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      For David.

      

      Always have.

      And I always will.
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            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Firefighter Levi Bailey is used to being alone. Not that he’s lonely. How could he be, with a band of unruly brothers and their wives and growing families. Maybe he’s the odd man out. The one brother who isn’t destined to be with his soulmate.

      Besides, he has her.

      She’s his Juliet, the only woman in the world he can’t ever have. To an outsider, it probably seems crazy. But the Tilikum town feud is no joke—especially now—and Annika Haven is strictly forbidden.

      Annika Haven never expected to be back in her hometown, let alone as a single mom with two jobs. Add in a pack of overprotective brothers, a brewing family crisis, and a gossipy, feuding town on the brink of chaos, and life gets complicated.

      But at least she has him,

      He’s her Romeo, a son of the enemy. He makes her smile on her worst days. Yet, despite his brooding sex appeal, the one thing she cannot do is fall for Levi Bailey. They’re just friends and that’s the way it has to stay.

      But after months of secret texts and stolen glances, one soul-stealing kiss changes everything. And Levi Bailey is about to do the impossible.

      Defy the feud.

      

      Author’s note: an intense hero who relentlessly pursues what he wants and a single mom with a tender heart. Small-town shenanigans, a hundred-year-old mystery, a riot of crazy brothers, enough heat to melt your Kindle (and your ovaries), and the biggest, heart burst ingest happily ever after you’ve been waiting for.

      

      The Bailey Brothers series is meant to be read in order. Start with book one, Protecting You.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Levi

      

      

      

      
        
        This prologue also appears as the epilogue at the end of Chasing Her Fire: Bailey Brothers Book 5.

      

      

      

      Gerald’s clippers buzzed across the back of my head. I’d been overdue for a haircut and starting to look like Logan. He’d always kept his hair a little longer—and messier—than me.

      A college football game was on in the background—I could see the reflection of the TV in the mirror—and the scent of aftershave hung in the air. Gavin waited in a chair near the front door, looking at his phone. He had freshly cut hair, although he tended to keep his even longer than Logan. Every time we came in here, Gerald busted his balls about giving him a military buzz cut. And every time, Gavin would fly out of his chair and pretend he was going to leave.

      I had no idea why they found that so funny but apparently it never got old.

      “There you go, my friend.” Gerald unsnapped the black cape and whipped it off me like he was doing a tablecloth trick. “What do you think?”

      I gave myself a quick glance in the mirror. “Great. Thanks, man.”

      Gerald grabbed a broom and started sweeping around the chair while I got up and tossed some money on the front counter—enough for my haircut and a tip.

      “Anything else I can do for you boys?” he asked.

      “I think we’re good.”

      Gavin stood and pocketed his phone. “See you, Gerald.”

      He nodded to us and I followed Gavin outside. It was unusually warm for fall, although the breeze had a bite to it that hinted at the coming winter. The sky was a pale blue without a single cloud. Thankfully the wildfire season had been mild although we hadn’t seen rain in months.

      “I need to go pick up Sky,” Gavin said as the door to Gerald’s barber shop, the Art of Manliness, swung shut. “Want me to drop you off at home?”

      “Sounds good.”

      The door to Tilikum’s other barber shop, the Dame and Dapper, opened across the street and a knot of men filed out.

      Havens.

      It wasn’t just one or two. Five Haven brothers—Josiah, Luke, Zachary, Theo, and Garrett—walked out and congregated on the sidewalk.

      Five of them. Two of us. Not great odds.

      Just seeing them sent a flash of anger searing through my veins. I was not usually the guy to start shit—I tended to operate in the background—but lately I wanted to pummel every one of those fuckers every time I saw them.

      They’d been my family’s rivals for generations, but this time they’d gone too far. They were putting pressure on Gram to sell her land to them, and it made me fucking furious.

      The wind picked up and a flurry of brown leaves swirled in the air between us. They spread out in a line, all eyes on me and Gav. If this had been the Old West, we would have all had hands twitching next to the guns at our hips.

      Shootout at the Dame and Dapper.

      Maybe the odds weren’t good, but if any one of those assholes said a fucking word—

      “Let’s go.” Gavin put a hand on my shoulder.

      Gav was normally the first to try to start trouble with the Havens, so if he was suggesting we walk away, it probably meant I should listen.

      But fuck, those guys pissed me off. They hadn’t said a word, but they didn’t have to. I clenched my hands into fists, craving the feel of knuckles smashing against bone. Wishing there were something I could do to teach them a lesson.

      My temper had a hair trigger these days, and that was probably why. There wasn’t anything I could do.

      I hated feeling backed into a corner.

      But facing off when there were five of them and two of us would be stupid. Even Gavin knew that. So I let him turn me up the sidewalk and we headed toward his truck.

      My phone buzzed in my back pocket. I pulled it out to check and almost laughed out loud.

      Oh, the sweet fucking irony.

      Juliet: Hey, are you busy?

      I paused outside Gavin’s truck and glanced back at the Haven brothers. They were standing in a knot on the sidewalk, talking.

      The corner of my mouth hooked in a smug grin and I went back to my phone.

      Me: Nope. What’s up?

      Juliet: Not much. It’s just been one of those days. And it’s only two, so… yeah.

      I climbed in the passenger seat, shut the door, and put on my seat belt.

      Me: I hate it when that happens. Work stuff or family stuff?

      Juliet: Both.

      Me: That sucks.

      Juliet: Thanks. It’s not a big deal. But tell me something funny. I could use a good laugh.

      Gavin pulled out onto the street and I glanced at the Havens in the rearview mirror. If they only knew.

      Because Juliet wasn’t her real name. That was just how I had her in my phone so I didn’t have to worry about nosy assholes—namely, my brothers—looking over my shoulder and seeing who I was talking to.

      Annika Haven.

      If the Haven brothers knew I was texting their sister, they’d be furious. And that thought made me happy.

      Of course, if my brothers knew I was texting Annika Haven, they’d be furious too. We were just friends, but even that was forbidden according to the rules of the feud.

      But fuck it. It wasn’t any of their business.

      Me: Something funny, huh? I saw a drunk squirrel last night. He’d been eating a pear that must have fermented. Little bastard kept swaying like he was about to fall over but he wouldn’t stop.

      Juliet: Seriously?

      Me: Yeah. And when he tried to scamper away, he fell flat on his face, just like a frat boy at a party.

      Juliet: I’m cracking up. That’s hilarious.

      Me: Maybe that’s the solution to the squirrel problem around here. Get them all drunk on fermented pear juice.

      Juliet: Do you think he was hungover the next day?

      Me: I bet he woke up and didn’t know where the hell he was.

      Juliet: And his squirrel buddies found him and dragged him home while he made bad jokes because he was still drunk.

      Me: Or sang a squirrel drinking song and messed up the lyrics.

      Juliet: I don’t know why, but now I’m imagining pirate squirrels with tiny bottles of rum.

      Me: Singing drunken sea shanties.

      Juliet: Laughing. So. Hard.

      I chuckled as Gavin pulled up in front of our house.

      “Who are you talking to?” he asked.

      “No one.”

      “Bullshit. You’re talking to a girl. Who is she?”

      “It’s not what you think.”

      “Dude, I’m your brother. You don’t have to hide shit from me.”

      Actually, I do have to hide this from you. “There’s nothing to hide. Just a girl I’ve been friends with for a long time. It’s nothing.”

      “Did she friend zone you? What the fuck?”

      “No, dickweed. She’s a girl I’m friends with. That’s not the same.”

      He narrowed his eyes like he wasn’t satisfied with my answer.

      I unfastened my seat belt and got out of the truck. “See ya, Gav.”

      “I’m going to find out who she is.”

      I slammed the door shut.

      No the fuck you aren’t.

      I half expected Gavin to get out of the truck and follow me inside. When he wanted something, he could be pretty relentless. But apparently he decided finding out who I was texting wasn’t interesting enough to be late picking up Skylar.

      I went inside, toed off my shoes, and flopped down on the couch. Princess Squeaker jumped off the cat tree I’d built for her and stretched, arching her back.

      Me: I’m glad a drunk squirrel was enough to make you laugh.

      Juliet: That was great. Next time I walk by a pear orchard, I’m going to see if I can spot a drunk squirrel.

      Me: Here’s hoping you get lucky.

      After I hit send, I realized I probably should have phrased that differently. The thought of Annika getting lucky with someone else made a coal of anger in my gut smolder.

      Yeah, we were just friends. And not even friends who hung out together in person, although we lived about five minutes apart in a town small enough that we saw each other in public all the time.

      I was not the Romeo to her Juliet.

      But maybe I wished I was.

      Juliet: I’m not getting lucky any time soon.

      She finished her text with a string of laughing emojis. Making a joke. Because that was what we did. Joked around. Made each other laugh.

      Just friends.

      Me: Me neither, unfortunately.

      Juliet: I do have to go on a date this weekend, though.

      The word date was like tinder, flaring from the heat of the red-hot coal. I gritted my teeth together.

      Me: Have to? You don’t sound thrilled.

      Juliet: One of my brothers set me up. He’s been bugging me about it forever. Finally wore me down.

      It took me a minute before I could reply. I kept staring at the word date. One of her fucking brothers had set her up, the asshole.

      I’d known this would happen eventually. I hadn’t dated anyone in a while, and neither had she, as far as I knew. But it had to come up at some point.

      It wasn’t like we could date each other.

      Fuck.

      I wanted to tell her not to go. That if she was ready to date, it should be me.

      But that wasn’t going to happen. It was one thing to text each other in secret. Just that would get both of us in trouble with our families, especially now. We couldn’t have a conversation in public—and we never really had—let alone go on a date.

      Disloyalty was a mortal sin in Tilikum. Dating the enemy would be unforgiveable.

      Juliet: Sorry if I just made things awkward.

      Me: Not at all. Hopefully your date won’t be too bad.

      That was a big-ass lie. I hoped her date sucked so whoever this guy was, he wouldn’t get a second one.

      Juliet: Thanks. And thanks for the laugh. I needed it today.

      Me: Anytime.

      Juliet: I have to go but I’ll talk to you later.

      Me: Okay, bye.

      I stared at my phone for a long moment, scrolling back through our conversation. A date. Her goddamn brother had set her up on a fucking date.

      The hair trigger on my temper fired. I flew to my feet and threw my phone across the room. Hard. It smashed against the opposite wall. I’d probably broken it, but I was too pissed to give a fuck.

      I wasn’t her Romeo, and it was stupid to think I ever could be.
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      Darkness ate at me. It whispered from the empty place in my soul, mocking me.

      You’re alone. And you always will be.

      Shitty thing to be thinking when I should have been enjoying a night out with my brothers.

      Gavin raised his eyebrows at me from across the pool table. Apparently it was my turn. The scent of fried food hung in the air of the Caboose, the restaurant and bar that had been our hangout for years. True to the theme, it was decorated with old railroad signs and model trains. It was busy—typical for a Friday night—and the din of dozens of conversations surrounded us.

      I took a swig of my beer, set it down, and lined up my cue. Took my shot and missed.

      “Dude, it’s just a game,” Gavin said. “If you glare at the table any harder you’ll burn a hole through it.”

      “What?”

      “You look pissed off.” Evan stood with his arms crossed over his thick chest, holding a beer in one hand.

      “I’m not pissed off.”

      Gavin laughed. “He has R.A.F.”

      “What’s that?” Evan asked.

      “Resting Asshole Face.”

      I scowled at him, although he was probably right.

      Plus, I was pissed off. I just didn’t want to talk about why.

      “You have it, too.” Gavin glanced at Evan. “But you’re not nearly as big a dick as people say.”

      “Yeah I am.” Evan leaned over the table to take his turn, effectively dismissing our brother’s taunt. Gavin was the baby of the family and a quintessential younger brother. He lived for busting our balls.

      Gavin had talked me into coming out tonight. Skylar, his fiancée, was with our sisters-in-law, Grace, Cara, and Fiona, having a girls’ night at Cara’s house. Our brothers Asher and Logan were on dad duty; both had young babies. My nephew Charlie was six months and Broderick was almost two months old now.

      Asher as a dad made perfect sense to me. But I was still getting used to the fact that my twin brother, Logan, was a husband and father. And with Gavin and Skylar’s wedding coming soon, I was about to be the last single Bailey.

      Which, let’s be honest, wasn’t much of a surprise to anyone. Least of all me.

      “But seriously, dude, what’s up?” Gavin asked.

      I furrowed my brow. “Nothing.”

      “Right.”

      “You are grumpier than usual,” Evan said.

      “See?” Gavin said. “And coming from him, that’s pretty bad.”

      “Whatever, jackass.” I took another drink. “I’m fine, except Evan keeps handing me my ass tonight.”

      Gavin shrugged. “You and me both, man. He’s on fire.”

      I didn’t actually give a shit about losing at pool. And although he loved to annoy me, I appreciated what Gav was trying to do. If I’d been home tonight, I probably would have crawled into a whiskey bottle and stayed there until I had to sober up for work. Because as much as I was trying—and failing, apparently—to hide it, I was in a dark ass mood. And it wasn’t like I could talk to anyone about why.

      I took my turn and missed. Again. Evan stepped up to the table and sank the last ball, winning the game. He held out a hand toward me.

      “Damn it.” I pulled a twenty out of my wallet and slapped it into his open palm.

      “You guys up for another game?” Evan asked. “I’m happy to keep taking your money.”

      “I’m out.” Gavin held up his hands in a gesture of surrender.

      I finished my beer. “Me, too.”

      Evan shrugged and put the money in his wallet. “Suit yourself. It’s not my fault you both suck.”

      “I see what you’re doing and I’d like the record to show that I’m not falling for it,” Gavin said. “You’re not going to goad me into losing more money.”

      “You’re out of cash, aren’t you?” I asked.

      He shrugged again. “Yeah.”

      Evan smiled and slapped him on the back. “Maybe next time.”

      We grabbed our coats off the backs of our chairs and headed for the front door. Hank, the owner, waved at us from behind the bar as we left.

      Outside, the early November air was cold as shit. It had gone from unseasonably warm to freezing practically overnight. I zipped my coat and shoved my hands in my pockets. At least it wasn’t snowing yet.

      We walked up the street to where I’d parked my SUV. I paused, eying it, feeling suddenly wary.

      Had someone messed with it while we were in the Caboose?

      Not long ago, the idea that brake-tampering was something that could happen in our weird little town would have been unthinkable. Wild pranks, sure. Those happened all the time. The Bailey and Haven families had been pranking each other for generations.

      But things had gotten ugly. Someone had tampered with Logan’s brakes. Cara and their son could have been killed that day.

      We didn’t know who had done it, or why. It was a fucked-up feeling, to look at your car and wonder if someone had rigged it to kill you.

      Voices carried from up the street.

      “Ah, fuck,” Gavin said.

      Josiah, Luke, and Zachary Haven walked out of the Timberbeast Tavern. The Caboose was our hangout, the Timberbeast was theirs. Because of the longstanding feud between our two families, we lived in a town divided. They had their territory, we had ours.

      Unfortunately, Tilikum was too small for us to avoid each other.

      Until recently, the feud had been as ridiculous as it was old. No one knew why the Baileys and Havens were at war, but when the mode of battle had been pranks, no one had particularly cared.

      But everything had changed. The Havens were trying to buy Gram’s land out from under her. They’d crossed a line. The pranks had come to a screeching halt and even things like our usual flag football season had been called off. Everyone wondered if the tension between the two families would erupt into something worse.

      If it hadn’t already.

      Logan’s brakes. The Haven House fire. There were messed up things going on in Tilikum. Could the Havens have been responsible?

      As much as I hated the Havens—for feud-related as well as personal reasons—I wasn’t sure if I believed they were capable of attempted murder.

      Or maybe I didn’t want to believe it.

      Either way, I clenched my fists at the sight of them. They were a stark reminder of the real reason for my crappy mood tonight.

      Which one of them had done it? Which one had set up their sister Annika on a date? She was probably out with him, whoever he was, right now.

