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CHAPTER ONE
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Hope

So many stars.

I stared up through the overhead skylight, letting the night sky absorb me. It was clear, and the blanket of stars was mesmerizing. Mama used to tell me to focus on them when things were bad.

See those stars, girl? They’ve been survivin’ for millions of years.

You can, too.

Go get lost in them when you have trouble, Hope, because nothing can hurt you out there.

I could never get lost enough. Trouble lived inside of me from the day I was born.

Still . . . I always tried. That, and the memory of her vanilla and honey scent wrapped up in her warm hugs was all I had left of her. Mama loved me and my sisters fiercely, and died for it. I knew that as sure as I breathed. Her heart attack my senior year of high school wasn’t random. It was brought on by stress and fear and constant worry, and all that heartache finally broke her. Weakened everything inside her.

I blinked hard, choosing not to think about her weakness. It didn’t serve a purpose anymore. I forced my attention back to Orion’s Belt instead. The same three stars glared down at me here in Georgia as anywhere else. Same view here, staring up from someone else’s bed, as what I’d see from my condo’s patio. The same stars everywhere. Like they were watching me. Or mocking me.

I scoffed.

That was probably the case.

I rubbed my thumb over the small tattoo on the inside of my left wrist. Even that hadn’t taken me far enough away.

A warm hand snaked over my belly, sliding up to cup my breast. Fingers rolled my nipple, and the warm body next to me vibrated with a low growl as he pushed closer.

I covered his hand with mine and squeezed it, lifting as I pushed the covers off and slid my feet to the floor.

“Where you goin?”

“Go back to sleep,” I whispered.

“Hope.”

Damn, his voice was clearing of grogginess, and he had a freakishly tuned bullshit detector. I’d hoped to avoid this.

“I have to go, Evan,” I said. “I’ll—call you later.”

He pushed up on his elbow. “To the office? What time is it?”

I pulled on last night’s discarded pencil skirt. “Early. I have to run home and then go by the office to grab a few things . . .”

“For what?”

I sighed, hooking my bra. I glanced around the dark bedroom for my silk tank that was surely wadded in a corner somewhere. “I have a flight to catch in a few hours.”

“What?” He sat up. “To go where? We have the new client from Boston coming in for a consultation today. An actual paying client. Hope—”

“You and Richard can handle that,” I said breathlessly, finding my top and shaking it out before sliding it over my head. “I’ll be working on and off. I have scans of all the files with me, and I’m a phone call away. Sarah can help with any mediations for the next couple of weeks.” I cringed inwardly at that last word, readying myself.

“Weeks?” A naked Evan was out of his bed in seconds, grabbing a pair of sweatpants. “What the hell? Where are you going?”

I sat down and slid my feet into my oldest, yet beloved pair of navy Pradas. “I gotta take care of some things. I’ll be back when I can.”

That sounded so benign. So unaffected and unrattled by what was to come. Nothing to give away the giant monster squeezing my insides.

“When you can?” he scoffed. “Hope.”

“Evan.”

“You didn’t say anything about leaving.”

Standing, I faced him. “I don’t need your permission.”

His eyebrows shot up. “My permission? I thought we were—”

“We are this right here, Evan.” I made a circular motion with my forefinger, including us and his bed. “Don’t read more into it.”

“Seriously?”

There was no reason not to tell him the basic truth. I could still hear my sisters’ voices over the phone. Faith telling me to get my ass home. Grace babbling shit about closure. Both of them hammering the do the right thing when your father is dying mantra so hard that I could feel the strikes. I couldn’t avoid it any longer; he’d been transferred to hospice, so time was ticking, and I had to go home and help them. And there was no reason not to tell Evan any of that, except that I never would.

That was personal, and no one here knew me that way. Not anymore.

Regardless, I couldn’t have the face-off with him. My mind was already four steps ahead. Home to shower and dress. Grab the bag already waiting on the couch. Swing by the office to knock out a few emails and pack up my laptop. Drive to the airport and drink something strong for lunch.

I raked my thick dark waves back with my fingers and slid my sunglasses on top to hold it back. “I don’t know how long I’ll be gone exactly, but I got the blessing to clear at least three weeks of my calendar.”

“Three weeks.”

“Possibly more.” God, I hoped not.

Evan shook his head. “You know what? Lose my address when you get back.” He turned and scrubbed his fingers through his still-gelled-in-place hair. “I don’t have time for your games.”

“Cool, no problem.” I headed for the door.

“Go to hell, Hope.”

I chuckled, but there was no humor in it. “I’m on my way.”
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A long wait in security, two highballs, and a two-hour layover later, I was back. Back in the place I swore would never see me again.

It was late afternoon, and the sticky New Orleans air wrapped around me like a blanket, invading every one of my senses. It was heavy like Atlanta was before a rain, but here was different. The smell. Thicker, earthier, spicier. More oppressive, squeezing at me like it recognized that its child was back inside the nest. I cranked up the rental car’s AC, dragging in a few deep breaths of the cold blast.

“Don’t get too cocky, Louisiana,” I muttered. “I won’t be here long.”

All I had to do tonight was meet Grace and Faith at the hospice facility, catch up on the particulars, then go to Grace’s house. Tomorrow was another day, and I had no doubt that my sisters already had the details sorted out for me, but tonight would be simple.

So why were my palms sweating harder with every mile that brought me closer?

The drive between sleepy, swampy Redemption and the party bustle of New Orleans used to feel like forever when I was young and sneaking out with my boyfriend on Saturdays to go do all the decadent things we could dream up in the dark and sexy French Quarter. We’d take his grandfather’s old Chevy Bel Air and burn up the road. Flash our cheap fake IDs and slip into the sketchiest bars, marveling at the levels of debauchery. Our favorite was The Rogue, a dark, loud jazz club with dollar drafts and lazy bouncers that looked the other way.

Everything I now knew about life, I learned in that place. About people. About love and life and boundaries—or lack thereof. Nothing was off-limits in there. We’d people-watch and make out and plan our futures in the dingy, smoky corners, and I fell madly in love for the first time there—for the only time. I lost my virginity in the back seat of that old Chevy, but I can say, without hesitation, that I lost my heart in The Rogue.

To this day, jazz music still stabs me in the heart.

And tonight’s two-hour drive to Redemption felt like five minutes.

My chest tightened when the pristine white sign appeared around the bend in the road, thick Magnolia trees opening their branches for it like it was Jesus himself.

Welcome to Redemption, Louisiana. Home of Redemption Road Church.

I was surprised that Home of the great Reverend Noel McMasters, snake charmer of the swamps had never been added. I had no doubt he’d thought about it. Well . . . minus the charmer bit.

Sweat broke out at my hairline just as the clouds opened up overhead and rain exploded against the windshield. A thunderstorm. Fantastic. Just the memory I needed for this demented reunion. For a split second, my foot paused, ready to brake and turn around, head anywhere but over that line, like I’d done over a decade ago.

Then my car broke the barrier, and it was too late. I was in. I felt it like a giant hand pushing me down. I hit the wipers on and took a deep breath, blowing it out slowly as I flexed my fingers on the wheel and willed my foot to stay on the gas even as the painful memories flooded back faster than the rain . . .

I’m shivering. From cold, from wet, from excitement.

The thunder booms overhead, covering the sound of the door closing behind me as I sneak through the back. It’s after midnight. Everyone should be fast asleep. Grace said she’d cover for me.

I place a hand on my throat, over the hickey that Tobias left. Damn it, I told him not to, but even as the thought flickers by, I feel the sweet throb from our lovemaking between my thighs. God, I love him so much. I can’t wait to leave this house and hideous town and start a new life with him. Far from the—

“Where have you been?”

I freeze at the slow, hate-drenched inflection on each word from my father’s mouth. The coldness of his tone mixes with the dread that washes over me.

The dim light over the kitchen sink flips on and there he is, in his robe, glaring at me like the Grim Reaper in plaid.

I don’t bother saying anything. There is no point. I’ve always held my father’s contempt and wrath. Tonight will be no different.

“Come here, Hope.”

I dart a glance toward my mother, sitting submissively at the table, proving he has the power here. I swallow and take a step forward, knowing I look like a drowned rat with a bright, glowing mark on my neck that might as well be a scarlet letter.

His beady eyes slide to my throat and down my body where my soaked clothes cling to me. “Whore,” he hisses, his gaze burning back into mine. “Cavorting with that Bishop trash again. Giving yourself away like the harlot that you are.”

“I—”

“Did I ask for your excuses?” he bellows, his face mottling an angry red as he inches forward.

My trembling isn’t from the cold anymore. It’s fear. It’s hate. It’s repulsion for a man who has never loved me and a mother who will never love me enough to protect me.

“You are the abomination I knew you’d be,” he says, his words dripping in awe, like a prophecy has just been fulfilled. “A thorn in my side from the Lord. Punishment for . . . I don’t know.” He looks upward like he expects an answer. “I’m not sure why I wasn’t given the boy I was promised. If I had been, he surely would not have been such a perpetual disappointment.”

“Noel,” my mother cries out, tears filling her eyes.

He ignores her, his hate-filled glare zeroed in on me alone.

“So . . . you like being out in the rain so much, Miss Independent?” He shrugs. “You can spend the rest of the night in it.”

I open my mouth to argue, but he lifts a hand in final judgment, pointing toward the door as the familiar sound reaches my ears. The whoosh of a belt I knew too well being yanked from his trousers.

“On your knees.”

I sucked in a breath.

“Fuck.” My breaths were jerky as I shook away the memory, and I swiped at the hot tears that stung my cheeks. “Haven’t been here ten minutes and the asshole has me crying.”

I pictured my father lying in a hospital bed, weak, frustrated, and unable to speak clearly, and new tears burned behind my eyes. Tears of satisfaction.

“You can’t hurt anyone from there, you sorry son of a bitch.”

I upped the wiper speed on the Honda, raising an eyebrow at the appearance of traffic lights at Savior and Main. How progressive. The colors swam before me in a sea of shimmering rain, going from green to yellow. I could make it, even at the crawl I was doing.

I rolled my head on my shoulders, rubbing at my neck. I had to let all that old shit go for now. Closure, my ass—I wasn’t here for him. I was here for Faith and Grace. To do the right thing. Help with arrangements and be a good sister, keep my head down and do my duty, then get the hell out of Redemption before the stink and the pain of it could seep into my blood and break me again—

Slam!

“Oh, shit!”

The crunch of metal against metal rammed me forward, then back into my seat. I tried to slam on the brake and my foot slipped off.

My rental shimmied as if I’d hit a brick wall.

“Damn it!” I pounded the wheel and put the car in park. As if it was actually going somewhere. “Damn it, damn it!”

The car in front of me was bigger and solid from what I could tell through the seconds of clarity between wiper swipes. The driver, shoving his door open in anger, looked big, too. I saw tattoos and groaned.

I ran a hand over my face. “Fuck me,” I whispered. “This is why I needed to keep my ass in Georgia.” I blew out a breath and flexed my fingers, grabbing my wallet so I could get out and do this face-to-face. In the fucking rain. No way was I going to let this big asshole come mansplain to me what I’d done wrong. I’d meet him in the middle, apologize, and take control of the situation, like I did every day in my world.

I pushed open my door and cursed not having an umbrella just as one of my heels caught in a hole in the pavement, breaking off the tip. I slammed the door shut behind me.

This day was just getting better and better.

The next two steps, however, made me forget everything before. The heel, the accident, the rain. The long day of flying. Even, for a few long seconds, the entire reason I was there.

Deep blue eyes burned into me, ready to rip me a new one, before the big guy behind them froze in the pouring rain.

“Tobias?” I croaked, my hand falling to my side as I took him in.

He was different. So different. And yet—oh my God, I’d know him anywhere. Because in all the years since I’d hitched that ride out of Redemption with nothing but a backpack, the crushing memory of the brokenhearted expression on his face had never left me.

Tobias Bishop had been my saving grace. My sanity in a crazy, messed-up existence. My heart and soul and the love of my life. At seventeen.

Yeah, yeah, who claims their soulmate at seventeen?

I would have in two blinks . . . if he would have come with me.

Oh, fucking hell.

I swallowed down the bitter pain that burned up my throat, wanting to strangle me again. The old heartbreak. The guilt. The betrayal. Maybe I was having a weak moment because I’d held on to the feeling of betrayal the hardest for years. Let it get me through being homeless and broken on the streets of Atlanta. Through the nights of sleeping in shelters or in my cardboard cubby behind a mall food court, crying for the boy I’d left behind.

Now that boy stood in front of me as a man—big and angry and tatted up, rain sluicing over him in rivers. His clothes stuck to him, highlighting how strong he’d become. His wet hair looked a little long, and scruff caught the droplets on his jaw. His full lips were the same. Oh, God, they were the same. Memories flashed with the lightning, flickering sight and smell and touch, his hands on my body, that mouth kissing me into oblivion. Bringing me to heights of intensity I’d never know again.

“Hope.”

The voice I used to hear in my dreams vibrated through me, and I clenched my hands into fists to feel my nails press into my palms. To get control.

His face was devoid of emotion. Not even the slightest bit flustered. That told me enough.

Keep it business. Don’t go down the rabbit hole.

“Okay then, I’m—” I swallowed as my voice came out croaky. I held a hand over my eyes to shield them from the rain as it started going at an angle. “I’m sorry, I—the rain, I guess. I didn’t see you.” Shit, I was babbling.

You are a lawyer, damn it.

Go there.

“Let me give you my card,” I said, opening my wallet with shaking fingers. That was okay, though. It was better than looking him in the eyes. “I’m gonna be here for a bit, helping Grace and Faith. We can deal with the damages on a drier day, don’t you think? I mean mine is a—”

The word ‘rental’ stuck in my throat as my gaze caught on his vehicle. Big. Old. The Bel Air.

I’d hit the Bel Air.

“Oh my God, you still have it,” I whispered, my gaze flashing back to meet his, which was still hard and arctic.

“And you just smashed the fender,” he growled, folding his arms across his chest, showcasing full sleeves of tattoos as the rain plastered his t-shirt along his biceps and shoulders. “Lawyers exempt from red lights in Georgia?”


CHAPTER TWO
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Tobias

I’d had a shittastic couple of days. One of my tattoo artists was a no-call, no-show last night, forcing me to reschedule all of his appointments, then the rain not only gave me a killer migraine, but it also killed my plans to visit my grandparents. Well, I still could, but it wasn’t exactly my idea of a fun time to hang out in a cemetery in the pouring rain. Apparently, Mother Nature did not give a flying fuck about the anniversary of my grandfather’s passing. Bitch. The now-limp double bouquets of lilies I’d picked up earlier from the Topsy Tulip were testament to her ruthlessness.

Speaking of ruthless . . . I was being shadowed. I knew I was on Chief of Police Mateo Beckett’s radar because of some shady shit my uncle pulled, and now I could swear I saw officers everywhere. At the store. At the gym. At the post office. At the bar. And now, at the fucking flower shop. I’d had enough. Either arrest me, or call off the damn watchdogs.

Then . . . the shit gods took their vengeance out on my prized possession.

My grandpa’s Bel Air.

The one he’d let me drive as a teen and I’d lovingly and meticulously restored after his death. That I only drove on special occasions now.

Like today.

And now it had a smashed fender.

Courtesy of—her.

Hope McMasters, the woman who had destroyed my heart.

The rain continued to pelt both of us and I ignored how fucking grown-up and delectable she looked in her business skirt and now-soaked button-up blouse, her dark hair pulled up and plastered to her head as she stared up at me with confused dark eyes. Eyes I knew every nuance of and how they held every mood when she was sad, angry, and turned on. I knew how her lashes kissed her cheeks when she slept. It fucking killed me that I remembered every detail about this woman, which only pissed me off further.

“Well?” I bit out after she pointed out the obvious fact she’d hit my goddamn car. “Did you forget how to drive? Or do you have a chauffeur back home?”

“I said I was sorry,” she bit right back.

“Yeah, well, didn’t stop you from running a red light, did it?”

“It was yellow.”

“Not from where I stand.”

She huffed out a breath just as a boom of thunder cracked overhead. Her gaze flew up, then landed back on mine, her cheeks aflame. In that moment, I knew we were both remembering another place, another time, when no hearts were broken and nothing could separate us. Rain crashing down outside us as we steamed up the windows of this very car, jazz music playing softly from the radio. Thunder boomed, but my heart pounded even louder. I think that was the night I’d told her I loved her. Promised her forever. Even at barely eighteen years old, I’d known it was true.

Hope had too many demons at home to count, but she always rose above, just like my own beautiful little phoenix, rising from the ashes. She rocked my damn world—in every way—and all I ever wanted back then was her by my side. So, yeah, I said the words. And she’d said them back.

But if I’d looked just a little deeper, I would’ve seen the turmoil in her eyes. I missed it in that moment—or rather, I didn’t want to see it—but I’d already lost her to something out of my control and I’d never been able to catch up to the pain ever since.

The memory fled when her gaze dropped to the soggy card in her hand, and she offered it to me, ignoring my previous barbs. “I need to go,” she said, forcing it into my palm when I didn’t take it, her expression coolly closing me off. “Call me and we can settle the damages.”

I would not bend to the emotion that was still clear in her voice despite her demeanor. I knew why she was back in town. Even if her little sister, Faith, didn’t keep in touch with me, word about their father went viral as soon as he hit the hospital doors. You’d have to be living under a literal rock to miss hearing anything about Reverend McMasters. The old bastard’s health was big news in these parts.

Still . . . I had to steel myself against the visceral pull she had on my body. She didn’t deserve it, I reminded myself. The days of her having any right to my sympathy were long gone.

I didn’t say a word as she turned and made her way back to her car.

She paused just before she opened her door and faced me one more time, her expression hard to read in the low light of dusk. “I really am sorry.”

As she drove away, I realized she didn’t say if she was sorry for hitting my car or for leaving me.

Guess it didn’t matter now.
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I drove home long enough to change into some dry clothes, put the lilies in some water, feed Henry the Seventh, and toy with the idea of a shot of Jim Beam Black. Ultimately, I bypassed the shot in favor of a bottle of water. I needed to get my ass back to work since my AWOL tech, Brandon, still hadn’t shown up to take any of the walk-in clients, and I’d already blown off most of the day getting waterlogged and hit by my ex-girlfriend.

As I pocketed my keys, my gaze slid from Henry swimming around his bowl to the glass cabinet that held my shot glass collection. It boasted nearly seventy-five glasses from all over the world. Most I’d collected myself, but some were gifts from family, friends, even clients. They were decorative, none ever being drank from.

Save one.

The glutton for painful memories that I was, I lifted my eyes to the top, center glass. It was nondescript. Cheap and plain, not even a logo to tell anyone it was from a dive bar called The Rogue. But that place and that glass and the sweet strawberry-flavored lips that had touched the rim had started that collection and the roller coaster that marked the rest of my life. Those, and the cocktail napkin tucked underneath it with ‘H + T 4Ever’ written in faded purple marker with those same sweet lips staining the cotton in a kiss I could still taste.

“Fuck it.” Slamming the door on all that, I spun around and stormed outside. I’d parked the Bel Air back in the garage until I could assess the damages, so I took off in my Charger, the wind still howling outside my windshield.

On the drive to the shop, I cranked up the music to drown out my thoughts, but damn it if Hope didn’t creep back in. Those dark, haunting eyes burning into me, settling just under my skin like an unwelcome, acidic ink. She was back. In my world and in the sane space I’d carved out for myself.

With a phoenix tattoo on her wrist.

Yeah, I’d noticed it, even in the pouring rain.

I’d always been the introspective one to my little brother Adam’s rowdy, explosive personality. And pretty much as far back as I could remember, it had always been clear to me that I had three loves in my life.

My family, my art, and Hope McMasters.

Now, all but one had been lost to me.

I’d dated other women, even lived with one once, but that was an epic fucking failure. Mostly because I’m a selfish bastard who can’t get my head out of my ass or my heart right. My family is gone now—the grandparents who raised me dead and my only brother in prison.

Leaving me with my art, which I made into my life’s work. Literally the only thing keeping me anywhere close to sane. Having Hope tossed in my face again like this was seriously fucking with my mind.

I squeezed the steering wheel, the words ‘Hope’ and ‘Pain’ inked onto the backs of my knuckles flexing in the dull light. Literally, the two stories of my life. The two pieces of my heart—each one holding equal weight when it came to my existence.

I made my way through the one stoplight in town and to my shop. I parked at the side of the building next to CJ’s motorcycle and strode inside, where he was already at work on a client’s back piece.

He paused his needle to glance up at me. “Wassup.”

I shook my head as I raked a hand through my hair. “Heard from Brandon?”

He turned back to his work, dipping his needle in black ink before the buzz picked up intensity again. “Nope. What an asshole.”

“Damn.” I leaned over to check the appointment book, sifting to look for any clients coming in. Nothing.

“You get your shit taken care of?” CJ asked, his mossy eyes meeting mine briefly between needle work and swipes with his rag.

I sat behind the front desk with a sigh. “Nah, man. I hit a bit of a snag.”

He shot me a curious glance, but I waved it off. Too much to explain right now.

CJ was my best friend. Had been since he rolled in from L.A., fresh off the music scene, burned the fuck out, and looking for something different for himself. He’s an amazing musician, but he’s also one hell of an artist, so I made him my apprentice, taught him everything I knew, and he’d been working with me ever since. The thing about art, just like music, it opens your soul. In the time it took me to teach him, we not only became as tight as brothers, but he learned everything there was to know about me. Every dirty detail I’d rather have never seen the light of day again. Beginning and ending with Hope.

Opening this place and naming it Espérer Ink had been his damn idea. French was a common enough language down in these parts, but Espérer? Hope?

“You’ve gotta purge her from your soul, man,” he’d said.

“By naming the place after her?” I’d scoffed.

I’ll never forget his smirk. “Exactly. Prove to yourself that you’ve got this.” He shoulder-checked me. “Walk into your shop every day and have hope in a new future.”

I’d agreed, but trouble was, I never did find that fucking hope he talked about. Especially not after systematically losing every member of the family I’d given her up for.
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I had two quick walk-ins banged out before eight o’clock and was working on a regular client’s sleeve addition when CJ slumped down in the chair opposite my station, crunching on a Jolly Rancher candy. “I tried calling Brandon again.”

I didn’t glance up from my line work. “Yeah? Anything?”

“Nope. Straight to voicemail again. I’m thinking about driving over to his place. Make sure he’s good.”

I dipped my needle in the black ink, my mind automatically drifting to the cops that had been on my ass for days. “Probably a good idea. I’ve got his address in my office.”

“I know it. He lives in those apartments off Parish Street, not far from the high school.”

I nodded. “Sounds about right.”

“Heard on the news they found a body somewhere near there this morning,” my client chimed in, making the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

I felt CJ’s stare on the side of my face as I slowed my needle and wiped ink from the client’s skin. “A body?” I echoed.

“Yeah,” he said idly, twisting his arm to check out my progress. “They didn’t say much. Overdose or something.”

CJ stood, his hands in the front pockets of his jeans. I met his gaze, and without a word, he turned to go.

“Something wrong?” my client asked.

“Nah. It’s good.”

It was anything but good.

Because I knew what most likely lay ahead as the cherry on this shit sundae of a day.

I’d taken Brandon Erickson on not long after I’d hired CJ, as a favor to my grandpa, who was friends with his dad. Said he needed a break. Nobody would hire him, fresh out of drug rehab. But he’d had a baby on the way with his long-time girlfriend, Melissa, and needed a chance to turn his life around, and—shit, I guess he reminded me too much of my little brother. I took one look at the mess of a kid and knew that I’d want someone to give Adam that chance one day.

I figured he wouldn’t last a month. But he’d hung in there and turned out to be an amazing tattoo artist. The kid had talent. And demons—that reared their ugly heads from time to time in the form of his temper and the occasional alcohol bender. The girlfriend had just recently dumped him and left with their little boy. A relapse was not out of the realm of possibilities.

Guess we’re all only one demon away from being snatched by the devil himself.


CHAPTER THREE
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Hope

My hands still shook as I pulled into the parking lot of Alderberry Hospice. I had no memory of the last few minutes it took me to get from that godforsaken light to here. None. I might as well have been beamed here by aliens.

“Deep breaths,” I whispered, resting my head against the headrest and flexing my fingers. Looking up and out the windshield did no good; the rain continued to splat against the glass in giant drops now, and there were no stars out tonight. Nothing to soothe my shot-to-hell nerves.

I’d known Tobias would likely be here. I knew from Grace that Faith still talked to him, so the likelihood of crossing paths was pretty high. Especially if the old man died. The funeral and all.

That was harsh to think, and I needed to be careful not to do that thinking out loud, especially around Faith, but . . . it was what it was. From everything I’d heard so far, things didn’t sound good, so it was a reasonable conclusion. As was the fact that this being south Louisiana, every soul in Redemption would show up to offer their condolences and the house would be bombarded with ninety-nine thousand home-cooked casserole dishes.

It was the way. And Tobias was raised right. He would show up. He wouldn’t like it, but he would show up.

Even now, after our little altercation in the middle of Savior and Main, with God and all his vengeance dumping on top of us, Tobias would come pay his respects.

I closed my eyes and gave myself one last moment, envisioning him standing there in the rain before me, those angry, smoldering eyes of his burning into me like blue fire as he towered over me—sweet Jesus, I’d never been so pissed and so turned on at the same time.

He was still so beautiful, yet so clearly broken. Was that my doing or Adam’s? Hell, maybe I was giving myself too much credit. A decade was a long damn time, and there were probably scores of other females in the Tobias Bishop lineup.

I shook my head free of him and swiped under my eyes, pulling the visor down in search of a mirror.

“Good God.”

My eyeliner was significantly south of my eyes, and my thick dark hair had lost its fight to stay in the chignon. Tiny strands were plastered to my face and forehead from the rain.

I yanked it down and finger combed my wet locks before twisting it up in a messy bun, then did another more specific under-eye repair. I was still soggy, but there was nothing to be done for that. Taking in a deep breath, I held my chin up. I could do this. I’d left here with nothing and come back a kick-ass lawyer. I could do anything.

Even meet the devil himself.

I pushed into the quiet foyer, inhaling the lemon-bleach aroma that fairly successfully covered the medicinal smell of illness and urine. I’d hated that smell ever since my mother died. She’d had two heart attacks. One at home that brought her to the hospital, and another one there, but only after we sat in her room like good Christian soldiers and watched the parishioners file through. She’d looked so calm, like she’d finally found the way out. I’d oddly envied her that as I watched the reverend play his role as grieving single father, and I mentally planned my own escape.

I left the very day we put her in the ground.

My road afterward wasn’t easy, but I’d chosen it. I owned every bit of the messed-up life I’d stumbled my way through, from living on the streets of Atlanta, to striking up a deal with an older man that saved my life. None of it was pretty, but here I was.

My broken-tipped heel clanged its metal nail against the tile, and I stopped and took my shoes off. I let them dangle from my fingers as I padded along the corridor via Grace’s directions. Better to walk confidently with a soft step than to hobble on a broken shoe.

He’d zero in on that flaw for sure.

I froze in my steps and clenched my jaw, my free fist balling at my side.

Leave. Turn around and get the fuck out of here before any more of that shit takes hold. Before he can do anything to you.

God, that sounded like heaven. To turn and flee from all this, go back to Georgia where nobody knew this part of me. Where I didn’t have to placate or manage anyone’s moods or feelings or outbursts, or pretend to be anything I wasn’t.

All I could hear was my own breathing, echoing in my ears, or possibly the sound of my decision bouncing off my skull. Either way, it was an empty choice. I was here for a task. To help my sisters. To not continue to be “the one who bailed.” Grace had it just as bad as I did, and for longer, and she survived. I could manage a flyby.

I pushed my right foot forward and started the trek again, smiling a smile that felt painted on as I approached the nearest nurse at the small station. I knew the room number, Grace had told me, but I didn’t see her or Faith around, and maybe I’d gotten the hallway wrong.

“Excuse me, can you tell me where Reverend McMasters’ room is?” I asked softly. “I think it’s 1205, but I could—”

“He’s right there, ma’am,” the sweet-faced ginger woman told me, lifting a forefinger in the direction of the corner room.

The door was ajar, and a mint-green wall peeked out. Grace and Faith were likely waiting for me in there, making sure I’d actually let him put eyes on me of course.

The reverend liked everything to be sterile white. White church. White house. White walls. White soul. Beyond that, of all the hues on the spectrum, he hated anything green, and I couldn’t help a small smirk that he was being held hostage by the color.

Justice.

“Only—” She checked her watch. “Forty-five minutes left of visitation.”

“No problem,” I said, winking. “We’ll probably be out of here with forty-four to spare.”

I breathed in as I approached the door, steeling myself in a way I hadn’t had to do in a decade. That was silly, though. I was no longer the eighteen-year-old angry girl who left. I was twenty-nine and successful and strong.

And with Faith in there with us, he’d be on good behavior. Rolling my eyes with a scoff, I pushed open the door and walked in.

I don’t know what I expected, but what greeted me wasn’t it.
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I was alone.

My sisters weren’t there. And the miserable-looking wretched old man glared at me from the bed. His face was twisted, his hair—more gray than brown now—poked up in oily spikes. Wires snaked out from beneath an equally mint-green gown, which fell partially down one very bony shoulder. A rolling table still held the remnants of his dinner, of which he’d only eaten a few bites. A cup of ice water sat next to a pitcher.

I knew he’d been sick and wasn’t in great shape, but in my mind, he’d just be an older version of the larger-than-life asshole I’d left far behind me. He was the epitome of unscary, and yet the eyes—they were still there. The same hatred and repulsion, as they landed on me.

I gripped the back of a chair railing to ground myself and held my chin up. It had been a long time since I bore the full weight of his disdain, and I was out of practice.

I nodded and made a show of looking around. “Nice place, Reverend.”

His twisted mouth lifted on one side and he grunted.

“I like the color.” I smiled, and his whole face twisted with the effort to say something. He reached over with his good hand to grab at the table, and I leaned in to push it closer out of the smidgeon of care still residing in me.

What I got was his ice water. Hurled at me.

I gasped as the frigid water and ice cubes hit my face, and the cup bounced off my chin.

Just as my sisters walked in.

“Jesus, Dad!” Faith admonished, rushing over to pick up the cup. “Can you behave for five minutes? Oh my God, Hope,” she said then, dropping everything back on the floor to stand and hug me, icy wetness and all.

“Seriously, Dad?” I heard Grace mutter under her breath.

I was still rigid from the shock of the blast, and it took me a few long seconds to will my arms to move around my little blond dynamo of a sister.

“It’s so good to see you,” she said, undeterred by my pause.

Her back was to him, and I watched the hatred boil as she hugged me. Tainting herself by association. I hugged her longer.

“You too, baby girl,” I said, pulling back to look into such grown-up blue eyes. I slid my gaze to Grace and reached out a hand to squeeze hers.

“Are you okay?” Faith asked, rolling her eyes in his direction like he was just an errant six-year-old. “He’s being testy today.”

“Today?” Grace said, twisting her long dark hair up in a clip. “What was yesterday’s excuse? Gas?”

“Stop.” Faith’s voice was barely over a whisper. “Please.”

Grace widened her eyes at her and then shook her head at me. It was like no time had passed. A gin and tonic sounded really damn good.

“I’m fine,” I said. “Really couldn’t get much wetter.”

The floor nurse came in to check his vitals, and we moved to the farthest corner possible. Not far enough for me—I’d have been crawling out the window if I could—but anything was better than watching him glare at me.

“Did you get caught in the rain?” Faith asked, taking in my clothes that were far more soaked than any cup of water would manage. “We were getting worried.”

“Yeah.”

“No umbrella?”

I blinked at her. “In my car at home. I didn’t throw one in my bag in case of a deluge.”

“Hey, just FYI . . .” Grace said, crinkling her eyes like she was about to deliver bad news. “Tobias knows you’re coming.”

“I was just about to tell her that,” Faith countered. “Saw him at Casa Queso a couple of days ago, picking up lunch, and it—came up.”

“Hmm, I’m sure that was the natural progression of things,” I said.

She cut me a look. “It was, don’t be a jerk,” she said. “I told him about Dad, and he’d actually already heard, but then that . . . kind of led to you coming home.”

