Penny just paid me a visit." 

He raised a brow. "What does that have to do with me?" 

"She told me what a horrible person I am for kicking you out and that the entire town is 

talking about it." 

"It's the South, Gabrie. They talk about everything. And after what happened with Drake, you 

happen to be a popular subject. That's not my fault." 

Gabrie crossed her arms over her chest. "Well, you must've said something to Penny, because 

she's mad as hell. What happened to giving me my space? What happened to trusting you?" 

Jack clenched his jaw and took a step forward. "Hey, I'm not the one having secret meetings 

with Darren in his hotel room." 



 

Gabrie's eyes widened. "That's what this is about? You think I slept with Darren." 

He took another step forward. "What exactly were you doing with him? You tell me to stay 

as far away from you as possible and the next thing I hear is that you're having meetings with 

him in his room?" 

"How could you think I'd be with him?" For some reason, her mind only then registered just 

how good he looked. He hadn't shaved in days and his denim shirt was unbuttoned down to mid 

chest. Darren was attractive, sure, but Jack just...something about him caused her brain to go all 

haywire. 

"Why wouldn't I, Gabrie? We're not exactly together and he had you first." 

His words jerked her out of her admiration, and if it was physically possible, her jaw 

would've dropped to the floor. "You think I'm getting back together with him?" 

"What am I supposed to think? You told me to stay away from you. Then I don't hear from 

you at all and today everyone is talking about you spending time with him. Give me another 

logical explanation." 

"I was asking him about my mother, you dolt! I don't want those conversations in public." 

"So I offer to help you with your investigation and you turn me away, but you're more than 

willing to ask for help from Darren? What's the difference? What does he have that I don't?" 

Was he seriously asking her the exact same thing Darren had? "Nothing. He has nothing you 

don't have. He's leaving today." 

Jack frowned. "Huh?" 

"Darren is leaving tonight. That's why I had to talk to him today. And you asking what he has 

over you is the stupidest question ever. From the second I showed up here, you're the only one I 

thought about, okay? You're the one I choose." 

Jack went stock-still. "You're serious? There's nothing between you and Darren anymore?" 

"I wanted there to be. You know, when I came back here. But I can't imagine ever going 

there with him again. I want to try this with you, Jack. I want you to come back to Cross Falls." 

He cocked his head and looked at her. "This isn't so the town will stop hating you?" 

She snorted. "Let them hate me. I'm sure they'll find some reason." She smiled up at him and 

for the first time since Drake had dragged her off, she felt some semblance of peace.  

"Gabrie, I—" 

She didn't wait to hear what he had to say. She leaned forward and kissed him, her fingers 



 

curled in the light denim of his shirt. Without hesitation, he kissed her back, his lips pushed hers 

open, and his tongue invaded her mouth. 

He closed the small remaining distance and pressed his hips against hers. She could feel his 

erection against her stomach even through his jeans and her shorts. At the physical reminder of 

how much he wanted her, she kissed him harder. 

Jack's hands roamed up and down her back and front as though he couldn't get enough. Every 

touch was too brief. He'd barely graze her breasts before he moved around to cup the curves of 

her ass and then ran up and down her shoulder blades. The overwhelming sensations had her 

wanting more and feeling overdressed at the same time.  

Fine. If he didn't want to take off her clothes, then the least he could do was get naked. 

Gabrie pulled away from his kiss and tried to get her shaking hands to undo the few shirt buttons 

that were actually done. After a few seconds that felt like an eternity, she gave up and just pulled 

the damn thing over his head.  

As soon as his chest was bared, she couldn't keep herself from touching him. She ran her 

fingers through the small amount of hair and slid her palm over the hard ridges and planes of his 

stomach, laying a soft kiss right over where his heart beat frantically. 

Good. At least she wasn't the only one losing it. She kissed her way down his chest, and his 

groan vibrated against her lips. God, she loved knowing what she did to him. Spurred on, she 

went lower and gave him a tiny nip above his belly button and then a soothing kiss below it as 

she inched closer to the waist of his jeans. 

"What are you doing?" he asked hesitantly as she started to tug at the button of the offending 

pants. 

She looked up at him through her eyelashes. "Do I need to explain?" The sound of his zipper 

descending punctuated the question. 

"I mean, are you sure?" His chest rose and fell with tension and Gabrie knew he was only 

asking for her benefit. 

But she was sure. She wanted to do this for him. To show him that she chose him. 

She also wanted him to lose control. To feel him lose it the same way she did any time his 

name was even mentioned. No thought, no logic. Just whatever she wanted him to feel. 

Gabrie pushed his pants and boxers off with one tug, and this thick, straining cock was right 

in front of her. From the looks of him, he was close to the edge, but she wasn't going to let him 



 

get off easy. 

She lightly wrapped her thumb and pointer around the middle of his erection before she 

closed her other fingers one by one. When she looked up to gauge his reaction, she had to hold 

back a smile as the muscle in his jaw ticked.  

She kept eye contact as she started to move her hand up and down his length. He clenched 

his hands at his sides, and for a brief moment, his eyes drifted closed. When he wasn't looking, 

she took him in her mouth in one deep motion.  

Immediately he groaned, and for a second, it seemed as if his legs would buckle. But then he 

steadied himself and rested one hand on her head. Not moving her. Just resting there. 

But then she tuned him out and just did what she wanted. Taking him fast and deep in her 

mouth, she moved her fingers up and down the base and made sure every part of his cock got 

attention.  