      I wasn’t supposed to be friends with Annika Haven. It went directly against the rules of the feud. And in a town where loyalty was everything, I was careful to make sure no one ever found out.

      Besides, all we did was text each other.

      Which meant I had no right to be so angry that she was out with some asshole tonight. It wasn’t like she could have dated me, even if she’d wanted to.

      But I was fucking angry. I had been since she’d told me about her date.

      A shrill whistle cut through the quiet.

      “What do we have here?” Zachary stepped off the curb, wobbling slightly before sauntering across the street toward us. “A bunch of little Bailey boys.”

      “Bailey boys?” Gavin asked. “Dude, that’s barely an insult. Do you want to try again, because I’m sure you can do better.”

      “Fuck off,” Zachary said.

      “Back up, Haven.” Evan’s low voice rumbled behind me.

      Zachary came closer. His brothers caught up, flanking him.

      We’d had a couple of beers, but Zachary looked like he’d had more than a couple, or maybe something stronger. A streetlight lit up his face enough to see his glassy eyes. Josiah and Luke looked fairly sober, although it was hard to tell for sure.

      None of them looked happy to see us. But the feeling was mutual.

      “You back up,” Zachary said. “Why are you guys such assholes?”

      His shit-eating grin made me want to punch him in the face.

      “He’s drunk.” Evan nudged me with his elbow. “Let’s go.”

      Zachary jabbed a finger in Evan’s direction. “You’re drunk.”

      “You should take him home,” Evan said.

      Josiah narrowed his eyes. “Don’t tell us what to do.”

      “We don’t need your dipshit brother getting in our faces,” I said, my voice low.

      I locked eyes with Zachary. Go ahead, Haven. Come at me.

      Zachary surged forward and took a swing. I saw it coming and sidestepped. But I was done with this asshole.

      My left hook glanced off his chin as he tried to recover. It wasn’t a hard blow, but the feel of my knuckles connecting sent a burst of rage howling through me. I lunged closer and wrapped an arm around his neck, going for a head lock. He slipped out of my grip and landed a punch to my ribs.

      I grunted at the impact and voices yelled around me, but I didn’t give a fuck. None of it slowed me down. I spun into him, using my momentum to tackle him to the ground.

      We hit the sidewalk with another grunt from me and a whoosh of air from Zachary’s lungs. Everything was chaos. Someone yelled my name and hands gripped my coat in an attempt to pull me off him. More hands wedged between us while we struggled.

      Red hot rage surged through my veins, giving strength to my straining muscles. Another voice yelled something. A part of my brain knew who it was but I was too consumed with anger and adrenaline to think clearly. My lizard brain had taken over and all it wanted to do was destroy.

      Multiple hands—it had to be more than one person—grabbed ahold of me and hauled me off Zachary. I tried to lunge at him again but thick arms wrapped around my chest, pinning my arms down. I took ragged breaths and the red tinge that hazed my vision started to recede.

      Josiah held Zachary back and Evan kept his iron grip around my chest. Standing between us were Jack Cordero, town sheriff and Grace’s stepdad, and Brett Easton, one of his deputies. Both men were in uniform.

      That wasn’t good.

      “Is this where things are going?” Jack asked, his voice grave. He was a big guy with thick arms and a dark beard. His gaze swung from me to Zachary. “Not on my watch. You two are coming with me.”

      “Are you serious?” Gavin asked.

      “Don’t start, Gavin, or Brett will toss you in the car with your brother,” Jack said. “I’m not letting this crap get violent.”

      Fuck. Was Jack seriously going to arrest us? My eyes flicked from him to Brett. Law enforcement didn’t bend to the feud, so it didn’t matter that I was basically related to Jack by marriage or that Brett was friends with the Havens. Zachary and I were both screwed.

      Jack motioned for Brett to take Zachary, then turned to Evan. “I got him.”

      Evan let go. Jack gave me a sharp look, warning me not to do anything stupid. Pissed as I was, it wasn’t like I was going to resist arrest. I heard the click of metal as Brett handcuffed Zachary. Jack spun me around and cuffed me, too.

      “Let’s go.” Jack shoved me toward his police cruiser.

      I got in the back seat, wondering if I was about to spend the night in jail.
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      The clink of glasses and low hum of conversation surrounded me. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, somehow unable to decide if I should cross my legs or not. Honestly, why was this so hard? It wasn’t like I’d never been on a first date before.

      My eyes flicked down to my chest and I wondered if I should have worn something less revealing. My two best friends, Isabelle and Marigold, had prepped me for this date, and both had insisted that the black dress with the plunging neckline was perfect. Usually I trusted them, but I felt so naked—like my boobs were about to pop out. I seriously did not need a wardrobe malfunction on my first date in forever.

      Kade smiled at me from across the table and took another bite of his dinner. God, I was making this awkward. He could probably sense my discomfort and thought it was because of him.

      “Sorry.” I stopped myself from poking at what was left of my food.

      “For what?”

      “I don’t know. Being too quiet? Or maybe I’m not being too quiet. I feel like I’m making this weird. But it’s not your fault. I just haven’t been on a date in a while.”

      Boy was that an understatement. It felt like my last first date had been in another life. Although, in a way, it had been. My last first date had been several years ago with Josh Tennyson. He had the dubious distinction of being at the top of every one of my brothers’ shit lists—even above the Baileys. Not that I could blame them for wanting to beat him senseless.

      Josh was the reason I was a single mom.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Kade said. “You’re totally fine.”

      I smiled and took a sip of my wine. There was no reason for me to be so uncomfortable. I’d simply psyched myself out and now I was overthinking everything. Had I worn the right dress? Was my hair sticking up in front? Did I have food in my teeth? Had my mom managed to get my son, Thomas, to bed?

      The food in my teeth might have been a legitimate concern, but my mom’s ability to put a two-and-a-half-year-old to bed was not. When I’d come home to Tilikum three years ago, dumped, pregnant, and overwhelmed, my parents had happily taken me in. They’d been absolute lifesavers when it came to Thomas, watching him whenever I needed help. My mom had raised not only her three boys from her first husband, but my dad’s three boys from his first wife, and me, the one child they had together. She was an expert kid-wrangler and my dad was no slouch either.

      But just in case, I slipped my phone out of my purse and checked to make sure I didn’t have any messages.

      I didn’t.

      And of course I was only checking for messages from my mom. Not anyone else. Certainly not him.

      “So, you work for Luke at his shop?” Kade asked.

      “Yeah, part time. I also work with Josiah, helping to manage his rental properties.”

      “Nice. What kind of properties does he have?”

      “A couple of cabins outside town. And he just bought a third but it needs a lot of work before it’ll be ready to rent out. What about you? Have you always wanted to be in law enforcement?”

      Kade worked with my brother Garrett at the sheriff’s department. They were both deputies, and Garrett was the reason I was on this date. He’d convinced me to give Kade a shot, and convinced the rest of our brothers that he could be trusted. Not an easy feat.

      I was trying not to be insulted that they’d all agreed primarily because Garrett had chosen him, not me. I didn’t exactly blame them for their lack of faith in my judgment when it came to men. But I’d learned my lesson with Josh. I was not falling for the charming bad boy ever again.

      I was also trying not to let it chafe that they’d all felt the need to agree to my date. I was twenty-eight years old. It wasn’t like I was some virginal teenager being stalked by a punk kid with peach fuzz on his upper lip and a freshly printed driver’s license.

      But that was my brothers for you. They were royal pains in the ass, but I loved them.

      “Actually, yeah,” Kade said. “My dad was a cop, my grandfather was a cop. I guess you could say it’s in my blood.”

      “Was it in a small town like this?”

      “No, I grew up in southern California. My grandfather was a city cop in L.A. for a while and my dad was with the L.A. County Sheriff’s Department.”

      “So this must be pretty different.”

      “You could say that. When you get a call about gang activity down there, it’s not squirrels.”

      I laughed. The squirrels in Tilikum were notorious troublemakers. “I’m sure.”

      He smiled again and I found myself going from nervous to confused. Kade was an attractive guy. Very attractive, by anyone’s standards. He had a good job and he’d already made it clear he liked kids. Obviously that was important to me. The smile he gave me should have sent a flurry of butterflies flitting through my stomach. Maybe even given me a little spark of heat between the legs, because oh my god, it had been a long time.

      But despite the way a dimple puckered in one of his cheeks and how his smile showcased his very nice, stubbly jawline, I felt… nothing.

      No sparks. No tingles. No rush of excitement or warmth in my face.

      But maybe that was a good thing. Maybe chasing sparks was what had gotten me into trouble with my ex.

      Kade reached into his pocket and glanced at his phone. His brow furrowed, a look of concern passing over his features.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked.

      “Well…” He trailed off for a second. “It’s Garrett. They had to bring one of your brothers in for disorderly conduct.”

      My eyes widened. “Which brother?”

      “Zachary.”

      That wasn’t a total surprise. If any of my brothers were going to get in trouble, it was him. “Disorderly conduct? What does that mean?”

      Kade met my eyes. “In this case, fighting in public.”

      Fighting? Oh no. My heart fluttered. I had a feeling I knew the answer to my next question, but I asked it anyway. “Who was he fighting?”

      “One of the Baileys.” He shook his head. “I know the feud is a thing here, but I don’t get it.”

      I stopped myself from asking which Bailey while Kade replied to Garrett. It wasn’t like it mattered. A fight breaking out was a bad sign. But if it had been him… that was worse.

      It shouldn’t have been worse. But it was.

      Levi Bailey and I were not supposed to be friends. I wasn’t supposed to know him, or talk to him, or secretly text him whenever I needed to smile. Because he always made me smile.

      “Are they okay?” I asked.

      He paused while he read another text. “Sounds like it. I don’t think it lasted very long before Jack broke it up. But he took them both to the station.”

      “He arrested them? Why?”

      “Probably to make an example out of them. Everyone knows this town has turned into a powder keg. If a scuffle breaks out and we ignore it, the next one could be worse. I’m sorry Jack had to arrest your brother, but he’s just trying to keep the peace.”

      “No, I understand. But I should probably go down there and see if there’s anything I can do.”

      He nodded. “Sure. I’ll take care of dinner and meet you there.”

      “Thanks.”

      I’d driven myself and met Kade at the restaurant—it made me more comfortable to be my own ride home—so I put on my coat and went out to my car. A nervous tingle buzzed through my stomach as I drove to the sheriff’s office on the north edge of town. If Jack had arrested Zachary and whichever of the Baileys he’d been fighting, that probably meant a bunch of pissed off Havens and pissed off Baileys were about to be in close quarters.

      Granted, it seemed reasonable to hope that being at the sheriff’s office would mean they’d all behave themselves. But what happened when two dominant wolf packs were thrust together in a tight space?

      I just needed to get there. I knew how to calm my brothers down. Hopefully someone on the Bailey side would be there to do the same. Because Kade was right. This town had turned into a powder keg. And it wouldn’t take much of a spark to set it off.

      Streetlights bathed the parking lot in circles of light. I parked next to Josiah’s truck and hurried to the front entrance.

      The lobby reminded me of a middle school dance, where girls congregated against one wall and boys along the other, keeping as much space in the center as possible. Except in this case, my brothers bunched up on one side, standing shoulder to shoulder, and a couple of the Baileys were on the other. And instead of being chaperoned by teachers, Brett Easton stood in front of the desk with his arms crossed, a don’t-even-think-about-it look on his face.

      Garrett was in street clothes, rather than his deputy uniform, and I could tell by his expression that he was torn between duty and family loyalty. Josiah and Luke spoke quietly to each other, but their eyes were on the men across the lobby. Theo stood with his big arms crossed and whether it was the sister or the mom in me, my first thought was whether he’d been having one of his headaches today.

      A quick glance at the Baileys didn’t tell me what I wanted to know—which one had been arrested—because only two of them were there. Neither of them were Levi. But that didn’t necessarily mean Levi had been fighting with Zachary. It could have been one of the others. Although the other two Bailey brothers were new dads, which could have been why they weren’t there.

      My heart sank a little more, but I pretended to ignore the Baileys, like I always did, and rushed over to my brothers. “What happened?”

      “Fight broke out on the street,” Josiah said. “It wasn’t even that bad, but Jack brought them both down here.”

      “Have you seen Z yet? Is he okay?”

      “He’s probably fine,” Josiah said. “We’re just waiting to see if Jack’s actually going to book them.”

      “Do Mom and Dad know?”

      “No,” Josiah said. “Thanks for breaking the news to them.”

      “Why do I have to tell them? I’m not the one getting in fights on the street.”

      “You know they’ll take it better coming from you,” Luke said. “You have a gift.”

      I rolled my eyes. My brothers had learned early on that if their baby sister was the one to tell our parents about their shenanigans, they tended to get in less trouble.

      That was me. Family peacemaker. I had been since I was little.

      The front door opened and my unspoken question was answered. Asher and Logan Bailey came in, both with sleeping babies in baby carriers strapped to their chests.

      That meant it had been Levi fighting with Zachary.

      The air felt charged with electricity, making the hair on my arms stand on end. I’d always thought the pranks my brothers played on the Baileys were kind of dumb, but now I found myself wishing for the innocence of the way it used to be.

      I also knew that our side was to blame for the heightened tension.

      I’d told Josiah not to go after Gram Bailey’s land. Although I understood where he was coming from, I’d known the Baileys wouldn’t. For some reason, he’d thought he could pull it off. But all he’d done was make things worse.

      And now there were whispers around town that one of my brothers had tampered with Logan Bailey’s brakes, causing Cara’s accident. There was no way—absolutely no way—my brothers had done that. I refused to believe it. I hadn’t even asked if they were responsible; I wasn’t going to insult them like that.

      But rumors had a way of taking on a life of their own in Tilikum, whether there was any truth to them or not.

      The front door opened again and Kade came in. He walked over to our side and put a gentle hand on the small of my back.

      “Hey,” he said. “Any word on whether they’re being released?”

      “Not yet,” Garrett said. “And Jack won’t let me back there.”

      “Not surprised,” Kade said. He rubbed slow circles across my back. I wasn’t sure how I felt about the familiarity of his gesture.

      The door next to the front desk opened and Sheriff Jack Cordero stepped out. He’d started as chief deputy and been elected sheriff last year. Although he was married to Naomi Harris, whose daughter was married to Asher Bailey, in his job he’d always remained completely feud neutral. I suspected that was one of the things that had gotten him elected.

      “Listen up,” he said, his deep voice booming across the lobby. “I don’t care who you are or what your last name is. You are not starting a war in this town. Understood?”

      My eyes flicked around the room. Everyone nodded.

      “You get this one warning.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. He was letting them go.

      There were mutters of thanks from both sides. Sheriff Cordero gestured with a nod and Zachary stepped through the door, followed by Levi Bailey.

      My heart jumped into my throat. Levi’s dark brown eyes scanned the lobby, only resting on me for a second. But that was enough. His jaw was tight, his nostrils flaring, and he kept his broad shoulders back. Although he didn’t look at my brothers any longer than he had me, the aggressiveness in his posture was unmistakable.

      His gaze lingered on Kade as he walked by, his eyes narrowing.

      Instinctively, I shifted away from Kade, and he dropped his hand from my back.

      In stark contrast to the seriousness of Levi’s expression, Zachary grinned like the show-off he was. “Wow, it’s a party out here.”

      I smacked his arm. “Will you shut up? You almost got arrested.”

      He shrugged. “But I didn’t.”

      “Are you drunk?”

      “No, but thanks for assuming the worst.” He raked his fingers through his dark blond hair. “Okay, fine, I might have had a few drinks, but drunk is such a strong word.”

      I crossed my arms. “Did you start it?”

      “What? Me? I would never.”

      “That tells me all I need to know.” I shook my head. “What were you thinking? You could have gotten into serious trouble.”

      “Yeah, well, it was bound to happen sooner or later. Let’s get out of here before Jack changes his mind and tosses me in a cell for the night.”