The skin on my back tingled all the way to my ass at the thought of him talking about me. Asking about me. Of course, it was probably Faith doing all the talking, but still. And I was pathetic. “Well, he was the welcoming committee, so . . .” I said, rolling my head on my shoulders, eyeing the window again for possibilities.

“What?” Faith squawked.

I sighed and closed my eyes. “I—sort of ran into him a few minutes ago.”

“Where?”

“In the street,” I said. “At the light—that’s new, by the way—I didn’t see him. It was raining like sideways, and I didn’t see him.”

“Holy shit,” Grace said, at the same time Faith gasped. “You literally ran into him.”

I nodded.

“Oh my God, are you both okay?” Faith asked, looking down my frame again as if I might suddenly have an open wound.

“I’m fine. He’s fine. The Bel Air’s fine. Mostly anyway,” I added under my breath.

“The—wait, he wasn’t driving his Charger?” Faith narrowed her eyes at me. “Why wasn’t he in his Charger?”

I tilted my head. “I don’t know, Sherlock.”

“He only drives the Bel Air on special occasions and today isn’t . . .” Her words faded off as her gaze turned thoughtful.

“What?” I demanded. “What’s today?”

Her gaze met mine. “I’m not sure.”

“So,” Grace cut in, “we’re talking about his grandpa’s old car? His baby?”

I blew out a breath. “Yeah. Welcome home.” I looked over my shoulder as the nurse turned to leave. “So, what’s with the reverend?”

“He’s had two strokes,” Grace said, her eyes looking tired, her hand resting against her still-flat belly.

“Starting some organ failure, too,” Faith said, her brows furrowing. “He’s not eating.”

“They don’t think it’ll be long,” Grace said quietly.

I glanced back at the man in the bed and tried to feel something. All I felt was a melted ice cube sliding down the front of my tank top.

“Come on,” Grace said, corralling us both toward the door. “Let’s go somewhere else. They’re about to shut down for the night anyway.”

“But Hope just got here,” Faith said, frowning, turning back to him. “She hasn’t had a chance to really—”

“Oh, I’m good,” I said, wiping at my face and pulling my tank top out to let the ice slide out. “We’ve said what we need to say.” I fixed a steely look on him. “Haven’t we, Reverend?”

His lips shook as they tried to form a word. A word I’d know in my sleep. “Bom—abom—sha.” Spit drooled from one corner of his mouth and his face mottled with anger. “Bom—shan.”

Grace’s jaw set as her lips tightened, but Faith squeezed his foot. “I can’t make out what he’s saying.”

“I got it,” I managed, saluting him with fingers I couldn’t feel, walking toward the door on legs I wasn’t sure would get me there. It had been over a decade since I’d heard his little pet name for me, and I felt the shards rip through me just as they had every time back in the day.

Abomination.

“We’ll see you tomorrow, Daddy,” Faith said.

I wouldn’t.

I’d do whatever I could to help in other ways, but I would not be back here. The next time I laid eyes on my father, he’d be in a box. And I was okay with that.


CHAPTER FOUR
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Tobias

The shop was deathly quiet when CJ finally rolled back in. I’d finished up my client, cashed him out, then flipped the sign on the door to Closed and waited while I cleaned the place up. I didn’t even crank up the music as usual. My nerves were shot after the last few days I’d had, and now with my intuition screaming that something bad had happened to Brandon.

The empty, haunted look in CJ’s eyes when he unlocked the door and slowly strolled in like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders just confirmed it.

“Fuck, bro.” I dropped into my chair behind the desk and leaned forward onto my knees. “It was Brandon?”

He leaned on the counter, his face pale. “Looks like it, man.” He raked a hand over his head. “Cops are everywhere. His apartment is cordoned off with yellow police tape. I asked around, and one of his neighbors said they saw them take a body out of his place and drive off in the coroner’s van.”

That hit my heart heavy and I let my head fall as heat filled my eyes. Yes, Brandon had his demons, but he was a good guy. He was young and talented, and he had his whole life ahead of him. He also had a young son to live for.

I glanced up. “What about Melissa and Jaxston? Were they there?”

“I didn’t see them. Did they get back together?”

“No. I just thought maybe she’d heard the news or something. Shit. Poor kid.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Yeah. It’s shitty all the way around.” After a moment, he lifted his head to face me again. “Wanna get outta here and go get something to eat?”

“I’m not really hungry, but after the week I’ve had, I could use a drink.” I rose and checked for my wallet and keys. “Rudy’s?”

He nodded and we headed out. I locked up while he straddled his bike, then I slid into the warm leather seat of my Charger and took a deep breath.

Brandon was gone.

I glanced at myself in my rearview mirror with a silent curse, hating the unfairness of it all.

With a fierce shake of my head, I started the engine and we drove to Rudy’s and found ourselves a table on the opposite side of the tiny stage that was currently unoccupied, so a nineties country playlist was filling the void. We ordered a couple shots of whiskey and two bottles of Bud Light to get us started.

CJ lifted his shot glass toward me. “To Brandon.”

I clinked my glass to his. “To Brandon.”

We downed our whiskey, and I closed my eyes, relishing the slow, gentle burn as it hit my stomach. Exactly what I needed.

I placed the glass upside down on the table and sat back in my chair with my beer, taking a long pull as the idea of getting totally wasted tempted me. Especially when my ex, Cady, strolled in as if sensing I needed one more swift kick in the balls.

CJ glanced over, then back, tipping his beer to his lips with his eyes narrowed. No words necessary. Cady and I had a difficult history. Much of it was on me, but she was far from innocent. It was for the best we were over, but she seemed to forget that sometimes . . . especially when she’d been drinking.

“Clingy Cady, nine o’clock,” he murmured under his breath.

I nodded and kept my head down, hoping she’d go about her business and either not see me or ignore me. Either way was good.

Nope.

A couple minutes later, she was directly at my side, her purple-tipped fingers wrapped around her usual amaretto sour. “Hey, Tobias.”

I glanced over and took in her tight pink jeans, low-cut white shirt, and wildly curly blond hair. Tried to forget my name was tattooed on her shoulder. “Cady. How’ve you been?”

“Good.” The way she took me in with her wide amber eyes as she bit her bottom lip told me she was wondering if sleeping together would make her even better. “You?”

I lifted my beer. “Awesome.” I tipped my head toward her and took a sip, hoping she’d get the hint and mosey away.

She took her sweet time, sipping her drink, her gaze drifting down my body, then over to CJ before turning back to me. “Well, I guess I’ll see you around sometime?”

I half shrugged and hummed in half-assed agreement before she finally sauntered away to join some other women by the pool tables.

“Jesus, man,” CJ said. “You’re my friend and I swear to God I’d take a bullet for you, but what the fuck? I get needing to get laid, but how in the hell could you live with that?” He lifted his beer, his expression horrified confusion. “You’re a damn saint, Tobe.”

I was no saint. Dumb, maybe.

Cady had come at a time in my life when I was particularly desperate to wipe Hope McMasters from my brain. If I could have erased her from my memory, I would in a heartbeat, the pain and sense of betrayal I felt was so damn brutal. It throbbed in my chest like a living, breathing bruise. After so many years, the things that had kept us apart were finally not a factor any longer, so I’d swallowed my pride and gone to her. I’d wanted another chance. God, I just wanted her. It had always been her. But what I saw that day—who I saw her with that day—obliterated my dumb dreams. Fuck, I’d been stupid enough to believe she’d actually meant all those things she’d said to me in the back of my grandpa’s Bel Air. Turned out, I’d been the only one telling the truth.

“So . . .” CJ said, breaking into my thoughts. “What else is going on? You had something else on your mind before we knew about Brandon.”

“You could say that.” I tipped back the last big swallow of my beer, then set down the empty bottle.

He flagged the waitress down and signaled another round, silently giving me the floor.

I waited until we had our fresh beers, then I took another drink, my mind circling the last few days and landing on Hope and what it felt like to see her again.

It didn’t matter. She wasn’t here for me. Never would be again.

I shifted in my seat and pulled out my wallet, finding Hope’s now crinkled business card. I slid it across the table to CJ.

He picked it up and squinted at the nearly ruined text. “What’s this?”

I said nothing, just took another drink, waiting for him to catch the name, which was still very visible.

His eyes lifted to mine when he got it. “Why do you have Hope’s card?”

“She gave it to me.”

“She gave it to you?”

I nodded. “When she ran the red light in town and hit the Bel Air.”

He stared at me as he processed my words, clearly understanding the ramifications not only for my car, but for me. “She’s back?”

I twisted my bottle on the table, watching the condensation make widening swirls on the wood. “Only temporarily. She’s helping her sisters with their dad.”

“Ah.” He glanced around as he toyed with her card, then looked back. “So, are you two gonna—?”

“No,” I cut him off with a scowl. “No, we are not going to anything. I wouldn’t have even talked to her if she hadn’t hit my fucking car.”

“Hey, alright.” He moved to hand me back her card, but I waved him off.

“Keep it,” I said. “Toss it. I don’t give a shit. I’m not calling her. I don’t need her money or her damn insurance. I’ll fix it myself.”

“Yup.” He drew out his own wallet and tucked Hope’s card away before taking a sip of beer. “So, I was thinking . . . I don’t want to be a dick, but we’re gonna need to look for someone to replace Brandon soon. Want me to put out the word?”

I glanced down at the table and gave a nod. “Sure. But wait a couple of days.” I lifted my eyes to his. “And go ahead and take tomorrow off. I’m not opening up the shop. There’s something I need to do.”
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After the hour drive, where I turned off my phone and cranked up the music to drown out my thoughts, I strode up the walkway to the Elayn Hunt Correctional Center with my head held high and my heart heavy. I hated this fucking place. I hated the sounds of the metal doors clanging and the constant buzzing overhead. I hated the desperation that oozed from its walls. I hated everything it had taken from me and from Adam and everything it stood for in our lives.

But it was visitation day, and it had been entirely too long since I’d been to see my little brother. I really had no good excuse other than I was busy living my life and this place was a dismal pain in the ass that reminded me he wasn’t a free man. But that was all changing soon.

I checked in, haggled with the desk officer about not having an appointment, and ignored the judgment I saw as he took in my ink since I’d forgotten to wear a long-sleeve shirt.

No clothing allowed that is tight, see through, provocative, or deemed to incite violence.

No gang-related or violent body ink may be showing.

None of my tattoos were particularly violent, and definitely not gang related, but I knew what people saw when they looked at me. A Bishop thug. A nobody.

“Look,” I said in my calmest voice. “I know I should’ve called ahead. It was spur of the moment. I just want to see my little brother, man.” I gestured to my arms. “I own a tattoo business.”

I got a hard look and a head shake as he typed something into a computer, like I was single-handedly ruining the wholesome experience they had going there.

Eventually, I was wanded and scanned, told to remove my shoes and pocket contents so they could ensure I wasn’t bringing in a phone or camera or contraband, then buzzed into the stark gray waiting area and seated at a hard metal table. About five minutes later, Adam was led in, along with a line of other prisoners who were meeting with their families, and happy chatter filled the room.

My brother’s serious gaze fell on me as he slowly walked my way.

I rose to meet him. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

“You look good, man.”

And he did. We were about the same height, but Adam had always been lankier. He’d obviously been working out and it showed. It was also obvious that the last six years in prison had hardened more than his body. He no longer held that naïve exuberance of youth. Instead, his energy was quieter, darker, more reserved as the glass-green eyes he’d inherited from our mother studied me.

He nodded as we took a seat.

“You shaved your head,” I noted.

He ran a hand over his buzz cut with a smirk. “Easier.”

“I bet.” I said nothing about the prison tats on the backs of his hands. “You doing okay?”

“Yeah, I’m good. You?”

“Good. Busy.”

He nodded and listened while I updated him on some town news and some of the coolest ink I’d been asked to do because he always asked about my art. Talk eventually wound around to Brandon.

“Fuck, really?” Adam shot me a sad look. “I’m sorry, Tobias. I know he was your friend.”

“Yeah, thanks. It sucks more for his kid though.”

Adam nodded, his eyes thoughtful.

We both turned when a woman in the corner began to cry. Obviously, whoever she was there to visit hadn’t shown up.

“Reverend McMasters had a stroke,” I blurted, not sure if he’d heard.

He slowly swiveled his head toward me, his expression blank. “He dead?”

I shook my head. “No, but he’s on hospice. Soon enough.”

He nodded, saying nothing. We both hated Noel McMasters, but for different reasons. While the entire town of Redemption pretty much worshipped the ground the hypocritical prick walked on, we both knew better. From the moment I discovered how he treated his family, and particularly Hope, I’d had a personal vendetta of hatred for him deep in my gut. There was a time I would have killed him if I could’ve gotten away with it and knew for certain Hope wouldn’t hold it against me.

Adam, on the other hand, despised him on principle. My brother always had a hard-on for Faith McMasters, but never pushed it past the friendship they garnered as kids. But Faith was the apple of the reverend’s eye. His golden princess.

And Adam . . . well, Adam was just a poor, trashy Bishop, and the good reverend never let him or Faith forget it. Sweet as she was, though, Faith always saw past our last name and shitty lineage. She believed in Adam more than even he did himself, but her father never could. We were nothing more than backwoods swamp trash. Not good enough to lick the bottoms of his shoes, much less touch one of his daughters. Especially his precious Faith.

I could accept that people saw us that way. I either ignored it or proved them wrong—or flat-out rebelled with his fiery daughter, Hope. Adam, however, always soaked it in. Let it simmer and fester and fuel a sense of injustice and rage, leading to some piss-poor decisions that no one could stop.

But the fact that right now he wasn’t wishing him a painful death that resulted in the pits of hell just went to prove he’d made some progress in these last few years.

I cracked my knuckles and glanced at the clock. We only had a few more minutes and I had a lot to say. Still, what came out of my mouth was, “She asks about you all the time, Adam.”

His eyes darted to mine. He didn’t bother asking who. We both knew he’d been ignoring Faith’s letters in some asinine attempt to push her away. To make her pissed off enough to leave him alone and spare himself the stab to his heart of seeing her again.

“Isn’t she fucking married with a kid by now or something?” He sighed and leaned back with a frown. “Jesus.”

“No. I think she’s waiting for your dumb ass to get out of prison.”

He shot me a glare. “Shut the fuck up.”

“Sadly, I’m serious. Why don’t you just write her back? She’s only trying to be your friend. No reason to be a dick to her.”

“I’m trying to do the right thing here, Tobias.” For the first time, I saw a chink in his hardened expression. “Do me a favor and try to get her to give it up, okay? It’s for the best.”

“For who?”

“For both of us.” He rolled his head on his shoulders and cracked his neck. “It’s best for her.”

“Yeah, maybe. But we both know she’s stubborn. I don’t think I can get her to do anything she doesn’t want to do.”

He grunted a sad agreement, his gaze falling to the table.

“So,” I said. “I’m sorry I haven’t been here more, man.”

Adam didn’t look up, just shook his head slowly. “Don’t be. I get it. And honestly?” He looked up. “It’s easier to deal here if you forget you have anything to lose.”

Fuck. My fingers flexed with the overprotective need to annihilate whoever beat that hardness into him. I took a deep breath and forced a different tone. “We probably need to talk about your plans for when you get outta here.”

“What about ’em?”

I smiled. “You got any?”

He smiled back. “Maybe.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“Well, I’ll need to find a place to stay, get a job, set meetings up with my parole officer.” He rubbed at his jaw. “They gave me a list. They want me to go to counseling, too.” Adam widened his eyes with a smirk. “To acclimate.”

I chuckled. “What can I do?”

“I was hoping you’d let me crash at your place for a while until I figure things out?”

“Sure, man. There’s a small apartment right above my shop. It’s not much. Basically, a loft with a bathroom and tiny kitchen, but you’re welcome to it if you want your own space.”

“Really?”

“Of course. It’s not being used. It’s yours.” I cleared my throat. “And so is a job if you want it. I could hire you as a shop helper and apprentice if you’re interested.”

He clasped his hands together and nodded. “I appreciate that. And I’ll take you up on the place, but I think I’ll pass on the job for now. As cool as that is of you, I think I’d rather find something on my own. Make my own way. Make some good decisions for once.”

“I understand.” People began to stand as visiting time came to a close, and I scraped my chair back. “The offer stands if you change your mind.”

“Thanks, Tobes,” he said with a smile, calling me by my childhood nickname.

“No problem, Tag,” I said, returning the favor and earning myself a grin as we stood.

“I’ll see you next when I’m a free man,” he said, his voice suddenly low and choked.

I yanked him into a brief but fierce hug. “Yes, you will, so don’t do anything to fuck it up.” We separated and I drew back to look into his eyes. “You hear me?”

“I hear you, Tobes. God, do I hear you.”
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I had a million things on my mind as I settled back in my Charger.

Hope was back, Brandon was gone, and Adam was coming home. I wasn’t sure which was fucking with my head the most in that moment.

I fired up the engine, then turned my phone back on. The screen lit up, showing seven missed calls and about fifty text messages, most from CJ. Alarm trickled up and down my spine as I called him back.

“What the fuck, man?” he demanded when he picked up on the first ring. “Where the fuck are you?”

“I came to see Adam. What’s wrong?”

“The cops came to see me bright and early this morning.”

“Why?”

“They wanted to ask me questions about Brandon . . . and you.”

“Me? What about me?”

“Pretty much everything. They’re looking for you now. Something doesn’t feel right, man.”

“Don’t worry about it. It’s probably standard procedure since Brandon worked with us. I’m heading home now. I’ll talk to them.” I tried to let myself believe the words coming out of my mouth, but he was right; it felt off.

“Yeah, okay. Call me after you do.”

“Sure.”

We hung up and I drove home as fast as I could. Surely, the cops knew I had nothing to do with Brandon’s death. Because I didn’t. I’d call them as soon as I got my shit together and tell them everything I knew, which wasn’t much. But as I rounded the corner of my street, I slowed in surprise when I spotted the police cruisers parked in front of my house. I schooled my features as I pulled into my driveway and cut the engine. By the time I was out of the car, Chief Beckett was standing a few feet from me on my walkway.

“Mr. Bishop,” he said, his voice deep and serious.

I palmed my keys, ignoring the other officers still in their cars. “Chief. What can I do for you?”

“I came myself because of the relationship you have with my wife’s family. I thought it was the right thing to do.”

“Right thing for what, exactly?”

He held up the folded paper in his hand. “To give you this in person.” When I didn’t move to take it, he dropped his arm. “It’s a search warrant, Tobias. For your home and your business.”

I said nothing. I couldn’t. I just stared at him, my entire body a frozen chunk of ice as he waved over the other officers who’d been waiting for their cue to descend upon my home.

He stepped forward and lowered his voice. “I’m sorry, Tobias. I am. But I have a job to do, and I intend to do it.”

“By intruding into my personal space without cause?” I spat.

He narrowed his eyes. “Not without cause. Need I remind you I’ve got your name on a deed to the meat packing plant where a meth lab and a body were found? And now, I’ve got an eyewitness saying you just moved the operation closer to home. The same meth operation that is alleged to have gotten your friend, Mr. Erickson, killed.”

The blood rushed out of my head, making my brain spin. I heard his words, but nothing was computing. All I gathered was meth, Brandon, and that they thought I had something to do with it. “That’s bullshit!”

“Is it?”

I bit my tongue and spun away, ready to punch something, but I held myself in check before it was the chief of police’s fucking face.

I got a brief reprieve, and I’ll admit a little bit cocky, when they found jack dick in my home other than my legally registered forty-five pistol and stack of retro Playboy mags. Thank God they didn’t go near my shot glass collection or I might’ve really punched someone.

It was a whole other ball of wax when I followed them to Espérer. I let them inside to do their thing, sure they’d be just as out of luck as they were at my house. I popped one of CJ’s watermelon Jolly Rancher’s into my mouth and sunk into my chair up front to wait. Within fifteen minutes, officers were shouting, and activity was buzzing. Mateo rushed in from outside, where he’d been on the phone, his deep frown landing on me.

“What?” I demanded, jumping up.

“Don’t move,” he barked, pointing a finger at me, silently ordering one of his officers to watch me while he loped to the back to find out what all the commotion was about.

I was stuck up front with the stoic-faced officer for the next several minutes, my heart pounding a furious beat against my ribs, until Mateo finally reappeared from the back of the shop.

His eyes. They were . . . hopeless.

“Tobias,” he said, slowly reaching for his handcuffs. “I’m sorry—”

“Wait.” I took an automatic step back, which only made him move forward. “What the hell is going on?”

“You’re under arrest for criminal possession of a controlled substance and possession of a controlled substance with intent to distribute. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say . . .”

I didn’t hear the rest of his words as they got lost in the blood rushing through my skull.

What.

The.

Fuck.

Was.

Happening.

I blinked in disbelief as I was shoved in the back of a cruiser and driven toward the police station. My entire body began to go numb as the realization sunk in that, right or wrong, no matter how hard I tried, my mother was right. Bishop blood meant nothing but heartbreak.


CHAPTER FIVE
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Hope

It was us. Me and Tobias. Under the stars, in the Bel Air, with the windows down. Now, but then. My hair long and tousled, my breasts bare and heavy in his rough hands, one inked with my name. His mouth whispering deliciously dirty words against my skin, as my fingers dug into his back and my legs clamped around him, pulling him inside me. Except my shoes, I noticed—they were my Pradas, and his bare shoulders were inked and defined now. He sunk deeper inside me, filling me up as his fingers rolled my nipples and we both groaned in pleasure, and I let the confusion drift away. Then he lifted one leg over his shoulder to drive harder and I felt it. The build, the crescendo, the aching in my toes as it rushed upon me like a tsunami.

“Open your eyes, little phoenix,” he whispered. “Look at me.” I did. At the man with the eyes I loved, with tiny lines and scruff that wasn’t there before. “Did you miss this, my love? Did he ever fuck you like this?”

“Son of a bitch.”

The words fell from my mouth, slurred and loud as I sat up in bed, sweaty. Sucking air. And really churned up. I blinked at the pale sunlight glowing behind the blinds and the weirdly familiar surrealness of the room.

I closed my eyes and raked back damp hair from my face and fell back onto the pillow, hot tears pricking my eyes.

“Holy shit,” I mumbled. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

It had been a long time since I’d dreamed about Tobias. I did for years after I left, and slowly, eventually, the dreams had been less and less frequent. Now, it was as if I’d never left. I could still feel his hands on me. Still smell his scent. Our sweat—or my sweat. That was certainly real enough. I could still taste his mouth, see his face. Hear him calling me his little phoenix. Then . . .

The old self-shame had clearly raised its ugly head.

Pain clawed at my chest, and I squeezed my eyes shut, letting the tears roll into my temples.

“No,” I whispered, digging my nails into my palms. I flexed my fingers and scrubbed at my eyes, kicking the blanket off my limbs. “No.”

I couldn’t go there—to any of those places. That was in the past. All of it. It made me, me. But I couldn’t revisit it. I had to stay focused.

I sat up again and crossed my legs under me, rolling my shoulders and blowing out counted breaths. I wiped at my face and looked around. The last time I woke up at Grace’s house, it wasn’t Grace’s house. It was my Nanny Rae’s worn old swamp shanty. My escape from all things McMasters.

The place of our mother’s mother that Grace and I would beg to go as kids, to sit in the cool and sometimes spooky wet thickness of the swamp on the outskirts of Redemption. Nanny Rae’s mama was Louisiana French Cajun and her daddy half Creole, and I’d heard her proudly proclaim that she had swamp water in her veins and a little voodoo in her soul more times than I could count.

And she made this place magic.

Nothing could hurt us here.

Grace and I would do anything to be here—clean the house, shell peas she’d pick up at a roadside stand, peel pecans on the boardwalk till our fingers were raw, or help her cook tapioca pudding to bring home to Mama. Anything to stay a little longer and feel the peace of the swamp moving around us that held no judgment or hatred.

When she died, it was soul crushing, but I was ashamed to say I missed this place maybe a little more. Nanny Rae left it to our mother, who kept it—she said for us, but I always suspected it was in case she ever got the nerve to walk away—and we’d come every couple of months to clean out the gutters and water lilies and cattails that liked to take over. We’d fluff and dust and air the place out, but it just felt empty without her spirit.

Now, stretching myself awake on the old sunroom pullout couch that still smelled slightly of mildew and lavender, I realized that her spirit never really left. Nanny Rae left just enough behind for us to feel her, now that Grace had breathed life back into it.

Her original bamboo blinds and hand-woven rag rugs mingled perfectly with Grace’s desk and diamond-shaped bookshelves. Nanny Rae’s old black walnut carvings sat among Grace’s books like old friends. It was fitting that she lived here now—or had been before Mateo came along. It needed to stay with one of us.

Not that Faith wasn’t one of us. Obviously, she was, but—she was rarely out there with us. It made sense back then, in my child’s mind, because Faith was his girl, and therefore didn’t need to escape, but now that kind of stabbed at me. Faith and I always had a disconnect of sorts that had nothing to do with geography. I lived just as far from Grace, and yet we could catch up in seconds like we shared a brain. I saw that realization hit my fair-haired little sister many, many times, and last night was no exception. She didn’t even ask to come over. To hang out for dinner or to come for coffee this morning. Like she assumed the natural pecking order and knew that it was still me and Grace against the world.

That we’d need to vet our words around her, and it would just piss her off, so she bowed out on her own.

I shook my head.

How fucked up could we be?

Especially since we didn’t end up talking about much. We’d grabbed burgers and Grace had gotten me settled here and then went back home to her husband and little girl because she’d found something right. She’d found what a real family was supposed to look like and didn’t want to be away from it even one night.

I didn’t blame her one damn bit.

I made myself some coffee and checked my phone. Grace was tied up at the house with Olivia and we made plans to all get together for dinner. I had the day to myself for a while. When the hell was the last time I had such a thing?

So I wandered. Perused the house and went down memory lane a little. Strolled over the boardwalks, severely in need of repair, and brought a book out onto the old deck overlooking the swamp. It had been my favorite spot as a kid. I sat cross-legged and leaned against a post and let my mind breathe.

I blinked awake at the sound of something and looked around to get my bearings. My legs were asleep, crossed under me, the book flopped over on one end. Damn, I was lucky I hadn’t toppled over into the water. My phone rested next to me, and I touched it awake.

“Jesus. One fifteen?”

What the hell had gotten into me? I had to crawl onto my hands and knees to wait out the pins and needles, and then I slowly wobbled to my feet.

The smell of coffee and something doughy met my nose as I neared the house, and the sight of someone I certainly didn’t expect met my gaze.

“Faith.”

My little sister looked up from where she was setting out fresh croissants and chicken salad and sweet tea on Nanny Rae’s old kitchen island with its carving board top.

“Hey.”

I pointed. “Wow.”

She glanced down at the food and smiled. “I didn’t know if you’d had lunch and the bakery makes amazing croissants, so I thought I’d take the shot. Sweet tea is mine.” At my robotic nod, she added, “You were expecting Grace, I know, but sorry. You get me.” Her little grin didn’t reach her eyes.

“Stop it,” I said, hating things had become like this between us. “This was sweet. And yes, I’m starving.”

We sat at the old island, and I ran my fingers along the same old worn scratches. And the GHF carved in one corner that I’d done one morning just to see if all adults lost their shit or just my father. Nanny Rae had rolled her eyes at me and told me to save my artwork for paper and shooed me along.

“Why did you disappear, Hope?”

I’d just taken a bite, and I stopped chewing to stare at her. She was serious. Jesus.

“Really? We’re doing this now?” I said around my mouthful.

“Well, it’s been like a decade so I’m just thinking maybe it’s a good time.”

Faith broke off a piece of croissant and tossed it into her mouth while I took my time chewing and swallowing and figuring out how to play this.

“Well,” I began. “That’s kind of a talk for—”

“Grace?”

I blinked. “I was gonna say for another day.”

Faith shook her head and bit into her sandwich like a little bird. “There aren’t other days, Hope; you aren’t here. You don’t call. You don’t come for holidays. Mom dies, and then you’re gone like the next second. It kind of sucked.”

“Wow, this is a lot for just being here five minutes.”

“Probably,” she said, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “But after a while, I guess it all stacks up.”

Okay, I’d left when Faith was still in braces, and here she was a grown-ass woman schooling me. It was odd. But probably due.

I took a deep breath and a deeper swallow of tea. I could summarize. “Okay, so things were a little tumultuous for me back then, Faith. I needed to go.”

“All the way to Georgia?”

I nodded. “That’s where the bus landed.”

She raised a delicate eyebrow. “I thought you hitched out.”

“To New Orleans, yes, then I hopped a bus.”

She frowned. “To what? Like you had a job out of high school?”

I frowned and backed up, pushing my plate away. “What the hell, Faith? Badgering the witness.”

She smirked. “Sorry. It’s just such a big family mystery.”

It wasn’t a mystery, it was a nightmare, but she didn’t know that. She didn’t know because I never told her. “I did odd jobs and stuff,” I said, averting my gaze. “It was rough at first.”

“How rough?”

How rough? I’d lived in a cardboard lean-to with a mom and her kid on the run. I learned to pickpocket and steal food from the nearby mall food court and how to make a few bucks giving hand jobs to the night janitors. A few more bucks if I flashed the goods and pretended to get myself off with them. Until one night I got too complacent in my grand plan of making money without actually giving anything up and got roofied and raped by a regular who then left me behind a dumpster. It was a new low. When I awoke to find two homeless creeps trying to go for sloppy seconds, two sets of hands pulled them off me. The driver of a town car and his passenger. His employer, as it turned out. Oliver Gladstone. He took me home, cleaned me up, and we talked for hours. He was a widower. Wealthy, good-looking, in his early forties, and kind. And in need of a no-strings Pretty Woman arm candy kind of arrangement. He’d had his great love and didn’t want another, but his job required a woman on his arm socially. I was in need of a home with a roof and a door and the assurance that no one would hurt me or touch me without my permission again. Oliver and I became a team. He dressed me, fast-tracked me through college and law school, and taught me things about sex that only experience could teach.

People could call it what they wanted, but it was mutually beneficial. It wasn’t love, but it was a deep friendship. A business deal that made both of us happy.

“I made it through.”

Her blue eyes narrowed. “And that was better than staying with us?”

“By leaps and bounds.”

Faith sighed, pushing to her feet. She scraped her plate into the garbage and rinsed it in the sink. “Can we talk about Dad?”

I audibly groaned. “God, it’s too early for this, Faith.”

“It’s afternoon.”

I chuckled. “The reverend is definitely an after dinner, after-the-second-drink topic.”

“Come on,” she said. “I know he’s a hot mess.”

I laughed and took another swallow of the sweet, lemony tea. “Hot mess. That’s sweet.”

The plate landed with a bang in the stainless steel sink. “Hope.”

I looked up at where Faith had spun back around to face me, a fierceness in her eyes. “What?”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Stop placating me. I’m not a child anymore.”

I set down my glass and gave her a long look. “When it comes to him, baby girl, you are. Sorry, but that’s—” I blew out a long breath and rolled my head on my shoulders. It wasn’t worth a fight. Let her think what she thinks. “He loves you, Faith. So, you have a different relationship than I do. Than Grace does. It’s different for us.”

“So I’ve heard a few million times,” she said. “You won’t even call him your father; you call him the reverend like he’s some stranger, and you don’t think that’ll push his buttons?” Faith shook her head and uncrossed her arms just to recross them a second later. “You push me away and keep me at arm’s length—hell, you leave and barely ever talk to me again. Like I did something to you.”

Shit. “No—”

“But neither of you ever want to tell me any of the supposed atrocities—”

“You were there, Faith,” I spat. I didn’t mean it to come out so strong, but there was only so much of this I could stomach. “I mean, I know you were younger, and Mama and Grace sheltered you from a lot of it, but seriously, do you really not remember anything?”

Faith’s blue eyes reddened a little, but she blinked back whatever was coming. “I remember y’all getting into trouble a lot,” she said softly. “Mama telling me to go outside or go in the house or wherever things weren’t happening. Or Daddy pulling me aside to tell me Bible stories while you and Grace and Mama went somewhere else.” She closed her eyes. “It was always the three of you against me and him. Or you and Grace against me.”

My heart pounded in my ears as the memories flooded through me. Memories I’d stomped down for years. “How did you get punished for things?” I asked finally.