His moans came faster, and she could feel the struggle within him. Maybe he was struggling 

to stand, maybe he was trying not to come. She didn't care. As long as he knew her struggle. The 

power rush was intoxicating and only made her want him more. 

But the closer he got, the more she didn't want to stop. She wanted to take him to the edge 

and watch him fall over. All because of her. She moved her mouth over him with renewed vigor 

and relished every groan, moan, and grunt, knowing it was all for her.  

And then he was out of her mouth. "What—" Strong hands gripped her around the waist, and 

she was lifted up into Jack's arms and met with the fiercest kiss of her life.  

"I'm never going to get enough of you," he growled. He stepped out of his pants and carried 

her to the small, twin-sized bed. 

"I wanted to finish," she breathed as he lowered her onto the surprisingly soft blue comforter.  

He knelt on the floor between her legs. "I promise I'll let you." He tugged her shirt up. "Next 

time." 

Her shirt landed on the floor and she didn't wait for him as she reached behind herself and 

unclasped her bra. But as she threw it on the ground next to her shirt, Jack's eyes were no longer 

filled with desire. 

"What the fuck did he do to you?" He splayed his fingers over her bruised ribs. 

She took a deep swallow. "They're healing. It looks worse than it is." Well, it used to hurt 

worse than it looked, but sometime in the past day or two, the pain had finally gotten a bit more 



 

bearable while the bruises took on a dark yellowish tint. Probably the only good thing about how 

furious she'd gotten with Jack was for a few hours, she forgot about the pain altogether.  

"If he weren't dead, I swear to God, I'd—" 

Gabrie sat up and cut him off with a gentle kiss. "He is dead, okay, baby? He can't hurt me 

anymore. Now make me feel better. Please. I need you inside me." She took his face between her 

hands and stared into his eyes. She didn't want to focus on her hatred of the monster who did 

this. 

She wanted to focus on Jack. "Please," she whispered once more. 

That seemed to break him. Keeping eye contact, he reached between them and unfastened the 

button of her shorts and her zipper with one quick, expert motion. She lifted her hips up and he 

finally looked down to help pull them off, pausing to take off her tennis shoes. As soon as she 

was naked, he stretched up on his knees, the height of the bed perfectly lined his erection up to 

her entrance. 

In one deep stroke he was inside her, and Gabrie's head fell back as she tried to adjust for his 

size. But before she could, he moved within her. The friction set off nerve endings she didn't 

even remember she had.  

He pushed back in with another deep thrust, and her fingers fisted in the comforter. 

His big hands closed around her hips and he held her steady as he picked up the rhythm. 

Every stroke and thrust fanned the flames higher. Sensation seemed to race through her body, 

and she arched her back to savor the rush of pleasure after her stressful week. To anticipate the 

release so close. 

Without warning, Jack pulled completely out. She let out a moan of despair, but before she 

could demand he get right back inside her, his mouth closed over her clit and her entire world 

seemed to fracture. 

It was as though lightning shot through her body, and she would've bucked him completely 

off if he hadn't held her hips steady and made her remain still for his sensual assault. His lips, 

tongue, and even a gentle scrape of teeth drove her higher and higher. 

The second he combined the tiniest nip with two fingers sliding deep inside, Gabrie 

completely lost it. As she fell back, her orgasm ripped through her. Jack entered her again, 

dragging out her climax and making the pleasure go on and on. As the waves of pleasure 

completely took over her mind, all she could do was cling to him and hold on. As his own 



 

orgasm hit, he tensed over her. His fingers dug into her hips as his neck corded and he called out 

her name. 

They both were left gasping for breath as they started to come back down. Jack gently pulled 

out and nudged her to move farther over on the bed.  

She frowned down at where their bodies were just joined. "The mess..." 

"I'll buy them a new damn blanket." He crawled in next to Gabrie and wrapped his arms 

around her. 

Most of the mess was confined to the edge of the bed, so Gabrie didn't fight him. She turned 

onto her side so she faced him and laid an arm across his chest.  

"So we're doing this for real this time?" He pressed a soft kiss to the top of her head. 

"I hate to break this to you, but after what you just did there, I think you're stuck with me." 



 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 

 

Jack looked at his old family home, which no longer belonged to his family. He tried to 

determine what all Gabrie had changed, but it was hard with a ninety-pound freight train of a dog 

frantically demanding attention right in front of him. 

"And here I thought he was your dog." He smirked and looked up from his crouching 

position on the floor of the entryway at Gabrie. 

"I think he's sick of me. We spent too much time together this week." She kicked off her 

shoes and padded into the living room. 

He followed her and saw that the furniture was back in place, the walls completely bare and 

sanded down. It looked as though all they needed now was a fresh coat of paint. "You made 

good progress." He stopped for a minute to admire the patch of wall between the two windows 

where he and Gabrie had first...gotten to know each other. 

"No. I made progress. Tiny bits of progress. This whole thing has had me way too distracted 

to worry much about the house. Besides, I don't think Darren is funding the repairs anymore and 

it will take a few months for your father's estate to be settled. So except for the things my 

severance can afford, not much is changing in the house for now." 

"So you really think my father believed Darren killed your mother?" Gabrie had filled him in 

on Darren's confession and suddenly everything made so much sense. No wonder his father spent 

every spare minute with Darren. Philip was scared of him. Scared of what he might do. 

And it also explained why Darren had been such a dick to Jack during high school. Jack 

thought their father favored Darren, but Darren knew that Philip just trusted Jack more. If Dad 

would've just said something, or talked to them about it, so much of this bullshit could've been 

solved. But that wasn't Philip Cross. 