      I glanced over at the Baileys on the other side of the lobby. They were already turning and heading for the door.

      The tallest one, Evan, held the door while the rest filed out. Levi paused and looked over his shoulder.

      Our eyes met. And my heart fluttered again.

      Without a word—although what could he possibly say—he left.
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      My car bumped along the gravel driveway that led up the hill to my parents’ house. They lived in a log home that my dad and uncles had built from the ground up. It sat on the crest of a hill a couple of miles outside town and from the living room you could see the lights of Tilikum twinkling through the pine trees.

      I parked out front, went inside, and quietly closed the front door. The entryway was dark, but a lamp next to the couch illuminated the living room with soft light. My parents sat next to each other, my dad in the corner of the couch and my mom close enough that their legs must have been touching.

      Dad twisted around to look at me over his shoulder. My dad, Paul Haven, was the definition of burly lumberjack. He had a barrel chest, brawny arms, and tree trunk thighs, all covered in body hair. His thick beard was peppered with silver, as was the hair on his head.

      He didn’t say anything. Just nodded, acknowledging that I was home.

      “Hi honey,” Mom said. “How was your date?”

      My mom, Marlene, wore her brown hair up in a bun more often than not. Her glasses had blue frames and knitting needles clicked in her lap.

      “It was fine.” I hung up my things and joined them in the living room. A fire burned in the wood stove and photos of me and my six brothers in mismatched frames decorated the mantle.

      “Just fine?” Mom asked, peering at me over the rim of her glasses.

      I sank into a well-worn denim-blue armchair with a light blue knit blanket draped over the back. “Fine is good.”

      “Is it?”

      “Fine is better than bad. Kade is nice. But our dinner kind of got interrupted.”

      Dad’s eyes lifted from the magazine in his lap and Mom raised her eyebrows.

      I took a deep breath. Although news traveled like wildfire in this town, they obviously hadn’t heard yet. “Z got in a fight. Sheriff Cordero had to break it up and took them both down to the station. He let them go without holding them or pressing charges or anything.”

      “Goddammit,” Dad said, his voice a low rumble.

      “Which Bailey was it?” Mom asked.

      Her assumption that it had been a Bailey wasn’t surprising. She knew as well as anyone how tense things had become between our two families. But it was hard to keep my expression neutral as I answered. “Levi.”

      “What were they fighting about?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. I was at dinner and Z didn’t say. Sheriff wasn’t happy about it, though. He warned them all not to start a war.”

      “Too late for that,” Dad grumbled.

      Mom’s eyes flicked to him and a flash of annoyance passed across her features. She was as neutral as it was possible to be in this town, especially considering her last name was Haven. She regularly crossed enemy lines to go to Stitch and Sip at the Knotty Knitter with a bunch of other women in town—including Gram Bailey, the matriarch of the Bailey clan.

      Although she hadn’t gone in a while. Maybe the tension had finally become too much, even for the little knitting group.

      “Is Zachary all right?” Mom asked.

      “He’s fine. I don’t think it was much of a scuffle.”

      Dad grunted. “If he pulls that shit again, he won’t be fine.”

      My thoughts kept straying to Levi. Was he okay? I knew he wasn’t hurt—he’d looked all right—but was he upset? Angry? The look on his face when he’d walked through the lobby had been so dark and intense.

      Would he still want to talk to me?

      I wanted to text him, but I wasn’t sure if I should.

      “How was Thomas tonight?” I asked, hoping to change the subject.

      “He ate most of his dinner and went to bed fine.”

      “Thanks again for watching him.”

      Mom smiled. “Of course. It’s my pleasure. He can hang out with Grandma again tomorrow if you want. I’m watching Owen for Garrett and Taylor.”

      “Thomas will love that,” I said. My seven-year-old nephew, Owen, was always good with Thomas. “Marigold keeps bugging me that I need a haircut. Maybe I’ll see if she can squeeze me in tomorrow.”

      “Perfect,” Mom said.

      My fingers felt twitchy. Did I have a text from Levi? He’d passed within a few feet of me. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d been that close.

      Of course, it was silly to think I would be the first thing on Levi’s mind. He’d gotten in a fight and been arrested. Texting me was probably not his first priority.

      “Well, I think I’ll head to bed.” I got up out of the chair. “Thanks again for watching Thomas.”

      “Goodnight,” Mom said.

      Dad grunted something incoherent, but I knew it was mountain man speak for goodnight.

      I grabbed my phone out of my purse. The message light blinked. My pulse started racing and a little burst of excitement made my stomach flutter. I swiped the screen and my heart promptly sank.

      It was from my friend Isabelle, asking how my date had gone.

      Sigh.

      I stopped by Thomas’s room on the way to mine and peeked in on him. He was out—sound asleep in the new big boy bed Papa had made him. I blew him a kiss—I didn’t want to risk waking him—and softly shut his door.

      My room was next door. When I’d moved home, Mom had helped me redecorate. The boys’ bunk beds were gone, replaced with a nice queen-sized bed and a matching dresser and nightstand. A sliding glass door led to a little balcony where I’d put a bistro table and two chairs. There was also plenty of room for my craft table and Dad had built storage shelves and bins for all my crafting supplies.

      It was possible I had a bit of a crafting addiction.

      I sank down on my bed and sent Isabelle a quick reply, letting her know it had been fine and I’d give her the details tomorrow. Then I tapped the screen to go back to my most recent texts.

      Romeo.

      Maybe it was silly to have him listed in my contacts as Romeo. It wasn’t like we had some secret love affair going on. And tonight it felt almost ominous. Romeo and Juliet was a tragedy. I hated the idea that the feud between our families could ever lead to something awful.

      But I’d only used that name so no one would accidentally see who he really was. The last thing I needed was one of my brothers finding out I was texting Levi Bailey, innocent though it was.

      Especially now.

      Before I could talk myself out of it, I sent him a quick text.

      Are you okay?

      I waited, my pulse pounding in my ears. Why was I making such a big deal out of this? He’d probably gone to bed. Or he was sitting around drinking beer with his brothers.

      Did Levi drink beer? That was one thing I didn’t know about him.

      In some ways, I felt like I knew Levi better than anyone. And he knew me just as well. We’d first become friends—secretly, of course—in high school. We’d been in the same English class senior year and our teacher had assigned anonymous critique partners. The idea had been to have us share our writing assignments with each other, without knowing who our partners were. Then we’d offer feedback. She’d hoped the anonymity would allow us to be honest with each other.

      I didn’t know if she’d paired a Haven and a Bailey on purpose or if the selections had been random. But we hadn’t been meant to find out who the other person was.

      At first, I hadn’t known. All I knew was that my partner was insightful, smart, and funny. Outside the constraints of normal teenage social interaction, we’d started opening up to each other. Our notes had become increasingly personal, and since our teacher wasn’t seeing them—we were only turning in our final products—we’d used our English assignments as a way of passing notes. Anonymously.

      And then one day, there was a phone number on the back of one of my papers.

      I’d been intensely curious as to the identity of my critique partner. Every day when I’d come into English class, my eyes had swept the room. Who was writing to me? I was fairly convinced it was a boy. But which one?

      That day after school, with my heart in my throat, I’d sent a text. He’d immediately replied. And our conversations had gone from sporadic messages on our assignments to daily texts.

      A few weeks later, when I’d come into English class and started looking around the room—more curious than ever as to the identity of my secret friend—Levi Bailey met my eyes and winked.

      My heart still fluttered at the memory of that wink. That moment when I’d realized it was him. It had been both exhilarating and sad. Because I knew that no matter how much I liked him, it could never be more than what we already had—a secret friendship of anonymous notes and texts.

      The next year, I went away to college. With the busyness of college life—new friends, new social situations, part-time jobs, studying and classes—we’d started texting less and less. Until eventually, we didn’t talk at all.

      I’d still thought about him, but being away from Tilikum had made it easier to push him out of my mind. I had a new life away from our feuding town and I’d thought it was for the best. The little crush I’d harbored had just been a teenage fantasy—nothing that could ever become real. I’d convinced myself that moving on had been the right thing to do.

      Maybe I’d been right.

      But years later, after moving back to Tilikum, I’d gotten a text asking how I was doing. It had been him. And we’d been texting in secret ever since.

      After a few minutes, he still hadn’t replied, so I tossed my phone on my nightstand and got ready for bed. And it was fine. I didn’t need Levi Bailey to text me back so badly that I was going to stew over it all night. He was a friend, so it was fine to be concerned about him. But I wasn’t going to let his lack of reply bother me.

      Much.
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        * * *

      

      When I got up the next morning, still no text from Levi.

      Isabelle and Marigold, however, had blown up our group chat, asking for date details. I told them to hang on while I got Thomas his breakfast and warned them that there wasn’t a lot to tell.

      I could hear my phone still buzzing with notifications as I whipped up a quick batch of scrambled eggs. Thomas sat at the round kitchen table making car noises as he drove a toy fire engine back and forth in front of him. His dark blond hair was pushed up on one side and he still wore his fire truck pajamas.

      Fire trucks were his latest obsession. He couldn’t get enough of them, and he carried that little toy fire engine everywhere.

      I got him his breakfast and sat down at the kitchen table with my tea while he ate.

      Me: Nothing juicy to report, I’m afraid. Kade was nice but not a lot of sparks.

      Marigold: I’m so disappointed for you. I was hoping you’d be on a cloud of happy feelings today.

      Isabelle: Or recovering from a night of mind-blowing sex.

      Me: Neither of those. Sorry.

      Marigold: Don’t be sorry. It’s not your fault.

      Isabelle: Will you go out with him again?

      Me: I don’t know.

      Isabelle: If you’re unsure, I’d say that means no. Don’t ever settle.

      Marigold: Agreed. You deserve someone amazing.

      Me: Thanks. Don’t worry. I won’t settle.

      I couldn’t settle. I had a son. If I was going to bring someone into Thomas’s life, he did have to be amazing. Besides, I’d been with the wrong guy once already, and although I’d never regret having Thomas, it had definitely made life complicated. I’d never thought I’d be a single mom living with my parents again, yet here I was.

      I took a sip of my tea and told Isabelle and Marigold about the rest of my evening. They weren’t any more surprised a fight had broken out than my parents had been.

      They also didn’t know that I was friends with Levi.

      Once in a while, I thought about telling them. What did I have to hide? We were just texting. It wasn’t like I was dating a Bailey. That would be crazy. They were my best friends, they’d understand.

      But it felt like a secret I needed to keep. Or maybe I was afraid if anyone else knew, the magic would somehow fade away.

      Mom came in as Thomas finished his breakfast and offered to get him dressed. I thanked her and cleaned up the kitchen. The garbage was getting full, so I decided to brave the cold morning and take it outside.

      I grabbed the bag and went out the side door. The porch creaked beneath my feet and the cold wind cut through my sweater. As I tossed the bag in the garbage can, a whiff of something hit my nose. It smelled like smoke. And not just any smoke. Cigarette smoke.

      Oh no he wasn’t.

      I followed the acrid scent. It got stronger the closer I got to Dad’s shop. He’d been a smoker for years, but he was supposed to have quit a few months ago. Again.

      But someone was definitely smoking back there.

      I popped around the corner of the building. “Dad, what are you doing?”

      He gasped, dropping his lit cigarette onto the dry ground. “Damn it.” He stomped on it. “What are you doing? Trying to give me a heart attack?”

      I crossed my arms. “More like preventing one. You’re not supposed to be smoking.”

      He glowered at me. His big beard and dark brow might have been intimidating to other people, but I wasn’t having it.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I said. “Those things will kill you. I’m not going to apologize for wanting you to not die.”

      He grunted in reply.

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “Damn it,” he muttered, reaching into his pocket. He handed me his pack of cigarettes.

      “Is this all of them?”

      “Yeah, I only bought a pack. Just one or two a day—”

      “Can still kill you,” I said, cutting him off. “And always turns into more.”

      Glancing away, he grumbled something that might have been agreement.

      “I’m just trying to look out for you.”

      “I know, I know.” He rubbed his beard. “You’re right. Take `em.”

      “Do you still have some of that nicotine gum?”

      He patted his pockets. “It’s around here somewhere.”

      “Maybe try that again and see if it helps.”

      His expression softened, almost into a smile. “Fine.”

      I stepped closer and gave him a hug. “Love you.”

      “Love you too, sweetheart.”

      I took his cigarettes and broke them before tossing them in the trash. I didn’t think he’d fish them out of the garbage, but figured I’d make sure they were as unappealing as possible. Addiction was a thing and I wasn’t unsympathetic to that. But I worried about him.

      I went back in the kitchen, wondering why he’d started smoking again. Was he stressed about Zachary? Dad wasn’t exactly the most expressive person, but he loved his kids, and I knew he worried about us.

      I glanced at my phone again on the way to Thomas’s bedroom. Still nothing from Levi. I didn’t know why it was bothering me so much.

      But the look in his dark, brooding eyes when his had met mine still haunted me. I couldn’t get it out of my head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            LEVI

          

        

      

    

    
      Gavin and I circled each other, both of us dripping sweat. My gray TFD t-shirt was soaked and my breath came fast, but this was exactly what I’d needed. I’d woken up this morning still pissed off about last night, but grappling with Gav for the last hour had burned off some of my aggression.

      The metallic clink of weights and the grunts of a jiu jitsu class taking place on another mat surrounded us. Industrial fans roared, moving the air in the warehouse-style building, not quite dissipating the faint smell of sweat.

      I saw Asher approach from the corner of my eye. He was dressed in a sleeveless shirt that showed off his tattoos, and like me and Gav, his feet were bare. He’d been coaching one of his clients, but apparently he’d finished and wanted to watch his brothers go at each other on the mat.

      Gavin’s eyes were wild, a small smile on his face. So far, we were about even. I’d made him tap out a few times, and he’d made me tap out a few times. He was good—and strong—but he tended to get reckless, his love of danger making him brash. And sometimes careless.

      He lunged forward but I sidestepped just enough to get his head under my arm. I locked my grip and flexed to keep hold of him. The sweat didn’t help; we were both slick as fuck. I grunted as he twisted, trying to break my grip.

      I didn’t have the right position to get him in a submission hold from here, so I tripped one of his legs. We hit the mat and I scrambled to maintain control.

      “Keep your weight on him,” Asher said from beside the mat.

      He could have been talking to either of us. We twisted and spun, both grunting as we struggled against each other’s strength.

      I loved this shit.

      Gavin tried to roll me, but I countered his movement and threw my weight over him. Moving fast, I got him in a triangle choke—my arm squeezing his neck into his own shoulder. He didn’t tap, so gritting my teeth, I applied more pressure while he arched and twisted, trying to get out of my hold.

      “Levi, put your head down,” Asher said. “Gav, you’re fucked if you don’t break that hold.”

      “I know,” Gavin ground out through gritted teeth.

      I followed Asher’s advice, lowering my head toward the mat. It put more pressure on Gavin’s shoulder, increasing the tightness of the choke.

      Finally, Gavin tapped me with his free hand and I let go.

      He lay on his back and blinked a few times. “Fuck, blood chokes are the worst.”

      “I thought you were going to let him put you to sleep,” Asher said.

      “Nah, I hate blacking out.”

      I got to my feet, still breathing hard.

      Asher slapped my back. “Nice work.”

      “Thanks.”

      I helped Gavin up and we gave each other a quick bro hug. We agreed that we’d beat the shit out of each other enough for one day and it was time to head home. After saying goodbye to Asher, we put on our shoes, grabbed our stuff, and left.

      Our house had been weirdly empty since Logan had moved out and now the front room was littered with moving boxes. Gavin was about to be the next to leave the Bailey bachelor pad. He and Skylar were getting married and buying Jack and Naomi Cordero’s house, next door to Gram. Jack and Naomi had just finished building their dream home, right on the river, and the house where Grace had grown up was perfect for Gav and Skylar.