She shrugged. “Got sent to my room or given extra chores or something.” She held up a finger. “When I was in high school, I got grounded for going to a football game with Adam, which I thought was incredibly unfair.” She looked at me and tilted her head with a half eye roll. “I know he was stricter with y’all though. I know you had to—”

“Stricter? I am claustrophobic from being repeatedly locked in the church pulpit for talking in Sunday school.”

It was enough. The defending and the hypocrisy. I couldn’t do it anymore. Faith was an adult and didn’t need sheltering anymore. She could hear the truth and make her own damn decisions.

She blinked and started a bit. “The—pulpit? No. It’s too small.”

“Yes. Yes, it is. I can attest to that.”

I watched her process that for a long moment and then tentatively say, “Okay.”

“I also refuse to kneel or get on my knees for Jesus or anything else to this day because all I remember is pee running down my legs from being forced to kneel for a full day. And night. I was ten.”

“Hope—”

“And then I got the switch for getting pee on the wood floor.” My heart was racing and my words got faster. It was a runaway train. “I was told at least once a week that God didn’t love me. Didn’t want me.”

Faith gasped. “No. I can’t believe—”

“You were grounded for hanging out with a Bishop.” I grabbed my napkin to have something in my shaking hands. “I came in late from a date with Tobias once. It was raining sideways and we’d had to pull over for a minute to let it lighten up, but the reverend didn’t know we were dating so I always had him drop me down the block by Amy Cartright’s house and I’d walk. I was soaked to the bone when I got home; my shirt and shorts were stuck to me and dripping wet, but I didn’t feel a thing. Tobias had just told me—” I stopped, taking a few breaths. I couldn’t say that part out loud. “The reverend was waiting up for me.” I stared down at the remains of my sandwich, not seeing anything. “Gave me the belt over my bare thighs, a few choice words about being a whore, then made me go kneel on the sidewalk in the rain. All night. No one came to rescue me. Not Mama, not God, not anybody.”

Faith had tears streaming down her face, but I was in a hot rush of adrenaline and pain that I hadn’t thought about in years. I got to my feet and paced, then turned back. “I was supposed to be a boy, you know. The reverend was told that in a fucking dream. From God. So, when I came out with no dick between my legs, I was an abomination. One of the first big words I ever learned because he made sure of it.” I took two steps and started jutting a finger in the air on my bullet points. “Grace ruined his life, and I cursed it, by being an abomination. You want to know why I don’t call him Daddy? Because I’ve never had one.” My phone buzzed on the countertop, and I swiped it up like it was God himself. “Hope McMasters.”

I could barely hear the guy over the pounding in my ears, but I caught enough to suddenly sober and pay attention. “Wait, what?”

“My name is CJ,” the guy said. “I’m Tobias’ friend—well, I work with him, too. Anyway, he’s been arrested, and he had this card from you, so I thought—”

“What do you mean he’s been arrested?” I asked.

He went through the charges as he understood them and added that the only public defender around was a tool with a horrible success record. My heart sank with every word.

“I know you two have some sort of history, ma’am, but Tobias—I’m telling you, this is wrong.” He paused. “He’d never do what they are accusing him of. This is bullshit.”

I heard myself say the words let me get back to you like it was from someone else. Then we hung up.

I sank back onto my stool. “Gotta be fucking kidding me,” I mumbled.

“What?” Faith asked. I glanced her way as she wiped at the counter blindly and swiped at a few more tears.

“Tobias is in jail.”

She dropped the towel, fully engaged now. “What?”

“He was arrested this morning for possession.”

She shook her head, slowly at first. “No. No way.” New tears sprung to her eyes, this time angry ones. “There’s no damn way.”

Popular opinion, evidently.

Just then, Grace rushed in the door looking like she’d run the whole way. “Hope!”

“Holy cow, Grace, sit down!” Faith exclaimed, shoving a stool under Grace’s ass.

“Hope, something just happened.”

“I know,” I said, pointing at my phone dumbly like that explained it.

She frowned. “Who called you?”

“Guy that works with Tobias, his name is CJ, I think.”

Faith nodded. “Yes.”

“He, um, oh my God, I can’t do this,” I said, suddenly feeling like the room was spinning. I buried my face in my hands. “I can’t deal with this. I didn’t come back here for—”

“For what?” Faith asked.

“He wants me to represent Tobias,” I said, my voice muffled in my hands.

“Oh my God,” Grace said under her breath.

“I can’t.”

“You have to,” Faith said, her tone adamant.

I dropped my hands. “I can promise you I do not.”

She gave me a look. “Hope.”

No. No, no, no. I needed to stay as far away from Tobias and his mouth and his hands and his fiery eyes and dream-inducing body as possible.

“He needs you, Hope.” Faith lasered me with imploring eyes. “He’s innocent.”

But I didn’t need him. I didn’t need feelings. Or nostalgia. Or anything Bishop. No.

“How do you know that?” I asked. “I mean, the Tobias I used to know wouldn’t be all that averse to—”

“Because I know him,” Faith said flatly. “He’s not that guy anymore. Adam went to prison for dealing drugs. It woke Tobias up in every possible way, Hope. He’s a stand-up guy, just trying to get through the day, trying to keep his business afloat. He wouldn’t do this. He needs you.”

My chest threatened to cave in. I looked at Grace and attempted a smile that I was pretty sure looked terrified. “Please weigh in,” I whispered.

Grace narrowed her eyes and held one finger up. “If you don’t do it, he gets Natty Fleming for a public defender. Do you remember Natty?”

I huffed out a breath. “The guy who paid people to do his homework and ate his boogers?”

“Bingo,” she said.

“I do family law, Grace. Divorces, settlements, child custody, domestic abuse. He needs a criminal lawyer.”

“He needs someone who gives a shit,” Faith said. “A public defender?”

I closed my eyes. Court appointed defense would be crap even if it wasn’t Natty Fleming, the booger eater.

“You have a history,” Faith said. “You know him.” My eyes popped open and landed on her. “Or you did.”

I slid my gaze back to Grace. She shrugged. “He named his shop after you.”

Hello?

“I’m sorry, he did what?”

Faith nudged Grace. “You never told her that?”

Grace squinted. “Maybe not? I didn’t tell you about Espérer?”

Espérer.

Nanny Rae calling out to us in her thick Cajun French was a memory I’d never forsake. Grace, Espérer, Foi! Viens ici! Which when she mixed with her accented English sounded more like Come, whatsee! And we came.

“He named his shop Espérer?”

“Yeah,” Grace and Faith said in unison.

I dropped my head onto my arms.

Fuck my life.


CHAPTER SIX
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Tobias

“Bishop.”

I glanced up from where I was lounging with my back pressed against the cold drab brick of the jail cell to face Officer Baskins—or as I knew him, Calvin, the guy I shot pool with at Rudy’s and had tattooed a commemorative piece on his back in honor of his grandpa, a WWII vet.

I was exhausted in every way that counted after spending the night in that smelly shithole and in no mood for chitchat or questions about why I was there.

“You have a visitor.” At my lifted brow, he clarified. “Your lawyer.”

I didn’t bother mentioning I hadn’t hired a lawyer. “Fucking CJ,” I murmured with an eye roll. He’d been my one phone call when I was booked, and I should’ve figured he’d do something like this to try and help.

Calvin indicated for me to offer him my wrists through the bars so he could cuff me with a hint of apology in his eyes before he opened my cell door and led me down the corridor. A minute later, we made it to a couple of rooms that were clearly interrogation rooms, but he opened one and signaled for me to go ahead.

“Thanks, man,” I said under my breath.

He nodded and I stepped inside.

Deep, dark-brown eyes slid up to meet mine and my heart did a fast climb up my throat.

I spun around, meeting Calvin’s startled face. “This is a mistake. You can take me back to my cell.”

“Tobias.”

Her smooth voice stopped me cold.

“Please,” she added. “Just . . .” Slowly, I looked at her over my shoulder. “Give me five minutes.”

She must have sensed that I was going to relent because her shoulders relaxed, and she nodded at Calvin to remove my cuffs. She waited until he did and we were alone in the room before facing me from across the table, her eyes slowly traveling over my dirty jeans and wrinkled shirt. Her pristine white blouse and black pants made her look like some kind of foreign princess in this place.

“You look like hell,” she said quietly.

“I feel worse.” We both sat and I steepled my fingers on the table. I glanced up and caught her staring at the tattoos on the backs of my knuckles. HOPE and PAIN. She’d been there for one of them, and part of me wondered what she made of the other, but mostly I didn’t care. It was my cross to bear, not hers. “So, why are you here?”

Her cheeks flushed as her eyes darted back up to mine and for one stupid millisecond, I wanted to yank her hair down from that prim bun she was hiding behind and dirty her up a little bit—she’d certainly dirtied up my fantasies for the last several years. I was dying to know if the Hope of my memories was still buried deep in there somewhere or if she’d disappeared forever the day she walked away from Redemption. From me.

“CJ called me,” she finally said.

“Of course he did.” I sat back with a sigh. “Look, I’m sorry he bothered you. I don’t need—”

“Do you have a lawyer?” she interrupted me.

“Not to be a dick, but I’m not sure that’s your business.”

A delicate brow lifted. “Not to be a dick, but I’m not here to beg for a job. Your friend called me.”

We stared each other down for several long, tense moments. Finally, she stood and grabbed her large, clearly designer bag. “Fine. You win, Tobias. You’re free to go back to your—” She waved her hand around at the walls. “Luxury getaway.” I heard the grit of emotion in her voice. The heat I knew so well when she was angry, hurt, or frustrated. It used to happen often when shit got real with her dad. “At least I can tell Faith I tried.”

These last words she said under her breath. Clearly not for me, but they still made my gut clench. The history we shared was so complex, so convoluted with feelings, it was hard to determine where one emotion or memory ended and another began. Our past together defined me in so many ways, and it was only more complicated by the fact that her family was still such a part of the fabric of this town and that I considered Faith a friend. How the hell did I navigate these muddy waters and not get sucked under with the gators?

“No,” I forced out without moving.

She had her bag over her shoulder and was moving toward the door. She stopped and pivoted toward me. “What?”

“No, I don’t have a lawyer. I haven’t had time to call one, and honestly these charges are fucking bullshit, so I was hoping they’d sort that out and cut me loose.”

She nodded. “Can you afford one?” She lifted a hand in apology. “Can you afford a good one? Or will you be stuck with the Public Defender’s Office?”

I shrugged. I did alright for myself, but I wasn’t a wealthy man by any stretch. I could probably afford a decent attorney for a limited amount of time, then I’d be screwed.

“Okay . . .” She dropped her bag back on the table and sat back down. “Can I ask what exactly they charged you with? CJ only told me it was for possession.”

“Criminal possession of a controlled substance and possession with intent to distribute.”

Her eyes widened.

“Not my shit.”

“Can you prove it?”

“How the fuck do I do that?” For some reason, I bit my tongue against telling her about Brandon, though it seemed an easy enough conclusion to reach. He must’ve found himself back in that shit that killed him, and he had a stash at the shop. It was the only thing that made sense. It was only a matter of time before the cops sorted it out.

Right?

She shook her head. “Okay, one thing at a time, I guess. Those are serious charges, Tobias. You know that. For whatever my opinion is worth to you, if you can get an attorney other than the public defender, I’d suggest that.”

I nodded, my tired brain circling the thought.

“Look,” she said after a minute of silence. “Because of our history, I figured I owed it to you to at least come down here and talk to you. See if I could help.” She took a breath and bit her lip. “I promised CJ and Faith I would.” Her eyes met mine again. “I promised myself.”

“Right,” I managed to bite out, her words causing an all too familiar ache in my chest.

She nodded as if her work there was done, standing again and reaching for her purse. “Even if they’re not your drugs . . .” It stung that her tone sounded unconvinced. “You’re a smart guy. You know Mateo wouldn’t have gotten that warrant, much less arrested you without good cause.” She paused, her hand clenching the strap on her bag. “Get a lawyer, Tobias.”

But something in her expression—a brokenness that sucked me back in time to the girl I once knew—killed my resolve.

“You’re right.”

Startled brown eyes lifted to mine. I could tell she knew exactly what I was going to say before I said it; I just couldn’t tell how she felt about it, but in that moment I didn’t care. In that moment, I figured she was right. She owed me one.

“I want to hire you to be my lawyer.”
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I spent another miserable night stewing in the Redemption jail, convinced I’d made a terrible fucking mistake. What the hell was I thinking, asking the girl who annihilated my heart to represent me in court? I hadn’t planned on that reckless request, and I’m pretty certain she hadn’t intended to offer, if the shell-shocked look on her face was any indication. Guess legal advice to assuage her guilty conscience was as far as she was planning to go. When she’d left me in that room, she’d held herself remarkably straight, the storm brewing in her dark eyes the only thing to give away that she was feeling a thing . . . a lot like it used to be, but she’d obviously polished her veneer.

Hell, I didn’t even know how long this shitshow was going to last or how long she was planning to be in town. But somehow, either by a miracle or an omen, she took my case on, got me a bail hearing, and got me released within thirty-six hours of our meeting. The woman was a miracle worker.

Or a witch.

Because the look she shot me once we were outside the courthouse was pure evil voodoo shit.

“What?” I asked.

She kept walking to the end of the steps and sank onto one with a heavy sigh. “What the fuck, Tobias,” she whispered in an exhale, covering her face with one hand before dropping it and glancing around like she was searching for patience.

“What?” I repeated.

She raked a hand through her heavy hair, which was down around her shoulders today. She looked at the ground, then back to me after a moment.

“I know I keep asking, but you really had no idea of all the drugs they found? The other evidence?”

“No.” I stuffed my hands in my pockets.

What I’d thought was Brandon’s stash was a bit more complicated—a large amount of drugs, some packaged for sale, an exorbitant amount of cash, and a supposed logbook showing drug sales. All in a back office I never used other than for some bulk storage. None of it made any sense, but I understood it made someone at the shop look guilty as hell, and since the prosecution was saying they had a witness pointing the finger at me and I owned the place, it was apparently falling to me to prove my innocence instead of them to prove my guilt.

She puffed out a breath and glanced around. “God, what I wouldn’t give for a cigarette sometimes.” She said it under her breath, but I caught it and for some reason it made me smile.

“You smoke?”

Her eyes flashed up to mine. “No. Not anymore.” She rose to her feet and we started walking slowly toward the parking area so she could give me a ride. “I did for like a minute not long after I left.” Her words drifted off as if talking of leaving was awkward for her. She eventually shot me a look. “It’s a disgusting habit, I know, but it calmed my nerves when I needed it for a while. I gave it up when I started law school and found caffeine instead.”

I nodded. “Much healthier vice.”

“It works.”

We neared her car and she paused to look at me over the roof. The look went on a little too long.

“What, Hope?”

She gave a little shrug. “These charges are bad, Tobias. And I don’t know if I can—”

“I know,” I interrupted her. “You aren’t a criminal defense attorney. You’ve mentioned it a time or two. I get that defending a drug dealing charge isn’t in your daily repertoire.”

“Then you fully understand that it’s in your best interest to hire someone else, right?”

I ignored that and slid inside her car, inhaling her familiar sweet scent, which was like a sucker punch to my throat. Fuck.

She got in too and faced me. “Tobias.”

“Hope.”

“I’m serious.”

“I’m gathering.” I rubbed at my eyes. “I think I liked you better when you were fun.”

She was silent a long moment, so I turned to her and her expression was stone-cold blank. Finally, she sat forward and started the car without a word.

We drove in awkward silence to Espérer and she parked in front, not facing me. Clearly, I’d touched a nerve.

“Hope—”

“Getting you awarded bail was a fluke, Tobias,” she cut me off, not touching my fun comment. “I was entirely out of my element.” She shot me a carefully guarded look. “I did study some criminal law before I settled into family law, but you’re going to need a good criminal defense lawyer.” I opened my mouth, but she held up a hand to silence me. “Better than me. Someone who specializes in this. And this is not personal. I would tell any client this.”

I nodded on autopilot as hot emotion began to simmer then boil deep in my chest, fighting its way up into my throat. “Right. Okay, Hope.” I shoved open the door and jumped out, bending down to face her. “I’m not just any other client, but you win. Run away. Again.”

I slammed her door shut and stormed toward the shop, determined not to let her bailing break me again. Right or wrong or as rational as her reasons might be, it still hurt, and I wasn’t going to go down in flames with her watching.

I fumbled with my keys to open the shop as her door slammed behind me a moment later.

“Shit,” I muttered.

“Tobias!”

I ignored her and opened the door, only to be greeted by the place looking like it had been ransacked, further fueling my ire. I flipped on the lights and took in the papers strewn everywhere, the drawers left ajar, the cabinets left open, dirty bootprints all over the floor because the cops couldn’t bother wiping their feet. What a goddamn nightmare.

“Tobias!” she demanded again, hot on my heels, stopping short at the sight. “Holy shit.”

I picked up an ink bottle from the ground and rolled it in my palm, suddenly overcome, and knowing I was about an inch from losing it. “Go home, Hope.”

She didn’t say anything, but she also made no move to leave.

“Go,” I said again. “Please. I’m exhausted. I’m hungry. I’m fucking done. Please. Go.”

“Tobias, please try to understand—”

An animalistic growl emanated from deep, deep in my chest, roaring so loud, it shook the walls as I threw the ink bottle with as much force as I could against the wall, splattering vivid red like a brutal blood stain.

“Understand what?” I screamed, spinning on her and making her flinch. “That you could just walk away from me? Say you love me, and then leave town—hell, leave the fucking state without a goodbye? Not even a fucking note? That you broke me into so many pieces I nearly couldn’t fix myself . . . yet here you are like nothing ever happened?”

“Nothing happened?” she stuttered, her face mottling an angry red as fire sparked to life in her eyes. She was pissed, and that made me sadistically happy. Good. Let her share some of this torment. “You don’t think it hurt me to leave you? You don’t think I wanted you with me every single miserable day?”

“I don’t know how the hell you felt because I never heard a goddamned word!” I turned back to the mess in front of me, letting that burn me instead. “You know what? It doesn’t matter. You clearly moved on.”

A beat of silence pulsed between us as my words sunk in, thick with meaning and lost possibilities. “What the hell does that mean?”

I said nothing, grabbing a broom from a corner to begin sweeping up broken ink bottles and glass.

“Tobias.” Her voice held a razor-sharp edge to it now that hinted at a touch of my pain, laced with ice. “Tell me what you meant.”

The clock on the far wall ticked by the seconds as I ignored her request, the petulant part of me not wanting to give in because it had become entirely too comfortable to hold on to my private hell. What would happen if I gave it up now?

I moved to my workstation and closed the cabinets, righting my disheveled art book and ink bottles.

Suddenly, I could feel her body heat as she was at my back, and then her hand was on my shoulder blade, touching me for the first time in I don’t know how long, causing a tidal wave of emotions to rush to the surface of my brain faster than I could process them.

Her request was silent this time, making it perhaps even more powerful. Making it impossible to deny.

I dropped my head, all my anger trying to desert me now and leave me with every ounce of the despair I’d felt on that day. “I saw you with him.”


CHAPTER SEVEN
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Hope

Him.

Oliver. It had to be. But that didn’t make sense.

“Saw me with—” I backed up a step, withdrawing my hand. “What? Saw me with who?”

He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Just go, Hope.”

“Talk to me!”

I saw his body tense back up at my tone, but I didn’t care. Tobias saw me with Oliver? How? When? Suddenly it felt like I was in a giant jigsaw puzzle with pieces missing and he had all of them.

“Salt-and-pepper hair and a five-thousand-dollar suit.” He just kept picking things up, while my head threatened to explode. “Does that narrow it down, or were there a few like that?”

Heat flooded my face. Anger and guilt battling for the upper hand. How could I ever explain Oliver? How did he even know about him?

“Please fucking turn around, Tobias. I need to see your face.”

He tossed the broom and spun in one move, a move I knew was meant to intimidate and send me running out the door, but I’d been bullied by worse. I mentally sprouted roots and dug in, lifting my chin and forcing my very practiced neutral expression. It was a fantastic tool in a custody mediation or when across the stand from an abusive narcissistic spouse.

Standing inside the body heat vortex of a very fired-up Tobias, however, with those eyes of his sweeping over my face like a predator assessing its prey, my go-to move needed superpowers.

He stepped into my space, daring me to back up. “You have the floor, Counselor. Be careful what you ask for.”

I could feel his breath as he spoke, lighting up my body like a million tiny volcanoes, boiling over my skin, betraying me with every spark. Churning up things that had no business being churned.

I narrowed my eyes. “I’m not afraid of you.” The words came out too breathy, and I swallowed hard to regain some control.

A dangerous growl pushed through him, and he leaned in, his fingers suddenly in my hair, his rough palms brushing the sensitive skin on my neck. The touch was electrifying. His right hand fisted in my hair as he pressed his forehead to mine. “Right now, you probably should be, Hope,” he seethed, his voice cracking on my name. “It doesn’t look like I have a lot to lose.”

Fuck.

His scent, his touch, the oh-so-familiarness of him tinged with new, our labored breaths mingling . . . I was losing ground, losing my footing, losing everything I’d spent the last decade burying.

“You won’t hurt me,” I breathed, my fingers fisting his shirt of their own accord.

“You hurt me.”

His voice was gritty, and I felt every word, but I had a few demons of my own. Fiery little shits that fueled my pain back when I was freezing and alone and wrapped up in a foul-smelling blanket I’d stolen to keep warm.

“Touché.”

His eyes went wide. “What?”

“You heard me,” I gritted out.

Tobias tightened his grip in my hair, and my hands slid up toward his to do the same, but froze when they reached his face. A hard exhale left him at my touch, like the pain was too much. But I couldn’t let go. The beautiful boy I loved was there in my hands as a man, big and rough and broken. I felt every jagged edge.

“You left me,” he said, the words nearly inaudible.

Hot tears I hadn’t realized were building spilled over my lashes. “You let me go.”

His mouth landed on mine at the same time my feet left the ground, but it was all just a blur of taste and sensation and movement that spiked as my back slammed against a row of built-in shelves. I groaned as the hardest part of him continued to shove forward between my legs, my needy heat responding mercilessly as I wrapped my legs higher around his waist.

“Tobias,” I moaned into his mouth, but he cut off the word, sealing his lips over mine again and claiming my mouth like a man starved.

And who the hell was I? My short, trimmed fingernails scraping into his hair as I wrapped my arms around his head and kissed him like my life depended on it. I couldn’t get enough. My body arching into every touch, into every grind, my nipples aching as he yanked my blouse from my slacks and slid his hand up under my bra to roll one of them.

“Fuck,” he growled as I squeezed him tighter against me, dry humping his massive hard-on in a desperate need to release the driving ache of my pulsing clit. “Hope—”

Rock music with a heavy bass, quickly increasing in volume, reached our ears, along with the sound of tires halting fast on gravel.

Both of us stopped breathing, and our eyes met, just as a heavy truck door slammed closed. Tobias and I dropped and separated like opposing magnets, and I quickly shoved my blouse back into place. He turned and ran a hand through his long hair, hair that I could still feel on my fingertips, as a man I’d place in his early twenties bolted in.

“Holy fuck, what the hell did they do in here?” he said, stopping short. Then he saw Tobias. “Jesus, man, it’s good to see you out.”

The guy strode straight to Tobias and they did the obligatory pounding on each other before he did a double take on me. “Oh, shit, sorry,” he said, holding out a hand. “CJ Casey. Are you . . . Hope?”

“McMasters, yes,” I said, shaking his hand firmly, trying to simultaneously talk my heart rate down. “You called me.”

“Thank you,” he said, tilting his head in sincere gratitude. “So much. Is he done? Is it over?”

“No,” Tobias barked out, acid dripping in his tone. “They have me so loaded down, I can’t see daylight. I’m just out on bail. Till . . .”

His gaze landed on me, his lips a little full from my kisses, making me want to touch mine. Fuck, damn, shit, hell, Hope, get it together.

“You’re taking the case, right?” CJ asked, his mossy-green eyes so hopeful.

“I’m not a criminal lawyer,” I said, my voice sounding odd to my ears. Shaky. Tobias shook his head and turned away, in search of the broom he’d tossed. “I’m not the best choice to represent him. But—”

Leave. Walk away. Run. You don’t need this.

Run away. Again.

“Meet me at the diner in the morning. Nine o’clock sharp.” The words were out of my mouth before I could put any thought into them.

Tobias looked over his shoulder at me, his eyes guarded again. I knew his pride wanted to tell me to fuck off, but he realized he couldn’t afford to.

“Come to my house,” he said. “I don’t want to be out in public.”

Oh, hell no. No way.

“You need to be seen in public,” I said.

“With you?” he said, raising an eyebrow. “You ready for that?”

Oh, yeah. Couldn’t wait for the tongues to start flapping.

“Nine o’clock.”

I turned on my heel and walked out, my expression neutral, my head held high, and my stride purposeful like I had seventy-five errands left to do and five minutes to do them. My practiced presence that I’d perfected over the years, that got me through law school, many a nasty trial, and many an obnoxious come-on. It was why I didn’t garner friends like other women did. I didn’t hang out with coworkers and have girls’ weekends. I was the always-busy workaholic cold fish that worked till midnight and never showed emotion. Not even at Oliver’s funeral.

I made it all the way to my car, got in, and drove an entire two blocks before I pulled over, put it in Park, and let it all wash over me.

All of it. The hurt and pain I’d buried for the better part of ten years came flooding to the surface, drowning me in sorrow. I could still smell him. Taste him on my lips. Feel him on my body. Feel my need still pulsing between my legs. Hear his words, his voice, his agony. See the turmoil in his eyes. Both for me and for his life.

Tobias was in real trouble, and I wasn’t equipped to do him justice.

I turned the A/C on full blast and closed my eyes. Pretended to look at a night sky full of stars. Automatically, my fingers went to the phoenix constellation on my left wrist.

We hadn’t talked about Oliver yet or how he knew about him, but if he saw us . . . he had to have come to Atlanta.

Tobias came to Atlanta.

I pulled out my phone and called Grace. It was Sunday. She’d be home, right? With her new family.

“Hello?”

It was a little girl’s voice. Olivia. My new niece. Oh my God, I had a niece.

“Hi . . . is this Olivia?” I asked, trying to put my voice back together, minus the snotty tears.

“Yes, but this is Grace’s phone,” she said. “I only answered it because it has a picture of you with it and she’s in the shower. Her and Daddy told me never to talk to strangers but if there’s a picture with the call, then you’re not a stranger, right?”

I laughed and swiped at my eyes. “That’s right, and you have some very smart parents. I am Hope, Grace’s sister.”

There was a gasp. “You’re my Auntie Hope?”

I closed my eyes and clamped my free hand over my chest like it would hold my never-wanted-kids heart in. “That’s me, sweetie,” I managed. “Can you tell Grace to call me when she gets a chance?”

After she filled me in on the ice cream run they’d made and what her favorite flavor was and what the baby liked because Grace never liked raspberry before . . . we hung up. And honestly, it didn’t matter anymore if Grace called me back. She had the dream, right there. Just like I’d said. She had a real family now, one we’d never had. She didn’t need to be mired down in our father’s muck or have to listen to my love life woes.

Love life woes?

I’d been fine in Atlanta. Mercifully uncomplicated. Less than a week back in this godforsaken place, and here I was all knotted up in a past fucking love life. One that couldn’t be less right for me or more complicated.

My head spun with emotions I wasn’t used to, and I gripped the wheel like a lifeline. I’d handle this alone, as usual. I’d done life that way for most of a decade; I could do it here, too.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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Tobias

You let me go.

Hope’s words haunted me the rest of that day, through a long, sleepless night, and into the wee hours of morning, where all I could do was relive the taste of her lips and the feel of her body pressed against me again after all this time. So warm. So eager. So fucking mine.

As much as my brain wanted to reject that thought, it was as if my heart and soul had naturally reclaimed their other half and there was no point in fighting it. Hope McMasters was embedded in my DNA and it would be excruciating to slice her out. I should know—I’d spent the last few years trying to do just that and had failed miserably.

But was she really bitter about me letting her leave? What the hell else did she expect? I’d asked her to stay. Begged, in fact. I would’ve married her in a heartbeat and taken care of her for the rest of my life. I had obligations to my family that I couldn’t ignore. There was no way I could have left my grandparents or Adam back then. They wouldn’t have survived without me. She knew all that and left me anyway. And then even with all that I did, Adam still fucked up and landed himself in prison.

I glanced down at the letters inked across my right knuckles. I’d never known pain like the one I felt when Hope left me. Still, if I’d chosen her . . . if I’d left my family behind, I would never have been able to look at myself in the mirror again, and that was just not something I could live with. She deserved a man who would protect and care for his family, and that included not walking away from mine. I just wanted her to be a part of that family.

“Jesus,” I groaned, rolling over in bed, fighting to go back to sleep, but knowing it was a waste of time as dawn crept in through my blinds.

With a growl, I threw off my covers and got out of bed. I yanked on some workout clothes, fed Henry, grabbed a protein smoothie, then headed out for a jog to work out some of the energy overloading my system.

Sweaty and much more grounded and clearheaded, I returned an hour later, plan in place. I showered and dressed and left for the diner, ready to meet Hope.

As usual, she was early and already seated at a back booth, sipping a coffee when I arrived. I took in her jeans, plaid button-down, and braid as she perused some paperwork, unaware of my appraisal. No makeup adorned her face. Damn, she was beautiful. She always was, but time had been especially kind to Hope, delicately carving out her features into some mixture of a goddess and the Virgin Mary. Dangerous and holy all at the same time.

Those dark eyes lifted slowly my way as I approached, and I was suddenly transported back in time to the first time I’d made love to her in the back of my Bel Air. The way she’d looked at me when I entered her body. Her sweet, stuttering breath. The way her flesh smelled. Her tight grip on my arms.

My heart tripped wildly at the memory, just like the kid in that back seat.

Fuck.

Not today.

Not ever again.

Her cheeks flushed a bit as if she were somehow reading my mind, and the papers in her hand fell to the table as I slid in across from her. I could feel the people around us starting to stare as they recognized us and most likely placed us back together, but I didn’t care. I kept my eyes locked on her. “Morning.”

“Good morning.”

Miss Frances, who’d waitressed there since the beginning of time, came over and slid me a mug without asking and filled it with hot coffee. “Your usual?” she asked.

I nodded and smiled my thanks, then doctored my brew with one sugar packet as she smiled at Hope, one eyebrow lifted.

“Nice to see you again, sweetheart.”

Hope looked up with a small smile, her big brown eyes, free of makeup, making her look eighteen again. “Good to see you, too, Miss Frances,” she said, leaning her elbows on the table. “How’ve you been?”

Miss Frances shrugged a shoulder. “Eh. Could be better, could be worse. Randy got married a few years back and they popped out twin girls, so being a grandma keeps me hopping.”

Hope’s smile broadened, lighting up her eyes, and I had to clench my jaw to knock down the kick it sent to my gut. “That’s awesome, congratulations!”

Frances beamed. “Heard you’re a fancy lawyer now?”

Hope smirked. “Can’t cop to the fancy, but lawyer is true enough.”

“Well, I always knew you’d be something,” Frances said softly, winking, “in spite of things. How’s your dad?”

I watched surprise and then confusion run over Hope’s features as her smile faded. “He’s um—as good as can be expected, I guess.”

“Damn shame,” Frances said. “But I suppose the good Lord has his ways of knocking us to our knees, huh? I haven’t been to church in years, but I’m praying for you girls.” She scratched the side of her head with the top of her pen. “So, what can I get you, hon?”

Hope rattled off her order quietly and sat there staring at her mug when Frances ambled away.

“You alright?” I asked.

Her brows knitted together into a frown as her stare remained. “She knew.”

The words were whispered, but I caught them. “People in this town aren’t as stupid and blindly complacent as you think they are. Or not all of us,” I added, when she blinked out of her reverie and met my eyes. “We aren’t all cattle in the reverend’s holy herd, Hope.”

“I don’t know if that makes it better or worse,” she said, an acidic chuckle escaping her throat. “That there were people smart enough to see what he was doing to us and yet said nothing.” She shook her head and ran a hand over her face, rolling her shoulders. Pointing to her paperwork, she said, “So—”

“Hang on.” I shook my head, cutting her off before she could turn off her feelings and morph into lawyer mode. I caught her confused gaze. “Before we jump off in this, we need to clear the air.”