No. He would bear it and carry on. The only sign that something was wrong was the 

neglectful state of Cross Falls. As though the house reflected the crumbling state of the family. 

It was probably best it wasn't owned by the Cross family anymore. Maybe Gabrie could 

actually bring some light to the place for the first time in decades. More than he or Darren had 

ever brought to it. 

"So what all did you find this week?" he asked. Gabrie blushed a damn sexy shade of pink 



 

and for a minute, he debated throwing her down on the couch and going for round two.  

"Nothing useful," she muttered. "Probably more of your childhood stuff than I had any right 

to go through and boxes and boxes of what looks like junk to me. Do you think you can go 

through it with me later and see if anything strikes you as odd or out of the ordinary?" 

He could think of better ways to pass the time with her, but he supposed he'd have to go 

through Dad's stuff eventually. He just didn't know what he would be able to identify that Gabrie 

wouldn't have noticed already. "I can take a look," he said cautiously.  

She pointed to the stack of pictures on the coffee table. "You can look through those if you 

want. Not sure there's anything you would be able to spot, though. Chris is looking into if you or 

Darren would've had the opportunity to take the pictures, so you'll officially be cleared off the 

suspect list soon." 

The corner of his mouth hooked up. "I'm still a suspect?" 

She raised a brow. "Well, officially yes. But I have faith." 

"Good," he muttered. "Because I was working some pain-in-the-ass jobs in Dallas back 

around the time you said those were taken. Ever build a skyscraper in the middle of a Texas 

summer? Not the best time." 

She frowned. "Then why do it? I got the impression you just did whatever the hell you 

wanted." 

He shrugged. "Well, yeah. But I still need to eat. Besides, I was being contracted out for a 

company that offered great benefits and pay. If they liked my work enough, they would hire me 

on full-time and I couldn't say no to the opportunity." 

"Did they offer you the job?" 

"You're looking at a bona fide project manager," he said with a prideful smile. He'd been an 

idiot to turn away college that his father or football could've paid in full, but he'd worked his ass 

off to make sure he would never have to ask them for help. He might not be a rich CPA like 

Darren, but he did okay for himself. Never missed a bill. Never went hungry. 

And when he found out that Dad left everything to Gabrie, he really didn't feel that much 

anger or loss. He'd spent years proving to himself and his family that he didn't need the help. 

Nothing really changed now that Dad was dead.  

"So when are you thinking of going back?" She perched on the edge of the couch as Tank 

plopped on the ground next to her. 



 

"Don't have a date yet. When I'm ready, they'll let me know when there's a job that needs 

me." 

"So if we were, you know, serious, would you be gone for months and months at a time?" 

Her eyes were big blue saucers as she waited for him to respond. 

He frowned and crossed the room to sit next to her on the couch. Well, he tried to sit next to 

her, but Tank stubbornly remained at her feet. Yep, it really was her dog now. "If we decide we 

want to spend more time together, I might be able to get into a logistics position that would have 

me work mostly from home." 

"But only if we were serious," she clarified. She obviously felt awkward. Her eyes were 

locked firmly on the ground and her fingers fiddled with the string on her shorts.  

For some reason, he didn't feel strange about the conversation. He didn't know why. If any 

other woman asked about him transferring to a different job to be closer to her, he would've 

freaked and run probably. But it just felt natural with Gabrie. Everything felt more natural with 

her. It was why it hurt like hell when she kicked him out and why it felt so right to come back to 

Cross Falls with her. 

"Come on." He stood and held a hand out to her. "Might as well start looking now, right? If 

we have to ask Darren anything in person, we only have a few hours, so sooner is better." 

Gabrie bounced off the couch. "Right." She gave him a soft, thankful smile, but he wasn't 

sure whether she was thanking him for helping or for giving her an easy out of the awkward 

questions. 

She crossed to the stairs and he followed, enjoying the sway of her hips in those short shorts 

a little too much. "I left most of the stuff in the boxes I found them in. But a few things I didn't 

know about, I separated out and put into one of the empty bedrooms." She started up the stairs. 

When she reached the top, she turned left, the opposite direction of her bedroom. 

When she opened the third door on the right, he frowned at the stacks and stacks of boxes. "I 

thought you said most of it was still in the attic." 

She sighed. "It is. This is just the tip of the iceberg. Hate to break it to you, but your family is 

full of packrats." 

"Okay." He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. "What are we looking at? Where 

are we starting?" 

"You are starting wherever you want to." She took a seat on the bare hardwood floor. "I've 



 

already been through all this stuff three times over." 

Jack grabbed the box on top of the nearest stack and sat next to her. When he opened it, the 

contents looked like a bunch of thrown together papers. "You have a game plan?" 

Gabrie glanced in the box. "That's everything handwritten by your father as far as I could tell. 

I've read them all a bunch of times, but couldn't find anything strange." 

"So what am I supposed to do?" 

"Read them over. See if he was, you know, speaking in code or if anything seems out of the 

ordinary to you." 

Well, this was going to be a boring search. 

Gabrie set a hand on his leg and he looked over to see her gorgeous smile. "Thanks for doing 

this, Jack." 

Totally worth it, his mind screamed. "Let's get started." 

Two hours later, he'd officially proved himself wrong. The search wasn't boring at all. Every 

letter and note of Dad's was another reminder that his father was gone. Except now he could read 

them without the false perception that his father never thought he was good enough. Most of the 

letters were work related, but the few mentions of him were always full of pride. There was a 

mention of his 4.0 GPA when he graduated from high school. Another mention of how Jack 

managed to make a name for himself despite not going to college. 