      I didn’t mind that Gavin was moving out, although I wasn’t sure where it was going to leave me. I liked living next door to Asher, Grace, and my nephew Charlie. But this house was too big for just me. What did a single guy need with four bedrooms? It wasn’t like any of my brothers were going to move back in, not with all of them getting married and starting families. And I wasn’t interested in finding other roommates.

      But I could afford it, so maybe I’d just get used to living alone.

      Gavin’s cat, Princess Squeaker, wandered over and rubbed against my leg. I’d been kind of pissed when he’d brought the cat home but I’d grown to like the little furball. The squeaky sound she made when she meowed was cute as hell.

      Gav beelined for the shower, the dick, so I gave Princess Squeaker some attention, then grabbed some water and went to my room. Light filtered in through the gap in the dark blue curtains and for some reason, I was a habitual bed maker. Always had been. It was probably a subconscious attempt to differentiate myself from my twin. Logan was messy, so I wasn’t.

      I’d left my new phone on the nightstand. After breaking my old one by throwing it against the wall—not exactly my finest moment—I’d had to get a replacement. The message light blinked, so I grabbed it and sat on the edge of the bed. I’d been ignoring it since last night. After coming home from the sheriff’s office, I’d been in too shitty of a mood to deal with my brothers’ taunts. But I needed to call Gram and let her know what had happened and reassure her that I was okay. She’d probably heard about it at this point. Nothing stayed quiet in this town.

      I picked it up and swiped to my messages. But I didn’t have any texts from my brothers. Just one, from Annika.

      Juliet: Are you okay?

      A rush of heat filled my veins. She’d been there last night, standing in the lobby with her brothers. And Kade. He must have been the guy she’d gone out with. I’d never given a shit about him before, but now I fucking hated him. He’d been touching her, rubbing her back, like he had the right to do so.

      I wasn’t sure what had pissed me off more—getting arrested for fighting or seeing another man touch Annika.

      Probably the latter.

      Her deep blue eyes had met mine and in that split second, I’d imagined walking straight to her, wrapping my arms around her and kissing her in front of everyone.

      And then I’d noticed that fucker with his hand on her back.

      I let out a long breath. I wasn’t angry at her. She could go on a date with whoever she wanted. I didn’t get to have an opinion about it. And I felt a pang of guilt, realizing she’d sent this the previous night.

      Me: Hey, sorry. I was kind of ignoring my phone. I’m fine. Thanks for checking.

      Juliet: Good! I was worried when I didn’t hear from you.

      Me: Sorry about that. Bad mood, you know?

      Juliet: I don’t blame you. Feeling better now?

      Me: Yeah. Much.

      Juliet: I’m really glad.

      I wasn’t even lying. I felt significantly better, and not just because I’d sweated it out on the mat with Gav. Just the few little words on my phone screen, typed by her, had calmed me down. I settled back against my pillow.

      Me: How about you?

      Juliet: I’m okay. I caught my dad smoking again. He’s having such a hard time quitting.

      Me: That sucks.

      Juliet: I took his cigarettes and threw them away. He wasn’t happy about it but he’ll thank me when he doesn’t die.

      Me: You really took them? That’s awesome.

      Juliet: I totally did. I even broke them into pieces so he couldn’t fish them out of the garbage.

      I chuckled out loud.

      Me: LOL, literally.

      Juliet: It was pretty funny. So what are you up to today?

      Me: I’m off duty so probably just running some errands. My brother is moving out so I need to see if there’s anything in his room that needs to be fixed.

      Juliet: Like what?

      Me: Let’s just say his headboard probably did some damage to the wall.

      Juliet: LOL! That must be fun to live with.

      Me: It’s annoying as hell, actually. But whatever.

      Juliet: Fortunately, my parents’ room is on the other side of the house. I’d be scarred for life if I heard their headboard banging.

      Me: Totally. No one wants to hear their parents going at it.

      Juliet: I’ve caught them making out too many times already. Shudder.

      Me: Are you still thinking about finding our own place?

      I blinked, my eyes catching the typo. Our own place? Damn it.

      Me: I meant your own place.

      Juliet: I was going to say, we’re moving a little fast, aren’t we, Romeo?

      Holy shit, had she just called me Romeo? That was weird.

      Me: I don’t know, didn’t Romeo and Juliet get married after they’d only met once?

      Juliet: I think you’re right. Of course, they both killed themselves, so there’s that.

      Me: Fair point. But, you know, my brother is moving out, so I have all this space now.

      Juliet: OMG, can you imagine? A Bailey and a Haven as roommates? Everyone would lose their minds.

      Me: Yeah they would.

      Which sucked. I couldn’t even be friends with Annika, let alone…

      Anyway. I didn’t need to go down that path. It would just put me in a shitty mood again.

      Juliet: To your question, I’d love to move out. I’m so grateful to my parents, but let’s be honest, living at home when you’re pushing 30 has its drawbacks. But they help me out so much. I guess I’m torn.

      Me: Makes sense.

      Juliet: Sorry, but I have to go. My dad just said he’s going into town. I’m going to make up a reason to go with him so he can’t sneak any cigarettes.

      Me: I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to have you along.

      Juliet: He’s grateful on the inside, even if he’s grumpy on the outside.

      I smiled. Paul Haven was an intimidating dude. But I could imagine him being a big softy for his daughter.

      Me: Have fun.

      Juliet: You too. Talk to you later.

      I set my phone down and leaned my head back, a little smile still on my face. It had not escaped my notice that the only time I felt good these days was when I talked to Annika.

      It also hadn’t escaped my notice that I hadn’t dated since we’d started texting again. And that had been over a year ago.

      I’d been ignoring the obvious—that I liked Annika Haven. A lot. It was easy to tell myself I was focused on other things or just hadn’t met the right girl. Maybe a relationship wasn’t a priority for me. My brothers had all paired up, but who was to say that was where my life was going? Not everyone settled down and got married.

      But the truth was, I was hung up on her. And she was the one girl in the world I couldn’t ever have.
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      Instead of sitting around brooding over Annika—or the Havens, or the stupid feud—I decided to get off my ass and do something. I needed to stay busy. Anything else was going to drag me down into a dark mood again.

      I still needed to call Gram, so I brought up her number and hit send. She answered on the second ring.

      “Ah-ha. Now the Lynx decides to call.”

      “Hi, Gram. Sorry, I was in a bad mood.”

      “That’s all right. Who won?”

      “Who won what? The fight?”

      “Mm hmm.”

      I hadn’t been expecting that question. “Neither of us, really. Jack broke it up.”

      “I see. I’ll be happy to correct Violet, then.”

      “She said Zachary won?”

      “Her version of the story was obviously tainted by Haven bias. But that’s neither here nor there. Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Nobody got hurt and Jack let us go. It wasn’t a big deal.”

      “That’s good to hear. I don’t suppose me telling you to watch yourself out there will make much of a difference.”

      “I will.”

      “Make sure you come by later. I’ll have an apple pie waiting for you.”

      That perked me up. “My favorite.”

      “All right, Lynx. I should go. I think one of my peckers got stuck under the porch again. Silly girl can’t find her way out.”

      Gram’s use of the term peckers for her chickens always made me chuckle. “Let me know if you need help getting her out.”

      “Don’t worry about me. I can handle a pecker.”

      I closed my eyes and tried not to laugh. She really needed to not say things like that. “Okay. Love you.”

      “Love you too, Lynx.”

      By the time I hung up, Gavin had vacated the bathroom. I took a quick shower, got dressed, and headed out. I figured I’d hit up the hardware store and get what I needed to fix Gavin’s wall. He’d offered to fix it himself, but I’d told him not to worry about it. One spot of drywall probably needed to be cut out and patched, but that was easy enough. I was off until tomorrow morning and this would give me something to do.

      On my way home, I’d swing by Gram’s. She didn’t need to entice me with apple pie to come see her, but there was no way I was missing out on my favorite dessert.

      The sky was gray with clouds and there was a bite in the air. I started toward town, but on a whim, veered off and headed toward Logan and Cara’s house. Logan was off duty today, so they were probably home. And if there was anything else in my life that would stave off a shitty mood, it was my nephew, Broderick.

      Logan and Cara lived in a house just outside town that overlooked the river. He’d moved in with her after finding out she was pregnant, at first just to be around to help her out and so when the baby was born, they could take care of him together. That had turned into so much more, and now they were a real family.

      I parked out front, went up to the door, and knocked. A few seconds later, Cara answered.

      “Oh, hey,” she said with a smile. She wore a blue long-sleeved shirt and jeans and had a burp rag draped over her shoulder. It kind of looked like she’d forgotten it was there. “What’s up?”

      “I’m heading to the hardware store but thought I’d swing by first to see Broderick if that’s okay.”

      “Yeah, of course.” She opened the door wider and stepped aside. “He’s asleep, but he won’t wake up if you move him. Once he’s out, he’s out.”

      I followed Cara inside. I’d always been somewhat indifferent to her. She was Grace’s best friend, so she and I had been around each other a lot—same social circle. I’d more or less ignored her, but not out of spite or antipathy or anything. She’d just always struck me as the kind of girl who was trouble.

      Plus I’d kind of known my twin had a thing for her, even when he’d been too stubborn to admit it. That had been enough to keep me away.

      I’d grown to like my sister-in-law. She was clearly great for Logan, an awesome mom to my nephew, and loyal as fuck. I respected her and I was glad she was a part of our family now.

      I also really loved my nephew.

      I loved both my nephews, of course. It was impossible not to love Asher and Grace’s son, Charlie. He was adorable and the happiest baby I’d ever seen. Everybody loved him.

      But there was something special about Broderick, maybe because he was my twin’s son. And they’d given him my name as his middle name—he was Broderick Levi Bailey—which was pretty cool.

      Logan lay on the couch with his shirt off, surrounded by discarded throw pillows. A sleeping Broderick lay on his chest, dressed in just a white onesie. There was no doubt his hair was red, like his mom’s, but his features were all Bailey.

      His cheek was squished against his dad’s chest and his arms draped over Logan’s ribcage. He’d grown a lot in the last two months, although he still seemed tiny to me.

      Logan cracked an eye open. “Hey, jailbro.”

      “Shut up. And quit hogging your baby. I want to hold him.”

      “I don’t know. Tiger, do you think we can trust this guy with our kid? He might be a bad influence.”

      “With us as parents, his chances are already iffy.” Cara’s mouth turning up in a smile. “I don’t think uncle jailbird will do any more damage.”

      “Fine. Go ahead.”

      I took off my coat, draped it over the arm of the couch, and picked up Broderick. He made a little noise and his feet flexed, but he didn’t open his eyes. I sat in an armchair and got him settled on my chest with his head under my chin.

      “There you go, little guy.”

      Cara grabbed her camera off the kitchen counter and snapped a few pictures of us. She did that every time I came over, but I had a feeling she took pictures of their son pretty much non-stop.

      Logan sat up and raked his hands through his already messy hair. “I should probably go shower.”

      “I was about to ask if you mind if I go shower,” Cara said.

      Logan grinned. “How about we both shower?”

      “Go,” I said. “I’ve got the baby. Just remember I’m down here pretending you’re just showering.”

      Cara flipped her hair over her shoulder. Logan got up, smacked her ass, then chased her up the stairs. I didn’t give a shit what they did up there if it gave me more Broderick time.

      Sitting with him while he slept on me was so peaceful. I wasn’t even tired but my breathing slowed and my eyelids got heavy.

      I drifted in and out of sleep until Logan and Cara came back, both with wet hair and big-ass smiles on their faces. Broderick started to squirm, so Cara took him. I said goodbye—I didn’t want to intrude on their life too much—and headed back to town.
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      The scent of freshly cut wood filled the air of Tilikum Hardware. I loved that smell. It reminded me of Grandad. Of long afternoons spent in his workshop, building things. He’d taught me everything he knew about woodworking and I’d soaked it up like a sponge. The scent of wood and stain always made me think of him.

      I wandered back toward the drywall section, reviewing my mental list of things I needed. I didn’t want to forget a drop cloth, which would be in a different area. The wall would need to be repainted and I didn’t think there were any drop cloths in the garage.

      With that thought, I rounded a corner and stopped in my tracks.

      A little boy with dark blond hair and dressed in a puffy winter coat drove a small toy fire engine down one of the shelves. But that wasn’t what made me pause. He was alone, and clearly too young to be wandering around a hardware store by himself.

      Plus, I knew who he was. He was Thomas Haven, Annika’s son.

      He didn’t seem to notice me. Just kept playing, making a roaring sound like an engine as he drove the toy up and down the shelf.

      My heart rate kicked up a notch as I glanced around. Was she here? We saw each other in public once in a while, but there weren’t a lot of places both Baileys and Havens went. There were two of almost everything in this town. This was one of the few businesses that we all went to, since it was the only hardware store around.

      Thomas wandered farther down the aisle with his toy, still making the engine noise. The kid was cute. He looked so much like his mom. Dark blond hair, big blue eyes. And there was something about the fact that he was playing with a fire engine that made me crack a smile.

      But why was he by himself?

      I didn’t want to be creepy, but I also didn’t want anything to happen to him. What if he wandered out the front door and into the parking lot? Or someone grabbed him and ran? So when he got to the end of the aisle and turned, I followed him.

      I still didn’t see any sign of whoever had brought him. Maybe it was Annika, or one of her parents. They were probably looking for him, although I didn’t hear anyone calling his name. Maybe they hadn’t realized he’d wandered off yet. They had to be close by.

      He turned up another aisle, but instead of driving his toy along the shelf, he stopped and looked around. His little brow furrowed and his lower lip trembled. I had a feeling he’d just realized he was alone.

      “Hey.” I approached him cautiously. I didn’t want to scare him. “Did you lose your mommy?”

      Tears welled up in his eyes and he nodded.

      “It’s okay. Can I help you find her?”

      With a big sniff, he nodded again.

      And then he did the most baffling thing. He held out his arms, like he wanted me to pick him up.

      I glanced around again. Was this okay? I had no idea. He was only two, probably too young to know about stranger danger. But that was why I needed to help him find his mom. I couldn’t just leave him here by himself.

      When I crouched down, he walked right up to me and held on to my shoulders. I hooked an arm around his legs and stood.

      “Okay, big man, did your mommy bring you to the store?”

      He nodded.

      “What about your grandpa? Is he here?”

      He nodded again.

      “Your grandma?”

      This time, he shook his head no.

      “Don’t worry, pal. We’ll find them.”

      He sniffed again and a tear slid down his cheek. I rubbed his back a little and he leaned down, resting his head on my shoulder.

      My chest felt tight and I had to clear my throat. I didn’t know what this kid was doing to me.

      I decided to head for the front of the store, and if we didn’t see Annika or her dad, I’d find an employee. Then we’d wait for one of them to come to us.

      Thomas didn’t let go while I walked him up to the front. I kept my eyes open for Annika—wondering what the hell I was going to say to her—but didn’t see her. The other customers I passed didn’t give me a second glance, which was good. Who knew what kind of rumors would spring up if people noticed Levi Bailey carrying Annika Haven’s kid—especially with the way he was basically hugging me.

      Olive Hembree was at the checkout counter, and I waited while she finished helping another customer.

      “Hi, Levi,” she said with a friendly smile. Her eyes flicked to Thomas. “Can I help you with something?”

      “This little guy lost his mom. Is someone looking for their kid?”

      “Oh my goodness, poor little thing.” She slipped a walkie talkie off her belt. “Hey, Bob, we’ve got a lost and found situation up here. Have you seen a mom looking for her little one?”

      “No, but I’m in the back.”

      “Okay. He’s about two, blond-ish hair. Levi Bailey brought him up front, so I’ll just have them stay here.”

      “Good. I’ll look for his mom.”

      I rubbed Thomas’s back and swayed from side to side. “There you go, big man. Your mommy will be here any minute.”

      He squeezed my neck.

      I had to blow out a breath against the surge of emotion that welled up. Maybe it was because Thomas was scared without his mom or the way he was lying against my shoulder, like he trusted me—like I was making him feel safe. Whatever it was, it was poking a hole straight through my chest.