She sighed in frustration. “Tob—”

“Three things.” I held up three fingers. “Then I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

She sat back, eyes wary. “Really?”

I ignored that. “First.” I held up one finger. “How much do you charge?”

She scoffed. “I’m not taking your money, Tobias.”

“And I’m not a charity case,” I shot back, grabbing her pen and pulling a folded check from my jeans pocket.

“Fine. A dollar.”

Her lawyer glare was strong, but it held no weight with me. “I’m sure I can get your rates from your office if I need to.”

She huffed. “Alright but put your check away. I’ll get my office to bill you like we do with all our clients.”

“Fair enough.” I flipped the pen over my fingers and handed it back to her. “Now, first question—”

“You already asked the first one.”

“Nope,” I quipped. “That was business, didn’t count.”

“And you are full of shit,” she said with a wide-eyed grin.

I leaned forward, waiting a beat. “Number one—that comment yesterday about me letting you go . . .” Her grin faded and she opened her mouth again to say something, but I held up a hand, stopping her. “For the record, yes, I did, but it was because I loved you, Hope.” I stopped to catch a breath as those words kicked back at me. Things so long buried and foreign, now out there, floating between us again. She crossed her arms over her chest almost protectively.

“You needed to get away from here,” I pushed on. “I knew that. Did you honestly expect me to hold you back so you could resent me for the rest of your life?” I glanced away, then back to her.

She stared at me with a carefully constructed expression I couldn’t read. “I guess I expected it to not be so easy for you,” she finally said softly, her words trailing into a whisper as if they didn’t want to be voiced.

“Easy?” I reared back, shocked. “You . . . I . . .” I choked back the hot ball of emotion in my throat and ran a hand over my face. “There was nothing easy about it, Hope. Not one goddamn thing, but you knew my family needed me here. You knew I was trapped.”

Reluctant tears flooded her eyes, and she bit her lip as she began to shake her head. “You could have—”

“Could have what? Huh?” I bit out as I leaned forward on my forearms. “Left my grandparents to fend for themselves when they were disabled? Left them to try to handle my delinquent brother who was circling the drain and barely hanging on? How could I have lived with myself if I’d left them and something bad happened? No matter how much I wanted a life with you, I sacrificed what I wanted for what had to be done.” I cradled my coffee cup with my left hand and dropped my gaze to the dark brew. “That. That’s why I let you go, Hope. I didn’t see another choice.”

“But—”

“I was nineteen,” I said, feeling the old frustration under my skin. “It was all I could see.”

Our eyes locked for a moment, and it was like watching the doors close all over again.

Her gaze dropped to her mug, and she nodded. Then her hand gently fell over my right one, covering the letters on my knuckles. “I’m sorry, Tobias.”

It was simple and said it all. Our fingers interlaced on the table, the warmth of her palm tempering some of the pain that had chased me for years. I didn’t want the moment to end, as much as I knew it would. Her dark eyes were haunted when they met mine. Every single night we’d spent together, every kiss and touch we’d shared was right there, reflected back at me, punishing me for letting her slip away. But I knew no pain she felt could compare to the torment that filled my every moment since that day she’d left me.

Still, the way she looked at me now. It was like she’d tasted at least a fraction of it.

“What’s the second thing?” she asked quietly.

I traced her thumb with mine as I debated asking, but I’d literally wrestled with the thought all night. For years, really. I knew I needed answers for my own peace of mind so I could let it go.

“Who was he?” Our eyes clashed like waves during a violent storm. “Do you love him?”

Slowly, she drew her hand away from mine as her body language became visibly colder. “That’s two questions.”

“Hope.”

She gave me a look. “Tobias.”

I slammed my palm down on the table with a growl as all of my hidden pain roared through me like a whip. The people at neighboring tables glanced over but I didn’t give two shits as the woman in front of me didn’t even flinch. “Goddamn it,” I said in a fierce whisper. “Tell me.”

“Why were you in Atlanta?” she shot back.

“I said I’d tell you anything you wanted to know after you answered my questions,” I bit out.

She studied me for a long moment, clearly deciding how much to divulge. “His name was Oliver Gladstone.” Her brows drew together and she took a sip of her coffee. “And yes, I loved him. In a way.”

I lifted a brow when she didn’t continue.

“What?” she asked.

“That’s it?”

“What more do you want?”

I crossed my arms over my chest and waited.

She finally relented at my silence. “It was . . . complicated, okay?”

“As in?”

Her gaze darted away, telling me there was more to it than that. “As in he was there for me when I needed somebody. He saved my life.”

Her words ripped through my chest like a live grenade because all I heard was that this Oliver asshole had been there for her when I wasn’t. That he’d provided for her when I couldn’t. Touched her . . .

I wanted to punch the wall, and yet I had no right to.

The only saving grace was that she spoke of him in the past tense. Whatever she had with him was over.

The tension was interrupted when Frances returned with our food. We ate quietly, and I tried to enjoy my sausage, eggs, and pancakes, but my appetite had been soured. Looked like Hope’s had too, if the way she picked at her French toast was any indication.

I slogged back another cup of coffee, then Frances cleared our plates.

Hope checked her phone, then set it aside and gave me her full attention. “What’s your third question, Tobias?” The polished lawyer was back.

I didn’t have another question; I’d just put that out there in case something out of the first two hit me. And it had. Now, it was just figuring out how to word it.

“Is there anyone in your life now that would make what happened yesterday complicated?”

She gave me a long stare. “Really?”

I shrugged. “Fair question.”

“You mean other than this whole town, this case, and both our families?”

I shook my head. “You know what I’m asking.”

She scoffed and smoothed back her already smooth hair. “We are, by very definition, a walking complication, Tobias, but no.”

“No Mr. Gladstone?”

Something painful sparked in her dark eyes before she could blink it away, and I felt a stab of jealousy. She really had loved him, after all. “No Mr. Anyone. At least not anyone serious.” She cleared her throat. “So, are you done?”

“For now.”

“Good, because it’s my turn.”

“Can hardly wait.” I sat back with my coffee, ignoring the tightening in my chest as I braced for the Atlanta question again.

She smirked as one unpolished finger lifted in the air. “Let’s start with everything you know about the drugs in your shop. I know you’ve been holding back, but I can’t help you if you do that, so spill it.” She picked up a pen and poised it over a pad, gazing at me expectantly. “Ready when you are.”

Relief loosened that ball under my sternum a tad. Not something I especially wanted to talk about, but not totally unexpected considering our circumstances. And, of course, she’d go back to the case. It was more comfortable.

I cleared my throat. “Not mine.”

“So you’ve said. I’m guessing you know whose they are?”

I sipped my coffee. “Not for sure.”

“But . . .?”

“But . . .” I lowered my voice. “I have a pretty good idea.”

She waited quietly until I was ready to talk, her pen held patiently over the paper.

I started at the beginning, telling her about the meth lab they’d found at the meat packing plant when her father had crashed into it, along with the body of Chief LaVeaux, and that it was news to me that my name was next to my shady fucking uncle’s on the deed to the place.

“How is that possible?” she asked.

“No idea.”

I saw the wheels turning in her mind. “Chief Bollinger? Isn’t he in prison?”

“Yes.”

“Why would he do something like that?”

“Your guess is as good as mine.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You still haven’t told me where you think the drugs came from.”

I relented and told her about Brandon, my words halting and slow at first, then coming more easily as memories flooded my brain and easy affection for the guy who always had a ready smile filled my heart. I still couldn’t believe he was gone, but in hindsight it was getting easier to see all the signs I’d missed that he’d been struggling and how easy it had been for him to slip back into his addiction.

I raked a hand over my head as my words faded. “He was a good guy, Hope. Sad, maybe. But talented and funny, ya know? What happened to him should never have happened.”

She finished writing and dropped her pen, her expression thoughtful. “I’m sorry about your friend, Tobias.”

“Thanks.”

“I’ll see what I can find out from the police and if they were aware of any of that. If not, it might help your case.”

I nodded.

Frances came back and we both waved off her offer for a top off on our coffee. I paid the tab and watched as Hope scribbled more notes to herself on the pad in her small, neat penmanship.

“What’s your second question?” I asked after a minute, hoping it wasn’t something that was going to poke at more wounds, yet somehow knowing it would. I forced my expression to go neutral. “Shoot freely, Counselor.”

She opened her mouth and then closed it, her gaze dropping to my fingers. Her fingertips traced the P on my right index finger, and then her gaze slid slowly upward to meet mine. “Tell me about this.”


CHAPTER NINE
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Hope

I took a deep breath, not breaking eye contact. I had a pretty good idea what that second tattoo was about, but I needed to know what drove him to put it in ink.

“I was going through a rough patch.”

I tilted my head. “That’s all?”

He smirked. “What more do you want?”

I chuckled and gave a tiny bow. “Touché. So, can I make an inquiry without it being one of my questions?”

He laughed. “Because that’s different from asking?”

I made a flat cutting motion with my hands. “Entirely different word.”

“Is this how you work a witness?”

“Can you answer the question, sir?”

He laughed again, a rich, deep sound that I felt deep in my lady parts. Good God, the man had me churned up. “Sure, inquire away.”

“Isn’t keeping this—” I said, moving my fingers to his other hand, tracing my name slowly, “—a little difficult on your dating life?”

His eyes dropped and his smile faded as he watched my movements. “I don’t date,” he finally said, his voice low and curiously devoid of emotion. “Nothing serious, anyway. I do what I need to do, but dating? Relationships?” He shook his head, clearly communicating it wasn’t worth the effort. “I tried it. Even got engaged for about five minutes. Epic failure.”

“Really?”

That hit me square in my core, sending little lightning shards of jealousy out from the center like waves. I swallowed back the sour taste in my mouth. Tobias had been serious enough to pop the question to someone. Again.

“Yeah.”

I nodded, trying to look unfazed. “Wow.”

“Seemed like the thing to do until . . .”

I waited as his words trailed off, looking at him expectantly. “Until what?”

“Until it wasn’t her name I looked at every day.”

The air between us could have been sliced with a butter knife. It was thick and heavy and full of everything we once were. Slowly, I slid my hand back, but he followed, covering it with his.

My breath caught, and damn it, I didn’t want him to know his effect on me. I forced my chin up, fighting to keep my composure. “You could always have it removed.”

Holding my gaze with his in an infuriatingly unblinking way, he turned my hand until my wrist was face up. “Tell me about this.”

I knew he’d seen it. He was a professional tattoo artist. He could probably spot ink from a hundred yards away.

His rough thumb grazed over the stars and tiny phoenix rising from nothing on the velvety skin of my wrist, sending heat skittering through my blood.

I swallowed hard. “It’s not your turn.”

He shrugged. “Let’s call it an inquiry.”

I fought back a smirk. “I’m surprised you noticed it,” I lied.

“I saw it the day you got here.” His eyes were so damn serious as they raked over my face. “Standing in the rain. I notice everything, Hope. You should know that by now.” He turned back to the tattoo. “This is nice work,” he said. “When did you get this?”

“Why?” I whispered.

“Because this was us.” His gaze landed back on mine. “You, and your mom, and my name for you, all in one.”

I nodded, averting my eyes, watching his fingers on my skin. “I had a bit of a rough patch, too,” I said finally, turning my hand over.

He sat back. “Tell me.”

A small smile pulled at my lips. “Some other time.”

My phone buzzed on the table, highlighted by Faith’s name. Part of me wanted to grab on to that and run far away from this booth and this man and this conversation. The other part wanted to throw my phone away and never have to deal with anything regarding the reverend again.

Tobias’ eyes flitted from my ignored phone to me. “Well, by my math, you have one more question.” He crossed his arms, knowing full well what I’d saved for last.

I rested both arms on the table and gave him the full force of my interrogational power. “What the hell were you doing in Atlanta, and why did I not know about it?”

The longest pause of my life happened while I watched him construct his answer. Determine what to tell me. How to tell me. I was at the brink of doing my own version of palm-slamming to the table when he finally opened his mouth.

“I came to find you.”

And everything inside me withered up and died.

“What?”

He shrugged, but I was learning his body language and tells. Nothing about that move was as cavalier as he was attempting.

“We’d been apart five of the longest years of my life, but I was finally at a place where I could—I was free. My grandparents were gone. Adam was locked up. All the things rooting me here were gone, and I just wanted to find you.” He shook his head as if trying to erase the memory even as it came crashing back. “So I did some checking, found out where you were, booked a flight, and went to your place,” he continued.

Five years. I did the math.

“My place,” I mumbled, my mind tumbling back through all the possibilities. I lived with Oliver then in Ansley Park.

“You weren’t there,” he said. “Nice house, by the way. Still live there?”

“No,” I breathed, narrowing my eyes as I tried to figure out if he was being genuine or acidic. “It wasn’t mine.”

He nodded. “Well, your butler,” he said, eyes widening on the word, “told me that the two of you were out celebrating at the Gold Street Café, so . . .”

“Oh my God,” I whispered, closing my eyes as dread washed over me.

“And I almost didn’t go,” he said. “I almost turned right around to book a flight home, but curiosity got me. Of course, I heard café and thought café, not some five-star hoity toity place, but I asked around and found it.” A sad smile crossed his face. “Just in time.”

A million images flooded my brain as my heart pounded faster. Harder. It was that night. Oliver and I at dinner. I was pretty sure it was a window booth. Probably a little intimate. But more than that, all I could think of was what came later . . .

“There was a horse-drawn carriage outside,” Tobias said, laughing humorlessly. “And I remember thinking that I felt sorry for the horses in the middle of the city with all the traffic, and then . . .” He stopped and burned his gaze right through me. “There you were.”

My breathing was loud in my ears. “The—carriage.”

“Yours, evidently,” he said. He took a deep breath, letting it go, showing the first signs of his internal struggle. “I’ve never seen you happier or more beautiful,” he said. “Like a princess riding in her chariot and looking up at that guy like he was your prince.”

“That was—that was the day I passed the Bar.”

He nodded. “Big celebration.”

“A milestone,” I said weakly, picking up a cardboard coaster just to have something in my trembling hands. “I’d come so far from where I started . . .” I took a slow breath. “Oliver put me through college and law school, and it was like I was finally a real girl. Graduating into my life.” I shut my eyes tight. “That night changed everything.”

“What does that mean?”

I shook my head, wanting to move on to drugs and murder and anything better than this memory. “Nothing.”

“Hope, I can tell you loved the guy; you don’t have to sugarcoat it,” he said, his voice tight. “But did he hurt you or something? Do I need to go kill someone?”

My eyes filled with unexpected tears at the words. “He’s already dead.”

He sat back like I’d shoved him. “What?”

“He surprised me with the carriage ride around Atlanta, and then—” My heart thundered as the words I hadn’t uttered in years fell from my lips. “We passed a man harassing someone. His girlfriend or wife or—I don’t know, she was trying to leave the guy or something and he was knocking her around, right there on the sidewalk.” I scoffed. “People were just—standing there. Watching. But Oliver was off that carriage in seconds, running to the rescue, like he always did.” I swallowed hard. “He—he was stabbed.”

“Oh, shit.”

Everything swam before me in a sea of tears. “Yeah.”

“Baby, I’m sorry.”

I blinked the tears free and met Tobias’ gaze. His eyes were warm and held no judgment. No animosity.

“The man and woman both bolted, if you can believe that,” I said. “Together. So much for gratitude. Oliver died in my lap right there on the sidewalk.” I shut my eyes tight at the image, feeling the hot tears stream over my cheeks. “I couldn’t save him back.”

“Hope.”

I gave a sad laugh and wiped at my face. Tobias handed me another napkin and I dabbed at my eyes. “No, it’s okay. I’ve made peace with it over the years. Sort of. It helped me decide my path, actually. I was floundering on what kind of law I wanted to practice, and that nailed it.” Sitting back, I flexed my fingers and tried to calm back down. “I had a friend when I was on the street who was running from an abusive husband, and then—”

“Wait, you were literally living on the street?”

His expression was priceless, and I chuckled, swiping at stray tears. “That’s the some other time conversation.”

“Jesus. Hope—”

I shook off his attempt to say more. To try to make something better that he’d had no control over. That time of my life was over and done, and I was honestly glad he wasn’t there for it. It was an ugly time and it made me stronger having to walk it alone. Even with Oliver’s help later on, I’d had to rely on my own fortitude, and I’m not sure I’d be the woman I was today if Tobias’ strength would have been by my side. He would have moved mountains to save me, and I needed to save myself.

“Please,” I insisted. “Not right now.”

Tobias reluctantly closed his mouth and silently indicated for me to continue my story, his jaw tight.

“Anyway, Oliver dying that way just made things clear,” I said. “He left me the house, and I sold it, giving me enough to get a little place and start over.”

“That house was like a mansion, Hope,” he said. “Why didn’t you keep it?”

I shook my head. “It wasn’t mine. It was never mine.” I met his eyes, feeling like I needed to clear the air. “I cared about Oliver, but it wasn’t—it wasn’t like you and me. It wasn’t a romance, per se, but he did become my best friend. I will forever be grateful for all that he did for me. And I’ll always miss him.”

My phone buzzed again.

Tobias jutted his chin toward it. “Everything okay?”

I sighed. “It’s Faith. Something’s going on with the reverend.” I narrowed my eyes at the pile of papers in front of me. “Damn it, I need to go over there, but we need to get this pounded out.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“Get your mind out of the gutter,” I said, holding up the paperwork. “Would you like to come with me to the hospice place? I saw a little meeting room I bet they’d let us use, and it would be so much fun to bring you.” I grinned. “Like it would make my day.”

His grin as he caught my meaning made my stomach flutter. “Well, how can I resist pissing off your father?”

“It’s like Christmas and my birthday all in one,” I said, scooping everything up and grabbing my bag.

“But with one condition,” he said.

I froze. “What?”

“Don’t look at me like I’m proposing naked bungee jumping.”

I cringed. “Why does that make me think that will be preferable?”

He ignored me. “Go out with me tonight.”

Something in his voice was like popping a dark, delicious chocolate in my mouth. Decadent and dangerous. My stomach tightened, and all things south began to melt. “Tobias.”

He sat forward. “Trust me?”

I barked out a laugh. “No.”

He smirked. “Smart girl. But come on, have a drink or two with me.” He held up his hands. “We can even keep talking shop if you want to. Totally innocent. Just—come out with me. For old time’s sake.”

Anything for old time’s sake that involved me and Tobias Bishop was destined to be the opposite of innocent. I needed to say no. To go home and spread papers out with a bottle of wine and work on the case.

“One drink,” I said instead.

His eyes danced. “I’ll pick you up at six.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Going for an early night?”

“No, just a little commute time involved.”

Oh. My. God.

The Rogue.

I slumped in my seat and grinned as my brain simultaneously yelled at me to run the other way. It didn’t yell loud enough.

“No way.”

“Come on,” he said, rising and holding out a hand. “Let’s go see what Faith needs.”

“Fair warning,” I said, stepping out and patting his chest. “I might kiss you in front of him just for fun.”


CHAPTER TEN
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Tobias

I followed Hope to Alderberry Hospice and parked next to her, wondering why, after all this time, she still wanted to rile up her father. I mean, yeah, he was a world class prick, but the man was dying. What could possibly be gained by poking the proverbial bear at this point?

Or maybe it wasn’t about him at all, I realized as I met her gaze when we stepped out of our cars and headed toward the front doors. Cool, detached ice princess, Hope the lawyer was in full effect, even fresh-faced with her hair in a braid. Spine tall, face a stone mask, it looked like nothing in the world could faze her, but I knew different. I’d been the one to hold her when she sobbed in anguish every time the good reverend doled out his wrath. I’d been the one she’d vented to about his unfair treatment of her and Grace, his blatant favoritism of Faith, and how their mother never stepped in to stop any of it. I’d been the one . . .

Had Oliver done any of that for her? Or had he simply been a means to an end? A way to get to where she needed to be? Away from her pain?

She shot me a stilted smile as I opened the door for her, and we were blasted with cool air as we walked inside. Suddenly, I saw the young girl I once loved fiercely.

The one I was mortally afraid I still did.

Whatever she saw in my face at that moment made her smile open up. Just a fraction, but enough to let me see that she remembered the boy who’d loved her like that.

“Hope!”

We both blinked and turned at Faith’s voice as the little blond tornado rushed over in a whirlwind of white jeans, vanilla scent, and a “All I need is Jesus and a Nap” t-shirt. “I’m so glad you’re here!” she said, crushing Hope into a hug.

Hope’s smile was automatic as they drew apart and her gaze drifted down to read Faith’s shirt. “Amen, sister.”

They laughed and Faith’s smiling eyes drifted my way and went wide. “Tobias?” Her eyes flicked between us before she launched herself into my arms for a hug too. “Wow!” She pulled back and looked up at me. “I’m so happy to see you!”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “We saw each other last week.”

She backhanded me lightly across the stomach. “You know what I mean.” Her smile fell a bit. “You okay?”

I shrugged. “I’m good.” I caught Hope’s eye. “I’ll be fine. We came to check on you.”

Faith’s gaze narrowed. “We?” She moved her finger back and forth between us. “So . . . you guys were together? Like, just now?”

Hope’s brow lifted. “Don’t, Faith. I’m helping Tobias with his case, just like you suggested, remember? Don’t make this into something it’s not.”

Faith’s face fell, clearly unimpressed. “But—”

“No buts, Faith.” Hope cut her off. “So, what’s going on with the reverend?”

Faith opened her mouth to explain, but was interrupted when the door opened again, and Grace and Mateo walked in.

The women moved toward each other like sisterly magnets while Mateo’s eyes clashed with mine across the room. He tipped his head toward me, clearly unsure how to maneuver this weird-ass situation. He’d arrested me and the case was ongoing, but there was also a deep personal history between me and his wife’s family. His personal and professional wires had to be crossing in his brain right about then.

I tipped my head in return, taking mercy on him. “Chief Beckett. How you doing?”

He stepped my way, giving the women a moment. “Good, thanks. You?”

I fought back a smile at the lunacy of the question. “Fine.”

I saw him exchange a glance with his wife before she turned back to her sisters. “And . . . you don’t have to call me Chief Beckett outside of the police station. Mateo works just fine.”

“So, you’re only Chief Beckett when you’re arresting me?”

He shot me a look, but I gave a small grin. His shoulders relaxed and he shook his head. “Tobias, I—”

“Yeah, I know. You were just doing your job.” Didn’t mean I had to like it or agree with it.

The lift of his brow told me he got that.

“And now I’m going to do my job,” Hope cut in, joining us, her sisters right behind her as she looked up into Mateo’s face, “and get Tobias out from under these ridiculous charges.”

A rush of pure male pride roared through my chest at the way she’d taken up my cause, standing there like a goddess, proclaiming my innocence to her brother-in-law like she knew it in her bones. She’d never looked hotter.

Grace reached out and touched her arm as if to soothe the situation, but Hope shook her off.

Faith smiled huge, though her eyes looked tired.

Mateo nodded, his expression thoughtful. “I hope you do.” Hope’s mouth popped open in clear surprise, then she snapped it shut with a quick nod. “And as his counsel,” Mateo continued, “I guess I can forward all case information to you now?”

“You can.” A flicker of communication passed between them and suddenly Hope’s demeanor changed. “You have new information, don’t you?”

He said nothing, his body language screaming that he did.

“Mateo,” I said, his name a demand. This was my life we were talking about.

Just then, a nurse appeared in the doorway to the lobby. “McMasters family?”

We all turned to face her, but Faith stepped forward. “Oh. Yes.” She turned back around to us. “That’s why I called you. We have a few minutes to see Dad while the doctor makes his rounds, then he wants to talk to us.”

I saw Hope and Grace exchange a look, and both of them stiffened their backs as Mateo and I followed the three of them down the hall. I knew Hope didn’t want to see him again, but she was doing it for her sisters.

“This is messed up,” I muttered.

“On so many levels,” Mateo mumbled back under his breath.

Faith was the first one through the door, as Grace and Hope entered behind her like a wall of solidarity. When Grace gripped Hope’s hand and reached back for Mateo almost desperately, I moved out of the way to let him in first.

Then I let my gaze land on the man of the hour.

Fuck.

Not being a regular at the Redemption Road Church, I hadn’t seen him in a while, but I used to see him around town sometimes. He’d ignore me, as expected. Bishops were trash in his book. Lately, I knew Faith had taken to running his errands for him and I heard he’d gone downhill, even before the stroke.

Now . . . the shell of a human taking up a miniscule space in that bed was . . . I had no words. His head was back and his mouth wide open on one side, eyes flickering between open and closed.

I walked up behind Hope and rested my hands on her shoulders. Her leaning back into me squeezed something inside my chest that should have sent me right back out that door. Instead, I willed my feet to take root right there behind her.

The old man made a growling noise as his watery gaze landed on me and he began to kick one foot under the covers.

Faith rushed to his side. “We’re here, Daddy,” she said softly. “We’re all here.”

“Bish!” the reverend spit out, his face mottling with the effort. “Bish—”

I lifted my chin in acknowledgment and squeezed Hope’s shoulders. Faith frowned and stepped forward to straighten his gown. “Be nice,” she whispered.

“Go ’way!” the old man screeched.

Everyone in the room jumped.

Faith gasped.

Hope’s hand came up over one of mine.

The reverend’s head swung back and forth before his eyes closed again. “Get . . . out.”

“Don’t have to tell me twice,” Hope mumbled, making a beeline for the door.

I was on her heels. “You okay?” I asked when we were in the hall as the others started filing out behind us, Faith swiping under reddened eyes.

Hope breathed in quickly. “I’m fine.” She turned to the nurse, I’m sure to ask about the doctor, but then a man in a white coat and bright-yellow tie walked up. “Doctor?”

“Blaylock,” he finished. “Are you Mr. McMasters’ family?”

“Yes,” Faith said, stepping forward. “We’re his daughters.”

“Do you have a moment to talk?” he said, pointing down the hall.

Mateo grabbed his wife’s hand. “Do you want me with you, baby?”

Her free hand went to her gently rounded belly as her dark eyes met his in an unspoken request.

“You got it,” he said softly. “That’s why I’m here.” He shot me and Hope a glance, then turned to walk down the hallway with Grace and Faith.

Hope dropped her head for just a second as she clenched and unclenched the strap on the bag over her shoulder—an unconscious gesture of indecision.

“Go,” I gently prodded her. “See what the doc has to say. It’s okay.” She lifted clouded eyes my way and my thumb grazed her cheek before I could stop myself. “Go,” I said again, softer this time. “I’ll be right here waiting.”

She nodded and turned to catch up with her sisters, leaving me to sit in the cozy little lobby filled with pamphlets about the end of life and pain control. I perused a couple magazines, paced, downed a couple paper cups full of water, then paced some more.

Finally, about forty-five minutes later, they reappeared, hugged in the hallway, and Grace and Mateo headed out the front doors, lifting hands my way. Faith headed back toward her father’s room, her shoulders sagging like she couldn’t hold any more weight. Hope headed toward me, her expression carefully crafted to show zero emotion, but I knew where to look.

I approached slowly and tipped up her chin to gaze deep into those dark eyes that could never hide anything from me. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” she said, her voice hollow.

“It was bad news, right?” I slid a finger along the top of her cheek. “I can see it in your eyes.”

“I . . .” Her gaze dropped and so did her voice. “I’m not supposed to care, Tobias. He did nothing but make my life hell. You know that.”

“I do.” I tugged her to sit with me.

She turned angry eyes my way. “I’m not supposed to care,” she repeated more vehemently.

“But you do,” I ventured.

“Why?” She sat back, clearly wrestling with herself.

“Because he’s your father.” Dark, wounded eyes lasered me. “A part of who you are, good and bad, and his death is still going to be a loss of that.” I reached for her hand. “Plus, you’re a human being. With a heart. Who loves her sisters. I’d be worried if it didn’t bother you at least a little.”

Her eyes drifted closed. “Thanks.”

“No problem.”

After a moment, she inhaled deeply and opened her eyes, her gaze dropping to our joined hands. “You really think I have a heart?” she whispered. “After everything?”

I swallowed. I’d been angry as hell when she’d left me without a backwards glance, but even then, I understood why. It had nothing to do with our love and everything to do with her survival.

I squeezed her fingers. “Mostly.”

An amused tug at the corner of her mouth lightened her expression, and she raised her gaze to mine. I raised our hands and, without breaking eye contact, placed an openmouthed kiss to the phoenix tattoo on her wrist like I’d wanted to do since the moment I saw it.

She sucked in a breath.

“Mm-hmm,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “That’s payback for torturing me with that comment about kissing me in front of your dad.”

A breathy chuckle escaped her throat. “Yeah, he loves you, couldn’t you tell?” Her eyes fluttered as I brushed my lips over the soft skin of her wrist one more time. “I’m pretty sure all his fussing and that kick was for you.” She closed her eyes. “Or me,” she whispered. “Hard to tell.”

I pressed another kiss to her knuckles, then dropped our joined hands to my lap. “So what’s the news?”

She sighed. “He hasn’t eaten or drank anything since yesterday. In and out of consciousness. Mostly out. The doctor says we’re looking at days. Maybe hours.”

“I’m sorry,” I said again. And I was. Not for the reverend. He was still a sorry son of a bitch. But for Hope and all I knew she and her sisters were about to go through. I’d walked it with my grandparents, and it wasn’t fun.

She surprised me by cupping my cheek, then leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to my jaw. “Don’t be.” She drew back and stood. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
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Hope said she had work to do before we went out that night, though I suspected she needed some time alone, and that was fine. I had shit to do, too.

I rolled up to Espérer and found CJ inside fucking off on his phone at his workstation.

“No appointments today?” I asked.

He shook his head without glancing up from whatever video had his attention.

“Any applicants?”

This made him look up. “Not yet.”

“Alright.” I rapped the counter with my knuckles. “Can you handle it down here for a while longer? I’m gonna go start cleaning upstairs.”

He perked up. “For Adam?”

I blew out a breath. “For Adam.”

“He took you up on it?”

“Just the apartment. He wants to find his own job.” I nodded once. “I respect that.”

“He wants to make his own way. That’s cool, man.” He waved me on. “Go ahead. I got this.”

“Thanks.”

I grabbed a cold bottle of water and a watermelon Jolly Rancher, then rounded back outside and to the rear staircase that led up to the small apartment above the shop. It wasn’t much, but it had been a roof over my head until I could afford my house, and I hoped it would be comfortable for Adam. Hell, my guess was anything would be better than prison.

I unlocked the door and swung it open, getting a rush of stifling, stagnant air. “Damn.”

I yanked off my shirt, popped in my AirPods, cranked up some music, cracked the front windows to air out the mustiness, and got to work.

As I cleaned, I was bombarded with memories, good and bad. I focused on the good ones.

I found the baseball I used to toss around with my gramps, so I wiped it off and put it on the bedside table next to the lamp, hoping it might bring Adam some good memories too. Same with Grandma’s old dishcloths I put aside to wash and put back in the kitchen.

So much about those times molded me into who I was today. Yes, the struggles with my family, but looking back, it was loving and losing Hope that most carved out my path in life. And much of it started here in this tiny apartment, where I grieved for her and fought my anger at a world that would take her away from me.

But I’d eventually gotten on with my life. Or some semblance of one. And now, as I faced possible incarceration, I knew it was time to find a way to live free, once and for all.

I was hot and sweaty and making good headway in the kitchen when I felt a presence behind me. I spun around to find my ex, Cady, leaning over the counter as if she’d been trying to get my attention.

“Jesus, Cady.” I cut the music and yanked out my AirPods. “What the fuck?”

She smiled and leaned back, giving me a glimpse of her skintight red dress that showcased her tits pushed up until they nearly spilled out. Her amber eyes slowly slid down my naked chest to where the sweat had dripped down my abs into the waistband of my jeans.

“Cady?” I demanded, getting her attention back on my face. “What’re you doing here?”

She rounded the counter to face me in the small kitchen, filling the space with her overly perfumed scent. “I heard you’d been arrested. I wanted to make sure you were okay.” She nodded over her shoulder. “CJ said you were up here.”

Of course, she’d heard. Small damn towns. I spread out my arms to show her I was all good. “Well, as you can see, I’m fine.”

She bit her lip. “Yes.” She reached out to trace the tip of a nail down my chest, across her favorite tattoo of a phoenix. “You are.”

I grabbed her wrist, halting her movements. “What is this?”