He was glad he had the chance to get to know his father again, but wished like hell he 

would've been able to do this when Dad was still alive. The setting sun streamed full force into 

the windows as he put the last paper back into the box and Gabrie walked back into the room and 

handed him a glass of lemonade. He took a quick drink and had to force himself not to down the 

rest in one gulp. 

"Find anything?" she asked. 

He shook his head and pushed the box next to the door. One down and, he glanced around 

the room, way too many to go. "You really went through all of these?" 

"Those and a lot more. It was a long week." 

"I can imagine." He picked up a small box that almost fit into his hand. "What are these?" 

"Keys." She leaned against the doorjamb. "Lots and lots of keys. I figure you could see if you 

recognize what any of them go to. I didn't see any documents for storage containers or anything, 

but you never know." 



 

"Oh goody," he muttered sarcastically. "More boxes." He doubted he'd be able to help with 

this one, but it didn't hurt to look. He dumped out the keys and they clattered against the wood, 

spreading out in front of him. 

As expected, most of them meant nothing to him. Working construction, he knew just how 

easy it was to get a key made, and any hardware store, car dealership, or even two-bit crook had 

key makers these days.  

But one did stand out. "Shit," he muttered as he picked a flat, long key out of the pile. 

Gabrie pushed herself away from the door. "What?" 

"It looks like Dad might have a safe deposit box." 



 

CHAPTER SIX 

 

 

Gabrie's mouth dropped open. Safe deposit box! Of course! Philip wouldn't hide anything 

important enough to bring Darren or anyone else down in his house where anyone could find it. 

He would want it guarded and safe. 

"How can you tell?" 

He gave her a disbelieving look. "You've never seen a safe deposit key before?" 

She shrugged. "Isn't that a rich people thing? Where I come from, you hide shit in your 

mattress." 

He snorted. "Okay, maybe you haven't ever seen one. But all we have to do is go to the bank 

and see if they will let me in to whatever box this opens." 

"Do you think they will?" 

Jack pushed himself up and left the rest of the keys where they were. "It's worth a try. There's 

only one bank in town, so the box is probably there. They know I'm his son, so just for that they 

might let me in. Or Dad might've put my name on the box too." 

Gabrie glanced to the window where the sun was just beginning its nightly descent. "What 

time are they open until?" 

Jack fished his phone out of his pocket and checked the time. "If I rush, I can just make it 

before they close." He gave Gabrie a quick kiss. "This might be what you were looking for," he 

said with a hopeful smile. 

And she would've known this so much earlier if she'd just trusted him. "Here's hoping," she 

said cautiously. 

Jack led the way out of the room and took the stairs two at a time. Just as they reached the 

door, Gabrie's phone started to ring. The sound echoed through the house.  

"Hold on." She glanced down to see it was Chris. "Let me take this." 

"We need to go," urged Jack. 

But Chris had been looking into where the brothers had been in the period before her 

mother's murder. If he had news, she wanted to hear it. "It's Chris," she said as she answered. 

"Hey. I'm kind of in the middle of something. Is this important?" 

"A bit," he said. "What are you doing that's so urgent?" 



 

"Jack found a key to a safe deposit box. We're running off to the bank to see if there's 

anything Philip hid away in there that could help with the search." 

Jack frowned at her and she turned away. Chris had been more help to her over the past week 

than Jack knew, and he deserved at least a minute of her attention.  

"That's fantastic, but I have a bit of bad news." 

Gabrie's face fell. "Oh no, what?" 

"The higher-ups on the force have some questions about your statement of self-defense we 

filed in the report on Drake's death. I need to go over a few things with you." 

"Questions? What kind of questions? Should I be worried?" 

"No, no. I think it's just a formality. When there's a death, we always need to be super 

thorough. Do you think you can come to the station right now?" 

"Umm..." She looked over to Jack, who still glared at her. "Does it have to be tonight?" 

"Pretty sure. I really shouldn't be telling you ahead of time at all." 

Great. Now Chris was jeopardizing his job for her. She hadn't asked him to break any rules. 

That was his own choice. "Fine. I'll leave now and be at the police station in a few minutes." 

Even the idea of setting foot in a police station sent chills up her spine. 

"Great. I'll see you when you get here." 

She hung up the phone and finally met Jack's gaze. "Change of plans." 

"Seriously? What is more important than finding out what Dad has hidden away?" 

"Nothing." She grabbed her keys off the table next to the entryway and slipped into her 

flip-flops. "You're going to go to the bank and I'm going to go to the police station to make sure I 

don't get charged with murder." 

Jack's eyes widened. "Whoa, they're charging you with murder?" 

"No. Chris said there were questions about my self-defense story, though, so I'm going to 

clarify whatever they need." 

"Maybe I should go with you." 

Gabrie pushed open the door and shook her head. "You were right. There's nothing more 

important to me right now than finding out what's in that box. So go and find out for me, and I 

expect a phone call as soon as you find out." 

He took a few steps toward his car and paused. "You really trust me?" 

"I would trust you more if you hurry your ass up!" she yelled with a smile as she hopped into 



 

her truck.  

He smiled back and ran to the small car he'd told her Penny had helped him buy. She drove 

past him and as soon as they reached the main road, he passed her as he sped off to the bank. At 

the rate he was going, it was a good thing she had connections on the police force, because he 

was bound to get a ticket. 