      For some reason, my mind went to Thomas’s father. I knew enough from Annika to know I hated the fucker. He’d bailed on her as soon as she’d told him she was pregnant. Asshole. It made me even more proud of Logan for stepping up to the plate when he’d found out Cara was unexpectedly pregnant with his baby.

      That was what a man should do. Be a father. Not tell the girl he’d gotten pregnant that he couldn’t deal with it and then completely ghost her. Sign away his rights so his son legally had no father.

      I’d grown up without my dad, but for different reasons. And Grandad had filled the gap in a million ways. Thomas had his grandparents, too, and a bunch of uncles. But I knew from experience that it wasn’t quite the same. It sucked that this little guy didn’t have a dad. He deserved a one.

      A good one.

      “Thomas!”

      I heard her voice behind me, followed by the sound of running footsteps. Thomas lifted his head, although he didn’t loosen his grip on my neck.

      My heart thumped in my chest. I turned and came face to face with Annika Haven.
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      Dad stood with his arms crossed, glaring at the wall of drill bits. I had no idea what he was specifically looking for, but apparently he wasn’t finding it.

      Either that or he’d made up his trip to Tilikum Hardware to cover for what he’d been planning to do—sneak out to buy cigarettes—before I’d ruined it by insisting Thomas and I join him. And now he had to pretend he’d meant to come here all along.

      Whatever his reason, I waited patiently while he browsed. I didn’t mind. I liked the woodsy scent in the air. And keeping Thomas busy at home all the time could get exhausting, so running errands was a great way to break up the day. After this, he’d be ready for a nap and I—

      Wait. Why was it so quiet?

      My heart jumped and I looked behind me, expecting to see Thomas driving his fire engine along the shelf. But he wasn’t there.

      He wasn’t in the aisle at all.

      Fear tied my stomach in a knot. I rushed down to one end, thinking he couldn’t have gone far. He’d probably just driven his toy along the shelf and turned the corner.

      “Thomas?”

      No sign of him.

      “Dad, I don’t see Thomas.” I jogged past him to look at the other end of the aisle. “Thomas?”

      The sound of Dad’s boots followed me. I got to the other end and he wasn’t there either.

      “You go right, I’ll go left,” Dad said. “Holler when you find him or I’ll meet you up front.”

      “Got it.”

      I turned right and raced up and down the aisles, calling his name. How had this happened? He’d been right there. Damn it, I should have kept hold of his hand. Or watched him instead of staring at the stupid drill bits. I felt like the worst mother on the planet.

      What if something happened to him?

      My stomach churned and my heart raced. He wasn’t in the plumbing aisle or playing with the plastic fittings and PVC pipe. I didn’t see him among the knobs and hinges and he wasn’t in the paint section.

      I kept going, checking every aisle, even stopping to look in the spaces on the bottom shelves where he might be hiding. I listened for my dad’s bellowing voice, but he didn’t call for me. I checked my phone to make sure he hadn’t tried that, but nothing.

      I thought I might puke.

      “Thomas!”

      I rounded a corner and could see the front of the store. My heart sank at the sight of the automatic front doors. Oh god. What if he’d gone out into the parking lot?

      And then I saw him.

      A man stood near the checkout counter, holding Thomas in his arms. His back was to me, and Thomas had his arms around the man’s neck, his head resting on his shoulder. A part of me was shocked. It wasn’t one of my brothers, and Thomas was wary of strangers. He wasn’t the type of kid to climb in someone’s arms and rest his head on their shoulder, especially someone he didn’t know.

      But mostly I was so filled with relief, I could barely breathe.

      “Thomas!”

      He lifted his head and another wave of relief washed over me. He wasn’t crying.

      Still holding him, the man turned around and I almost stopped. My already racing heart skipped and my breath caught in my throat.

      It was Levi Bailey.

      A tornado of emotion whipped through me so fast I felt momentarily dazed. I was so relieved to see my son, but nothing could have prepared me for what it would be like to see him happily in the arms of that man.

      “Oh my god, Thomas.” I reached for him, and he dove at me. I caught him and got him settled on my hip, holding him close. “Buddy, you scared me. You can’t wander off like that.”

      Levi stood there watching me, a slight groove between his eyebrows. God, he was gorgeous. It was so rare that I was this close to him. I seldom got a good look at his face—or his body. He was an absolutely glorious specimen of manhood. Thick, dark hair. Sharp cheekbones and a square jaw. Brown eyes that seemed to see into my very soul. His coat was open, giving me a firsthand look at his broad chest. And the way his shirt skimmed his midsection, he must have a set of—

      Oh my god, what was I doing? I was ogling Levi Bailey after I’d almost lost my son.

      Mother of the year, right here.

      “I found him over near the drywall,” Levi said. “I figured you must be looking for him, so I brought him up here.”

      “Thank you so much.” I kept pressing Thomas against me, unwilling to let him go. “I don’t know what happened. We were looking at drill bits and he was playing with his toy. One second he was right there and the next, he was gone.”

      There was no judgment in Levi’s eyes. Just gentle understanding. “Yeah, that must have scared the crap out of you.”

      His voice washed over me, low and soothing. The sound of it sent a pleasant shiver down my spine.

      “It did. My heart’s still racing. What if he had wandered outside? Or someone else had grabbed him?”

      “That’s what I was thinking when I saw him.”

      “Thank you for picking him up. I’m surprised he let you. He tends to be wary of people he doesn’t know.”

      Levi’s eyebrows lifted, as if he were surprised. “He held his arms out, like he wanted me to carry him, so I did.”

      “Did he really?”

      He nodded.

      “Wow, he must like you.” I shifted Thomas on my hip. “Thomas, this is Levi Bailey. Can you say hi?”

      He leaned his head into my neck, like he was feeling shy. “Hi.”

      “Hi, big man.” Levi smiled at him, and my heart nearly split in two. “Nice to meet you.”

      “There you are.” Dad’s rumbling voice almost made me jump. “Good, you found him.”

      “Yeah, he’d wandered into the drywall section.” My eyes flicked to Levi. “He brought him up here to wait for me.”

      Levi’s posture didn’t change. He faced my father without a hint of fear in his eyes, but no aggression either. The lack of reaction almost felt like a dare. Go ahead, Paul Haven. I just saved your grandson. Find a way to be a dick to me because I’m a Bailey.

      Of course, this wasn’t just any Bailey. It was Levi, who’d gotten in a fight with Zachary just last night. And Dad knew it.

      But Dad just grumbled something and turned to walk away. “Never did find the right bit.”

      He headed out the front door. Apparently he didn’t want to keep shopping.

      “I guess I should go,” I said.

      “Yeah.” His eyes swept up and down, like he was taking me all in.

      “Thank you again. Really, I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t been here.”

      “It’s no problem.” He tilted his head to look at Thomas. “Bye, big man.”

      “Bye, We-vi,” Thomas said.

      Levi’s face broke into a wide smile and for the love of everything, it was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen in my entire life.

      I shifted Thomas again. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Olive Hembree watching us. She looked concerned. She was probably wondering why a Bailey and a Haven were standing there, gazing at each other like weirdos.

      “Bye.” I gave Levi one last smile. Then I forced myself to turn around and walk away.

      Thomas waved at him over my shoulder. I didn’t look to see if Levi waved back, but I was pretty sure he did.

      Feeling shaky, I took Thomas to my car. I’d saved enough for a small SUV and the roomy back seat was great for Thomas’s car seat. I strapped him in while my dad waited in the passenger seat.

      “Thomas, next time we’re in a store, you need to stay with Mommy, okay?”

      He kicked his legs and frowned.

      “I’m serious. You can’t wander around by yourself.”

      Finally, he nodded. “Okay. Fire cock?”

      It was hard not to laugh at the way he said truck. It always sounded like he was saying cock and apparently being a single mom hadn’t rid me of an immature sense of humor. “Did you lose your truck?”

      He smiled and held up his toy. “No. Here is.”

      “Yep, there it is.” I kissed his forehead. “Love you.”

      “Wuv you, Mommy.”

      I got in my car and shut the door. Dad glanced at me but didn’t say anything. Sometimes it drove me nuts how little my dad spoke. But this time I was glad he didn’t feel the need to comment on what had just happened. Not the fact that I’d lost track of my own kid in a store, nor that it had been Levi Bailey who’d saved the day.

      We drove home in silence—normal for Dad. Thomas watched the scenery go by, his expression serious as usual. He probably had no idea how much terror he’d just caused. To him, he’d wandered off in a store, been picked up by a big, strong man, and taken back to his mom.

      Such a big, strong man.

      He’d smelled good, too. But I needed to stop thinking about that.

      My current state of emotional upheaval must have been written all over my face, because as soon as we walked in the door, Mom asked what was wrong. I didn’t want to go through the whole thing, so I summarized, letting her know Thomas had wandered off but we’d found him and all was well. It had just shaken me up.

      I didn’t mention Levi. Neither did Dad.

      “`Nack?” Thomas asked.

      “Yes, let’s get you a snack.”

      “Pie?”

      That made me laugh. My kid loved pie—apple, especially. “We don’t have any pie, buddy.”

      I helped him take off his shoes and coat, then fixed him a snack. After he finished, I got him settled in his room for a nap. The excitement at the hardware store must have worn him out. He was already falling asleep when I gently closed his door.

      Wrung out and emotionally exhausted, I went to my room and flopped down on the bed.

      My phone buzzed, making me gasp.

      No way. Was it him?

      I wanted it to be him.

      I swallowed hard and picked up my phone. My heart had been through a storm this afternoon but a smile lit up my face at the sight of his name—or the name I used for him—on my screen.

      Romeo: So that was… weird?

      Me: It was a little bit, wasn’t it?

      Romeo: Is Thomas okay?

      Me: He’s fine. I don’t think he has any idea he almost gave his mom a heart attack.

      Romeo: That’s good. Are you okay?

      Me: I feel a serious adrenaline hangover coming on. But yeah, I’m okay.

      He didn’t respond for a while. Another minute ticked by, still nothing. That wasn’t unusual. Sometimes our conversations were interrupted. Thomas would need me, or I’d get busy with something else. Or Levi would go quiet for a while, and I always figured there was a reason he couldn’t talk. We always picked back up again where we’d left off, like there hadn’t been an interruption at all.

      But this time, it made me a little sad. Levi always made me feel better. I could have used that now.

      Finally, another message made the phone buzz in my hand.

      Romeo: Can I call you?

      I stared at my phone. Call me? No, he couldn’t call me. We never… That wasn’t… What if…

      But the memory of his voice, so warm and low, made a pleasant tingle run down my spine.

      Maybe just a quick conversation would be all right. Was it that different from texting?

      Me: Okay.

      His call came through a few seconds later, once again making my phone buzz in my hand.

      “Hi.” I kept my voice soft, like I had to be quiet so we wouldn’t get caught.

      Then again, I kind of did.

      “Hey,” he said in that deliciously low voice. “I just thought this might be easier.”

      “All that thumb typing does get old.”

      “It does.”

      “I hope I didn’t give you the impression that I’m a crappy mom. I promise that’s never happened before.”

      “No, I don’t think you’re a crappy mom. You’re far from the first person to lose a kid in a big store. I went on a call last year because Amy Garrett lost all her kids at Tilikum Christmas Village. Apparently they’d wandered off in different directions and she couldn’t find any of them.”

      “Oh no. She must have been terrified.”

      “She was pretty upset. We found one of her boys trying to ride a reindeer. I think at that point she switched to mad.”

      I laughed. “I really shouldn’t laugh at that. It could easily be me someday.”

      “Christmas Village is a pretty tempting place for a kid. We got into trouble there all the time.”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “Let’s see.” He took a deep breath, and the tingles were back. “Amy’s kid isn’t the first to try to ride a reindeer. Although Gavin’s the only one I know who’s managed to do it.”

      “Gavin rode a reindeer?”

      “Yep. Bareback.”

      I laughed again. It felt so good. “That’s crazy.”

      “The rumors about his lack of fear are all true. He’s nuts.”

      “What about you? Did you ever get into trouble there?”

      “Oh yeah. One time Logan and I decided to play hide and seek. Which is to say, we hid together and didn’t tell anyone else we were playing. We thought it would be funnier that way. In our defense, we were probably nine. Anyway, we walked all the way out past the u-cut Christmas trees and found this old barn to hide in. Gram and Grandad couldn’t find us and it went on so long, half the town shut down to search. They thought we’d been kidnapped.”

      “I remember that. They had roadblocks on the highways and everything. That was you?”

      “Unfortunately. Looking back, it was an awful thing to do, but at the time we had no idea why everyone was so mad. Gram made us do chores for a bunch of the people who’d been searching for us to make up for it.”

      I laughed. “That sounds like a good way to handle it.”

      “I didn’t think so at the time but it really was. We certainly didn’t do anything like that again.”

      “That’s good at least. So what are you up to now? Back home?”

      “Yeah. I should probably be fixing the drywall in Gavin’s room, but there was this lady at the hardware store who lost her kid. I had to carry him around for hours looking for her. I’m pretty exhausted.”

      “You’re such a hero. She’s lucky you came along.”

      “I know, right? I don’t know what she would have done without me. Fortunately she was cute, so that made up for the trouble.”

      I bit my lip. Was he flirting with me? “A cute mom? Are we talking MILF level cute or just nice to look at?”

      “MILF for sure.”

      There was humor in his voice, but had he just called me a MILF? Did that mean he wanted to—

      No. He couldn’t be serious. He was just trying to make me laugh. Besides, I’d said it first. He was just going along with my joke.

      “And what happened to the awful little kid you saved?”

      “He was…” He trailed off for a moment. “He was adorable, actually.”

      “Aw. Thanks.”

      “I mean it. You did good, Annika.”

      Sudden tears sprang to my eyes. Levi liked my son. I didn’t know why that would matter—our friendship was relegated to the phone because of the feud—but it did.

      “Thank you. That means a lot.”

      “Damn it,” he muttered, like he was talking to himself, not me.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “One of my brothers just walked in. I have to go.”

      I felt a pang of disappointment. I could have talked to him for hours. But I understood. And maybe we could talk on the phone again. I really loved hearing his voice.

      “Okay. I guess I’ll talk to you later?”

      “Can I call you again sometime? I’ll text first to make sure you can talk.”

      “Yeah, I’d like that.”

      “Sounds good. Bye.”

      “Bye, Levi.”

      The call ended and I let my phone drop. A giddy swirl of happiness bubbled up from my belly. But it was mixed with something else. Sadness, maybe. Because I liked Levi Bailey and I wasn’t supposed to.
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      Marigold’s salon was in downtown Tilikum, just a couple of blocks from Lumberjack Park. The décor had a Regency vibe, which matched Mari’s personality perfectly. She was a hopeless romantic who basically worshiped Jane Austen. The vintage-style mirrors were framed in ornate antique bronze, and the sitting area in front had tufted armchairs and a velvet chaise. The walls were decorated with vintage art and quotes from her favorite love stories.

      I lounged on the chaise while Mari blew out Isabelle’s blond hair. It was a rare moment to see Isabelle without her hair in a ponytail—usually with sticks or hay stuck in it. She was a tomboy through and through, a farm girl who’d grown up working alongside her parents. Mari was constantly reminding her to clean under her fingernails and pick the straw out of her hair.

      The three of us had grown up together here in Tilikum, and they’d never left. Isabelle had stayed to work on her parents’ farm—which was transformed into Tilikum’s Christmas Village every holiday season—and Marigold had opened her salon. I was the odd one out who’d left for a while. At the time, I’d thought I wouldn’t come back. But here I was, building a life with my son. The longer I stayed, the more I felt like this was truly home.

      Mari turned off the hair dryer and set it on the counter. She stood behind Isabelle, fluffing and checking the cut. “What do you think?”

      “You’re a magician,” Isabelle said. “I try to recreate what you do with my hair and wind up looking like a beauty pageant contestant from the eighties. So I go back to my ponytail.”