“What do you mean?” She gazed up at me, all feigned innocence and ill-concealed innuendo.

I lifted a sarcastic brow. “We aren’t together anymore, Cady. I’m not your concern. I haven’t been for a long time.”

“I still care about you.” She inched closer, trying to splay the hand I still held across my pecs.

It hit me like a ton of bricks to realize that nothing—absolutely nothing—in my body reacted to her overt advances. All I saw was a desperate woman, and nothing about that turned me on. What I couldn’t figure out was why she was suddenly desperate for me again. “Why are you here?”

“I told you—”

“No. You gave me an excuse. Why are you really here?”

Her gaze fell to the name forever inked on my knuckles, and it was suddenly all too clear. She’d heard about Hope being back in town.

I dropped her arm, suddenly tired. “Seriously? This is about Hope?”

Her eyes became fierce, and she took a step back. “Isn’t everything about Hope? Our entire fucking relationship was about her.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Isn’t it?”

“I never meant to hurt you, Cady. You know that.” I did not want to rehash our breakup, and I sure as shit wasn’t about to apologize to her again.

She shook her head and slammed her arms across her chest. “Then where’s my tattoo? Huh? You asked me to marry you! Me, goddamn it! And I wasn’t worthy of that, but she was?”

Holy fuck. Where was all this coming from?

And why now?

I raked a hand over my head and studied the emotional woman in front of me, who was obviously still struggling with whatever baggage she carried because of me. Because I’d been too hung up on another woman to love her the way she deserved to be loved.

She was absolutely right. There had been three people in our relationship, but I could never admit it because I’d been hurting. And my pain had become her pain.

The last thing I wanted was to wound her further.

“You should go,” I said lamely.

But she didn’t budge. Instead, she got back in my face. “We were engaged to be married, Tobias,” she said, a bite to her voice. “You got down on one knee and everything. You were supposed to be my happy ever after.” When I flinched, she pressed an index finger into my chest. “So, you owe me the truth . . . Why wasn’t I worthy?”

I said nothing, which only seemed to make her madder. She shoved her finger harder into my chest. “You asked me to marry—”

“I asked her first.”

Silence rang through the room as her mouth fell open in shock. I’d never told her that, and it clearly stung. Tears filled her eyes as her hand fell limply to her side.

“I asked Hope first,” I reiterated with vehemence, on a roll now, “because she was the love of my life. She still is.” I shook my head, hating the fact that these words were true as much as she did. “I hated it then. I fucking hate it now, but that’s the truth.”

Her tears began to fall in earnest, but I ignored them like the asshole we both knew I was. “It has nothing to do with worth,” I pressed on, now that she’d pushed me, and honestly it was cathartic to finally give voice to our reality. “I asked her—no, I begged her—to marry me because she’s it for me.” I slapped my chest with that last word as I shook my head sadly. “There is nobody else, and I’m sorry you were collateral damage to that fact . . . but if it makes you feel any better, she was my only shot at a happy ever after too, so it looks like we’re both screwed.”

“Collateral . . . damage?”

She said the words under her breath, as if tasting the bitterness they brought, and I instantly regretted saying them. “Cady—”

“You—I—” She shook her head, swiping at her tears. “I can’t believe I ever loved you, you selfish prick.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Oh, you’re sorry, alright,” she said, swinging her bag over her shoulder, her eyes shining with new tears. “You’ll be sorry when that bitch leaves you holding your dick again, and you’ll see what you lost. Don’t come knocking on my door. Fuck you, Tobias!”

And with a slam of the door, she was gone.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


[image: ‡]

Hope

I’d always been somewhat of a quick study, and I’d never studied anything more in depth in my life than Tobias Bishop. It was more than puppy love back then. I was sunk. Obsessed. I knew every nuance of his mannerisms, every inflection of his voice, the subtle flecks of each shade of blue in his eyes. Every vein, every muscle, every perfect part that made up the boy I loved then and the man I—the man I was learning all over again. When you know someone like that, it’s not just erased from your psyche, no matter how much you might want it to be.

That’s how I knew something was off the moment I opened the door and took in his face. My gaze darted behind him to the Bel Air in the driveway and my heart did a fast tumble in my chest.

“What’s wrong?” I said, stepping back as he immediately moved past me, heading straight to the kitchen.

“Nothing. Got anything to drink here?”

I frowned at his back as he opened the cabinets in search of liquor.

“Hello?” I said, closing the door behind him.

He turned to face me when he came up empty, and his eyes took in what he’d missed the first time, raking up and down my short black dress. It was simple, but hugged my curves in all the right ways, leaving little to the imagination. I’d paired it with four-inch stilettos, pulled my hair back in a sleek ponytail, and completed the look with crimson lips.

By the feral gleam in his eyes, he approved. He abandoned his search and strode over, something burning in his gaze I hadn’t seen before that created an instant heat deep in my belly.

“Damn, girl. You look . . .” He ran a fingertip down my exposed arm, creating goosebumps. “Fucking amazing.”

I smelled the whisper of whiskey on his breath, so I studied his expression closer. There was something dark hidden there. Haunted. Something that reminded me that the pain of my past wasn’t the only pain that bonded us so deeply. His life at home hadn’t been great either. He’d just handled it better. Been stronger. He’d been my rock. My shoulder. The one who was so damn tough and resilient, it was all too easy to forget how much he suffered too.

And I’d wounded him further by leaving him alone to save myself.

“Tobias,” I whispered, bringing his attention back to my face. “What’s wrong?”

He shook his head, a clear lie, as his touch became bolder, stroking back up my arm and over my collarbone. “Why does something always have to be wrong?”

What the hell?

“Always have to be—what?” I leaned into his line of vision, making him look me in the eyes. “What’s going on? Why do you smell like you went swimming in bourbon?”

“Now, there’s a thought,” he said, his voice low and sexy. “Do you have any? I’d love to lick it off this spot . . . right here.” His head dipped, and hot breath joined his tongue as he tasted my collarbone, moving upward.

Jesus.

I fought to keep my voice steady. “Think maybe you’ve had enough for both of us.”

“Never enough,” his lips whispered the words across my flesh as he brushed a kiss to my jaw, making me wonder what he’d never get enough of.

My hands automatically clutched his shoulders as his kisses moved to the shell of my ear. “Tobias—”

I had no idea what had gotten into him, but I had to get control, or this would spiral fast. I drew back, a bit wobbly on my feet. “Let me get you that drink. How about some water? Or a soda?”

“Splash that in a bottle of Jamison, and I’m game.” He reached for me, but I stepped away.

“I don’t know what’s up with you tonight, but you are not drinking and driving.” I glanced toward the door. “More than you already have.”

Something went wicked in his eyes. “Then let’s stay in tonight.”

My breath caught in my chest and I pasted on a cool smile. “I got dressed up for you.”

He lifted a brow as one of his cocky smiles that I loved to hate spread across his delicious mouth. “And I’m enjoying the private view.”

Heat and a bit of danger arced in the air between us. This was uncharted territory. Yes, we had a history. Yes, we’d been lovers before. But not like this—adults with a real choice to be together, however fucked up that choice might be. Whatever had happened since I’d seen him last had spurned him from being flirty to outright reckless. Daring me to jump into the lust flames we’d been fighting since I arrived. I wasn’t prepared yet. Or was I? I mean, I did put on the little black dress, let’s be real.

So, could I jump?

Did I want to?

Was I strong enough to handle another round of Tobias Bishop heartache?

He seemed to be studying me, too. “Relax, Hope. I’m not proposing again, if that’s what you’re worried about. I can go if you want me—”

“No!” The word shot out of my mouth like a wayward bullet.

He seemed startled, then pleased, his slow smile returning.

On a breath, I turned toward the small liquor cabinet and pulled out the whiskey, pouring us both two fingers. Then an extra splash into mine. I had the feeling I might need to catch up a little to find out what was stoking him.

I sauntered over and handed him his glass, our fingers touching. I glanced up at him without letting go. “Why would I worry about you proposing?” I asked, tilting my head. “You don’t feel that way about me anymore.” I paused to look for a reaction, but his eyes were on the curve of my neck instead. “That’s ancient history, dead and gone. We both know it.”

But did I really know that? Because if he called me on that, I wasn’t sure I could lie that well.

He tipped his head in acknowledgment and accepted the drink, knocking it back in one smooth swallow.

Okay then. I guess it was just me. I knocked mine back, too, feeling a burn that felt like more than the liquor.

He moved past me to refill his glass. “How about a little game?” He faced me. “Truth or dare?”

My stomach sank as I remembered all the times we’d played this before. It always ended one of two ways . . . me, sobbing in his arms as I bared my soul to him, or us, naked and having sex every way imaginable.

“Oh, shit,” I laughed. “How about I just drive us to The Rogue instead?”

He lifted the whiskey bottle with a smirk. “Chicken?”

I wanted to sucker punch him in his gorgeous face. “No. I just don’t play kid games anymore.”

This made him laugh as he swallowed his second shot like it was water. “Right. Okay. Then you can go first.”

His nonchalance was irritating, and I flexed my fingers. “Fine,” I shot back. “Truth or dare?”

He pointed his empty glass my way. “Truth.”

“What was wrong when you walked in here? What happened?”

His eyes clouded momentarily, but he smiled to hide it away. “That’s two.”

I widened my eyes. “Roll with it. And don’t try to get by with some bullshit answer. I’ll know if you’re lying.”

He raised his hands in surrender. “Fine, fine.” He took a breath and rolled his head on his shoulders. “Cady came over. We had words.” He met my gaze. “About you.”

“Cady,” I said slowly, narrowing my eyes. “That is . . .?”

“My ex,” he said.

Heat prickled the back of my neck.

Well, hello there, jealousy. It’s been a while.

“Your ex,” I echoed. “The one you were engaged to?”

“The one and only.”

I smirked. “That’s cute.”

He smirked back. “That’s me.”

“So, what were these words?”

He shook his head slowly. “Sorry, Counselor. That’s another question. It’s my turn.”

Oh, this man. “But you said the words were about me.”

He held up his free hand and leaned closer. “I don’t make the rules, baby,” he whispered. “I just drink to them.” He held up his glass. “Truth or dare?”

Hell no. I was not about to be goaded into telling him more personal shit. I’d already shared way too much about the time we’d been apart, about Oliver, about everything.

I blew out a breath. “Dare.”

His eyes glinted with the challenge as he yanked up the whiskey bottle. “Two shots, baby. You need to catch up to me.”

“Seriously? How old are you?”

He grinned and poured, handing it to me. “Old enough to know better.”

I shook my head and tipped back the first shot, feeling the burn all the way down my belly, but I didn’t let him see any reaction as I offered him the glass to fill again. I swallowed back the second drink, then thunked the glass down on the table.

I took a second to get my bearings as the liquor hit my system like a simmering fireball, then I met his burning gaze. “Truth or dare?” I said, my voice low.

“Dare.”

“I dare you to . . . I dare you . . .” He waited patiently while my liquor-coated mind rushed to come up with something. All I wanted was to ask him more questions about what had him so fired up. About what happened with Cady. But he hadn’t picked truth. And now I was buzzing on whiskey and my inhibitions were scrambling to catch up to the lust he’d been churning in me since the moment he’d walked through that door. “I dare you to kiss me with only your lips.” I smiled at his confused frown. “No hands,” I clarified. “And no tongue.”

“Ouch.” He slammed a hand to his chest. “Good one.” He stepped my way. “But I am up for that challenge.”

My breath stuttered through my chest like a caged bird as his gaze raked over my face and lips, down my throat and breasts.

“Since I can’t touch, would you mind . . .?” He indicated my ponytail that was over my shoulder.

I brushed it aside, giving him access to my throat.

My entire body immediately felt like melted wax the moment his hot lips touched my pulse point and his even hotter breath fanned across my flesh. He placed an openmouthed kiss to my throat, just under my jaw.

“You look too good in this dress,” he whispered against my neck. Another kiss, just above the last, near my ear. “I wonder what you’re wearing underneath it.”

He kissed me reverently, slowly, with the patience of a seductive saint, all across my cheeks, my jaw, down my collarbone, before landing next to my lips.

I was trembling. Practically begging for him to kiss my mouth, yet he bypassed it for the tip of my nose, my closed eyelids, my forehead, my temples.

“Tobias,” I moaned.

“Yes, baby?” he whispered, his words floating across the flesh of my lips, which were desperate for his.

Our eyes met, and it was over.

I dove for him, sinking my fingers into his hair, and dragging him down as I ravished him with a desperate kiss. I broke my own rules, writhing against him and sliding my tongue against his, tasting him and whiskey.

He growled and half shoved, half carried me backward until we met the back wall, where he spread my arms above my head as he pressed his hard body against mine. A clear indication of his need for me and where things were headed unless I stopped this.

It might have been the liquor; it might have been my own stupidity, or the last few years of missing him and pretending I wasn’t, but the last thing I wanted was to stop him.

I lost myself to the feelings churning through my body and bucked against him in invitation.

He let my hands go and I fell to my knees, suddenly desperate to taste him again.

I fumbled with the button and zipper on his jeans and found his hard cock, letting it fall against my face as I licked up its length. The growl that I felt go through his body shot straight between my legs. I took him deep into my mouth and lifted my gaze to find him staring down at me in awe.

He raked his fingers through my hair, mussing up my ponytail. “Holy fuck, Hope.”

I sucked deep and hard as I ran a hand over his hipbones and the tattoos I could reach, my heart hammering at the knowledge that he held my hair with knuckles that held my name. I slid a hand under to his balls, running a finger between them.

“Hope . . . baby . . .” His voice became deep and strangled. He was close.

I was so turned on at the thought of taking him to the brink, of letting him come in my mouth. But he pulled back and yanked me to my feet, slamming his mouth to mine in a savage kiss.

We were moving, but I had no sense of where, as his palms slid down my side to my thigh and then up my dress. Suddenly my panties were shoved aside as he buried two fingers into my pussy.

I cried out against his mouth, but he swallowed my cries as he mock fucked me with his fingers.

The lighting changed as we reached my bedroom and he spun me around. My hands fisted on the smooth wood of my dresser as his smooth cock pressed against my ass. His fingers slid free as he palmed my stomach, his other hand cupping a breast. I arched against him, and he cursed against my skin.

“Fuck, baby.” His breath was hot at my throat. “You have no idea . . .”

I writhed as he rolled my nipple. “No idea about what?”

He shook his head as the hand on my stomach slid south.

I moaned and parted my legs as he slid his fingers deep again. “Tobias . . . what don’t I know?”

He abandoned my breast so he could hike up my dress, exposing my thong. I began to shake as he kept up the torture, his thumb grazing my clit. His cock was wet with pre-cum, sliding against the cleft of my ass. I clenched my fists so hard, my nails bit into my palms. “Tobias.” His name was a near prayer as I held off my orgasm. “Please . . .”

He flipped me around and the wild look in his eyes told me he was feeling everything I was. “I don’t have a condom.” He sounded desperate.

I forked my hands through his hair. “I don’t care.” I dragged him in for a kiss that was nothing short of savage.

“Hope . . .” It was a warning. I was pushing him to the point of no return.

“I’m on birth control,” I said against his lips. “I’m clean. I’m assuming you are—”

Before I could finish my thought, he hiked me up and shoved me bodily against my dresser, impaling me on his cock.

On a deep groan, I wrapped my thighs around his waist, overwhelmed with the feeling of being full again. Overwhelmed with feeling like I was home.

He moved hard and fast and I had little choice but to go along for the ride.

“Oh, God,” I moaned loudly as my orgasm rushed on me like lightning, glorious and bright. I clutched his shoulders hard. “Hurry—I’m gonna—oh fuck—I’m—” My toes curled almost painfully. “Fuck!”

My inner muscles clamped down on his cock as I went over the edge and he pumped deeper and harder, his own orgasm ripping through him seconds later.

He collapsed against me, holding us both up as we panted together for a minute, the buzz of whiskey and sex filling the air.

And him. The unmistakable woodsy, spicy scent of Tobias that I’d know if I was struck deaf and blind tomorrow. I’d know it fifty years from now. Because this man, this guy, had imprinted on me long before I ever had a choice.

I fought the urge to stroke his hair or kiss him again, knowing it was just the dangerous mix of after-sex hormones and alcohol giving me the touchy-feelies.

Tobias pulled back slowly, allowing me to find my balance before letting me go, but I caught his gaze.

Foggy. A little sobered. Questioning.

“You okay?” he asked softly, straightening my dress for me before tugging his jeans back up over his hips.

I was no stranger to crazy, unplanned sex. I preferred it, actually, to anything resembling intimacy or planned romance. It was easy to walk away from, which was my go-to move.

This, however, had my head spinning.

“Always,” I whispered, my voice going husky.

I needed distance. Space to breathe, that didn’t smell and taste and feel like I was seventeen again when this guy was my whole damn world.

Weak. That’s what I felt. It was unfamiliar. Foreign.

“Hey,” he said, cupping my jaw, making me look into those blue depths that just might break me if I didn’t pull myself together. “That—that was crazy, I know, I—”

“It was truth or dare,” I quipped. “It was a fifty-fifty shot.”

“I didn’t hurt you, did I?” he asked, concern pulling his brows together. “I never—”

“No,” I said, chuckling and doing the one thing I shouldn’t have. I pulled him to me playfully, tugging at his still unbuttoned waistband. “I’m a big girl, T.”

And . . . fuck me sideways . . . his eyes went impossibly soft at the sound of my old nickname for him falling from my lips. I felt it, too. The moment our old connection found footing. His forehead dropped to mine.

“So,” he said.

I let a smile tug at my lips. “So.”

“Neither one of us should probably drive now.”

I smirked. “Nope. Guess we’re stuck here for the moment.” His lips brushed mine, and I felt their touch at my very core. Shit. My fingertips slid up his bare back. “Or longer.”

“Meaning?” he whispered against my mouth.

No. Don’t do it, Hope.

Don’t do—

“Stay the night.”


CHAPTER TWELVE
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Tobias

Consciousness crept over me like a warm blanket, soft and slow. Sweet. I hadn’t slept this good in years . . . maybe ever . . .

A small hand drifted down my chest; warm breath coasted over my collarbone. A smooth leg dipped between mine. I blinked to take in the foreign room as I woke, and a few things hit me all at once.

Hope and I never made it to The Rogue. We never left her place. Instead, we’d ended up in a whirlwind of sex and drinks and . . . us.

I should have seen this coming. I probably did on some level, the moment I saw her in the pouring rain, looking so strong and lost at the same time with that damn phoenix tattoo on her wrist.

The one that was currently hidden under the covers as her hand continued to drift south from my chest, down my abs, to the trail of hair leading to my now-hard cock.

When she let out a little moan in her sleep, all other thoughts were lost to me except tasting her again. Like I’d done several times last night after she asked me to stay . . . something else I didn’t see coming.

Slowly, like an animal on the prowl, I turned over until she was lying on her back, and I hovered over her.

I lifted her tattooed wrist and kissed the ink gently, placing her arm above her head as I gazed down at her. With her dark hair spilled out on the white pillowcase and her even darker lashes resting on her cheeks, she looked like an angel. My fallen angel.

I traced a fingertip down her throat and between her breasts, around a dusky nipple.

She moaned in response, arching into my touch.

I leaned down and followed the same path with leisurely, openmouthed kisses, ending with a long draw on her nipple.

Her hand moved to my hair as I shifted to give the other side equal attention.

I let my hands drift slowly down her ribs and waist to her hips as I gave her entire breast attention, watching as her breathing changed and grew shallow.

When I’d had my fill, I let my tongue lead the way down her belly to her hipbones, where I paid special attention to her imaginary panty line. I could tell she was awake now by the way she undulated beneath me, silently begging for what she wanted.

I pressed another kiss to the center of her pubic bone and glanced up, our eyes clashing. I wondered if she remembered another long-ago day when I’d first tasted her like this. Forbidden fruit. So perfect and sweet. So sinful as we hid out behind the church building while everyone else was at a summer festival not a hundred yards away.

Her lips parted as heat enough to singe me met my gaze, but there was also something more. Something so much more than youthful indiscretions and wayward lust. We’d had a breakthrough last night, but I had no way to name it, and I was in no position to hope for anything.

But I was in a position to make her come, and that I could control.

With purposeful movements, I spread first one of her legs, then the other, placing myself firmly in between with her core wide open before me.

She kept herself open to me, unashamed and glorious, her gaze pinned to my face, her eyes wide and lust-filled.

I teased the sensitive lips of her pussy, running my tongue around the outskirts, kissing each spot lovingly, skipping over her clit each time to kiss another spot. Fingers tangled in my hair as she tried to aim me back on track, but driving my little phoenix mad with need was a mission for the greater good. When I finally rewarded her with a single lick of her clit, she arched off the bed like a woman possessed, and I went dizzy with need as all the blood rushed to my cock.

“Mmm,” I growled against her, sucking her clit gently as her whole body shook.

I used no fingers. I wanted to wake her with something more than just sex. Something deeper. Intimate. It didn’t take long. Three long sucks on her clit with a flick of my tongue over the tip, and her knees drew up as her short nails clawed at my shoulders and she came, long and hard.

I lavished her pussy until she slowed her rocking, then without missing a beat, I moved up her body and slid home.

Sleepy, sated eyes met mine with a smile as she linked our hands and began to move with me. “Good morning.”

“Good morning, Counselor.” I hiked one of her thighs up and began to fuck her with long, deep strokes.

She groaned, then leaned up to kiss me, her tongue wrapping around mine, tasting herself.

I pumped harder and deeper, my body fighting to own hers.

She moaned louder, her hips urging mine on as she sought her second orgasm.

I released her hands so I could grab under her ass, hiking her up higher, closer to me, pumping in a frenzy.

Her nails raked my back hard.

Our eyes clashed.

I’d swear I saw something familiar in those dark depths as she looked at me. Something amazing and terrifying at the same time. Just like it was all those years ago, the night she first told me she loved me.

It couldn’t be. We were in different places now, but fuck if it wasn’t choking me not to say it.

I’d nearly blown it last night, words and emotions falling out of me as I took her for the first time in so damn long. She had no idea, and she never would, how much I still wanted and needed her. I’d take that secret to the grave.

That’s ancient history, dead and gone. We both know it.

“I’m gonna . . .” Her eyes fluttered closed, bringing me back to focus as her second orgasm came over her violently and triggered mine.

My body took over from my heart and I pumped into her hard once, twice, then came with a growl.

I collapsed beside her, panting, then glanced over when she huffed out a laugh.

“That’s one hell of a way to wake up.”

“Glad to be of service.”

She hummed her agreement as she toyed with my chest hair, her fingers tracing my phoenix tattoo.

“CJ did it.”

She nodded silently, continuing her path, her fingertips caressing the vibrant red feathers, and I wondered what she was thinking.

“I’d been teaching him a new technique. We were bored one night, so I let him try it on me. We created the design together, but I never told him my reason for a phoenix.”

Loud banging on the door made us both jump. Hope’s eyes flew to mine, and I sprang into action, jumping out of bed and reaching for my jeans, automatically feeling protective.

More banging, then, “Hope! Can we talk? I brought breakfast!”

This time our eyes met for a whole other reason.

Faith.

“Fuck,” Hope groaned. “Seriously?” She yanked on her robe and shot me a look. “Could her timing be any worse? She’s going to make way too big a deal of this.”

“This?”

“You. Me.” She indicated the bed between us. “This.”

I ignored the bite of hurt as I grabbed my t-shirt and pulled it on. “We could just ignore her. Maybe she’ll go away.”

“Right. Good—”

“Hope?” More knocking. “Is that Tobias’ Bel Air parked out here? Should I worry? Did he get arrested again?”

Hope rolled her eyes and raced to the front door, throwing it open. “Jesus, Faith. Announce it to the whole bayou, would ya?”

“Took you long enough to answer.” Faith did not sound the least bit repentant. “Is everything okay?”

The door closed as their voices filtered inside. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

Silence.

I chuckled as I imagined the two sisters eyeballing each other, doing some kind of sisterly nonverbal communication thing.

Then, “Tobias?” Faith called.

I padded barefoot to the bedroom door and leaned against the frame with a small smile. “Mornin’, Faith.”

Her gaze slowly traveled from the top of my messy hair, over my unshaven cheeks, down to my bare feet, before roving over to her sister in her robe and equally tousled hair.

“Hope Hannah McMasters.”

“What?” Hope said a bit defensively.

With a squeal, Faith launched herself into her arms. “I knew it! I’m so happy for you! I was hoping you two would get back together.”

Hope’s eyes went wide. “Oh—no—it’s not like that—”

And there it was.

But Hope was laughing as her sister hugged her, and her eyes met mine like she needed a lifeline.

“Bullshit,” Faith said, pulling back. “I know what I know.”

“It’s a little early for all that,” I said, helping Hope out. “We’re just getting to know each other again.”

She looked unconvinced. “Yeah, well, I have faith in the two of you—no pun intended.” She shot me a smirk. “And I am super happy to know that Cady is a lying bitch.”

I frowned. “Cady?” Something thudded in my gut as I recalled our last conversation. I’d been brutally honest with her, and to say she hadn’t taken it well would be an understatement.

“Yes.” She opened up the container of kolaches and offered me one, which I shook off. “She’s telling anyone who’ll listen how you and she talked yesterday, and that you’re working things out, and you’re gonna be getting back together.”

“What the fuck?” I said. “That’s not how it went down.”

Faith rolled her eyes as she took a bite of kolache. “Anyone with eyes can see she’s desperate.”

Though Hope had her back to us while she got coffee going, I saw her shoulders tighten when Faith said Cady and I spoke yesterday. I hadn’t told her the details, but surely, she knew this was bullshit. But according to her it’s not like that comment, would she care?

Faith rattled on a bit longer, obviously a little too happy to have found us together, before she grabbed one more kolache and made her getaway. She planted a kiss on my cheek. “Bye.” She drew back and whispered, “This makes me happy.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I nodded and stepped back while she said goodbye to Hope.

Once we were alone, we sat, and I tried to gauge Hope’s mood as she sipped her coffee. “Well, that was awkward.”

She glanced up. “Yeah.”

“We good?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t we be?”

“I’m not sure.” I watched her pick at her uneaten kolache. “That stuff about Cady—”

“It’s really none of my business, Tobias,” she cut me off. “You don’t owe me an explanation.”

I stared at her for a long moment, dumbfounded. “None of your . . .?” I sat back and crossed my arms. “Is that so?”

She stood and tossed her trash. “Yes. Why?”

I said nothing until she faced me, ice princess mask back in place.

“So, let me get this straight . . . A woman I was engaged to is parading around town saying that we’re getting back together, on the same day that you and I end up in bed? And that doesn’t bother you?”

She crossed her arms to mirror mine. “Sounds like I got the better end of the deal. Why should I be bothered?”

I dropped my head back to stare at the ceiling as a thousand emotions churned through my chest. God, I was an idiot.

“Why should I be bothered, Tobias?” she demanded again, with more force.

I snapped my head down to face her again and smacked my palm on the table. “My bad. I was mistaken.” I shoved to my feet and spun to go find my shoes so I could get the hell out of there.

“It’s just sex, T,” she said to my back. “I don’t own you.”

T. She used it again, and I didn’t know which part of that sentence hurt more, even though I heard the falter in her tone, giving her lie away.

We both did.

There was no way I’d ever believe that last night or this morning was just sex. No fucking way. Not us.

And of course she owned me, but I’d never tell her that. I barely had the power to acknowledge it to myself.

I blinked hard and stormed into the bedroom to grab my wallet and sat to yank on my shoes, but she was on my heels.

“Tobias.”

Her tone was clipped, but uncertain.

I rose and met her gaze, but she blocked the doorway. “Move.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and raised her chin in defiance. “Tell me I’m right, T,” she said, shooting that arrow again. “Or tell me I’m wrong.” She closed her eyes on the last whispered words, and the tremble to her lips gave her away.

I cupped her jaw, forcing her to look in my eyes. “You can say what you want about me, Hope. I don’t care. But don’t fucking cheapen this by saying it’s just sex between us. It never was; it never will be.”

Her gaze dropped to my throat as she showed another chink in her armor and her hand came up to wrap around my wrist. “I’m not a needy girl, Tobias. I—I don’t know how to do this.”

“I know that.” I dropped my forehead to hers, my heart hammering in my chest. “God. Don’t you think I know that?” I breathed with her for a long moment. “But all I’ve ever wanted was for you to need me like I need you, and it kills me that you’ll always choose to be alone when you don’t have to be.”

With a soft, pained cry, she melted into my arms and let me hold her.

I kissed the top of her head, wondering if we’d ever get past our baggage. We weren’t kids anymore and life had a way of screwing with all of your best-laid plans.

She drew back after a minute and gazed up at me. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” I pressed a quick kiss to her lips. “And just so you know, Cady is full of shit.”

“I didn’t—”

“I know you didn’t ask. I’m telling you. Because it does matter.” I took the giant leap and spoke the truth. At least part of it. “You matter to me, Hope. You always have. I told her so, and it pissed her off. I think that’s what this is all about.”

She frowned. “Really?”

“Which part?”

She smacked my chest. “You hurt her feelings.”

“You’re worried about Cady’s feelings?” I laughed. “She’s probably out there buying a voodoo doll and hex bags as we speak.”

“Don’t be dramatic.”

“Sadly, I’m not.”

She studied my face. “She loves you.”

I shook my head and said nothing. Because, really, what was there to say? I didn’t want to hurt Cady, but I didn’t want her love either. I’d never burned with passion for her the way I did for Hope.

The only woman I wanted to love me was standing here with me now. In my arms. Close as I could possibly be, yet she felt so very far away.

And the scariest part?

My stupid, stupid heart was ready to jump right back into the inferno for her.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Hope

It’s not just sex . . . you matter to me . . .

Tobias’ words reverberated through my brain while I dressed for the day. He was long gone, off to open the shop for the day, but the taste of him still lingered on my lips and the scent of sex still hung in the air.

I ignored that as I slid back into my toughest lawyer clothes and brushed my hair. I had work to do too, and I wouldn’t be able to do it soaking in pheromones and lust.

You matter to me, Hope . . .

Nope. Wasn’t going there either.

I spun from the mirror and strode to the kitchen for my caffeine fix.

I froze at the threshold, my hand to my heart. “Damn it, Tobias.” He’d gone out into Nanny Rae’s garden, picked a few flowers, and left them in a glass next to the coffeemaker. No note. Nothing extravagant. All him. And I wasn’t sure what to do with it.

I averted my eyes as I made my coffee and slid some bread into the toaster. Didn’t glance over while I poured and doctored my coffee, then buttered my toast. Did not give them the time of day while I sipped and ate half a piece, leaning right there against the counter.

Then the pull was too much to resist.

I turned my head and studied the simple wildflowers that held the few good memories of my childhood and being here with my grandmother. He would know that. He knew everything about me, and he still cared. Every kiss, every caress, even the way he could barely restrain himself when he took me against the wall communicated how much he still cared about me.

And the scariest part? Knowing full well that our “ancient history” was about as buried as I was.
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My phone pinged with a text just as I was parking in front of the police station.

Tobias: Truth or dare?

I bit back a smile, trying to stay serious.

Me: I’m working, Tobias.

Tobias: Then hurry up and answer the question, Counselor.

I studied the screen for a while before relenting. This was dangerous ground we were treading, but damn it, I couldn’t help myself.

Me: Dare . . .

Tobias: Too chicken to tell me any more truths?

Me: No. Just feeling daring.

Tobias: Alright then. My place. Tonight. 7 p.m.

Tobias: No panties.

Me: That’s it?

Tobias: I’ll introduce you to Henry.

Me: Henry? Who’s Henry?

When he didn’t answer, I frowned down at the screen for a long minute, my heart pounding uncomfortably.

Me: Who the hell is Henry?

Me: I don’t do threesomes!

Me: I’m serious!!!

Still no answer, which somehow simultaneously pissed me off and turned me on. Such a Tobias move.

With a frustrated sigh, I got out of the car, yanked up my bag, and strode into the police station. I’d worry about Henry and my panties later.

I was shown the way to Mateo’s office and used the time I waited outside his closed door to get myself together, waving off his secretary’s offer of coffee or water.

A few minutes later, his door opened, and a few officers piled out.

His eyes landed on me, and I took in my brother-in-law in his uniform. Though we were on opposing sides on this particular matter, I guessed I could see the appeal—if my sister was into straitlaced men in uniform types.