The station was only a mile away from the bank, but it was through Main Street in what was 

the closest thing to rush hour that Hampton Falls had. She pulled into the station and noticed 

there were hardly any cars in the front lot. Probably normal for a town this size. It wasn't as if 

they had a full jail or anything.  

Gabrie pulled into the spot right next to the door and put the truck into park. The closer to the 

door the better, so she could get the hell out as soon as possible.  

Chris appeared in her window and Gabrie jumped in surprise.  

"What the hell?" She pushed the door open. "You scared the crap out of me!" 

"Sorry. I was just happy to see you came alone." 

Gabrie frowned. If he wanted her to come alone, why wouldn't he have mentioned something 

on the phone? "Why? What's up?" 

"It's the Cross brothers. Both of them were in Raleigh the night your mother was murdered." 



 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

 

Jack ignored the annoyed glare of the bank teller as he walked up to the customer service 

desk. He was well aware the bank closed in exactly one minute, but he would still take the 

chance. 

Luckily, he recognized the middle-aged woman at the desk as the mother of one of the guys 

on the football team with him. "Hey, Brenda," he said with the most charming smile he could 

muster. 

"Jack! I heard you were back in town. I was so sorry to hear about your father. He was such a 

nice man." 

So everyone kept telling him. "Thanks so much. It means a lot to me that everyone here 

thought so highly of him." Especially when Jack hadn't given him due credit. "That's actually 

why I'm here. I was going through Dad's stuff and found this key." He placed it on the counter. 

"I'm assuming the box is here?" 

"That looks like one of ours. Let me check our records. I don't remember Mr. Cross coming 

in for a box, but that doesn't mean it didn't happen." She chuckled. "Oh, looks like he does have a 

box here and..." she squinted at the computer, "and he put you on it as well!" 

"Is he allowed to do that if I didn't sign?" Jack immediately regretted the question. He 

should've just been happy he had access. 

"Well, it's not like he took a loan out in your name," she said with a warning glance. 

"Sounds good to me," he assured her. It wasn't as if he would report the bank to the 

authorities or anything. "So can I get in?" 

She frowned as she pointedly glanced to the clock on the wall. "Are you going to be fast? 

We're technically closed." 

Customer service really didn't have to be great when you're the only game in town. "Super 

fast," he promised. 

"Come on in then," she said unenthusiastically.  

He didn't expect this to take long. He would just grab everything from the box and hightail it 

out of there before the bank employees got too upset. 

She opened the door to the small vault area. The tiny room was lined with a hundred or so 



 

various sized doors to safe deposit boxes. An oversized barred door led to the spot of the vault 

that probably stored the money.  

Brenda bent down to put the bank's key into the box whose number corresponded with the 

one on the key Jack had. Once hers was inserted and turned, Jack put his in.  

As the door slid open, Brenda stepped aside and let Jack pull out the long, thin box. She then 

shut the door and they each took their keys back. Jack followed her out of the vault and into the 

private room for him to open the box.  

"I'll be right out here if you need anything." She pulled the curtain closed so no one could see 

what he opened. 

As soon as she was gone, Jack pulled the lid off the box and looked inside. There was one 

thick, normal-sized envelope. 

Even though Jack planned on grabbing it and running, he couldn't resist the temptation to 

open the letter then and there. Inside, there was a handwritten note and more pictures of Lily. But 

these weren't like the pictures he'd seen before. These pictures were intimate. Some even taken 

from inside various homes and apartments. 

And a few he recognized from being when Lily lived in Hampton Falls. She was either naked 

or in various states of undress. In a few, she was with different men. He recognized these as 

being in the year of her death when she'd started working on the streets. 

God, it would kill Gabrie to see these. But he couldn't keep them from her. She deserved to 

know everything his father had. 

As he shook his head at all Dad had kept hidden for so many years, Jack unfolded the 

handwritten letter included. 

 

Jack, 

If you're reading this, I can assume I'm gone. I knew it would happen eventually. By 

now, I know you've heard my will and I feel you deserve an explanation. I'm very sorry I 

can't leave you the security this family has worked so hard to build, but I'm afraid I have 

failed the Cross name. If this is not evidenced by your mother's untimely death, Darren has 

surely proved it.  

I regret to inform you that your brother is not what he seems. Although I should've come 

forward with this sooner, I couldn't bring any more shame down on our family. Your brother 



 

was born with urges that I cannot adequately describe. Urges to hurt and shame women. I 

thought this was an adolescent phase he would grow out of, so I felt no need to come forward 

until I found out the object of his obsession had been murdered. 

I had suspected Darren's dark side existed for years, but my suspicions might never have 

been confirmed if not for the police officer who came forward with the proof of Darren's 

dastardly acts. But by the time he informed me, it was too late to save her. So instead I made 

sure the woman's daughter would be taken care of after my death. Again, I apologize for the 

hardship on you, but what little conscience I have left me no choice. 

I trust you will do fine, as you have never needed my help or money before. 

I am forever proud of you, son. 

Philip Cross 

 

Jack put the letter down with a shaking hand, disgusted with all his family had lost. The 

disdain that Philip talked about Darren. Dad truly believed his son was guilty of horrible things. 

All because of a police officer? That made no sense. Why would a cop turn evidence over to 

Dad and not use it to arrest Darren?  

But there was one particular cop who had butted his nose into family business ever since Jack 

got to town. One who happened to be alone with Gabrie at this very moment. 

Jack slammed the lid to the safe deposit box down and tucked the envelope into his back 

pocket. He shot out of the booth and out of the security door that led to the lobby. 