      “This will look cute when you put it up, too.” Mari grabbed a pair of scissors and snipped a tiny bit off one side. “There. Perfect.”

      Mari took off the cape from around Isabelle’s shoulders. Isabelle got up and plopped into one of the armchairs.

      “Your turn, beautiful.” Mari flashed me a smile. Her hair was naturally light brown, but she was forever experimenting on herself. This week, she had a blond ombre that was close to her natural color at the roots and platinum blond with a hint of lavender at the tips. It looked amazing on her.

      I put down my magazine and got in the chair.

      “What are we doing?” She ran her fingers through my hair. “Same old, same old, or will you let me talk you into something bold this time?”

      “Probably just the usual.”

      Her shoulders slumped and she stuck out her lower lip in a pout. “Aw, come on, Annika. Let me have a little creative freedom this time. I promise you’ll look fantastic.”

      “I don’t know.” I tilted my head, looking at my hair in the ornate mirror. It was dingy blond and kind of limp. If it weren’t for Marigold and the fact that getting my hair done was an excuse to hang out with my best friends, I probably wouldn’t have had a haircut in years. Since having Thomas, I’d found it hard to keep myself on my priority list.

      “What if we do something that will fade out?” Mari asked. “It won’t be permanent.”

      I hesitated. “I guess that sounds reasonable.”

      Her eyes lit up with excitement. “Yeah? Oh my god, I have so many ideas.”

      “Annika, you should just let her go nuts,” Isabelle said. “If it’s going to fade out anyway, who cares. Let her live her dream.”

      I laughed. “As if Mari’s wildest dream is to choose the color of my hair.”

      “It’s one of them,” Mari said.

      I pressed my lips together. This made me nervous. Mari’s hair had been a rainbow of colors. And there had been an incident back when we were in high school.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Mari said. “Am I ever going to live that down?”

      “Mari, you turned my hair bright orange. I looked like a clown.”

      “We were sixteen. I had no idea what I was doing back then.”

      I looked at her reflection in the mirror. She was right, that had been years ago, and well before she’d gone to cosmetology school and opened her own salon. The orange hair incident had made me afraid to ever dye my hair again, but Marigold did have excellent taste—and now she had actual training and experience.

      She clasped her hands to her chest and mouthed, please.

      “Okay.”

      “You’ve just made me the happiest girl in Tilikum,” she said, her voice laced with excitement. “You’re going to look incredible. Stay here, I’ll go mix your colors.”

      Mari raced to the back.

      Isabelle’s phone binged, so she slipped it out of her pocket. Her face twisted in a scowl. She typed furiously, then tried to shove her phone back in her pocket.

      “Ugh, why don’t they make real pockets on women’s clothing?”

      “That’s such a good question,” I said. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t even know where to begin. It’s Elias.”

      My eyes widened. “Elias? As in Elias Stoneheart, the biggest jerk on the planet?”

      “The very same.”

      Mari poked her head through the doorway leading to the back. “Did you just say Elias Stoneheart?”

      “Unfortunately,” Isabelle said.

      Elias Stoneheart had the most accurate name of any man who had ever lived. His heart was totally made of stone. I knew because he’d broken Isabelle’s just after high school. None of us had ever forgiven him. Not that he’d given us a reason—or a chance. He’d left town, and as far as I knew, he hadn’t been back.

      “Why is he texting you?” I asked.

      “It’s a long story,” she said. “The short version is, he’s a soulless demon who wants to steal Christmas.”

      Mari gasped, still stirring the hair dye in a little black bowl. “How?”

      “He’s basically trying to kick my parents off their land, take it for his dumb corporation, and close everything down.”

      I gaped at her. “He can’t close the farm. Where would we have the Christmas Village?”

      “I have no idea. He has coal in place of a heart, so there’s no reasoning with him. But don’t worry. There’s no way he’s going to win.”

      “Good,” I said. “You bury that bastard.”

      “Believe me, I will. But can we talk about something else? Even mentioning his name gives me hives.”

      I sighed. I did have something to talk about. But I wasn’t sure if I should tell them everything. Specifically, the part about Levi.

      “I lost track of Thomas in the hardware store yesterday,” I said. “It scared me half to death.”

      Mari put her bowl of hair dye down and started pinning my hair in sections. “I heard Levi Bailey was the one who found him.”

      I twisted around. “You heard about that?”

      “Face forward.” She used her fingertips to turn my head. “I was at the Copper Kettle yesterday and heard it from Nancy Barton. Was he really wearing those firefighter pants with suspenders and no shirt?”

      “What? No. He was dressed in normal clothes. Why would he have been shirtless?”

      Mari shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s just what I heard.”

      “I swear, people in this town come up with the weirdest things.”

      “But it really was Levi Bailey?” Isabelle asked.

      “Yes, it really was him.”

      “Wow.”

      “Why is that a big deal?” I asked. “Just because he’s a Bailey doesn’t mean he wouldn’t help a lost child. He’s a firefighter. He helps people all the time.”

      “Was he on duty?” Isabelle asked.

      “No.”

      “Then feud rules apply.”

      “I don’t think they apply when a kid’s safety is involved.”

      “And he might not have known who Thomas was,” Mari said. “It’s not like he knows you.”

      I glanced down, feeling a pang of guilt. Should I have told them? It wasn’t like I was required to tell my best friends every single detail of my life.

      “Well, despite being a Bailey, he was very nice.”

      “At least he’s not bad to look at,” Isabelle said.

      “He is quite handsome,” Mari said. “Too bad he’s a Bailey.”

      I resisted the urge to sigh. It was too bad that he was a Bailey.

      “So, has Kade asked you to the masquerade ball yet?” Mari asked.

      “What masquerade ball?”

      “What do you mean, what masquerade ball?” she asked. “The Tilikum Historical Society is putting on a ball to raise money to replace the Haven House Museum. Haven’t you seen the signs? They’re all over town.”

      Now that she mentioned it, that did sound vaguely familiar. “I probably did but I didn’t pay attention to them. Masquerade balls aren’t exactly on my list of priorities.”

      “Well, even though you said your date with Kade was lukewarm, I bet he’ll ask you to go.”

      My stomach dipped at the thought. The truth was, I didn’t want to go out with him again. Not to the masquerade ball or any other sort of date.

      “Are you going?” I met Mari’s eyes in the mirror.

      She sighed as she painted dye on my hair. “I’m definitely going because there’s no way I’m missing a masquerade ball. But I’m sure I’ll be dateless. As usual.”

      An idea popped into my head, one that could solve both our problems. “Why don’t we go together? In fact, how about all three of us go? Then we don’t have to worry about dates or anything. We can just make it a girls’ night and have fun. Assuming my mom is okay with watching Thomas, obviously.”

      Mari’s eyes lit up with her smile. “I love that idea.”

      “I would love to join you two, but I don’t think I’m going to make it,” Isabelle said. “You know how busy we are this time of year.”

      “Are you sure?” Mari asked.

      “Yes, but I don’t want to make you sad. Will you be sad?”

      “No,” Mari said. “I completely understand and if Annika will be my date, we’ll have the best time. And who knows, maybe we’ll meet some eligible bachelors who’ll insist on filling our dance cards.”

      “You were born in the wrong era,” Isabelle said.

      “What are we supposed to wear?” I asked. “I don’t own anything fancy. And are we supposed to have masks? Is that what masquerade means?”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of that,” Mari said. “I have some really pretty masks that just need a little decoration. I’ll come over and we can attack them with glue guns and sequins.”

      It was my turn to light up. A crafting session? “Sign me up for that.”

      “Perfect,” Mari said. “This is going to be so much fun.”

      I smiled. That did sound like fun. I still wasn’t sure what Mari was doing to my hair, but heck, maybe that would be fun too. And with the way the last few years of my life had been, maybe I deserved a little fun.
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      The engine rolled through the streets of Tilikum as we headed toward the call location. It was an old farmhouse on Alpine Street, a short drive outside town. Mavis Doolittle had called 911 and reported seeing black smoke from her kitchen window.

      I was skeptical. Mavis Doolittle was known for making questionable emergency calls.

      However, there was smoke in the air. I could see it rising as we pulled up in front of her house. But I had a feeling it was just Pete Willard, who lived next door, burning debris in his fire pit.

      Still, it was our job to keep the people of this community safe. We’d take a look.

      Logan and I hopped out. A visual sweep didn’t show any signs of active structure fire. Christian and Mason went around back to check things out while Logan and I headed for the front door.

      Mavis Doolittle stood on the porch, clutching her hands to her chest. She had white hair tucked into curlers and wore a pink housecoat and slippers. She was tiny—couldn’t have been more than five feet tall, if that.

      “Hi, Mrs. Doolittle,” I said. “You said you’re seeing black smoke from your window? Can we come take a look?”

      She smiled and gestured to the open door. “Yes, of course. I’m so glad you big, strong men are here. I was so worried.”

      Big, strong men?

      Okay.

      “If you’ll stay out here, we’ll make sure everything is all right inside.”

      “Be careful,” she said. “I wouldn’t want either of you getting hurt.”

      I exchanged a glance with Logan. “Yes, ma’am.”

      We went inside and although the air was a little stuffy, it didn’t smell like smoke. More like perfume or strongly scented soap. We passed a living room decorated with pink floral wallpaper and a couch wrapped in plastic. There was a fireplace, but I could tell that it hadn’t been used recently.

      The kitchen had light oak cupboards and smelled strongly of onions. But no sign of smoke or fire.

      Logan went over to the sink and peered out the window. “There’s some smoke out there, but it doesn’t look like it’s coming from her property. I can’t see from this angle, but I bet it’s just Pete burning shit in his yard.”

      “That’s what I was thinking.”

      “Is it safe to come in?” Mavis called from the front door.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Logan said.

      She shuffled in her slippers through the house into the kitchen. “Are you sure it’s safe to be in here?”

      “Your house isn’t on fire, ma’am.” Logan gave her a friendly smile. “It looks like the smoke is coming from Pete Willard’s yard.”

      “The wind probably changed direction and blew it in front of your window,” I said.

      She glanced out the window. “Well, it’s been an awfully long time since there was any blowing in this house.”

      Wait. What?

      Logan’s eyebrows drew together—what did she just say?

      I shook my head a little—no idea.

      “Since everything looks fine here, we’ll let you get back to your day,” I said.

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “I think you should take a look upstairs.”

      “What’s wrong upstairs?” Logan asked.

      “I’m certain I don’t know.” She was already heading for the stairs. “That’s why you two big strong men are here. Won’t you help a little old lady by checking her bedrooms?”

      Logan and I shared a look, silently agreeing that this was silly but we might as well indulge her.

      “Do you want to take those heavy coats off?” she asked.

      Because she’d called to report a potential fire, we were dressed in our turnouts—yellow fireproof jackets and pants.

      “No, thanks,” I said. “We’ll just make sure everything is fine and get out of your way.”

      “Oh, you’re not in my way,” she said. “Stay as long as you need. It gives me something to look at.”

      Logan let out a soft snicker.

      I sighed.

      Mavis gestured for us to go upstairs ahead of her. And I had a feeling it wasn’t so we could check for danger. There was no danger. She just wanted the view.

      Us. We were the view.

      This wasn’t the first time something like this had happened.

      Black smoke outside her window, my ass.

      I went up first with Logan behind me.

      “Mm hmm,” Mavis said appreciatively.

      Oh, for fuck’s sake.

      We reached the top of the stairs and I almost had to cough. The scent of perfumed soap was stronger up there. Logan blinked, like it was making his eyes water.

      This was worse than smoke.

      I led the way, doing a quick check of the bedrooms, while Mavis followed, watching us. One room had two twin beds with brass frames and matching lime green quilts. The second had a small bed and a whitewashed dresser while the third was some kind of craft or sewing room, stuffed with fabric, yarn, and plastic containers filled with multicolored supplies.

      But no sign of smoke or any other dangers Mavis Doolittle needed big strong men to protect her from.

      “Everything looks fine up here, too,” I said.

      “That’s a relief,” she said, although she looked disappointed.

      We went back downstairs, and once again Mavis insisted on walking behind us.

      “Are you sure you’re not too hot?” she asked when she reached the bottom of the stairs. “It does get warm in here.”

      Logan grinned at her. “Mrs. Doolittle, are you trying to get us to strip for you?”

      Her eyes widened and she pressed her palm to her chest. “Logan Bailey, how dare you? You are Logan, aren’t you? It’s not always easy to tell you two apart. In any case, all I’m saying is that if you want to take some of those bulky clothes off, I certainly won’t mind.”

      “You have it, right. I’m Logan.”

      She sidled closer to him and tried to squeeze his upper arm. “And is there anything wrong with a little old lady who knows how to appreciate the good things in life?”

      By the look in Logan’s eyes, he was having a hard time not breaking into a fit of laughter. He grinned at me and started taking his coat off. “All right, Mrs. Doolittle. You win.”

      “Logan, what are you—”

      He cut me off with a look—just do it.

      I glanced away, barely refraining from rolling my eyes.

      Fine.

      Logan held his coat over one arm and flexed his bicep while Mavis reached out and squeezed it. This was ridiculous, but I took mine off, too.

      “Oh my goodness,” Mavis said, looking back and forth between us. “You really are a matched set. How exciting.”

      “You think this is nice,” Logan said, lifting his flexed arm. “Check out Levi’s.”

      “Ooh.” She clutched her hands to her chest, eying me up and down, then reached out to squeeze my arm.

      Logan met my eyes, drew his eyebrows together, and flexed his arm again—flex for her.

      This time I did roll my eyes—fine.

      But I flexed my bicep.

      Mavis gasped. “Oh my. That’s… yes, that’s very impressive.”

      I expected her to let go, like she had Logan, but she squeezed a little higher up my arm. She kept going, running her hand closer to my shoulder, then down again.

      Logan was barely containing his laughter.

      “Okay.” I shifted so Mavis was forced to stop rubbing my arm. It was getting weird. “Since everything is fine here, we should get going.”

      Mavis sighed. “What I wouldn’t give to be younger again. It was always on my bucket list to… you know… with a firefighter.”

      I had no idea what to say to that.

      “Can’t help you there.” Logan somehow managed to keep a straight face. “I’m a married man now.”

      His eyes met mine again and he gave me his biggest shit-eating, I’m-about-to-be-an-asshole-brother grin.

      Don’t do it, Logan. Don’t say it.

      “But Levi here is still single. In fact, he’s been single for a while now.”

      I was going to kill him.

      Mavis smiled and her hands twitched, as if she wanted to squeeze my arm again. “I might not look like it now, but in my day, I was considered something of a harlot. On account of the fact that I gave very good blow jobs.”

      Now I really had no idea what to say.

      Logan grinned even wider. “Good for you, Mrs. Doolittle. That’s fantastic. But like my brother said, everything is fine here, so we do have to get back.”

      She let out a long sigh. “All right. Thank you for checking on me. I’m relieved my house isn’t in danger of burning down.”

      “So are we,” he said.

      I put my coat back on before she could start squeezing my arm again. Or ask to feel the other one. Logan left his off and carried it to the front door.

      “You have a wonderful day, Mrs. Doolittle,” he said.

      I was still speechless after her harlot who gives good blow jobs comment. So I just nodded and walked out behind Logan.

      “Bye, young men,” Mavis said. “I’ll see you again soon.”

      This time Logan did laugh. He nudged me with his elbow as we walked toward the engine. “She totally wants to blow you, brosanova.”

      I shuddered. “Oh my god, shut up.”

      “Are you sure you want to walk away from an offer like that? It’s probably been a while.”

      I punched him in the arm. Hard.

      “Ow. Fuck man, that hurt.”

      “I’ll do it again if you don’t shut your face.”

      Mason and Christian came around the side of the house. Mason licked his fingers.

      “What took you guys so long?” Logan asked. “We were in there forever.”

      “We were talking to Pete next door,” Christian said. “He’s burning some yard debris.”

      “And roasting marshmallows.” Mason smiled and licked his fingers again.