“Hope,” he said, indicating for me to come in. “Good morning.”

“Good morning.”

He circled back behind his desk and we both took a seat. I casually took in his office, noting the framed photo of him and Grace on their wedding day next to his computer and the child’s drawing hanging on the wall behind him. My gaze slid down to his wedding band, then quickly back up to his face.

“Brandon Erickson,” I started.

He lifted a brow. “Yes?”

“The basis for the warrant you served on my client revolved around Mr. Erickson’s overdose, correct?”

He studied me carefully, giving nothing away. “Partly.”

“And is your department aware of the severity of Mr. Erickson’s drug history?”

He drew over a folder from an impressive pile and flopped it open, his eyes scanning. “I’m not sure . . .”

I frowned, not sure why the police wouldn’t have looked into this significant bit of information concerning an overdose death. “You can certainly verify anything I tell you today with his girlfriend and rehab documents.”

He glanced up at me. “And your client . . . Mr. Bishop . . . told you these things?”

“Of course. Who else?”

He picked up a pen and nodded, and I shared with him everything I remembered that Tobias had told me about Brandon and his troubles with drugs.

He dutifully jotted it all down, making hums of acknowledgment along the way.

“So, you can see why everything you found could easily have belonged to Brandon and not Tobias,” I said.

Mateo slowly lowered his pen and looked up at me. “Sure. . . except for our witness.”

“Yes,” I admitted. “Except for that. But who is your witness? Someone reliable, I hope?” I tilted my head. “Not someone with an axe to grind against my client or—”

My words fell away as his expression changed. Subtly, but I caught it. “What?”

“Joe Barnes.”

My brain clicked through everything I’d read, coming up empty. Redemption was a small town and I’d never heard of him or even his family name. But I had been gone a while. “I don’t recognize that name; who is he?”

“Do you know if Tobias knows him?” Mateo asked, diverting my question. “Or of him?”

“I’m not sure. I can ask.”

Mateo drew out another folder, his eyes looking far away like his mind was spinning. “The handwriting analysis.”

“Wait. What?”

He drew out a folded piece of paper from another folder and opened it. “The handwriting analysis from the deed for the meat packing plant.”

Now my mind was spinning. “I’m confused. Handwriting analysis?”

“Yes.” He shoved a paper across his desk toward me. “Tobias said he’d never signed the deed.” He punched a finger over Tobias’ signature. “I wasn’t sure if I could believe that or not, his story seemed so damn crazy, but . . .”

My eyes drifted across the handwriting. I knew Tobias’ penmanship. It certainly looked like his signature at a quick glance, but as I leaned closer there was something off in the tilt of capital b and curve of the s’s. I traced a finger over it without looking away. “. . . But your gut instinct told you to double-check,” I finished for him.

“Yeah,” he said. “So I had it analyzed.”

My gaze sliced up to his. “And?”

He indicated a second paper and slid it forward as well. “Most likely forged.”

“So . . .?”

“So, if he didn’t sign the deed, his uncle probably had it forged and most likely had dealings with everything we found at the plant.”

My mind clicked through the details rapid-fire. I may not have ever known about that stupid meat packing plant and everything that was found inside if my own father hadn’t crashed into it. But I did.

I shot up to stand and folded my arms across my chest. “Dealings? You mean a meth lab and a dead body?”

I’d hand it to him. He had an amazing poker face. “Yes.”

“Then he probably is involved in planting the drugs in Tobias’ shop.”

“Maybe.”

“What do you mean, maybe? Isn’t it obvious?”

He crossed his arms. “Speculation and even gut instinct are far from provable in a court of law. You know that, Hope.”

I turned and paced a few steps. “Jesus, Mateo!”

He eyed me for a long moment. “I know you care about him. I promise—”

“This has nothing to do with that,” I interrupted, my feet halting midstep. “This is about what’s right.”

He held up a hand. “Fair enough. Still. I have to do what’s right, too, and that will be based on evidence. And right now, evidence was found in Tobias’ shop and Barnes is pointing the finger at him.”

“So discredit him,” I shot back. “Prove that Barnes has ties to the uncle. That should be a start. Pair it with the forged signature and I think you have a case.” Hell, Brandon’s drug involvement was becoming less and less relevant.

He lifted a brow. “Doing my job for me now?”

I lifted mine right back. “Do I have to?”

We stared each other down for a long moment. “I’ve got this, Hope. Let me handle the police work. You take care of your client.”

I blinked at him, praying for his sake he did not mean that like it sounded.

He didn’t flinch.

“Fine,” I bit out, grabbing the papers we’d just been looking over. “I hope these were my copies?” I said as I slid them into my bag.

He huffed out a laugh. “You must be one hell of a lawyer.”

“Well, go be one hell of a cop and we’ll get along just fine.” I moved to go just as his phone rang.

He held up a finger so I would hold on while he grabbed the line.

My gaze tracked over the photos of him and my sister again, over the open files on his desk, spying the evidence photos of the drugs and cash found in Tobias’ shop. I glanced over the pile of other files he had, wondering how in the world he kept any organization like this, before a couple of other file names caught my eye.

LeVeaux.

Darden.

Autopsy reports.

Something in my gut triggered as my sixth sense told me there was much more to all of this than met the eye, but I quickly looked up as Mateo ended the call.

He stood and we made our way to the door. “I promise you, I will look into everything we talked about today,” he said.

“You do that.”

“And you call me if you find out anything else.” He held out his hand and I took it, nodding to acknowledge the request before getting the hell out of there and getting back to work.
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The rest of my day almost got away from me as I got lost in research. I made a pit stop at Redemption’s tiny local library and dug up all the public records I could on the past three police chiefs, grabbed a quick lunch, then hunkered down at Grace’s place with my laptop to add to my case notes. I honestly wasn’t sure why Mateo would have those files on his desk, mixed with ours, or if that was just a coincidence, but at this point, I put nothing past this shady town.

When I finally came up for air a few hours later, I wasn’t sure how much headway I’d made. Yes, LeVeaux had been murdered and Bollinger was in prison. But Chief Darden had apparently died of a heart attack in his home. I could find no record of an autopsy anywhere.

Then why did I see one sitting on Mateo’s desk?

What, if anything, did any of this have to do with Tobias, and could it help me get him out from under his charges?

Speaking of Tobias . . . I glanced at the time.

“Shit!” I only had an hour until I was supposed to be at his house.

Without my panties. To meet Henry.

I debated calling to cancel, but I’d never been one to back down from a dare. If it turned out to be something too skeevy, I’d figure it out. I’d certainly done worse in my life.

I grabbed a quick shower, then threw on a short summer dress and sandals, no bra or panties—he could thank me later—and headed out sans makeup.

I arrived with five minutes to spare, somewhat relieved to find only Tobias’ car in the driveway. Whoever this Henry was, he must not have arrived yet. Still, a little tingle triggered in my belly as I made my way up to the door and knocked.

That tingle grew to a full-blown shockwave when the door swung open, revealing a bare-chested Tobias in low-riding workout shorts, the fine sheen of perspiration covering his pecs, and down his abs to that sexy V I loved.

“Sorry,” he said with a smirk as my eyes slowly drifted back up to his. “I lost track of time. I was just finishing up my workout.” He stepped back. “Come on in.”

I resisted my impulse to lick his perfectly shiny chest and that phoenix tattoo as I slid by him. “So, what—?” I squeaked in surprise as he spun me around and pushed me against the nearest wall, swallowing up my question with his mouth on mine.

His hot hand traveled up my thigh as his lips and tongue ravished me, his palm blazing a trail toward my ass. “Did you wear panties?” he whispered between brutal kisses.

I moaned as his fingers found me wet and needy. “Have I ever . . .” I gasped as one, then two fingers plunged deep. “Not followed through . . .” My breath caught as his thumb grazed my clit. “Oh, God . . . on a dare?”

He dropped his head to kiss my throat. “No.” He rewarded me with a deeper thrust and more pressure as he nipped at my neck.

I was trembling, on the brink, when he pulled back and brought his fingers to his mouth and slowly sucked them clean with a hum of appreciation.

“Jesus,” I murmured under my breath as I righted my dress, my eyes falling to his impressive erection.

“Give me a few minutes to grab a shower, then I’ll cook us dinner.” He winked when I only stared at him in shock, then gave me a little smack on the ass and strolled down the hall. “Make yourself at home. I’ll be right back.”

I stood there for a full two minutes until I heard the shower crank on down the hall before I turned to take in his house.

Not huge, but neat. Very him with the dark furniture with pops of color and a couple of framed art pieces from unknown artists on the walls. Gigantic television and gaming console. Impressive music collection. I strolled into the kitchen only to falter.

I glanced down the hall. The water was still running.

Tentatively, I made my way toward the cabinet of shot glasses. He had several that he’d clearly collected over the years and from all over. But, somehow, I knew what I’d find even before I saw it.

And there it was.

In the top center spot of honor. A plain, simple, clear glass with no logo. Nothing to indicate it was anything special. Except it was. It was everything.

He’d remembered and he’d kept it all these years.

The glass we smuggled out of The Rogue the night we’d committed to each other. I’d even written it on a napkin and sealed it with a kiss, then he’d given me that hickey that earned me a spot on my knees in the rain all night when I got home.

With a trembling hand, I got on my tiptoes and reached for the glass, wondering if the emotion would somehow be infused in its curves if I touched it. I wrapped my hand around it and lifted it from its spot only to see that it was sitting on something . . .

“Oh my . . . Tobias . . .”

My heart began to thump a slow painfully emotional beat in my chest as I spied ‘H + T 4Ever.’

In an automatic reaction, I curled the glass to my chest and reached for the napkin, not sure what to do with all the everything filling my heart. This was too much. Tobias was too much. We were too much. “I can’t believe you kept this,” I whispered.

“Of course I kept it.” His voice came softly behind me as I realized I’d missed the shower cutting off and his clean scent filling the room. I slowly turned to meet his assessing gaze. “It was the only way I could hold on to you.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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Tobias

I never meant to tell her that, and I was pretty sure it was a mistake by the expression on her face. Hell, I’d barely acknowledged it to myself all these years. Still, something about being with her again after all this time, touching her, kissing her, being inside her body again . . . it was doing things to me that I had zero control over.

“Tobias . . .” She shook her head slowly, as if words failed her.

I shook it off. “Don’t. Let’s not go there.”

She frowned at me.

“What’s the point?” I walked over and gently pried the shot glass from her hand and put it back where it belonged. “We have a past. We both know it. No point rehashing it.” I faced her and she handed over the napkin, which I put away, too. “We’re here. Now. It’s a new day.” I turned around and brushed the hair from her shoulder. “Right?”

She didn’t seem convinced. “I guess.”

“You guess?” I let my hand drift down to the curve of her lower back. “What’s to guess about? What could we possibly do to change the past, even if we wanted to?”

Her brows dipped. “You wouldn’t want to? Change the past?”

“Hell, I don’t know.” I stepped back and raked a hand over my head, eying her closely. “In some ways, yeah, but as painful as it was, our past is what’s made us who we are. I don’t have to like it, but I can accept that.”

She sighed and blinked away.

“Why?” I asked. “Would you change things if you could?”

Her gaze slid back to mine, full of emotion and vulnerability and strength—a volatile mix of the old Hope I used to know and the new Hope I was just coming to learn. “I’m not sure.”

That was the most honest answer I’d ever heard her give, but I knew it was rooted in regret.

I shook my head. “That’s bullshit, Hope.” She gaped at me, but I pressed on. “That’s just regret talking. You wouldn’t change a thing, and we both know it.”

“Excuse—”

“Just hear me out,” I said quietly, taking her hand. “Your life here was awful. You had to get away from that.” I tilted my head. “Yes, you could have stayed here, married me, and I would have done my damnedest to take care of you. But you were made for more.” I held our arms wide. “Look at you! You made it, babe. You’re smart as hell; you’re a goddamn lawyer, and you earned every bit of your success. On your own. And I’m proud of you for that, Hope. I’m only sorry I couldn’t give you what you deserved back then and saved you from the heartache you went through. I’m sorrier than you’ll ever know.”

“You have nothing to be sorry about,” she said as tears filled her dark eyes. “You were literally the only bright spot in my miserable fucking existence back then.” She wrapped her arms around my waist. “As much as I loved my sisters and my mom, it wasn’t the same. They were trapped in the terror of that house too, so in some ways, with them, I was never free.” Her gaze dropped to my collarbone as her fingers played over my skin. “But with you . . . with you, I was free. Happy.” She looked back up at me. “I could be myself with no apologies, and I don’t know that I ever really thanked you for that, Tobias.”

I slid my fingers through her hair. “You don’t have to thank me. You were the same for me.”

She dropped her forehead to my chest and heaved a breath. “This is so messed up.”

“Yeah, well . . .” I pressed a kiss to her head. “It’s us.”

She rolled her head back and forth as if denying the fact and squeezed me tighter.

“You hungry?” I asked.

She lifted her head, and we had a whole silent conversation for several beats, where we made an unspoken agreement to let the emotional stuff go for now. “I could eat,” she finally said.

“Okay.” I leaned down and kissed her, then drew back to head to the fridge. “I don’t have a ton here. I’m going to the store in the morning before I go get Adam, but I have stuff for quesadillas if that’ll work?”

“Sure.” She sidled over to lean on the counter next to me while I prepped dinner. “Adam’s coming home tomorrow?”

A surge of pride filled my chest. “Yeah. Gets released early afternoon.”

“That’s awesome. I bet you’re excited.” She snagged a piece of cheese. “Is he nervous?”

“He hasn’t said, but I’d imagine a little bit.” I handed her the container of salsa and grabbed the bag of chips so she could snack. “Things have changed a lot since he’s been locked up.”

“Not everything,” she murmured before crunching down on a chip.

I glanced over, reading her mind. “Yeah. Faith. I think he’s probably worried about that.”

“Why?”

I plugged in the quesadilla maker to heat and began to assemble precooked chicken, cheese, and tortilla. “Well . . . did you know she’s been writing to him in prison all this time?”

“Yeah, Grace told me.” She moved to the fridge and grabbed us both a water. “And he returned them all. He never wrote her back?”

I shook my head as I closed the lid and listened to the sizzle. “Nope.”

“That’s kinda chickenshit, don’t you think?” she said. “I mean, they were friends. Good friends.”

I opened the lid and slid the food onto two plates, and we moved to the dining room table.

“He said something about not being good for her or whatever,” I said. “Personally, I think he’s an idiot. He needs to quit thinking with his dick.”

Hope nearly choked on her first bite, laughing.

“What?”

She kept giggling.

I held up a hand. “Like you said, they were friends. But if she’d ever given him the slightest chance, he’d have boned her behind the church in a heartbeat.”

She laughed again. “Popular spot.”

“Well, we were nothing if not trendy.”

“So, he really liked her, huh? Interesting,” she said around another bite.

“Because?”

“Pretty sure Saint Faith might have thrown a little caution to the wind if she’d known that,” Hope said. At my raised eyebrow, she shrugged. “Just saying.”

“Well, this ought to be entertaining.”

When we were done, we drifted to the living room sofa, and her feet ended up in my lap while we talked about our days. I told her about the couple of tattoos I’d done and the terrible jokes CJ had told over lunch, as well as the last-minute prep I’d done for Adam’s homecoming. She told me about her visit to Mateo’s office.

“Hold up,” I said. “You just took the copies from his desk and told him to go do his job?”

“Something like that.” She hummed in contentment as my palm rubbed along her calf.

I stared at her in renewed appreciation. The woman was a true badass.

“I still have more research to do on the old chiefs,” she continued. “I’m not sure if the autopsy files he had on his desk had anything to do with your case, but I’ll figure it out.”

I frowned. “Hope. Be careful. Don’t get into trouble on my account.”

Her eyes shot open. “I’m just doing my job.”

“Are you?”

“Yes.”

My hand drifted further up her leg to her thigh, brushing under her short dress. “You sure you’re not going just a bit beyond the call of duty on this one?”

She sucked in a breath as my fingertips found her hips and traced downward. “Not at all.”

I shoved her dress up to expose her to my gaze. “I don’t believe you, Counselor.” I moved to kiss her pussy, but she put a hand to my head.

“Wait. Where’s Henry?”

I burst out laughing.

“What’s so funny? You said—”

I gently bit the inside of her thigh and rose to my knees between her legs and reached for her hand. She took it and sat up. I shifted to point her attention toward the table next to the stereo system. “Hope McMasters, meet my buddy, Henry the Seventh. Henry, this is Hope.”

Her confused gaze flew around the room before finally settling on the bright-blue betta fish swishing around in his bowl. She looked back at me. “That’s Henry?”

“Yes.”

“A fish?”

“Yes.” I laughed. “Don’t knock him. He’s special to me. Him and the six before him, God rest their souls.”

She rose to go investigate. “You name all your fish Henry and just number them?”

I shrugged. “It works.”

She leaned down. “He’s pretty.”

“Boys aren’t pretty.”

She glanced back, her gaze raking over me. “They most certainly are.”

I narrowed my eyes at her, but she just turned back to Henry.

“You know what this means, right? The next one will be Henry the Eighth. How cool is that?”

“I thought I might commemorate the event with a second betta and name her Anne Boleyn.”

This made her laugh. “How morbid.”

I shrugged. “I’d put her in her own bowl. I wouldn’t let him kill her.”

She turned to face me, a gentle smile on her face. “Well. In that case . . .” She sauntered back over and straddled my lap, her fingers playing over my shoulders and arms. “I have to say, I’m really glad Henry is a fish and not another guy. I’m all for dares, but I was worried about that one.”

I cupped her hips and ground her down so her softness melted into my hardness. “I don’t share well. You know that, Hope.”

“Mmmm . . .” She rolled her hips against my cock again. “Thank God.”
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We made love well into the night, and in between found ourselves talking about everything and nothing. It felt like the old us, yet like something so much more . . . like something dangerously new and precious.

We dozed off wrapped up in each other and tangled in my sheets.

I roused when I felt her pull away and roll to sit up. I cracked open my eyes and figured by the light in the room it was just before dawn. “Where are you going?”

She reached down and found her dress and slid it over her head. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you. I need to get home. I have some work to do on your case.”

I snaked a hand around her waist. “Can’t it wait until the sun’s up? Maybe after some breakfast?”

She leaned in far enough to kiss me but sat back. “Probably, but I’d like to get an early start. I don’t have any aides here to help me with the paperwork, so . . .” She kissed me again, longer this time. “Plus, you’re way too distracting.”

“Just making up for lost time,” I murmured, threading a hand through her thick hair.

Her eyes slid up to mine. They held no surprise at my words, no anger or confusion. Just a touch of melancholy. “I need to go, Tobias,” she whispered.

“I know,” I whispered back, instinctively knowing it was about much more than work. Her heart was telling her to run again. But how far this time? And for how long?

She stood and slid her feet into her shoes. “Besides, aren’t you going to be busy with Adam today?”

I rolled to my back and propped my head on my folded arms. “Yeah. You should come by the shop this afternoon and say hi. I’m sure he’d like to see you.”

“Oh, well, I . . . Don’t you think he’ll want some time to get acclimated before being bombarded with company?”

I sat up. “You’re more than company, Hope. You were like family back then.” I took in her hesitation, wondering what it was all about. “Hey, you do whatever makes you comfortable. Don’t worry about us.”

“Right. Okay.” She grabbed her bag from the dresser and faced me with a smile. “I’ll see you later?”

I rose and slowly walked her way.

Her eyes dipped to my naked cock, then back up to my face as I got in her space and cupped her jaw. “I’d better be seeing you sooner rather than later, Hope.” I leaned in and pressed a lingering kiss to her mouth that left no question that my body was far from done with hers.

She moaned and swayed into me, her hands finding my biceps as she kissed me back.

“Mmmm, fair warning,” I said against her mouth. “You might want to get out of here before I decide to rip that dress off you, toss you back on that bed, and fuck you again six ways to Sunday.”

Her short nails dug into my arms. “Unfair,” she breathed.

“Truth,” I said, cupping her ass.

“Leaving,” she said on a chuckle, gently pushing me back, giving me a soft wink as she turned and sauntered out.
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As it turned out, Adam was so fucking stoked to be free, nerves didn’t even play a part. All he wanted to do was celebrate with a big fat burger, a basket of hot fries, and the biggest slice of homemade apple pie he could shove in his pie hole—his words—so we headed straight for the Redemption diner.

I side-eyed him all buffed out in his jeans and t-shirt with his buzz cut as he stared out the passenger window like it was an alien landscape, and tried to reconcile this big man with prison tats as my baby brother. The same one I’d loved since the moment he came home from the hospital all pink and pukey, had played army men with out in the backyard, and done my best to protect from the harsh realities of our backwater world. Not good enough obviously, since a prison jumpsuit was all I could remember seeing him in the last few years, but something in his quiet aura told me he wasn’t the same man I’d watched leave that courtroom after sentencing. Whether that was for better or for worse, I couldn’t tell yet; I only knew I couldn’t shake the horrible feeling it was all my fault.

I signaled to turn onto Main Street. “It’s so good to have you out, man.” I tightened and loosened my grip on the steering wheel as emotion filled my chest. “I’ve missed you, bro.”

He glanced over. “Yeah. I’ve missed you too.” I could tell he wanted to say more, but he held it back as I pulled into the diner parking lot and parked next to a familiar car. Looked like I wasn’t going to have to track down Hope after all.

Automatically, my eyes slid to the large open windows and scanned.

There she was. Crisp white shirt. Hair up in a bun, just begging for my fingers to mess her up. Sweet, pink lips moving as she talked to . . .

Crap.

My gaze flew to my brother as he stepped out of the Charger.

“Adam. Wait.” When he leaned back down to look in at me, I tried to look apologetic. “I swear, I did not do this on purpose.”

His brows crinkled in confusion. “What?”

“Well. As I live and breathe, if it isn’t Adam Bishop.”

His eyes closed and jaw tightened. He dropped his head a little as if steeling for a beatdown. “Fuck,” he muttered, slowly standing upright.

“Shit,” I said under my breath as I smirked and palmed my keys. I got out and saw Faith, standing there not ten feet away like a tiny force of nature in her bright-green Redemption Church t-shirt tied in a knot at the waist of her white jeans, one hand propped on a hip, her blond locks pulled back in a low ponytail.

Her expression was neutral, but I more than recognized the defiant lift of her chin. That, I was relearning, was a McMasters’ tell when they dug down deep for strength.

Adam turned and looked at her, stone-faced. Not a smile, not a “Hey”, nothing. Honestly, I kind of wanted to slap him upside the head for that. She didn’t deserve this asshole move.

I watched her fake confidence lose its hold.

“Seriously?” she asked, her voice so quiet it was almost a whisper. “You can’t say hello to me?”

She walked closer, crossing her arms over her chest, and Adam slipped his hands into his pockets. To look tough—sure. But I knew that move well. It was to keep from touching her.

Faith looked tiny next to him, but the look she leveled him with would bring any man down to her level.

“I’ve written you every week since you left,” she said, her tone low.

Adam nodded.

Damn it, speak, boy. You were raised better than this.

“I got them,” he finally said as if he heard my thoughts.

Faith’s throat worked as she swallowed, and I knew her well enough to know she was trying not to cry in front of him. “You got them,” she echoed, a bitter chuckle following that held the hurt she’d been harboring. “Well, good. Because that’s what I was worried about. The quality control of the postal service.”

Adam blew out a breath. “Faith—”

“Kiss my lily-white ass, Adam,” she said, stepping up into his space. Her big blue eyes were shimmering with tears, but I had the feeling they were more angry than sad. “We were friends. We were—” She narrowed those eyes at him with something unspoken that clearly only he knew. She hugged herself tighter. “You—”

“I told you to walk away, and I meant it,” he finally said, his voice a low growl.

Faith let go a humorless laugh as two tears blinked free. “Well, Mr. Bishop,” she said, her voice quivering as she gave him a brilliant smile. “You got it. I may be slow to catch on, but I’m not stupid. You can watch me walk away now.”

Hope, who was right behind her, gave me a silent look of we’ll catch up later as she turned and followed her sister back inside the diner.

I saw the momentary flash of pain fill my brother’s eyes before he quickly banked it away. He scrubbed his hands roughly over his short buzz cut and down over his face, before balling his hands into fists.

He turned like he was about to punch in the Dodge’s window, and I grabbed his fist. Wild, angry eyes met mine.

“I don’t think so, brother,” I said under my breath. “Dial it down.”

Adam breathed in fast through his nose and backed up. “Fuck,” he muttered, turning and pacing a few steps before stopping and flexing his fingers. He shook his head. “Sorry.”

“You alright?”

He rolled his head on his shoulders and let out a deep breath. “I’m a free man,” he said. “That’s as good as I’m gonna get.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“Fuck no,” he said.

Thank fuck for that. I opened the diner door. “Then let’s eat.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Hope

From our booth, I watched Tobias and Adam walk into the diner and head to the most opposite corner that they possibly could. Adam grabbed a plastic menu from behind the napkin dispenser and glared at it.

Much like Faith was right now. Wow. Tobias had been right about the entertainment factor. It was like being back in high school, but God, it killed me to see my little sister like this. I glanced at her. Everything in her posture screamed tension, like she just wanted to go home and lose her shit, but had to sit through this hell first.

Grace had been right to worry. I thought Faith had gotten over her teenaged crush on her friend long ago and that writing to Adam was really just keeping in touch, but the look of true pain on her pretty face told me otherwise. She’d harbored hope for something that he’d just obliterated in one icy blow.

“Faith—”

“No.” She held up a finger, her blue eyes watery but remarkably strong when she faced me. “Don’t. I just . . .” She shook her head as if lost for words. “Not now. Maybe later we can commiserate about what an asshole he is or whatever, but not now. I just can’t, okay?”

“Sure. Whatever you need.” I glanced over to find Tobias’ attention was on his brother. “Want to get out of here?”

“God, yes.”

We had just made it to my car when Faith’s cell buzzed. She reached into her pocket and pulled it out.

“Hey, Grace,” she said. “Hope and I were just—” Her eyes flew to mine as she listened, her face growing paler by the second. “Oh my God—” She sunk against my car as if her legs had turned to Jell-O, her entire body trembling now like a leaf in winter.

I rushed over to her, fear rippling up my spine. “Faith?” I crouched next to her as she bent over as if to catch her breath.

She ignored me. “When?” she asked Grace.

She squeezed her eyes shut and listened a few moments longer, fat tears dribbling down her cheeks. “Okay. Okay. Alright. We’ll be there.”

She ended the call and dropped her arm listlessly by her side as if all the fight had suddenly been sucked from her body.

I grabbed her hand. “Faith? What is it?” But even as the words left my mouth, I knew. Only one thing could crumple her like that.

Finally, she met my gaze. “He’s gone, Hope.” At my knowing stare, she threw off my hand and stood. “You got what you wanted,” she said with bite. “Daddy’s dead.”
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My thoughts were blessedly silent on the drive back to the hospice.

You got what you wanted . . .

Had I wished my father dead? Yes. A million times. And a part of me was ashamed to admit that now that the time had come, I didn’t feel more.

Maybe I was in shock. Numb. I’d heard that was a part of the process. I consoled myself with the thought as I pulled up next to Faith’s compact car and parked, shooting her a concerned glance as we both got out. She was dry-eyed and quiet. Not a good sign. Knowing her, that meant we were in for a meltdown of epic proportions, and after all she’d done for Daddy Dearest, frankly, she deserved one.

She fell into step beside me. “I texted a few people on my way over here. Doris is going to help me put together a few things for the memorial service. Ruth said she’d play the piano.” She glanced over. “Daddy did always love it when she played.” She faced forward again. “I left a message for Father Doyle about officiating, and I’m sure the parishioners will help with the food and—”

“Wait.” I stopped on the sidewalk and turned to her.

She had to stop and come back a few steps. “What?”

“What are you doing?”

She frowned. “Planning. Why?”

“Faith.” I tilted my head. “We haven’t even been inside to . . .” I paused and smiled tightly as a nurse walked by us to head in.

“To what?” Faith asked impatiently. “There’s a lot to do. You know that.”

“Yes, Faith,” I said gently, touching her arm, “but there’s time. Take a minute to—” I gestured toward the building. “I’m saying you don’t have to do it all by yourself.”

She yanked her arm away, temper flaring in her blue eyes. “Really? Since when? I’ve done it all by myself for years now while Grace has kept one foot in and one out, and you’ve been where? Huh? Where have you been?”

“That’s not fair.”

“Funny, because it sounds pretty much like the truth to me!” She ignored the older couple who walked by us, pretending not to eavesdrop as they headed inside. She must have been pissed because the Faith I knew would’ve done everything possible to save face with the good folks of Redemption. Luckily, they didn’t look familiar.

“Now isn’t the time to talk about this,” I hissed under my breath, stepping toward the door.

“No? Do tell me when it will be a good time for you. When you walk away again and go back to ignoring your family?”

I rounded on her, fury pulsing through my veins. If I didn’t know she was lashing out because of the pain she was in, I’d slap the shit out of her. As it was, I was having a hard time holding back because she was pushing every button I had. I had pain, too, just of a different kind.

“I’m giving you a pass, Faith, but that’s it.” I held up a finger when I saw words on the tip of her tongue. “I told you about the abuse. I’m not rehashing it. I’m grateful it didn’t happen to you, but you’re a grown woman now. You should understand why I had to leave and why Grace kept her distance. It wasn’t to hurt you. It had nothing to do with you, so you’re gonna have to let that go.”

She stared at me with those big blue eyes, her anger dissolving into anguish as her tears won out. “I know,” she eventually whispered on a sob. “I’m so, so sorry.”

I moved us toward a bench and sat with her, collecting her to me in a hug. “You have nothing to be sorry about.”

I glanced over as Grace, with her usual perfect timing, pushed out the doors as if she was looking for us. I saw her gentle smile when she spotted us and headed our way. She sat on the other side of Faith and grabbed my hand so we created a chain with Faith in the middle.

I pressed a kiss to the top of Faith’s head. “I love you. We’re sisters. Nothing can change that.”

“Ditto,” Grace added, rubbing her back as she caught my eye, and we exchanged a meaningful look that only our shared history could explain.

Faith was crying openly now, wrapped between the two of us. “I love you too,” she said between her tears.

We sat together a few more minutes as Faith cried it out. I held her up while Grace provided sweet support, her own eyes red as if she’d shed a few tears, but that was over and done for her.

Finally, Faith sat back with a final swipe under her eyes. “I need to go inside and see him.”

“Okay.” I stood to go with her.

She shook her head. “I’d like to go alone at first if you don’t mind.”

“Sure. I’ll be behind you in a few minutes.”

She nodded and headed inside, leaving me and Grace alone on the bench.

Grace turned to look at me, her eyes tired. “Think she’ll be okay?”

“Eventually.” I told her quickly about running into the Bishop brothers before we got her call.

“Oh, shit.”

“Oh, shit is right. Him shutting her down like that, and now being back and . . . everywhere? That’s gonna be rough enough, without the reverend dying. She has a lot to sort through.”

“I’ll be here to help her.”

I blinked away as her words hit me hard. Of course, the obvious implication was now that our father was gone, I’d be leaving. Why wouldn’t they think that? That was always the plan. Right?

She grabbed my hand. “Hope?”

“Yeah?”

“What’s up?”

“Nothing’s up.”

“Liar.” A soft smile touched her lips. “I can still tell when you’ve got something on your mind. Is it all this?” She tilted her head toward the hospice center.

I shrugged, suddenly unclear and unsettled.

“Everything okay with Tobias?”

And there it was.

My heart began to thrum uncomfortably in my chest as she hit the proverbial nail on the head. “Sure, why wouldn’t it be?”

“No reason.” Her expression said otherwise, but she didn’t press. Instead, she stood. “Think we should go inside and check on Faith?”

“Yeah.” I rose and linked arms with her. As we got to the door, I hesitated. “Were you here when it happened?”

Her expression clouded. “Yes.”

“Did he . . .?” I don’t even know what I wanted to ask. Did he suffer? Did he beg forgiveness for being such a shitty father? Did God thunder down all of the eternal damnation that was probably deserved? Did he gasp and whimper like the sleazeball he was?