"Jack, we need to put the box back!" shouted Brenda. 

He ignored her. No time. Chris. Chris was at the center of all this. Chris turned his father 

against Gabrie and had led the investigation on Drake.  

Jack slammed his car into gear and tore out of the bank parking lot at breakneck speed. 

How old was Chris? A year younger than Jack and Darren. On the football team. How often 

did they have teammates over at Cross Falls? All the time. That's what the team did for its 

members. Chris could've hidden Lily's things in Darren's room at any time. But why?  

Thanks to going twice the legal limit, he made it to the station in record time. A quick glance 

didn't show any sign of Gabrie's truck. He pulled into the closest spot to the door and ran inside 

the station, slamming into the front desk. 

The deputy he didn't recognize looked up to him, her brown eyes wide. "Mr. Cross, what's 



 

wrong?" 

"Gabrie. Gabriella Moss. Where is she?" 

She frowned. "Ms. Moss isn't here. Should she be?" 

Jack pushed away from the desk and stumbled out the door to stare at the empty visitors lot. 

Yes. Yes, she should be. 



 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

 

Gabrie brought the truck to a stop in the back of the police station and turned to look at Chris 

in the passenger seat. "Fine, we moved. What are we doing back here?" 

"I don't think you should be around the Cross brothers anymore," he said.  

She shook her head, wishing he would just get to the point. She'd thought she was here to 

answer more questions about Drake, not be told to stay away from her boyfriend. "Chris, I really 

don't think either of them had anything to do with this. I know it's just gut instinct, but I believe 

them." 

Chris set his hand on hers and Gabrie tried not to frown. He really needed to learn about the 

no touching thing. "I know you believe them, but the facts don't. I pulled their credit card history 

and both of them had activity in Raleigh repeatedly in the years and months leading up to her 

murder." 

Gabrie took a nervous gulp. "Jack told me he was working in Dallas back then." 

"I've been keeping my investigation hush-hush so no one else in the town would find out, but 

let me show you the proof I have in my car." 

"Fine." She pulled the keys from the ignition and followed Chris as he crossed to the front of 

the truck and started to head into the field behind the police station. "Whoa, where are you 

going?" The grass and brush reached higher than her knees and she was only wearing flip-flops. 

She wasn't walking through that. 

"We can't talk about this here," he said in a serious voice. "I parked at the abandoned Parkins 

place over there." He pointed to a house just visible in the distance. 

Gabrie stopped and frowned. "Can't we just drive? And how can you keep this quiet from the 

department? Don't you need approval or warrants to pull credit card history?" 

Chris took a step forward and held out his hand. "Come on, Gabrie. Trust me." 

It was the third time she'd been asked that in one day and for the first time, she wasn't sure. 

Chris had been nothing but nice and helpful, but as she looked across the field at the tiny house, 

everything within her told her to run the other way. "My ribs aren't really healed yet," she said. "I 

really don't want to be climbing through all that brush." 

"Damn it, Gabrie," he muttered. 



 

She opened her mouth to apologize for the inconvenience, but his fist rammed into her face 

before any words escaped. Lights seemed to flash in front of her eyes as she fell backwards. As 

she hit the ground, big hands rolled her onto her stomach. She winced at the pain as her 

fight-or-flight instinct reminded her to get the hell out of there. She felt him looming over her 

and kicked backwards as hard as she should. Chris grunted as her foot made contact, but she 

knew she didn't have enough power behind the kick to do serious damage. Still, she started to 

crawl away, hoping it was just enough to let her get to her truck. 

It wasn't. 

Right as she tried to maneuver from crawling to running, Chris grabbed her ankle and yanked 

back. Gabrie fell face first into the dirt.  

"I had a feeling you wouldn't make this easy," he snarled above her as he shoved his knee 

into her back. 

The air rushed out of her lungs as Chris put all of his weight on her. Her already bruised ribs 

protested. He used the distraction of the pain to pull her wrists behind her and wrapped them in 

something hard that immediately tightened to the point she was sure circulation was cut off. 

Fighting and flighting were both out of the question. "Chris, what are you doing?" 

He yanked on her arms and pulled her up and back until she stood again. The awkward angle 

of her shoulders sent more pain shooting through her body.  

Shit. They were in front of the police station. Right off Main Street. Wasn't anyone around? 

Once again, Gabrie kicked behind her and let out the loudest scream she could manage. 

For a whole two seconds. Apparently her kick had even less of an impact now, and Chris's 

meaty palm wrapped around her face, covered her mouth and pinched her nose shut. 

Her struggles reached a fever pitch as she started to run low on air. As every cell in her body 

became desperate for oxygen, she kicked and thrashed and moaned, but nothing made a 

difference. With her hands bound behind her back and Chris holding her firmly in place, she 

didn't gain any leverage and soon her vision started to get spotty. Putting up any fight at all was 

almost impossible. 

Right before she would have passed out, Chris released her face and she took in deep gulps 

of air. Chris took that moment to reach down into her pocket to pull out her pepper spray and 

keys. From her angle, she couldn't see what he did with them. 

Then he flipped her around and hauled her over his shoulder. "I had so many plans for us," he 



 

said under his breath as he made his way across the field. 

With every step, his shoulder pressed harder into her lungs, which made screaming almost 

impossible. A newfound fear snaked through her. How many times had he carried women off in 

order to know how to keep them from screaming? 

Gabrie instead tried to focus what energy she had on looking back to the police station. She 

knew it was getting late, but there had to be somebody there to see him carrying her off like a 

caveman. Maybe if she saw movement, she could muster up enough breath to scream again. 