      “Damn it,” Logan said. “We got ogled by an old lady and you guys got marshmallows? That sucks.”

      Mason laughed. “You guys got ogled by Mrs. Doolittle?”

      I scowled. “She kept squeezing my bicep.”

      “And she basically offered you a blow job,” Logan said.

      “What?” Mason asked with a laugh.

      “Never mind.” I shuddered again. “Can we just get out of here?”

      Logan slapped me on the back. “At least you know you’ve still got it.”

      “Yeah, it’s great that I made Mrs. Doolittle nostalgic for her harlot days.”

      The guys laughed and we loaded up into the engine.

      By the time we got back to the firehouse and finished our gear check, it was time for lunch. I grabbed a container of leftover spaghetti out of the fridge and warmed it up, then took a seat at one of the tables in the firehouse kitchen. Some asshole had burned popcorn in the microwave—again—but at least it was getting the scent of Mavis Doolittle’s house out of my nose.

      The monotone kitchen had cabinets, counters, and flooring in various shades of gray. Jenny, one of our paramedics, had brightened things up by bringing in a red electric tea kettle and matching red coffee and tea containers. Someone had left a plate of donuts on the counter this morning, but all that was left was a paper plate covered in sticky glaze and bits of sugar.

      Logan wandered in, grabbed some food out of the fridge, and plopped into the seat across from me. “Hey, bro-star. Still trying to figure out how to bleach your brain after Mavis Doolittle’s blow job comment?”

      “Yes,” I grumbled. “Kill me.”

      He laughed and took a bite of his sandwich. “How much you wanna bet she calls in again just so she can feel up our arms?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised. Mrs. Carmichael did that for a while. Remember that? Chief finally had to go tell her to stop.”

      “That’s right. I forgot about that.”

      “Sometimes I wonder what’s more dangerous in this town. The squirrels or the thirsty old ladies.”

      “Cougars are dangerous animals,” he said.

      “No shit they are.” Christian came in and sat at our table. “Wait. Are you talking about actual cougars or thirsty women?”

      “Women, but I guess it’s true for both,” Logan said.

      Christian’s phone dinged. He read the message and let out a heavy sigh, then started typing a reply.

      “What’s wrong, man?” Logan asked.

      “My wife just sent me a picture of the costume she bought me for that masquerade ball thing,” he said, still typing. “I can’t believe I agreed to go.”

      “Seriously?” Logan asked. “You don’t want to go? It’s going to be awesome.”

      Christian looked dubious. “You’re going?”

      “Shit yeah, I’m going. It’s a party with costumes and fancy masks. That sounds badass.”

      My brow furrowed. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      He looked around. “Am I the only one here who sees the potential in this? It’s perfect for some hook-up with a hot stranger role-play.”

      Christian raised his eyebrows. “Okay, you might have a point.”

      “See? I bet that’s why your wife bought you a costume.”

      “What are you wearing?” I asked.

      “Something Cara put together.” His eyes shifted to me. “What are you wearing?”

      “Me?”

      “No, my other twin brother. Yes, you.”

      “I’m not going.”

      “What? Why the hell not?”

      I furrowed my brow again. “Why would I?”

      Logan sputtered, looking around the kitchen again, as if he expected there to be a bunch of guys standing around who’d agree with him. But even Christian only seemed half convinced.

      “Why would I go to a masquerade ball?” I asked. “I don’t have a wife to play 'hook-up with a hot stranger'. So if that’s the appeal, I’ll stay home.”

      “The reason you don’t have a wife is because you never date anyone,” he said. “And I highly recommend you do something about that, because having a wife is the best thing ever.”

      I hunched over my lunch. “I’m good, thanks.”

      “See? You’re not happy. If you had a wife, you’d be much happier.” He glanced at Christian, as if for confirmation.

      “Actually, yeah, my wife is the best,” Christian said.

      “Not everyone is meant to get married.” I kept my eyes on my food, hoping he’d change the damn subject.

      “Who was the last girl you dated?”

      I shrugged.

      He pulled out his phone. “I’ll text Gav. He’ll know. Wait. Wasn’t it that girl from Seattle? The long-distance thing? What was her name?”

      I didn’t reply, although he was right.

      “Rosaline.” He set his phone on the table triumphantly. “That was a long time ago. Have you really not dated since her, or do you just keep it to yourself for some weird reason I can’t think of?”

      Frustration simmered in my gut and I ground my teeth together. I wanted to shut him up, but it wasn’t like I could tell him the truth about why I hadn’t dated in so long. But I didn’t want to make up some lie to explain it either.

      I figured I could either tell him to fuck off and get up and walk away, like I usually did. Or I could settle for a partial truth, and maybe he’d leave me the hell alone about it.

      Sitting up straighter, I met his eyes. “I haven’t dated in a while because I met someone and it isn’t going to work out. And that sucks. I should probably move on, but I can’t right now. Is that good enough for you? Or do you want to keep digging into the shit with me?”

      “Hey, man, I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I’m sorry things didn’t work out with her.”

      I went back to my food. “It’s fine. I’ll get over it.”

      Maybe. I hadn’t yet. It didn’t help that she wasn’t a girl I’d dated and we’d broken up, and therefore we didn’t talk anymore. I’d never dated her because I couldn’t. And the more we talked, the more that pissed me off.

      Because I wanted to.

      “What you need to get over her is to meet someone else,” Logan said. “And you’re never going to meet someone if all you do is work and hang out with your brothers because we make you. I’m a dad now, I can’t even be a decent wingman. So you should come to the masquerade thing.”

      “I’m not following your logic. What does the masquerade have to do with meeting someone?”

      “It’s a step in the right direction. Give it a shot. Put yourself out there. Everyone will be in costumes and masks and who knows, maybe that will add some mystery to the whole thing. You could fall in love with a girl in a mask because you don’t know who she really is.”

      “I don’t think I’m going to fall in love with some girl I just met, whether she’s wearing a mask or not.”

      “How do you know until you try?”

      I put my fork down. “Why do you want me to go to this thing so badly?”

      “Here’s my logic.” He leaned his forearm on the table. “I’m happy as hell since I got married. Best thing ever. You and I have identical DNA, so it stands to reason that we’re a lot alike. I mean, we’re not really, we’re basically opposites. But when it comes to this, I think it’s in our genes. You’d be happy as hell, too, if you had a wife. So I want to help get you one.”

      “You want to help get me a wife?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you think I’ll find a wife at a masquerade ball?”

      He paused, leaning back in his chair, like he was thinking about it. “Maybe. Or maybe not. But at least you’re putting yourself in a position to meet someone.”

      It was so weird. A year ago, Logan’s primary objective would have been to get me laid. A one-night stand would have been perfectly acceptable. Maybe even preferable, according to Logan logic. Now he wanted to get me a wife?

      He didn’t make any sense to me, but I had a feeling he wasn’t going to let this go. Sometimes I went along with him because it was easier than arguing.

      And sometimes his ideas were fun. Even if I’d been reluctant at first.

      But a masquerade ball?

      “Dude, I have nothing to wear.”

      “How about this,” he said. “If I get you a costume, you go to the ball.”

      “I can’t believe we’re having a conversation about going to a ball.”

      He waved that comment off with a swipe of his hand. “My job is the costume. Your job is to show up in it. Deal?”

      I hesitated for a moment. “Only if the costume doesn’t suck. You can’t use this to prank me.”

      “It’ll be the same as mine, so if it does suck, we’ll both be wearing one. How about that?”

      I narrowed my eyes. I didn’t want to agree. But he had that look—the one that said he’d relentlessly bother me until I did what he wanted. If I just said yes, and suffered through one stupid night, it would be over.

      “Fine.” I hunched over my food again. “I’ll go.”

      “Awesome.” He stood and grabbed his phone. “I need to call Cara so we can figure out how to get another costume.”

      I glared at his back as he walked away. A masquerade ball? What the hell had I gotten myself into?
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      The Grand Peak Hotel’s ballroom was packed. Who would have thought so many people would show up to a masquerade ball, especially one held on a random Saturday night in November? But it looked like at least half the town was here.

      I wandered in and glanced around. It had always struck me as odd that our little town had such a big, fancy hotel. Although Tilikum had once been a busy railroad stop, so that probably explained it. It dated from the earliest days of the town and legend held it had originally been a brothel. I had no idea if that were true, although with Tilikum’s love of tall tales and salacious gossip, I kind of doubted it.

      The soaring ceiling and lavish architecture meant there wasn’t the need for a lot of extra decorations. The whole place looked like it had been made to host a masquerade. Arches lined the walls and huge windows looked out on the forested hillside. An enormous chandelier hung from the ceiling, the gold and crystal making the entire room sparkle. A string ensemble from Tilikum High School played on a stage on one side of the hall, adding to the ambiance.

      A table at the front had a collection of eye masks decorated with lace, sequins, and feathers for people who hadn’t brought their own. And it appeared that everyone had taken the theme seriously. Costumes abounded, from the simple—like the guy in a suit, his mask the only nod to the masquerade—to the elaborate. Most had gone for elaborate, decking themselves out in tuxes and fancy, floor-length dresses. Sequins sparkled everywhere.

      Which was good for me because my outfit was not subtle.

      Logan had talked me into a deep blue brocade vest with gold stitching, a white button-down, an ascot, and fitted slacks. My mask was blue to match my vest, but the kicker was the coat. I wore an old-school suit jacket, also with gold stitching, that came to my calves.

      Between the jacket and the ascot, I looked like I’d stepped out of another era.

      And fine, I could admit I made this look good. Damn good, actually. Although the mask over my eyes felt weird.

      Logan spotted me as soon as I came in and grinned like he’d just won a bet. True to his word, our costumes were the same, although his vest and mask were green instead of blue. Cara wore a matching dark green dress, although dress was hardly the word. It was a full-on ball gown. Her green mask glittered with tiny sequins.

      They looked great together.

      “Looking good.” Logan sauntered toward me with Cara on his arm. “I told you this was a great idea.”

      “I don’t know if I’d go that far. But I’m here.”

      He slapped my shoulder. “Trust me. You made the right decision. Plus you look like a boss in that jacket. If we can’t find you a wife in that outfit, I don’t know what we’re doing wrong.”

      “We’re not finding me a wife.”

      “Not with that attitude, we’re not.”

      “Don’t make this weird.”

      “How would I make this weird?”

      Cara’s mouth turned up in a slight smile. “I could make a list.”

      He glanced at her. Or rather, he glanced at her boobs, licked his lips and smiled, then looked at her face. “You don’t think I can help my brother find a wife?”

      “I don’t know, but I do think you’ll make things unnecessarily awkward if you start introducing him to women as, Levi Bailey, potential husband.”

      “Please don’t do that,” I said.

      “Fine,” Logan said. “But at least promise me you’ll attempt to have fun tonight. And talk to some women.”

      I let out a small groan. “Fine.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that. Although Cara and I can only stay a couple of hours. Gram and Naomi are watching the babies and Broderick can only go so long without his mommy’s boobs.”

      Cara shrugged. “It’s true.”

      I winced. Not at the breastfeeding reference. I just didn’t want to talk about my sister-in-law’s boobs—in any context.

      “You guys go enjoy your evening.” I wanted to put some distance between me and Logan before he took this find-Levi-a-wife-thing too seriously. “Go do your role-play thing or whatever.”

      Cara clutched his arm. “Role-play? That sounds fun.”

      Logan grinned. “Do you want to be the sexy, unattainable debutante and I’m the lowly but undeniably hot footman? Or am I the handsome prince and you’re the tempting scullery maid in a costume?”

      “I’ll be the scullery maid.”

      He grabbed her by the waist and hauled her against him. “Fuck, that’s hot.”

      I took a step backward, hoping they wouldn’t notice me leaving.

      They didn’t. They were already too wrapped up in their game.

      I wandered around the hall, picking out people I could recognize. Some were easy. A quick glance at Gavin’s wide grin gave him away. He wore a tux with a black bow tie—it looked great on him—and Skylar’s dress was black and silver. They stood talking with Chief and Caroline Stanley, Skylar’s parents. Chief had reconciled with his ex-wife not long after Skylar had moved back to Tilikum. They’d recently remarried.

      Chief Stanley was a great man. He was more than just my boss; he’d been a father figure to me and my brothers since we were little. I liked seeing him so happy.

      A bunch of TFD guys stood in a circle, some in suits, others in more elaborate costumes like mine. They all had wives or dates with them. Asher and Grace were here, dressed in coordinating costumes of dark red and black. Asher wore a cape—an old-fashioned gentleman-style one, not a superhero cape. And damn, he was actually pulling it off. It looked awesome on him.

      Still, it made me glad Logan hadn’t decided we needed capes.

      Cara swept by, almost at a run, as if she were trying to get away from someone. Obviously from Logan, who appeared to be taking his role as the handsome prince very seriously. He walked through the crowd with his chest puffed out, his eyes on Cara—a predator zeroing in on his prey.

      I didn’t want to think too hard about how their game would end.

      Mayor Harold Montgomery stood with his wife, Lorraine, near the stage. Lorraine had a mask on a long stick and she lowered it, casting a fierce glare at Cara as she flitted by.

      That seemed weird. Although Cara’s bluntness could rub people wrong.

      What was more strange was how she kept glaring as Logan sauntered past.

      Why was the town librarian glaring at my brother? I doubted he’d seen the inside of the library since high school. Maybe he had library fines from back then. Who knew. Lorraine Montgomery wasn’t exactly known for being pleasant.

      Her eyes shifted to me and for a second, it seemed as if her glare deepened. She appeared to realize I was looking back at her and glanced away quickly.

      Maybe she wasn’t sure which one of us was which. We were dressed almost exactly alike.

      Whatever. People in this town were weird sometimes. I wasn’t going to worry about why Lorraine Montgomery seemed grumpy. What I needed was a drink.

      I turned but a guy in a tux was right behind me. Instead of shifting aside, so we wouldn’t collide, he stepped closer and knocked his shoulder into mine.

      What the fuck?

      He stopped and lifted his eye mask. It was Zachary Haven.

      Damn it.

      Just the sight of his face sent a spike of anger surging through me. What the hell was he doing here? No one had told me the fucking Haven brothers were coming to this thing. Was it just him, or were the rest of them here?

      And if the rest of them were, was Annika?

      Thinking about her blunted my temper. Regardless of how much I disliked Zachary, I didn’t want to fight with her brother when she might be here to witness it.

      I lifted my mask and met Zachary’s eyes. “I’m just here to have a good time, man.”

      He looked me up and down, as if contemplating his next move. Would he be a dick and start shit with me? I loosened my shoulders and flexed my hands, just in case.

      “All right.” He shifted away. “I didn’t know you guys would be here, but I guess no one said it was our thing.”

      I nodded once. “Right. I didn’t know either.”

      With a slight chin tip, he moved on.

      I walked deeper into the crowd without looking back. A part of me wanted to smash his face in. If he and Josiah weren’t trying to buy Gram’s land out from under her, maybe there would have been a chance for—

      I stopped myself right there. Thinking about what I couldn’t have was just going to put me in a bad mood.

      And maybe Logan was right. Maybe I needed to put myself out there a little more.

      “Levi!” Fiona appeared in front of me, wearing a strapless dress that showed the floral tattoos on her shoulder. She lifted her mask and peered at me. “Or wait, are you Logan?”

      “No, Logan’s wearing green.”

      “Okay, that’s easy to remember. Normally I can tell you two apart so easily, but these costumes make it harder.”

      Evan stood behind her and his outfit proved that Fiona was a miracle worker. I never in a million years would have thought anyone could get my grumpy-ass brother to wear a costume at a masquerade. But there he was, looking sharp in a long black coat, similar to mine, minus all the gold stitching. He wore the hell out of his slate gray ascot and his black and sliver mask matched Fiona’s, although hers had more sparkles.

      “That old-school gentleman look works on you,” I said.

      He shifted his shoulders uncomfortably. “I guess.”