She cupped her hand over my arm. “It was quiet,” she said, seeming to hear my thoughts. “They kept him well medicated, so he just drifted away in his sleep. Uneventful and painless.”

My gaze dropped to the ground, and I said nothing.

“Judgment isn’t ours to give,” she said under her breath. “Way I figure it, he’s getting his about now.”

Our eyes met, and we shared an understanding deeper than most people would ever understand. “I think you’re probably right.”

And in that moment, I knew I’d be okay . . . or at least I’d get there.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Tobias

It was late when I finally headed home. After I got Adam settled into his new place above the shop, I showed him around, then we closed down early so CJ could ink him with a commemorative tat before we all went out for dinner and a couple beers. God, it was so fucking good to have my brother home where he belonged.

I hadn’t heard from Hope since the clusterfuck at the diner, but I figured she was giving me and Adam space like she’d mentioned. That’s why it shocked me so much to roll up into my driveway and find her there, sitting in her car, looking lost and emotionally exhausted. She didn’t even get out of her car when I pulled in next to her.

Frowning, I rounded to her and knocked gently on her window.

She tilted her head to look up at me, tears glistening on her cheeks.

“Shit.” I opened her door. “What’s wrong? How long have you been out here?”

She shrugged half-heartedly. “Maybe an hour or two?”

What the fuck? I crouched down and grabbed one of her hands. “Why didn’t you call me? Are you okay?”

“My phone died, and I think I left my charger inside your place.”

She clearly ignored the more important question.

“Hope.”

Sad eyes blinked my way.

“What’s going on?” More tears rolled down her face, gutting me. “Is it Faith?” I brushed the hair back from one cheek and cupped her jaw in my palm as she shook her head. “Tell me.”

“He’s gone and I’m not sure why I’m crying.”

He’s gone.

I absorbed her words, taking in my hurting girl, a prisoner to the same pain she’d had her whole life. She’d run, yet all it had done was bring her full circle to the source of her torment. I’m sure life felt like a cruel bitch right about now, but it was clear that facing down her biggest demons would be the only way for her to truly heal. The question that I had to face—was I one of those demons or a part of her healing?

I didn’t waste words by telling her I was sorry because I wasn’t. I just gave her what she’d come for. I leaned in and scooped her up, shoving her door closed with my foot as she cuddled into my chest like it was the only warmth she’d had in days.

I brought her in and headed straight for the bathroom, where I set her down on the counter while I drew her up a bath. I didn’t have girly bubble bath stuff, but I made do with some of my body wash. Once it was steamy and full, I pulled her to stand, stripped her down, and helped her into the water.

“Have you eaten?” I asked.

She shook her head.

“Relax in here for a little bit,” I commanded. “I’ll be right back.”

I went to my room to kick off my shoes and change into a pair of gym shorts and put her phone on the charger before heading to the kitchen. I scrounged up some cheese and crackers and, after debating it a minute, grabbed her a Corona with lime.

I was grateful that when I returned, the tears were gone as she opened her eyes and looked up at me.

I set the tray of food next to the sink and lifted the beer with a questioning lift of my brow.

She smiled and lifted a soapy hand to take it. “Thanks.”

“No problem.”

I let her take a sip, then offered her a cheese-laden cracker and a kiss, which she also accepted. “This is perfect,” she said with a smile. “I am so glad you did not marry that other girl.”

I smiled back. “Me, too.”

I sat on the ground next to her with my arms resting on my bent knees and let her eat her fill and drink most of her beer. When she relaxed back with one hand swishing in the water, I figured it was safe. “Wanna talk about it?”

“Not really,” she admitted, her dark eyes sliding over to meet mine. “But I guess I should, huh?”

“You will never have any judgment from me, baby. You know that.”

“Tobias Bishop. My solid rock.” She said it with such sadness, it made me wonder if it was meant to be a compliment or not. She took another sip of beer before going on. “It’s just too bad my own father wasn’t up for the challenge.” She shot me a glance. “Sometimes I wonder if he fucked me up for life, ya know?”

“Baby, no—”

She shook her head, cutting me off. “But I won’t let him win like that. That evil bastard doesn’t deserve the right . . . I mean, all I ever did was try to please him . . . try to make him love me.” Her gaze drifted to her beer. “Until I didn’t anymore.”

She swiped angrily at the few tears that fell loose. “He doesn’t deserve for me to care.” She looked up at me in defiance. “And I’m not sure I do. As I sat outside your house tonight, it dawned on me that I won’t miss him. I’m going to miss the idea of him. The possibility—the fantasy of having a real father. I was robbed of that, Tobias, and it fucking hurts.” She set her beer down. “But do you know what hurts the worst? Out of all of it?”

My throat was raw as I felt her pain. “What?”

“That Grace and I weren’t good enough, but Faith got to have that love . . . she knows what that feels like, and a tiny, shitty part of me resents her for it.”

I wanted to reassure her she wasn’t shitty. That I’d seen it all and she was fully justified in her feelings.

More than that, I wanted to crawl inside that water, curl around her, and tell her how much I fucking loved her. Then, now, and forever. But it wasn’t the right time. I couldn’t fix Hope’s broken pieces with my love. She didn’t want it back then; she surely wouldn’t want it now. She had to learn to fix herself and accept my love on her own terms as the beautifully fractured and perfectly healed person she could be. It was the only way.

So I gave her the only thing I could.

I leaned over and brushed my lips across hers in understanding. “I know.”

She nodded against me as if to acknowledge much more than my words—as if she knew I was holding back those three big words and was silently thanking me for it because she wasn’t ready to deal with that tonight.

“I’m sorry you had to wait outside,” I whispered against her mouth.

“It’s okay. It gave me time to think.”

I ran my nose along hers and kissed her temple. “Still. If I’d known, I would have been here.”

She hummed a little sound from the back of her throat as I kissed her behind her ear. “It’s fine. Really. Did you have fun with your brother?”

“I did, but we can talk about him later.” I wrapped my arms around her waist and helped her to stand, wrapping her in a towel.

“I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself you know.”

“I’m aware.” I kept drying her off. “You’ve been doing that for a while now. But you’ve had a rough day. It won’t kill you to relax and let me take care of you for a minute.”

“Only if you let me return the favor sometime.”

I paused in drying her calf to glance up at her face, but her eyes were closed. I went back to drying, not sure if she meant to say something that sounded so future-focused. “I’ll take you up on that, Counselor.” I stood once she was dry and hung up the towel, facing her. She looked exhausted. “Okay.” I tapped her butt. “To bed.”

She didn’t argue. She crawled up into my bed and I covered her up before dropping my shorts and climbing in with her. She curled up into my embrace with a contented sigh. “Thank you for tonight, Tobias. You always were the best boyfriend.”

I smiled up at the ceiling.

Before I could say anything, she smacked my abs. “Don’t go reading anything into that.” I heard the smile in her sleepy voice when she added, “You’re my boytoy and that’s it.”

I barked out a laugh. “Yes, ma’am. Happy to be of service.”
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My phone buzzing on the nightstand next to my head jolted me from a dead sleep. With a grunt, I squinted at the alarm clock.

Just after three a.m.

A very warm and naked Hope was still snuggled in next to me, even closer if that was possible, as if she’d let her defenses down in her sleep and was absorbing whatever comfort I had to offer her.

I very nearly ignored my phone when it died down, except it started up again. Who the fuck was calling me at this time of night?

Careful not to jostle Hope too much, I grabbed my phone and checked the ID.

It took a second for my half-asleep brain to process the digits, but then I recognized the landline number of my apartment above the shop.

I hit the accept button. “Adam?” I whispered.

“Yeah,” he said, clearly wide awake and with something in his voice that made me nervous. “Sorry, bro.”

“You okay?”

“I’m fine, but the cops are here, and they need you to come back to the shop.”

I gently shifted Hope off my chest and rolled to sit up. “Cops?” I hissed.

“I don’t know what the fuck, man . . .” I heard the agitation in his voice now and could imagine him pacing. “I was reading because I couldn’t sleep, and I heard something . . . like a knock and the clank of metal on cement. I went to see if maybe it was you or CJ, and there was some shady dude down there, jimmying the front lock. When he saw me, he made a run for it, but instinct took over and I tackled his ass on the sidewalk and held him until the police showed up.”

I was up and yanking on clothes before he’d finished speaking, my heart thundering in my chest.

Someone had tried to break into my shop again.

Motherfucker.

But this time, my baby brother had put the kibosh on their plans. Maybe I’d finally get one step ahead of these damn charges against me, but he was on probation. He couldn’t afford to have assault charges come down on him.

“It’s fine, Adam,” I said quietly. “Tell them I’m on my way.”

We hung up and I twisted to look at Hope, still sound asleep in my bed, all tousled and warm, and so beautiful it hurt to look at her.

She’d had a rough day. I didn’t want to wake her. In the end, I left her a note.

Adam called, I had to go. I’ll explain later.

Grab some coffee and breakfast before you head out.

T.

xo

I parked next to what I now recognized as Mateo Beckett’s truck and two police cars when I got to the shop and jogged up to the door.

A stony-faced Adam greeted me from the stool near my station. He met my eyes, then glanced toward the far office, where the original stash of drugs and cash that started this whole mess had been found. The door was open, and the light was on, and Mateo strolled out, his face drawn and somber, his five o’clock shadow thick.

“Tobias,” he said, his voice serious as he strode over, his glance darting from me to my brother, then back.

“Mateo.”

“Can we step outside to talk for a minute?”

“Sure.”

We pushed back outside, and I waited to hear what he had to say.

He paced a few steps, his gaze unreadable, before he paced back and tucked his hands in the pockets of his pants.

“Adam’s not in trouble for jumping the guy, is he?” I blurted out. “I would have done the—”

“No, he’s fine,” Mateo said distractedly. My heart slowed a fraction. “Do you know an Earl Glover?”

I frowned over the name. “No. Why? That the asshole my brother tackled?”

“It is.” He huffed out a breath as his gaze tracked over the beam of the streetlight. “I gotta tell you, Tobias, you’re lucky Adam caught him red-handed and called us like he did.” His eyes landed on mine with the weight of a Mack truck. “The evidence Glover had on him is incriminating as hell.”

“Am I allowed to ask what evidence?”

“You can ask, but I can’t tell you.” He looked me right in the eye with a lifted brow. “But I will say a good attorney should be able to get all of your charges dropped so you can get on with your life.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

I wasn’t sure if I should be pissed or relieved. I decided it might be best not to question it—especially when it was the chief of police. I nodded and glanced over as one of Mateo’s officers led a handcuffed man out the door toward a cruiser. I eyeballed him, searching my memory bank for a hint of recognition, but none came.

Adam came outside just as they drove off, his eyes searching mine, and I nodded that all was okay. Mateo moved toward the door.

“We’ll finish up and be out of your way as quick as possible.”

“Yeah, no problem.”

He paused, dropping his head as if debating whether or not to say something. He finally glanced up as if his conscience got the better of him. “You didn’t hear this from me, guys, but Earl Glover?” He inclined his head toward the cruiser that had just left. “I happen to know he was a recent prison buddy of your uncle’s.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Hope

I woke up cold and emotionally discombobulated.

I stretched out my hand and found empty mattress where Tobias should have been. I cracked my eyes open and tried to settle into my feelings as everything from the day before rolled back over me with the weight of a lead blanket.

The death of my father.

The things Faith said to me in the parking lot . . . the pain in her eyes that was my fault.

The way I’d crumpled under the weight of it all and run to Tobias.

The way I’d wished I could have done it all those years ago . . .

My fingers brushed over a piece of paper and I lifted it, squinting in the dim light of morning that had crept in through the blinds.

Adam called, I had to go. I’ll explain later.

Grab some coffee and breakfast before you head out.

Adam called?

In the middle of the damn night?

So he leaves me in bed, just like that? This was how it was going to be? With a cry, I crumpled up his note and hurled it against the wall.

I’m ashamed to admit, even to myself, that my first thought was not about Adam’s well-being. No. Sadly, the petty part of me that had spent a lifetime feeling second-best reared its ugly head. Adam was a big, strong guy who’d just gotten out of prison. What could he possibly need that took priority over Tobias being here with me when I was so—

Oh, hell no. I chopped that thought’s head off before it could go any further.

I was no longer a weak young girl who needed her boyfriend. Not that I was ever weak, and Jesus, he wasn’t even my boyfriend. This was ridiculous. Emotional and ridiculous.

I threw the covers off and got out of bed, ignoring his invitation of coffee and breakfast. Instead, I dressed and let myself out, making a barefoot dash to my car.

I blared the radio on the drive back to Grace’s place, then grabbed a quick shower and changed clothes. When I got out, I saw a missed call from Tobias, but he didn’t leave a message.

There was also a text from Mateo Beckett. When you get time, can you call or swing by my office? I’m sure you heard about what happened last night at Espérer, but I need to update you on some pertinent details concerning Tobias’ case. Thanks.

I had to read it a couple of times to make sure I got it. Something happened last night? Shit, that’s why Adam called. Now I felt like a jerk.

I took a breath and called Tobias back.

“Hey, babe,” he said, answering me on the first ring.

“Hey. You okay?”

“I’m good. Sorry for ducking out like that. Adam had an issue here at the shop.”

I sat on the edge of the bed, my heart hammering. “What happened?”

“Someone tried to break in again, but he caught them in the act and held him until the cops showed up.”

“Oh, God. Is Adam okay?”

“Oh, yeah. Scraped up knuckles, but that’s about it. Can’t say about the other guy.”

“Do you know who it was?”

“Somebody named Earl Glover. Mateo said he knew my uncle in prison.”

“Ah.”

“Ah, what?”

“That might explain why Mateo texted that he wants to meet. He says he has some information about your case.”

“I certainly fucking hope so. Apparently, this Earl asshole had some incriminating evidence on him that he was trying to slip in and plant. Maybe you can find out what it was and get these charges dropped for good.”

“I’ll certainly do my best.”

We were silent for a long moment while I toyed with my comforter.

“Hope? You okay?”

I straightened my spine, even though he couldn’t see it, and sucked in a resolved breath. “Yup. I’m good.” I stood and headed toward the closet. “I need to go so I can get with Mateo. I’ll be in touch.”

He didn’t sound convinced when he agreed, but I hung up before he could question me further.
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“Hope.” Mateo stood to greet me, reaching for my hand but pulling me into a gentle hug, surprising me. He drew back and looked me in the eye. “I’m sorry about your father,” he said gently.

I wasn’t sure how to respond, so I simply nodded my thanks as we took our seats in his office and I took in my brother-in-law once again. Grace really had found a good one with him, even if they had met in the strangest of circumstances.

He sat forward and interlaced his fingers as he faced me. “You holding up okay?”

“I’m fine,” I answered by rote, instantly hating the question. Obviously, he knew all about our family history, so why would he even ask? “How’s Grace?”

He gave a small shrug. “Holding up the best she can. I know she’s glad you’re here.”

I nodded again, not sensing any judgment in his words, only an honest observation.

“Well . . .” He took a breath and leaned back, opening a folder on his desk. “Last night was rather eventful, as I’m sure you heard.” His eyes met mine.

“Yes.” I didn’t elaborate, keeping it in lawyer-mode.

He tipped his head in acknowledgment, pulling out a piece of paper and sliding it toward me.

I didn’t look down; instead, I kept my focus on him. “What’s that?”

We locked eyes and half of his mouth tipped up in an appreciative smile. “You’re a tough one, aren’t you?”

“I’ve been accused of it.”

He barked out a laugh. “I’m just glad I don’t have to face you in a courtroom.”

“Take care of my sister and you never will.” I lifted a brow with a shrug, then pointed at the paper. “Now, what is that?”

He just shook his head and let my words roll off his back as if the idea of hurting my sister was preposterous. “All charges against Tobias Bishop are being dropped.”

“Because you have new evidence from last night?”

“Yes.”

“Which is?”

“Our new suspect had evidence on him that was conclusively linked to the previous evidence that was obtained on Mr. Bishop’s property. Plus, additional evidence that was attempting to be placed, linked to the murder of Chief LaVeaux.”

My brain began to click at warp speed, putting that together. “So . . . more drug evidence, as well as evidence linked to a murder?”

“Yes.”

“And, as I understand, this suspect has been linked to Chief Bollinger?”

He frowned at me, but I didn’t play games. “I can’t comment on that at this time.”

“No need to. I expect that you’ll do your due diligence.” I picked up the paper now and scanned the document, clearing Tobias of all charges before I looked Mateo in the eye again. “Is this all?”

“What else is there?”

“I do believe your department owes my client an apology.”

“An apology?” he bit out, his expression nonplussed. “For what? Doing my job?”

“Yes, you did your job.” I rose and stuffed the papers into my bag. “But you also failed to listen. To believe him. You didn’t look into any and all evidence, such as Brandon Erickson’s drug history or his uncle . . . which, obviously was the route to take, given where we are today. Because, in the meantime, all of this has affected his business reputation, his finances, and his life.”

“There are procedures, Hope. You know that.”

“I do.” I paused at the door. “But I also know Tobias. And so should you.”
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I should have been happy that Tobias had been exonerated. I was happy. I had no explanation for the sticky web of feelings that were tangled in my chest, other than with my father dead, Tobias’ case being closed was literally the last thing holding me to Redemption.

I was free to leave, right after the funeral.

Just like the last one.

It had to be relief that I was feeling.

Had to be.

I spent the next few days buried in details—the final paperwork on Tobias’ case, helping my sisters with the funeral planning and things they didn’t want to deal with like death certificates and life insurance, and generally learning to be a family of three sisters who were blessedly free for the first time in our lives.

I saw Tobias intermittently when time allowed, and he seemed to understand. Honestly, I figured he was glad to have the freedom to focus on his brother after so much time apart. He didn’t question it and he didn’t push me. He also never said if he got that apology from Mateo, which might have been pushing it on my part to mention, and something I’d never done for another client, but it was how I felt. Tobias spent his entire life being judged by this town because of his blood and his last name. After all he’d accomplished, he deserved better.

He deserved better.

You were made for more . . . you’re a goddamn lawyer, and you earned every bit of your success. On your own. And I’m proud of you for that, Hope.

His words ripped through my mind as I showered and dressed for the funeral, simultaneously breaking my heart and mending it. Yes, I’d made it on my own, but at what cost?

I shook that off as my phone rang.

I answered it on speaker as I put on my earrings. “Hey, Grace.”

“Hey, yourself. How are you this morning?”

“I haven’t run back to Atlanta, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

She laughed and I heard little Olivia’s singsong voice in the background as well as Mateo’s deeper voice talking to her. “Well, thank goodness. I’m not sure I could make it through without you.”

“Same here.” I slid in my other earring. “Think Faith will be okay?”

“She will be. She’s stronger than I think we give her credit for.”

I paused, then picked up my lip gloss. “I think you’re right.”

“So . . . Is Tobias coming with you?”

I rolled my lips, then shot the phone a glance. “I’m sure he’ll be there.”

“What does that mean?”

I picked up the phone and moved back to the bedroom to slide on my shoes. “It means, I’m sure he’ll be there.”

“Hope Hannah.”

“Grace Elizabeth,” I shot back.

“What’s going on with you two?”

I stood in my heels and picked up my purse. “Nothing.” I nearly choked on the lie as it curled around my heart and squeezed, making me blink back the bite of tears. “We . . .”

“You, what?” Now she sounded concerned. “I thought things were going well. Did something happen?”

“No.” Yes. Everything happened, I realized with a thud. I’d gone and gotten feelings for him again. More like I’d unearthed the ones I always had instead of leaving them buried like I should have. Shit.

“Then what?”

“Then nothing,” I said, pulling on every lawyer trick I knew to keep my voice even. “We’ve reconnected and enjoyed each other’s company while I’ve been in town. It’s nothing serious. We both know that.”

I could feel my sister’s incredulous stare over the phone just before her exasperated sigh puffed across the line.

“What?” I demanded.

“You and Faith and those Bishop brothers are going to be the death of me,” she said. “You’re so smart and yet so stupid.”

“What—?”

“I love you,” she interrupted. “I’ll see you at the church.”

Then the line went dead.
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The funeral was a blur.

It was packed with people and absolutely exhausting as the three of us played the roles of the grieving daughters. Tobias and Adam did show up, but they kept their distance as we were hoarded by the townspeople, which was just as well. We wouldn’t have had the chance to talk in all the commotion.

Grace and Mateo left early because Olivia was getting cranky and Grace couldn’t hold up either with her blossoming pregnancy and swollen ankles.

Faith handled it all much better than I did since she knew everyone in town. They gravitated to her naturally as a part of the church, and though her normal sunny disposition showed on the surface, there was something missing there. A light, perhaps. She played it well, but I was learning her again.

I, on the other hand, was the token McMasters daughter. The rebel. The prodigal. The one he never wanted and never loved, and I think, deep down, everyone knew it as well as I did, though they were polite enough to pretend differently at the funeral, making some small talk and dishing out polite condolences about being sorry for my loss and offering to be a phone call away. I nodded politely and shook hands ad nauseum until it was finally over, then drove home and collapsed in bed, sleeping soundly for nearly twelve hours.

I woke up to my phone buzzing with a text from Faith to me and Grace. Can you guys meet me at the church today to start work on clearing out Daddy’s office? Maybe noon? I’ll bring lunch . . .

I groaned and checked the clock. That gave me just enough time to shower and get back over there. Ugh. But I’d do it for her because my penance was nearly paid, then I could get the hell out of this town.

I ignored the stab of pain that shot through my heart at that thought.

Me: Sure. And I’ll bring the wine ;)

Grace: Not fair to the pregnant folks! But I’ll be there.

Faith: xoxo

I rolled up to the Redemption Road Church parking lot just a little bit late but armed with some snacks, the best bottle of Pinot Grigio I could find, and some glasses from the house. I frowned when I spotted not only Grace’s and Faith’s cars, but also Mateo’s work truck plus a police car. Talk about a buzzkill on an already not fun task.

With a sigh, I grabbed my bags and made my way inside, only to stop short in the lobby when I spotted Grace sitting in a chair, her head in her hands.

“Grace? You okay?” I rushed over and sat next to her.

She lifted her head and met my gaze. “Hope. Hey.”

Mateo walked out of the back office then in his uniform with Faith right behind him, his gaze moving from me to Grace. “Looks like they came in through the kitchen door. The lock is old and was easily picked. Whoever it was, they only went through the secretary’s desk and your father’s office, but it doesn’t appear they took anything that I can tell. You girls will have to let me know for sure. Are there security cameras here at the church?”

“No,” Faith said. “We don’t keep much cash here or anything . . .”

“Someone broke into the church?” I asked.

He nodded. “Looks like it.”

“What the hell for?”

Grace shrugged. “Kids maybe? Who knows?”

“Well, there is a growing drug problem here in Redemption,” Mateo said. “Could have been someone looking for quick cash related to that.”

“Oh, God!” Faith’s big blue eyes caught mine.

“What do we do now?” I asked.

“I’d recommend those security cameras for starters,” he said. “And I’ll keep an officer outside while you go through and make sure nothing was stolen and clean up.”

I nodded and reached for Faith’s hand. She squeezed tight.

He leaned over and kissed Grace. “Call me if you need me. I’ll be back to check on you all after a while, okay?”

She nodded. “Okay. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

He kissed her again on the top of her head, then nodded at us all before heading out.

My sisters sat there staring at each other as if in shock, so it looked like it was going to be up to me to get this show on the road. I pulled out a bag of chips and the bottle of wine with a grin. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not cleaning without sustenance.”

It took a second, but a small smile finally broke on Faith’s face. She reached for the wine first. “Praise Jesus.”

Grace sighed. “Yay—”

I lifted a finger. “Ah . . . I’m not heartless.” I reached into my bag and pulled out the Starbucks mocha cookie crumble Frappuccino. I’d swear I saw tears in her eyes. “You’re welcome,” I said with a laugh.

We got the reception and secretary’s area cleaned up quickly, then moved on to our dad’s office, which was a mess. We were down a bag of chips, one Frappuccino, and about three-quarters a bottle of wine when Mateo came to check on us for a minute and dropped off lunch, which we ate on the floor picnic-style.

Grace sighed and rubbed her belly, which seemed to have miraculously gotten bigger in the time I’d been there. “I need an antacid.”

Faith rustled around in her purse and offered her one. “I need a haircut.”

I sat back and leaned on my hands. “I need a vacation.”

Faith sat back down and sipped the last dredges of her wine. “Me, too.” She bit a fry.

“Be careful about those,” Grace said, widening her eyes. “Sometimes you come home with someone else’s last name.”

We laughed, and then Faith said, “Hey, do y’all remember when Daddy would go away every summer all by himself for a week or two?”

“Yeah,” I said. Just another notch in his asshole column if you asked me. Take a vacation and leave your family behind. Dad of the fucking year.

She met our eyes as if she was about to make a confession. “I begged him to take me every time. Once, I thought he might cave, but he never did. The last year he went, I snuck out of my room when he got home and looked at his luggage tags to at least find out where he’d been.”

I sat up taller, intrigued that my perfect baby sister had done something so bold. “You did?”

She nodded. “Charlotte, North Carolina.”

Grace’s brows dipped in confusion. “What the hell was he doing there?”

Faith looked down at the ground as if her confession wasn’t done. “I’m not sure. But that night, his email was up in his office while he was on the phone, and I might have clicked one that said For You, and there might have been a picture. Just one. And then I got out before he could catch me. I didn’t snoop more, I swear.” She said it so vehemently as if to convince our father’s dead ghost as much as us.

I was stunned. Grace was looking at her agape.

“Faith, I don’t care if you read his diary,” I said. “What’s the deal with the picture?”

She bit the inside of her lip.

“Faith?” Grace prompted.

“It was of a boy. Young man, I guess.” She seemed confused.

“Maybe one of the reverend’s friends?” I said.

“Maybe?” She shrugged. “Except I’d never seen him before.”

“Okay?” Grace said. “So what about it?”

“He might have been at the funeral yesterday.”

We stared at each other, not sure what that meant, if anything.

“Did you talk to him?” I asked.

She shook her head. “He was there and gone too fast.”

“Huh.” Grace stood and stretched her back. “Then I guess it’s a mystery.”

Faith nodded and we finished cleaning up our lunch trash. “It is.”

We were quiet as we moved through cleaning up the office and sorting through the reverend’s years and years of paperwork.

“Jesus, didn’t he throw anything away?” I grumbled as I sorted through a pile of Readers Digest magazines from the eighties. “This is ridiculous.”

So far, our pile of important things to keep was small and our trash pile was gigantic, and Faith could determine nothing that had been stolen. Even the few hundred dollars from the last offering was intact.

Faith was working through the file cabinets; I was at the bookshelves, and Grace was at his desk.

“Phew, this indigestion is—” Grace leaned back, her foot hitting something on the bottom of the desk. Suddenly, the top opened, revealing a secret compartment, complete with false bottom.

“What the—?” Faith rushed over, obviously having no idea that existed.

I walked over, much less surprised that our father would have some shady shit like this as I exchanged a glance with Grace.

Inside were several neatly lined up folders and ledgers that he’d labeled with initials, not names.

Faith glanced over. “Should we?”

“Of course, we should!” I pulled out the top ledger and opened it so we could all look at it, skimming the contents, confused because it looked a lot like one of the others we had already seen that morning. “What is this?”

I glanced over at Faith’s face, which was ghost white.

“What? Faith? What the hell is this?”

She said nothing, instead flipping the pages, looking over more numbers as her hand covered her mouth. Finally, she stepped back with tears in her eyes. “That’s a second set of church financials that’s . . . I don’t . . . I’m not . . .”

I looked down at the ledger with more scrutiny. “Dad cooked the books? Is that what you’re saying?”

Grace yanked out another ledger and I began to open the files. More of the same. Much more.

Three hours later, it was crystal clear. Our father was in business with someone with the initials C.P., and laundering money through the church via these heavily cooked books. What’s more, the best I could tell, he’d additionally skimmed hundreds of thousands of dollars off the top. Whether that was his agreed upon take or if he’d flat-out stolen it was hard to say.

What didn’t compute was where the hell that money had gone. We certainly hadn’t lived a lifestyle that matched up with all that income. Our mother definitely hadn’t. So where was all that cash?

“Guys?”

Grace and I looked over to Faith, who’d been pouring over the last five years of books that we could find to compare to what she had as legit on her end.

Her eyes were red-rimmed and disbelieving. “He was sending five thousand dollars on the first of each month like clockwork to someone until he got sick. Do you think that’s who broke into the church? They came looking for their money?”

“It doesn’t say who?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Just initials and the bank.”

Grace turned to the computer with fingers poised, ready to type in the search.

“C.A. and—” Faith gasped, her blue eyes lifting in surprise. “Charlotte Metro Credit Union.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


[image: ‡]

Tobias

I couldn’t put my finger on it, but something had changed in Hope since the funeral. Maybe before that. Adam and I had gone to the reverend’s funeral. Not because we gave a shit about the old man, but because we cared about the girls and wanted to show them our respect. From the back where we’d sat, I’d studied Hope’s steel-laced spine. I think I was the only one in that room who knew how conflicted she really was. God, I’d wanted more than anything to go to her. Hold her and comfort her. Make everything alright. But I’d held back because I knew she wouldn’t want that.

Now, three days later, she was still talking to me, would still reply to my text messages, even swung by for dinner once with me and Adam when she dropped off the final paperwork that finalized everything on my legal case, but it was like we were strangers.

Her smiles were still there, but they felt forced.

She would let me touch her, but she’d quickly step away.

It was as if she’d put up a wall that I had no idea how to break through. I’d tried. I hinted, I joked, I flat-out asked.

She gave me nothing—waved it off like I was crazy.

But I wasn’t crazy, and I was done asking. I also wouldn’t beg. If she wanted to pull away from me, I wasn’t going to try to hold on. Never again.

I sprinkled some food in Henry’s bowl, then strolled out the door to head to work to open the shop early.

I was surprised to find Adam down by the front door when I arrived. “Hey, man. Everything good?”

He glanced up with his eerily green eyes. “Yeah.”

I opened the door and we both went inside. “What’s up?”

He kept his hands in his pockets, watching me as I flipped on lights and opened the blinds. “I was wondering if you’d give me a tattoo.”

My head whipped around. “Say what?”

He gave me a sly half smile. “You heard me.”

“What did you have in mind?”

He pulled a wrinkled piece of paper from his back pocket and handed it to me. It was a sketch of a bishop chess piece on a board that was melting in a sea of blood and fire, the only other piece, the queen, behind him as if he was protecting her. It was vivid and creative. I glanced up at him. “You drew this?”

He nodded.

“Bro. This is seriously cool as fuck.”

He rolled his eyes.

“I’m serious, Adam. This is amazing work. Are you sure I can’t talk you into working here? This kind of talent doesn’t fall in my lap every day.”

He looked me in the eye as if gauging my sincerity.

“This isn’t charity or some kind of handout because you’re family. You’d be starting from the ground up like any other apprentice. No fucking around. This is my business we’re talking about.” I waved his drawing in the air. “But this? This tells me you’ve got passion and skill, and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I’d love to have my brother working with me.”

“Serious?”

“I don’t fuck around about my business. I’ve worked too hard to get to where I am.”

I watched as the idea rolled around in his mind for a moment. The possibility. “Yeah, I guess I can try it out for a while,” he said. “If you turn out to be too big of a dick to work for, I can go find something else.”

I laughed. “Whatever.”

He laughed too, but the shine in his eyes told me it had been way too long since he’d heard any words of affirmation, and that was a damn shame.

“So,” I said, glancing again at his drawing. “Where is this bad boy going?”

He lifted his shirt to show me an empty expanse of rib cage and slapped his flesh. “Right here, big brother.”

“Jeez, Adam,” I groaned, knowing how much the ribs hurt to tattoo, especially a piece this large. “How about we tattoo your ball sac while we’re at it?”

He just shook his head and smiled like the cocky bastard he was.
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I have to admit, he handled it like a fucking champ, and the tat turned out stellar. His design was impressive, and it looked even better inked on skin.

The rest of the day was good, with more happy clients, and I was pleasantly surprised to end my day with healthy profits and Hope McMasters.

She walked in wearing jeans and a plain black t-shirt, minimal makeup, and her hair down, looking as sexy as ever, and I was so damn happy to see her after so many days of what felt like being avoided.

“Hey,” I said with a smile. “I’m just finishing up here.”