"No one's there, Gabriella." Chris gripped her even tighter. "The cameras have been down at 

the station for weeks and there's only a skeleton crew after five." 

"Gabrie!" The familiar baritone sparked renewed hope in her chest. 

She had to wrench her shoulders around to get a better view of the station, but there was no 

sign of Jack. Where was he? 

Before she could shout out to him, Chris threw her onto the ground and covered her with his 

body as his hand went back over her mouth and nose. She tried to wiggle beneath him. From this 

angle, she didn't think she'd be able to kick him off her, but she might be able to make the brush 

shake and give Jack their position. He had to be close, right? 

She'd definitely heard him shout, so maybe he was making his way to the back lot at this very 

moment. He'd see her car and know she was somewhere. 

But her struggles abruptly stopped when the sharp point of a knife poked into her ribs. 

"Don't. Move," whispered Chris, jerking the knife for emphasis. 

"Gabrie!" shouted Jack.  

His voice sounded so close. The sound of a door opening and slamming shut. He must've 

found the truck by now. 

How far had she moved from the truck? Twenty yards? Thirty? He was so close. If she 

stayed quiet, she was dead. If she screamed, she was probably dead too. But at least that way 

she'd take Chris down with her. 

Footsteps sounded and she knew Jack was in the short grass where Chris had originally 

tackled her. Would he see signs of a struggle? Or would the dirt and vegetation have gone right 

back to normal as though nothing happened? 

Well, he was about to know just where she was. Gabrie took one moment to steady herself, 

trying to judge Chris's state of awareness. Everything banked on him being too distracted by 



 

Jack's presence. 

She let her eyes drift shut, and all the crime scene photos from her mom's murder flashed 

through her mind. She was deadly calm when she opened them again and saw Chris stare 

intently at the grass to their left, listening for Jack. 

With one brutal motion, Gabrie slammed her head up. The suddenness of her attack caught 

Chris off-guard and she hit him right in the bridge of the nose.  

He grunted and started to roll away, but not before the steel of the knife slid into her side. 

She pushed past the pain, took a deep breath, and shouted at the top of her lungs, "Jack!" 

Chris punched her full force in the jaw and hauled her up. He held her in front of him like a 

shield with one arm wrapped around her waist, which managed to squeeze her ribs and stab 

wound all at once. "Stay back," he warned. The knife pressed into her neck as a warning. 

Gabrie didn't even remember him taking the knife out of her side. Had he done it before or 

after he punched her? Focus! As she looked up to see Jack, all of her pain disappeared. At least 

he knew. Her death wouldn't go unsolved and uncared about like her mother's. 

Jack held up his hands. His gaze shifted between her and the man behind her. "What's going 

on, Chris?" he asked in a tone much calmer than she would've expected under the circumstances. 

She looked him up and down, but didn't see a weapon of any sort, which put them at even 

more of a disadvantage considering Chris had the knife and his still holstered gun. 

Did Jack realize he still had a gun? 

"What does it look like?" shouted Chris. His hand holding the knife started to shake.  

Gabrie tensed, praying that he didn't lose control. 

"Whoa." Jack held his hands up higher. "I'm just trying to understand. I thought you two 

were friends." 

Chris snorted in disgust. "I tried to be. But she never really cared about me, did she? Not with 

you and Darren hovering around her constantly." 

"Is that why you're doing this?" she asked hesitantly. "Because you think I don't care about 

you?" She sure as hell didn't anymore, but before she knew he was crazy, she thought Chris was 

a standup guy. 

"No," said Jack. "He's doing this because you look like your mother." 

Her eyes widened and the knife suddenly bit so deep into her neck, she knew the fragile skin 

wouldn't hold up much longer. 



 

"She's nothing like Lily." Chris jerked her back a step. 

The motion sent a fresh wave of blood trickling down her stomach from the wound in her 

side and Gabrie winced, wishing her hands were free to at least slow the bleeding. "What did you 

do to my mother, Chris?" 

His arm squeezed her neck so tightly that for a few moments, all air was cut off. 

"Let her go," yelled Jack. "If you kill her, you'll never make it out of this field alive." 

A strange, sick laughter escaped Chris. "You think? I tried to make it neat! Lily didn't make 

things this complicated." 

Gabrie thought back to the crime scene photos that were anything but "neat." But then his 

true meaning set in. She didn't fight. By the time Lily was murdered, she was a shell of the 

woman Gabrie used to know. "Why here? At the station?" 

"Because you left me no choice! My perfect scapegoat was leaving and who knew what 

Philip had in that box. I thought that if you dug enough, you'd think Darren was guilty. Hell, his 

own father did. Why not you too?" 

A cold shiver snaked down her spine despite the sweltering heat. She looked to Jack, who 

gave her a little nod. Her brows drew together. Did he have a plan? The tremble in the knife 

returned and Gabrie knew whatever was happening, the longer Chris talked, the longer she 

stayed alive. "Why Darren? What did he ever do to you?" 

"The golden boy was convenient," he spat out. "When Lily almost caught me running out of 

her bedroom, I knew someone had to be blamed. When she spooked and left down, I tried to 

forget her. I really did. But then I went to school in the city, and guess who I saw on the street? It 

was fucking fate." 

Her stomach churned at the realization of how deep his sickness went. How many times he'd 

watched her when she didn't even know it.  

"And I'm assuming you're behind what Drake did?" Jack took the tiniest step forward. 