She nodded and waved a hello to CJ and Adam, who were cleaning up in the back because I’d gotten Adam straight to work on his training.

I slid the register closed. “You good?”

Her eyes drifted my way again. “Sure. I just . . . I was hoping we could talk.”

“Sure. About what?”

Her eyes flitted to the back where CJ and my brother were talking in low tones. “Alone?”

Something in her voice had me on edge. I could feel that old familiar darkness creeping up on me that had surrounded my entire life after she left.

That was it.

It was the eyes. The empty way she stared at me, like she was already gone.

I yanked up my keys and hollered out a goodbye to the guys, then moved to the door, shoving it open, holding it for her without a word.

She stared up at me, silently asking me for something. Understanding maybe?

Eventually, she stepped outside, and I followed her toward her car.

She stopped next to her door, then turned to face me. “Tobias—”

I braced my feet wide and hooked my hands on my hips, needing to rip off this Band-Aid. “When are you leaving?”

She blinked up at me, everything about her body language screaming she was torn. “This isn’t easy for me, you know.”

“What isn’t easy?”

She glanced away, then back. “I’m heading back to Atlanta tomorrow.”

I said nothing as her words sunk in. I’d expected them on some level, but they still stung like hell.

“I need to get back to work,” she continued, her words tripping over themselves as if she needed to get them out quickly. “I’ve been gone a long time. And now that the funeral’s over and your case is settled, I don’t—”

“Don’t what?”

She shook her head as if the words were too painful to say.

“Don’t have anything holding you here anymore?” I nodded, acknowledging the truth for her. “Of course, you don’t. You never did.”

“That’s not fair.”

“No? It’s the truth, isn’t it?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to!” I yelled, startling us both.

I took a step back, getting my shit together. This was pointless. She’d shredded my heart and pride once before. I would not allow it again. I wouldn’t survive that annihilation twice.

“You know what?” I said, my voice low and seething. “It’s fine. You’re right. You’ve put your life on hold for a long time and you need to get back to it.”

“Tob—”

I shook my head and took another big step back. “Thank you for all your help with my case. I appreciate it. Send me a bill for anything I owe you and have a safe trip back to Atlanta.”

I spun away and ignored her choked sob. I was done being her white knight.

Fucking done.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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Hope

Nothing in Atlanta felt the same. It was lifeless and drab, as if all the color had been drained from my world, leaving only black, white, and shades of gray. Even the things that used to bring sparks of enjoyment to my days—my giant bathtub with multiple jets, old Mrs. Michaelson down the hall with her yappy dog and crazy conspiracy theories, coffee from my favorite little coffee shop with extra cream, even chocolate—nothing was fun anymore. I hadn’t even had an orgasm since Tobias because my BOB held no appeal for me. Now, that was sad.

I existed in a daze of work, home, eat to survive, sleep, shower. Rinse. Repeat.

I clicked away on my computer, mindlessly working on a brief for my latest case as my thoughts wandered. At least going back to work was like hopping back on a bicycle, and in a law office that big, there were no real personal connections, so nobody seemed to notice anything was off, so nobody asked too many personal questions. I got the polite condolences and the ‘we’re so glad you’re back’ stuff, then it was back to the grind as usual.

Literally the only thing that brought any variety to my life was my newfound connection with my sisters and our hunt to find out who C.A. was in Charlotte, North Carolina, and why our father had made regular trips there, as well as such large cash payments. With his shady bookkeeping, the options were vast, from mafia dealings to drugs to gambling. We were stumped. I’d eventually hired a private investigator in North Carolina to help us and he checked in with me daily. So far, not much.

Sadly, more than anything, I missed my sisters.

I missed Tobias.

I hadn’t called him. I couldn’t. Not with the way we’d left things. He didn’t want to hear from me, that much was obvious. I’d hurt him—again. It was unintentional, but unavoidable. We both knew what we were getting into when we started things up again. He knew that as well as I did. Still, God, I think I’d hurt myself just as much as I’d hurt him.

Maybe we were just a bad combination. One of those sad couples who are fated to never be together, no matter how much they wish otherwise.

My fingers paused and I glanced up at a knock on my office door.

Evan smiled at me. It seemed sincere, though I distinctly recall his parting words being none too kind. “Hey there.”

“Hello,” I said coolly.

He stepped inside my office, his gaze raking down my chest, then back up. “It’s nice to have you back.”

I sat back in my chair. “Is it?”

His brows dipped momentarily. “Of course. So, can I buy you a drink after work?”

I knew him. That was a clear invite back to his place for sex. “Last time I saw you, you told me to go to hell.”

“Oh, come on, Hope. I was upset because you were leaving. You know I didn’t mean it.”

I studied the asshole in front of me, disgusted I’d ever slept with him. What the hell was I thinking? He was upset and lashed out. Tobias was hurt, but he’d never hurt me. In fact, he’d done everything in his power to take care of me and protect me. And I’d just walked away from that . . . again.

“Hope?” Evan prompted.

I shook my head, annoyed with him now. “Pass.”

He opened his mouth to say something, but I motioned him out. “Go away, Evan.”

“You’re an uptight bitch, you know that?”

“Maybe. But at least I don’t have to be hateful to people to make myself feel better about the size of my penis. Now get out of my office and go to hell, Evan.”

With a growl, he slammed out the door, making me laugh.

I was still laughing when my phone rang with my PI’s number. After the niceties, he asked me if I had a pen handy.

“Um, sure? What’s up?”

“Well, I think I’ve got a break for you here in Charlotte.”

My smile fell and I sat forward, grabbing a pen. “You do?”

“Yes, ma’am. I finally made it through all the information your sister, Faith, was kind enough to send over. All the bank records, receipts, and such. It all was pretty much the same, until I came across one of those airfare tickets corresponding with a hotel booking, and I dug a bit deeper. I followed a hunch and finally hit gold with some public records.”

“Public records?”

“Are you sitting down, ma’am?”

“Yes.”

“C.A. is a Carol Atkins.”

“Okay,” I said the word slowly, the name meaning nothing to me.

He gave me a moment. “According to the state of North Carolina’s department of vital statistics, Carol Atkins is listed as the mother to a Michael Isaiah McMasters.”

Cold prickles went south from the base of my neck.

“McMasters?”

“Yes.”

My mouth felt like a sandbox. “Is the father listed on that birth certificate?” I asked, though it was pretty pointless.

“Yes, ma’am.”

I nodded. “Noel McMasters.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I kept nodding, although he couldn’t see it, and I pinched the bridge of my nose.

He got his son. He got his fucking son.

“Is he older or younger than us?” I had to know.

“Um . . .” I heard papers flip. “He was born just after Faith. Like a month or so later.”

“Oh my God.”

I dropped my head and squeezed my eyes shut as the realization that my father had been running illegal activity through his church in order to support a whole other family we knew nothing about crashed down upon me.

I wasn’t sure which part of that scenario was the worst. That he had another family—which he clearly favored because he got the son he always wanted. That the sanctimonious bastard had cheated on our mother. That he was doing illegal shit. That he was doing illegal shit through a church. Or that he was doing all of that right under his beloved Faith’s nose, who absolutely adored him and deserved none of this.

God, did this other family know anything about us? Surely, they had to.

But my thoughts kept circling back to my sisters.

Grace would be shocked, but she would be okay. Faith, though. She would be devastated.

“Thank you,” I managed to choke out. “This is . . . I don’t even know what to say.”

“I can only imagine,” he said. “Do you want me to call your sisters?”

“No. I’ll take care of that.”

“Okay then. I’ll put together a report of all the information and get that sent over to you ASAP. Let me know if you need anything else.”

“Sure thing. Thanks again for your help on this.”

“My pleasure.”

We hung up and I shot off an email to my boss letting him know I needed to take the rest of the day for personal reasons, then I shut down my computer and headed out. I wouldn’t be any use here at the office until I took care of this.

I went home and let myself into my apartment, glancing around as that same feeling of drabness coated my skin again.

What the hell was wrong with me?

“Get over yourself,” I mumbled, changing into my yoga pants and a t-shirt before pouring some wine and sinking onto the couch with my phone.

I started with Faith. I figured it was best to get it over with.

“Hey, Hope!” She sounded a bit breathless.

“Hey there. Whatcha doing?”

“Just got done at Jiu Jitsu class, actually.”

“Ah, nice.”

I heard a sigh. “It was alright. How about you? Shouldn’t you be working or something?”

“Came home early.” I sipped my wine for a shot of liquid courage. “I, uh, I heard from the PI, actually.”

“Really? Anything new?” I heard her car door slam and it got quiet as she must have flipped to her Bluetooth.

“Actually, a lot new.”

“Like what?”

I took a big breath and just threw it out there. “Like C.A. is a Carol Atkins and apparently the reverend was paying her every month because she had his son. Matthew. He’s just a bit younger than you.” I couldn’t stop with the word vomit. “They’re in Charlotte. That’s apparently where he went to visit every year.” I squinted my eyes and scrunched up my face as if she could see me, waiting for the blowback of her emotional reaction.

Nothing.

“Faith?”

“Yeah?”

“Did you hear me?”

“Matthew,” she said, her voice sounding weirdly hollow.

“Yeah,” I said. “Um . . . Matthew Isaiah—” I swallowed. “McMasters.”

“Isaiah—” she breathed, chuckling lightly in the background like she’d taken the phone away from her face. “For unto us a child is born,” she said softly, her voice present again. “Unto us a son is given.”

I blinked. “Um—”

“Isaiah 9:6.” The sound of a bitter laugh met my ears. “Dad’s favorite scripture. It’s on a plaque on his bookshelf.”

I closed my eyes. That sick fuck.

“So . . .” Faith continued, her voice sounding resigned but clear. “Daddy cheated on Mama.”

“Yes.”

“And had a boy.”

“Yes.”

“So, we have a brother?”

“Looks like it.”

“And that must be whose picture I saw.”

“I have no idea.” Her lack of emotion was scaring me.

“The picture, Hope, of the guy that I saw at the funeral.”

It clicked. “Oh, holy shit.”

“He was there.” Her voice rose an octave. “He was there. Our brother—Oh, shit, that’s weird to say. Have you told Grace?”

“No. I called you first.”

She was silent a minute. “I’m not sure how to feel about this.”

“Me either,” I admitted, swirling my wine. “There’s a lot fucked up about the entire situation, not the least of which are those hidden ledgers.”

“Yes, I know.” She’d been suspiciously quiet about it all since we found them, as if by ignoring the matter it didn’t exist.

“Well, the PI is going to send me a full report soon. Maybe we can talk more about it then. In the meantime, I need to call Grace and break the news to her.”

“Want me to do it in person?”

“Do you want to?”

She laughed. “Not really. But I will.”

“It’s fine. Go enjoy your evening. I’ll take care of it.” I figured I’d left Faith to take care of enough over the years as it was.

“Okay. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

We hung up and I took another big chug of my wine before dialing Grace.

Little Olivia answered and I got a rundown of who smelled at school and what was for lunch before Grace finally came on the line, a smile in her voice. “That make you hungry for Goldfish crackers?”

“Yes, actually.”

She laughed. “So, what’s up?”

I sat back and gave her the same rundown from the PI that I’d given to Faith, getting pretty much the same reaction.

“Faith took it alright?” she asked.

“Better than I expected.”

“I’m glad. I’ll go by and check on her tomorrow just to be sure. She’s had a rough couple of days.”

“Because of all this?”

“Well, yeah, and she had another run-in with Adam.”

“What happened?”

“Well, I wasn’t there, but to hear her tell it, she went out with her friends and had a few drinks. They ended up going out for a pizza and ran into Adam and Tobias at the pizza place. She was a ‘little bit drunk’ to quote our sister, and she poked the proverbial bear.”

“Faith doesn’t do ‘a little bit drunk.’”

“True, but you can’t tell her that.”

“So, what did she do?”

“She says she sat at their table and just tried to talk to him, but he ignored her. It pissed her off, so she threw his drink all over him. Apparently, Tobias had to intervene and get Adam out of there before he took our baby sister over his knee, he was so mad.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I have a feeling she might have liked that.”

Grace laughed too. “Right? Poor, love-drunk girl. She’s got it so bad for him.”

“She does.” My smile fell as my words felt like a condemnation of myself.

“So . . . speaking of love-drunk . . .”

“Yes, you and Mateo are sickening.” I sipped my wine.

“We are, but that’s not what I’m talking about.”

“No? Enlighten me.”

“Come on, Hope. We both know Tobias makes you happy and there’s nothing standing in your way anymore—at least nothing except your own stupid pride.”

“Hey!”

“What? It’s absolutely true. If you love that man—and we both know you do—then there should be nothing in this world keeping you apart.”

“Everything keeps us apart,” I admitted on a choked whisper. “We missed our chance, Grace.”

“Bullshit. You didn’t miss anything. You’re giving it up.”

“No—”

“Yes. You are. You’re a smart girl. You could figure things out if you wanted to.”

“He doesn’t want me.” I voiced my biggest, deepest, most soul-crushing fear.

“Hope. If you believe that, then you are deaf, dumb, and blind. He’s miserable here without you.”

I dropped my head as the breath rushed from me and I realized why all the color had suddenly left my world.

I’d left it behind in Redemption.


CHAPTER TWENTY
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Tobias

Business was good since everything settled down with my charges. Booming actually.

CJ was fucking thrilled that I’d hired Adam, and he was turning out to be one hell of a quick learner. I wasn’t letting him anywhere near a tattoo gun just yet, but he was soaking in the basics of the instruments and the art like a sponge. He was a natural—definitely a better artist than me by a mile. And having a pretty boy around the shop wasn’t hurting business either, especially with the female clientele. Not that he’d noticed. You’d think prison had made my brother into a monk, except for when little Faith McMasters came around. Then all bets were off.

But Faith had made herself scarce, which seemed to suit Adam just fine. I knew he had to wonder what she was up to. Hell, I did. We’d been intertwined with the McMasters sisters since we were kids.

The Redemption Road church had suspended services for the two months since the reverend’s funeral. I’d heard through the rumor mill that there was a search on for his replacement. I wondered if Faith would stay on working at the church now that her father wasn’t the pastor or if she’d find something else.

But mostly, I wondered how Hope was doing back in Atlanta. I hated that I cared about her at all, and I despised the ways she’d creep into my dreams at night and thoughts during the day when I wasn’t paying attention. The woman had gone and gotten under my skin again and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it, and there was no way to get her out. Not this time. I was doomed to a lifetime of Hope-induced misery without her.

You can go to Atlanta.

The voice in the back of my mind whispered that traitorous idea at odd times of the day and night, but I savagely cut it off. No way, no how was I subjecting myself to another humiliating trip to Atlanta. She knew my number and she hadn’t used it. Enough said.

“What do you think, Henry?” I asked, bending over to ask my fish buddy. “What do you think of Atlanta?” He just swished around, ignoring me. “Yeah, you’re right. Bad idea.”

I dropped a few flakes of food in his bowl, then moved to my bedroom to finish getting ready for work. Matching my mood, I was in all black—jeans, t-shirt, combat boots, thick leather watch. My hair was getting long, and I made a mental note to get it cut soon. Fuck the shave.

I stuffed my wallet in my pocket, palmed my keys, and strode out the front door.

I stopped short when I found Hope leaning against the driver’s side door of my Charger.

Her head was down, but she lifted it when she heard me, her long waves dancing around her shoulders, those dark eyes studying me with an emotion I couldn’t name.

My gaze drifted from her face down her body, encased in a formfitting black dress and heels, much like the night we’d made love at her house again after all those years apart . . . as if she’d also gotten the memo of emotion to match mine.

I shifted my keys from one hand to the other as she stepped toward me.

She got close enough for me to catch her scent. Honeyed roses. Sweet. Dangerous. “Hey,” she said, her eyes wary, her back straight.

“Hey.”

She eyed me from the scruff of my jaw down to my boots. “Did I catch you at a bad time?”

“I was just on my way to the shop.”

She nodded once, biting her bottom lip as she glanced away, giving away a tiny hint of her nerves, which was not like the Hope I knew.

“What are you doing here? Everything okay with your sisters?” It was the only thing I could figure that would bring her back to Redemption.

Her gaze slid back to mine full of emotion. Full of uncertainty. “I’m here for you.”

I blinked, taking in her words, even though they did not compute. “Sorry?”

“No. I’m sorry.” She took another step in my direction with her hand raised to touch me, but I stepped back. Hurt filled her face and she let her arm drop. “Tobias, please.”

“Please what? You left me not once, but twice, Hope. You’ve made it pretty clear that your life isn’t here, so . . .” I stepped around her with my key fob in hand, unlocking the Charger with a satisfying click. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get to work.”

“Do you love me?”

Her words stopped me cold, my gaze fixed on my car.

Slowly, I turned my head to look at her and our eyes clashed. “What?”

“Or do you think you could ever love me again? After everything?”

Love her again?

Had I ever stopped?

I could hardly remember the beginning, I’d loved her so damn long. She was my every breath, my every heartbeat, my reason for being. Literally the only reason I got up every morning now was out of habit and because I had to for my brother. He needed me and that gave me some push toward survival. But Hope? She was the one who filled all my empty spaces, and without her, I was nothing but a blank canvas.

Still, I didn’t think I could take the torment of losing her a third time. I couldn’t.

“That’s not fair,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You don’t get to ask me that. Not now.”

She inched closer and tentatively placed her palm over my hand, covering the word ‘pain’ on my knuckles, which were now white from where I was clenching my fist. “I haven’t been fair to you, Tobias, you’re right. And I’m sorry.” She squeezed my hand until I accepted hers. “It’s not an excuse, but I think you’re the only person in this world other than my sisters who understands me and why I ran.” She lifted our joined hands and kissed my knuckles. “I’m sorry,” she said again.

“Hope—”

She shook her head as I opened my hand and cradled her face in my palm. She closed her eyes, enjoying the touch.

I did understand, but I also wanted to hold on to my own hurt. She was making it hard.

She turned her head and kissed my palm, then faced me. “Is there any chance you can take the night off?”

“I don’t know if—”

She wrapped her hand around my wrist and rubbed my pulse gently. “It’s fine. If you can’t, I’ll just wait here until you get back. I’m not leaving until we get a chance to talk.”

I debated it for a moment, then decided it might be best to hear her out. There wasn’t anything booked tonight that CJ couldn’t handle. With a nod, I drew back and pulled out my cell phone to call him and let him know I’d be out, and he was in charge.

I faced her again. “Okay. Let’s talk.” I moved to head back inside, but she didn’t try to follow.

I turned back, my brow lifted in question.

She gave me a coy little smile. “Actually, I was hoping we could take a little ride in the Bel Air?”
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What she meant by a little ride in my Bel Air was actually a two-hour trip to the French Quarter.

To The Rogue, more specifically.

A part of me screamed this was a terrible idea, but a bigger part of me wanted to see what she was up to. She’d said she wanted to talk, but she was remarkably quiet on the drive, keeping it to tiny spurts of small talk about her sisters and a few snippets about people in town. Nothing important. She was holding back until we got to our destination, though I had no idea why.

As teenagers, we used to sneak out to this place with our fake IDs and drink the cheap beer, people watch, and listen to the jazz music. Something in the dark wooden walls of that place hid our secrets well and let us explore the steamier side of New Orleans and ourselves. I hadn’t been in years and I wondered if it was the same.

We parked and headed to the front. No more fake IDs as she paid our entry fee and we went inside.

She grabbed my hand and led me to the same booth to the left side of the stage where we always used to sit, and I slid inside.

She leaned down so I could hear her over the smooth jazz band that was already playing nearby. “I’m gonna go get us some drinks.”

I nodded and when she was gone, I took in the sprinkling of couples dancing and groping on the small dance floor as well as the other interesting characters interspersed at the tables and booths. It was early, so the place wasn’t overly crowded yet.

Hope returned a few minutes later with a tray that held two draft beers and four shot glasses. Plain, just like the one I had at home. My heart lurched in my chest as I met her eyes, but she didn’t do anything but sit next to me and hand me a shot.

She picked up one for herself, then held it up. “To us.”

We clinked and threw back the smooth tequila, better than anything we could have afforded as teenagers, then thunked our glasses down on the table.

Next, she offered me one of the beers.

She took a few sips, then finally glanced at me from the corner of her eye. “I fell in love with you here.”

I had my beer halfway to my mouth and paused as I realized she was diving into whatever she wanted to talk about. I put my mug down carefully and turned to face her in the booth. “Ditto.”

This seemed to fortify her a bit. “And I need you to know that I’ve never stopped loving you, Tobias. Not for one second. Never. In fact . . . since we’ve reconnected, I think . . .” Her gaze dropped from mine as if her liquid courage wasn’t sustaining her.

“Since we’ve reconnected, what?” I dipped my head down, tipping her chin up to find her eyes.

The music quieted as the song changed and she swallowed, her next words breathy. “I’m more in love with you now than ever.”

I studied her face, searching for the catch. Surely, there had to be one. She’d ghosted me for weeks. Not a word, definitely nothing about love.

“Say something, please,” she pleaded, tears crowding her eyes.

And that’s when I realized she was telling me the truth. My girl was a runner and she’d run because she was scared. Being vulnerable wasn’t in her nature because she’d spent a lifetime being hurt by the one man who was supposed to protect her and had failed spectacularly.

Yet, she’d finally come back to me and was offering me her heart.

“What changed?” I asked. I had to know so I could trust this. “After all the years we spent apart, even after these past weeks, why are you back here now telling me this?”

“Because I’m ready,” she said simply.

I tilted my head at that.

“I’m ready,” she said again. “You know how you couldn’t leave Redemption back then because you had to take care of Adam and your grandparents, but I had to leave for my own sanity?” I nodded. “Then you came to me when I was with Oliver and again, our timing was off, but I wouldn’t have been ready then either, because I was still finding myself as a woman on my own and as a lawyer, plus I was still very angry with my dad. With that whole town, really.” She reached out and brushed a hand down my chest. “I’ve done a lot of soul searching and healing these past couple of months. I’m finally in a place where, while I’m not totally over everything in my childhood, I’m working through it and I’m not letting it hold me back anymore.”

“That’s good.” She deserved that. She really did.

“I know. But more than that, I realized in letting it hold me back emotionally, it was holding me back from you, and that wasn’t okay.” She inched forward. “Because you are my person, Tobias. That’s just a fact.”

I couldn’t help the half smile that inched up my mouth. “Is it now?”

“Yes.” She moved even closer. So close, her intoxicating scent was wrapping around my heart and making me crazy. “And I want to be your person, too.”

She reached over to the tray and slid one of the cocktail napkins my way, her phoenix wrist tattoo so dark and sexy in this lighting.

It took me a second to focus on the tiny white cloth she’d placed in front of me.

Then I saw the dark-purple ink, fresh this time, so it was obvious she’d just written the words. The same ones of our past, yet so new.

H + T 4Ever

My eyes ripped up to hers. “What is this?”

“A fresh start?”

I stared at her as the music changed again, a sensual rhythm drifting over and around us, cocooning us in a lover’s melody.

She kept her gaze locked on mine, daring me to believe her. Believe in this, whatever it was.

“Hope, we can’t just—”

“Do you remember what you said to me the night I told you I couldn’t marry you?” she cut me off.

I took a breath, my hand tight on my beer. “Yes.”

“You said, ‘If you walk away from me, don’t expect me to forgive you. And don’t ever expect me to ask you again. I’m not in the business of groveling. Love is love and if we’re not in this together, we’re not in it at all.’”

“Yeah, well, I was pissed.” I honestly couldn’t believe she remembered all that. How fucking dramatic I was. I looked away and sipped my beer.

“But you were right.”

I looked back.

“At least about the love part. If we’re going to be in it, we need to be in it together.” She pried my drink from my hand and traced her finger over her name. “Can you forgive me?”

“I did that a long time ago,” I murmured.

Relief washed over her features. “I do love you, Tobias.”

“I love you, too.” I couldn’t hold it back anymore and I wasn’t going to play games with either of our emotions.

Her smile rivaled the sun. “You do?”

“Jesus, Hope. Of course, I do.”

Her body wilted in a sigh and she dropped her head back as if thanking her lucky stars before looking at me again with a dazzling smile. “Thank God.”

“Yeah, well . . .” I tipped back the last of my beer, then pushed the glass away. “I’m still not sure what this changes. I live in Redemption; you live in Atlanta. Our history is complicated as—”

She cut off my words when she slid into my lap, straddling my hips with her knees, making her dress hike up high on her thighs, her fingers forking through the hair near my nape. It felt so much like the old us, it made me ache. “Do you love me?” she asked again.

I frowned. “I just told you I do.”

“And I love you. It’s only complicated if we make it complicated.”

This did not sound at all like the Hope I knew. Still, it felt like her as I put my hands on her curvy hips to pull her closer. Everything in me wanted to jump feet first into whatever it was she was offering because nothing felt as good without her in my life. But I also knew how she could shred my heart.

“Tobias, I need you. I think we could have a good life together.”

I tried to focus on her words as her nails did maddening things to my scalp, but it was damn hard.

“You said you’d never propose again, and that’s fine because I’m on it.”

“Wait. What?”

I stopped short when I looked down at the black ring she held between our bodies, the glint of a fiery silvery pattern embedded in the black glinting up at us.

My eyes shot up to hers in complete and utter shock.

“Marry me?”

Holy shit, she was serious.

Without another thought, I slid both my hands through her hair and dragged her lips to mine in a fierce kiss. I dove in with lips and tongue, pouring every ounce of emotion I had into her, which she swallowed eagerly and gave right back.

With a groan, she ground down on my now hard cock, her body rocking to the rhythm that was ours alone.

She drew back, her breath coming in choppy pants, her eyes heavy with lust. “Is that a yes?”

“That’s a hell yes. I’ll go to Atlanta for you. I’d go to the fucking moon for you.”

This made her laugh. “Good thing you don’t have to. I accepted a position with a firm here in New Orleans.”

Speechless again, I just blinked as she laughed.

“You—what?” I shook my head. She’d been busy. Planning for a life with me. “You’re serious?”

“I hope so,” she smirked. “I start there in two weeks.” She raised an eyebrow. “Think we can make that work?”

Love roared through my chest like a hurricane for this woman. Fierce and a bit reckless. “Fuck yes.”

She nodded, then slid that ring on my left hand with a kiss to my knuckles. She glanced up with a smile. “Looks good.”

“Don’t think you’re not getting a big fucking diamond,” I warned.

“Oh, I’m gonna hold you to that,” she said, her grin growing to epic proportions as she turned enough to flip over that napkin to show me the other side. Perhaps it was a prediction? A wish?

A lipstick kiss with her signature beneath it.

Hope Bishop 4Ever . . .


EPILOGUE


[image: ‡]

Hope

I wasn’t in a huge hurry to get married, honestly. I was just happy to have Tobias back and to be getting my life back together.

And, God, I was happy.

Finally, and for once, I was blissfully, almost painfully happy, though some days it took all I had not to ruin my own good mood with worrying that something would come along and burst my bubble. It was a constant battle sometimes but having Tobias by my side really helped.

I’d settled things in Atlanta and started with my new firm, a much smaller family law practice that I really loved, in New Orleans. Tobias still ran his shop and was talking about maybe opening another one.

He’d sold his house and we’d bought our own place about halfway between Redemption and the French Quarter. A cozy little ranch style with a big back porch for me and a big garage for him. I loved it and I think I’ve talked him into helping me plant a garden in the spring.

It was all sickeningly domestic really, and I’d been loving every minute of it. Honestly, though, I hadn’t mentioned it to him yet, I’d been contemplating just getting married in the backyard and saving ourselves all the money and hassle of a big to-do.

As I watched him shove laundry from the washer into the dryer, looking mighty delicious in no shirt and just his gym shorts, I figured I could probably get my way—especially since I’d just been on my knees for him in the shower, and gladly.

Lord, I had it bad for that man.

He glanced over with a grin, as if he could hear my thoughts. “Are you looking at my ass?”

“What if I am?”

He uncoiled to stand and padded my way in his bare feet. Running his nose along the side of my jaw to my ear, he kissed the shell of my ear as he twined our hands together and brought my hand to his lips, my diamond ring sparkling in the sunshine. “You’re asking for trouble.”

I hummed in pleasure as his lips met mine and he backed me into the cabinets with his hard body. He lifted me up on the countertop and pressed between my thighs, snaking his hands under my sundress.

I hadn’t bothered with panties, so his fingers slid right through my wet seam as our kiss deepened.

“So wet,” he murmured against my lips.

I nodded, my hips bucking against him, seeking pressure.

He didn’t disappoint, pressing two fingers deep.

“Oh . . .”

He kissed me to oblivion while he worked me with his fingers, his thumb circling my clit.

But I needed more. I needed him.

“Tobias, please,” I cried, pushing at his shorts with my heels.

He yanked me down, ripping his hand free, and carried me to the bedroom. I landed on the bed with an oomph as he landed on top of me, his hard cock inside of me in the next moment, barely giving me space to think or breathe.

Our hands intertwined above my head as he fucked me hard and fast, our eyes locked.

I wrapped my thighs around his hips and went with the sensations only he could create in my body.

It had always been like coming home between us. I had no idea how I ever walked away from him.

My body began to quake.

It was too much . . . my eyes started to slide shut.

“Look at me, Hope,” he grunted between thrusts.

I refocused, squeezing his fingers tighter.

“I love you,” he said, his voice sandpaper soft. “So fucking much.”

I bowed up beneath him as our orgasms crashed over us and he collapsed. I kissed his sweaty temple. “I love you, too.”

He breathed for a moment, then rolled to the side and threw an arm across his face. “Aren’t you doing some girly shit with your sisters today?” he asked after a minute.

I turned to curl into his embrace. “With Faith, yeah. We’re supposed to be planning Grace’s baby shower.” I glanced at the clock. “She should’ve called me by now.”

I frowned. It wasn’t like her to be late. I also wanted to update her on what else I’d dug up about our mystery half brother. Since my PI had gotten us a name, I’d gone into full-blown stalker mode. I now knew a whole lot more about him. Where he lived, what he did for a living, his hobbies, his dating history. Basically, everything except what we really wanted to know . . . about his relationship with our father. I had his contact information now, but I hadn’t reached out. I wouldn’t do that without my sisters, and I wasn’t sure if they wanted to do that or if they wanted to leave this whole mess alone.

Except he’d shown up at the reverend’s funeral.

That meant he knew about us.

What the hell did that mean? Didn’t he wonder? Was he bitter that he and his mother had played second fiddle to us, the “first” family?

The questions had been eating at me for days.

Tobias’ fingers idly slid up and down my spine as I felt him melt into the mattress.

My cell rang, making him groan, but I jumped from the bed.

I was confused to see Grace’s smiling face on my screen instead of Faith’s. “Grace?”

“Hey—”

“Did Faith ask you to call? Damn, it was supposed to be a surprise, but I guess if she’s changed the plans—”

“Hope!”

“What?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I’m here at the hospital with Faith.”

I blinked. “Hospital?”

“Yes. Mateo’s on his way over as well, but . . .” Her voice cracked as emotion clogged her throat.

I spun to find Tobias sitting up in bed, his eyes trained on me.

“What happened, Grace?”

“Two men attacked her outside the church when she was getting into her car.” Her voice ended on a sob. “I was on the phone with her. They stabbed her and left her bleeding in the parking lot. She’s in surgery now.”

My vision began to tunnel, going dangerously dark. I immediately sunk to my haunches so I could breathe. “How bad?” When she didn’t say anything, I screeched at her. “How bad is it, Grace? Tell me!”

“She lost a lot of blood, Hope.” Her voice was tissue paper thin and brittle. “They asked me to call the family and to start praying.”

Pray?

I clawed at my throat as if that would let the fear out. Faith—my baby sister—she needed us. She needed prayer. She believed in it like no one else, but I didn’t—I couldn’t do that anymore. My prayers never—

“Hope?” Grace was saying from somewhere far away.

“Yes,” I whispered, covering my eyes.

“We need you.”
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Thank you for reading!

We hope you are continuing to love the journey through Redemption!

Are you ready for Faith and Adam’s story? We can’t wait to bring you the emotion and sexy times as we wrap up all the McMaster family mysteries as well as finalize all the dirty dealings of Redemption!

You can pre-order your copy now by clicking here!

Sign up for the Savvi V Newsletter for release information and to keep up with all things V!
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