Chris jerked her back and Jack abruptly halted. "You put him up to taking Gabrie, right? Did 

you tell him you'd let him get away scot-free if he helped you torture her?" 

As the knife shook harder, the skin finally broke and a trickle of blood made its way down 

Gabrie's neck.  

But Jack didn't stop this time. "It was the perfect chance to take her, too. With Drake being 

on everyone's watch list and everyone assuming he'd left town, you could have him do the dirty 



 

legwork while you would look like the local hero when you stumbled across her body. But you 

weren't expecting her to kill him, were you?" 

"I killed him, you idiot! The moron couldn't even keep one girl tied up for half an hour. Did 

you really expect me to let that kind of incompetence—" 

Jack charged right in the middle of his tirade. The second he took off, Gabrie put all her 

strength into ducking away from the knife; the blade just grazed the delicate skin as she slammed 

into the hard ground.  

The pure surprise of the attack seemed to give her an edge for the briefest moment, but right 

as Chris reached down for her, Jack reached them and grabbed Chris's wrist with both his hands, 

jerking the arm to the side and then at a painful looking angle behind his back. 

Gabrie frantically pulled at the bonds around her wrists as a slow trickle of blood made its 

way down her neck. The fighting brought the men practically on top of her and she tried to 

wiggle away. Just then, Chris's face contorted in pain as his free hand reached for his gun. 

Without even thinking, Gabrie slammed her foot up and into his groin, ignoring her aching side 

and putting all her weight into it. 

Jack's eyes widened as Chris's legs gave out and he stumbled on his knees next to Gabrie. 

Before he recovered, Jack pulled the gun out of Chris's holster and held it firmly. He looked 

down and met Gabrie's eyes. A mix of fear, shock, and pride flashed in his face. "Good job," he 

breathed as he kept the gun trained on Chris. 

She glared at the panting man next to her. The man had killed her mother and almost killed 

her. Gabrie maneuvered herself up and stood, her fingers still trying to work loose the rope that 

held her. 

"Want help with that?" asked Jack. 

She glanced at the homicidal maniac who could escape at any moment. "Yeah, hold on." And 

then she kicked Chris between the legs again, putting every ounce of strength she had into the 

blow. As he doubled over in pain, Gabrie kept her back to Jack and wiggled her hands. "Quick, 

before he can stand again. One of us needs to call the police, the real police, while the other 

keeps him there." 

In a flash, Jack had her untied and the gun was back on Chris. He held the gun while Gabrie 

called the police department, letting the one deputy inside know to get the higher-ups on the 

phone immediately. 



 

After she hung up, she breathed a sigh of relief. An ambulance was on the way and Chris 

would be arrested. She'd be much happier if the pain in her side wasn't getting worse with every 

passing moment. 

"Watch him," she breathed as she stuttered forward a few steps and sat on the ground, tightly 

pressing against her wound to stop any more blood from escaping. 

"Hang in there, Gabrie. Just a few more minutes," said Jack. 

"It's not all bad," she said through labored breaths.  

"You made it out alive, hun. I'd say that's pretty damn good." 

Gabrie smiled. She did make it out alive, didn't she? "And here I was just happy I got to kick 

him in the balls a few times." 



 

CHAPTER NINE 

 

 

Gabrie wasn't a fan of hospitals. But whatever painkillers were pumped through her IV were 

definitely her friend. 

She'd been lucky enough that the blade hadn't gone straight to her lungs, in which case she 

probably would've suffocated before the ambulance ever got there. Probably wouldn't have 

gotten the chance to kick Chris either. Twice. She giggled to herself and she wondered whether it 

was the drugs or the craziness of what happened that made her feel so out of it. 

"You're not supposed to have fun in the hospital," said Jack from the doorway. "It's against 

the rules." He strode in the room and handed her a diet soda. 

"Thanks." She twisted off the cap and smiled up at him. She shouldn't be smiling. She should 

be shaken and disturbed and hiding from the world. 

But she'd gotten enough of that over the past week. She wanted to celebrate and shout her 

victory to the world. But she would make do with celebrating with Jack. She patted the bed and 

scooched over. 

"The nurse will kill me," he warned. But that didn't stop him from taking a seat next to her. 

Gabrie snuggled into him and rested her head on his shoulder even though the wiggling 

motion felt decidedly less pleasant than her mood. "I think we can take her." 

He set an arm around her shoulders and held her close. "You know, I was thinking that after 

you feel better, we could take a hike up to the falls. If we time it right, we can eat dinner as the 

sun starts to set and still make it back to the car before it gets too dark." 

"Falls? Like waterfalls?" 

Jack chuckled in her ear. "Yeah. Cross Falls...Hampton Falls. You never wondered what the 

falls were?" 

"I suppose I was distracted," she murmured as she leaned back against him.  

"No more distractions. Darren is back in the city. Chris is in the county jail and they found 

enough evidence in his apartment to keep him locked up for a long time. From now on, you have 

enough money to do whatever you want and a pretty kickass house, if I do say so myself. So 

what do you want to do?" 

Gabrie hadn't really had a chance to digest it all yet. She really was free. She could go back 



 

to school, seriously pursue interior design or any other passion she set her sights on. The whole 

idea of all that freedom was really overwhelming. 

Jack pressed a soft kiss on her forehead and she was filled with a sudden clarity. No matter 

what she decided on, she knew she wanted to be next to Jack. "What I want to do is visit the falls 

with you." 

 

~~ THE END~~ 
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father, with a job offer she can't refuse.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