      “Isn’t he so handsome?” Fiona put her hands on his chest. “I love it.”

      He looked down at her and smiled.

      “Heads up, at least one of the Haven brothers is here,” I said.

      “Which one?” Evan asked.

      “I just ran into Zachary. Don’t worry, I didn’t do anything.”

      Fiona bit her lip. “Yeah, so, I think they’re all here.”

      Evan narrowed his eyes at her. “Why do you look guilty?”

      “I’m not guilty,” she said, in the guiltiest voice imaginable.

      He placed a knuckle beneath her chin and lifted her face to look up at him. “Baby? What do you know?”

      “It’s a town-wide event. Why wouldn’t both sides come to something that benefits everyone?”

      I exchanged a glance with Evan. There were a handful of actual town-wide events, but they were usually held out in the open. The summer Lumberjack Games, the fall Art Walk, the October Pumpkin Plunge, the Christmas Village. Baileys and Havens attended both, but they were outdoors with plenty of space to avoid each other. Jamming Baileys and Havens into a single, indoor room was not typical for this town.

      Fiona sighed. “Okay, I’ll tell you. The proceeds really do go to the historical society for a new museum. But the Stitch and Sip ladies got involved and made sure both sides would be invited and hopefully not find out that both sides were invited until we were all here. We thought it was time to get everyone together in a happy social setting to reduce some of the tension. You guys aren’t even playing pranks on each other lately. It’s so serious.”

      “It is serious,” I said. “They upped the ante.”

      “I know,” Fiona said. “We were just hoping something like this would help.”

      Evan cupped her cheeks and kissed her forehead. “You’re amazing.”

      “Does that mean you’ll go say hi to Luke?” she asked.

      He grumbled something noncommittal.

      I moved on, leaving them to discuss whether or not Evan would say hello to Luke Haven.

      My back prickled and I was suddenly hyper aware of my surroundings. How many of the Haven brothers were here?

      More importantly, was she?

      Would it be better if she were here, or better if she weren’t?

      I wandered for a few more minutes, straining for a glimpse of any of the Havens. It would be good to at least know where they were so I didn’t physically bump into one of them again. I believed Jack when he’d said he’d hold us next time. If I got into it with one of them, I very well might wind up spending the night in jail.

      I was getting close to the bar, so I figured I’d get my drink, then go find someone else to talk to. Logan would have wanted me to find a girl to flirt with, but I knew I wasn’t going to. It wasn’t that I was too shy to talk to women. I did that fine. But the thought of striking up a conversation—flirtatious or otherwise—with some random woman held absolutely zero appeal.

      But before I reached the bar, the crowd parted, people moving aside as if something invisible had prompted them.

      And there she was.

      I had to do a double take; I almost didn’t recognize her. She’d done something with her hair. It hung around her bare shoulders in soft waves, the color going from blond to pink at the tips. It looked absolutely amazing on her. Cute and fun and sexy as hell. Her strapless silver dress accentuated her curves and her eye mask was pink with silver sparkles.

      Her mouth gave her away. I would have recognized those full lips anywhere. She smiled and it just about knocked me over.

      So beautiful.

      She stood talking with another woman—her friend Marigold. They were about the same height—shorter than me, but probably average for women. Marigold had clearly taken the masquerade costume concept seriously. Her high-waisted dress and pinned up hair made her look like she’d walked out of one of those period dramas or a Jane Austen novel or something.

      My eyes tracked the crowd around Annika, looking for Kade. Had she come with him? He’d be harder to recognize with an eye mask but I didn’t think I saw him. There weren’t any men near them at all, certainly none that appeared to be their dates.

      I wanted to kick myself for not talking to her about this stupid ball. But it hadn’t occurred to me that any of the Havens were coming.

      I needed to stop staring at her. Someone was going to notice. She was going to notice. I was so obvious—standing in one place, my eyes locked on her. But I couldn’t seem to tear my gaze away. It was as if the big chandelier cast a circle of light, just on her, making her sparkle and glow.

      Anger and frustration at the goddamn feud—and her fucking brothers for making it worse—simmered hot in my veins.

      But more than that, I realized something as I stared at her. I wanted Annika Haven. I’d wanted her for a very long time. This feeling inside me wasn’t going anywhere. I wasn’t going to meet someone else. I wasn’t going to get over her. And if that was the case, I had a decision to make.

      So I made it.

      Fuck the feud.
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      My radar had to be broken.

      We’d been at the masquerade ball for almost an hour and Marigold had declared at least a dozen men to be “so handsome.” She was enamored with the costumes, the eye masks, the dancing couples on the other side of the room, the ambiance of the whole event. And I agreed that the ballroom looked fantastic, the dresses were beautiful, and the eye masks were mysterious and fun.

      But I wasn’t getting tingly feelings over any of the men.

      Had my lukewarm feelings for Kade bled into men in general?

      “What about him?” I nodded in the direction of a man dressed in a black tux with a white feathered mask. “Is he handsome, too?”

      Mari did a subtle turn so she could look. “Oh yes, look at that jaw. He’s very handsome.”

      “Hmm.” I glanced at him again, puzzled. He was… okay. His clothes were nice. But I didn’t feel anything when I looked at him.

      It seemed like once, I would have. Or at least, I would have been attracted to someone. Maybe the problem wasn’t Kade. Maybe it was me.

      Maybe I was broken.

      “Perhaps you’re overthinking,” Mari said. “Besides, there’s more to attraction than just looks.”

      “I know that. Do you think I just need to get to know Kade better? Maybe attraction will grow?”

      “Maybe. Although…”

      I waited a second to see if she’d continue. “What?”

      “I realize this sounds unrealistic, but there’s also something to be said for having the moment.”

      “What moment?”

      “You know, the moment. It could be when you first see each other or when you first realize you have feelings for each other. There’s a moment. It changes you and how you see the other person. You really feel something, even if you’re not sure what it is yet.”

      “Do you think I could still have the moment with Kade?”

      Even through her eye mask, I could tell Mari was skeptical but trying to remain optimistic. “Maybe?”

      “Or you think since I haven’t had the moment with him, I’m not going to.”

      “It’s hard to say. Your date did get interrupted. You could have had your moment when he dropped you off or kissed you goodnight or something.”

      “Could be.”

      But I didn’t really think so.

      My sister-in-law, Taylor, swept past, cutting between me and Marigold. She dropped her mask but didn’t seem to notice—or she just didn’t care.

      “Taylor,” Garrett called. He followed a few steps behind her. “Are you seriously leaving?”

      She didn’t answer. Just kept heading for the door.

      “Sorry,” Garrett muttered as he passed. “I don’t know what her problem is.”

      I kind of wanted to tell him to just let her go. Although I tried very hard to like Taylor, because she’d married my brother, it wasn’t always easy. Times like this, when she’d throw a tantrum or storm off in public, made it harder. Garrett always seemed like he was trying so hard and Taylor didn’t give him an inch.

      But they also had Owen. So maybe they were just doing their best.

      “That was…” Marigold trailed off. “Interesting.”

      “I know. It seems like they’re fighting more often than not lately.”

      “That sucks.”

      “It really does.” I watched Garrett follow her outside. “Hopefully they figure it out.”

      The music changed to a new song. The string ensemble was wonderful, especially considering they were high school kids. I decided I needed to quit being so preoccupied with Kade and men in general. I was probably boring Mari to tears.

      I opened my mouth to apologize for being a boring date, but Mari’s gaze was on something—or someone—off to the side. I glanced over, wondering who had caught her attention. Another handsome man, perhaps?

      It was my brother, Zachary.

      Was she looking at him? It was hard to be sure. With her eye mask hiding most of her face, I couldn’t quite tell. But I knew Marigold. We’d been friends since kindergarten. I could see those pretty blues of hers and they appeared to be gazing at Zachary.

      Mari looked away and that flicker of longing in her eyes disappeared.

      Maybe I’d imagined it.

      I kind of hoped I’d imagined it. I loved my brother, and Zachary had plenty of good qualities, but he was… well, he was kind of a jerk, and a self-absorbed one at that. He never dated anyone seriously. And Mari only dated seriously. She’d been planning her wedding since we were five. She even had a binder. I couldn’t imagine the two of them together.

      Someone brushed past me from behind, lightly skimming my arm.

      On first glance, I didn’t recognize him. He wore a long suit jacket with the lapels embroidered in gold—the sort of thing one of Marigold’s historical book boyfriends would wear. He had an ascot at his throat and a deep blue brocade vest. His mouth turned up in a subtle smile and tingles raced down my spine.

      Oh my god. It was—

      “Excuse me,” he said, his deliciously low voice turning my tummy into a whirlpool.

      Levi Bailey.

      A heartbeat later, before I could formulate any sort of reply, he’d moved on.

      I stared at his back, my heart racing. Had he done that on purpose? Or was it a coincidence? Did he recognize me? My hand strayed to my newly dyed hair. Maybe he didn’t know who I was and he was just being polite. My hair was different and my eye mask covered so much of my face.

      But that smile.

      He paused, turning to look at me over his shoulder. One corner of his mouth turned up again and that sexy smile made my heart flutter.

      And then he winked.

      He was just close enough that I could still see his eyes through his mask. There was no mistaking that wink. It was real, and he’d meant it for me.

      Just like that day in high school.

      The jittery, tingly, slightly aroused sensation I’d been missing in the presence of all other men swept through me like a tidal wave.

      Oh my god. Was that the moment?

      It was something. It left me grateful for the eye mask covering most of my face because I knew I had to be flushing bright red. My heart raced like a bird’s and a pleasant shiver ran down my spine.

      “Ladies.” My brother Luke appeared at my side, dressed in a dark suit with a simple black mask.

      I gasped in surprise, putting a hand over my chest. I’d been staring at Levi and hadn’t noticed him approach. “You startled me.”

      “Sorry about that. Did the queen of darkness already make Garrett leave?”

      “I think so. She definitely seemed mad about something.” And thank god you didn’t notice me staring at a Bailey.

      He shook his head. “Sucks. What are you two doing over here? Why aren’t you dancing?”

      “We came as each other’s dates, so…” I trailed off with a shrug, trying to keep my attention on Luke and not look to see if Levi was still nearby.

      His gaze swung to Marigold and held out a hand. “Sounds like you need a dance partner.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. He had a squeaky clean, nice guy reputation around town. But he wasn’t as clean-cut as he appeared. And he was a shameless flirt.

      But Mari had grown up with us. She knew.

      “Behave yourself,” I said to him as Mari took his hand.

      “What?” he asked. “I always behave myself.”

      “That might be the biggest lie you’ve ever told.”

      He grinned at me.

      “I’d love to dance,” Mari said, and even through her mask I could see the look she gave me, telling me not to worry about it. “Thank you.”

      Mari loved dancing about as much as she loved planning her future wedding. So even though I had deeply ingrained instincts to protect her tender heart from my brothers, I was happy to see Luke lead her to the dance floor. He was going to make her night. And who knew, maybe she’d find more of those gentlemen she was always seeking to fill her dance card, as she would say.

      As soon as their backs were to me, I looked in the direction Levi had gone. What was I hoping for? That he’d be standing there watching me? Waiting for me to be alone so he could—

      There he was. He’d moved, but I caught sight of him near a tall table with empty glasses sitting on it. One of his forearms casually rested on the edge and there was no mistaking it. He was looking at me.

      I’d almost forgotten what it felt like to have butterflies in my stomach. I got them when he texted me, and even more so when he’d called the other day. But this was something else entirely. Those had been gentle flurries of excitement. This was a full-on butterfly migration, making my body come alive and my nerve endings spark with anticipation.

      For a moment, I felt frozen. Our eyes were locked but I couldn’t move. What was I supposed to do? I couldn’t walk up to him and say hello. Could I? Our costumes didn’t completely hide our identities. And my brothers were here. Catching Levi Bailey talking to their sister would be a great way to spark a confrontation.

      With that subtle smile playing on his lips, he turned and walked away.

      He wanted me to follow.

      I didn’t know how I could be so sure. He hadn’t gestured or winked again. But I was positive.

      Knowing I shouldn’t—this could only lead to trouble—I followed.

      I kept enough distance so what I was doing wouldn’t be obvious to a casual onlooker. He moved smoothly through the crowd without looking back—apparently confident that I was behind him. Where was he going? His coat swished around his legs, making me wonder why men didn’t dress like that anymore. It was so dashing.

      Dashing? Now I was starting to sound like Marigold.

      He veered to the left and went through a door. I didn’t know where it led, but there was no doubt in my mind I was going to follow.

      I decided to hesitate, waiting a few extra seconds in case anyone had noticed where he’d gone. Trying my very hardest not to look suspicious—which probably made me look very suspicious—I walked to the door, opened it just enough to fit through, and slipped inside.

      Darkness enveloped me as soon as I closed the door. I kept my hand on the doorknob, hoping my eyes would adjust to the lack of light.

      Fingers brushed my other hand and I sucked in a quick breath.

      “Hi,” Levi said, his voice soft.

      “Where are we?”

      “A storage closet. There’s a light but I figure it’s better if we stay in the dark.”

      “So no one sees the sliver of light beneath the door.”

      “They probably wouldn’t notice, but—”

      “Why take the chance,” I whispered.

      His fingers swept over the backs of mine, the light touch sending a jolt of electricity through me. “You look beautiful tonight.”

      My cheeks flushed even warmer than before. “Thank you.”

      “You changed your hair.”

      “Yeah, Marigold kind of talked me into it.”

      “It’s very pretty.”

      Beautiful. Pretty. Those words on Levi Bailey’s lips were as potent as a shot of tequila. “Thanks.”

      “Can I ask you something?” He shifted closer, his hand still touching mine.

      “Yes.”

      “Are you here with someone?”

      “Someone, like a date? No. I mean, yes, I came with Marigold. She’s my date. But if you’re asking if I came with a real date, as in a man, then the answer is no.”

      “Good.”

      Without hesitation, he cupped my cheeks, surged in, and captured my lips with his.

      How I remained standing, I’ll never know. My knees almost buckled and my spine turned to liquid. The warmth of his kiss spread through me like wildfire as his mouth moved over mine, gentle but insistent. He slipped a hand around my waist, pulling me closer. My body complied without conscious thought, melting against him.

      Levi Bailey was kissing me.

      He didn’t stop, holding me captive with his devastating kiss. His tongue teased my lips, commanding them to part. Once again, I complied, the heady euphoria of kissing him overriding rationality. I was not supposed to be doing this and I did not care.

      His tongue was warm and velvety smooth, sliding against mine. I twined my arms around his neck, pressing my body closer to his. An awareness washed over me—of my mouth tangled with his, my sensitive nipples pressed against the fabric of my strapless bra, the heat building between my legs. And of him—his masculine scent, the hint of mint on his tongue, his hand splayed across my back, the other sliding through my hair.

      The bulge that pressed against me.

      Oh dear god. That was his… And it was…

      Big. And hard.

      So big.

      So hard.

      I was going to die right here. Cause of death, the most erotic, soul-stealing kiss I’d ever experienced.

      He drew back slowly, as if reluctant to stop. I certainly was. Couldn’t he just keep kissing me forever, please?

      He held me close as our lips parted. When he spoke, his voice was low. “I know I’m not supposed to do that. But I had to.”

      Had to? He made it sound as if kissing me had been a primal need.

      “I think I’m speechless.”

      “That’s okay.” His thumb brushed my bottom lip. “We can talk later.”

      I nodded. I needed to get back to the party; Mari might start looking for me if I were gone too long. But neither of us moved. I didn’t want to break the spell.

      “This is crazy, right?” I asked. “We can’t…”

      “I know. But I need to taste your lips one more time.”

      His mouth took mine again, his kiss urgent and possessive. Muscular arms held me close, crushing me against him. I wanted to climb him like a tree and wrap my legs around his waist. Press myself against that tempting bulge in his pants.

      He pulled away, sucking all the air from the room. I gasped, holding onto him for balance.

      “You can go out first,” he said. “I’ll wait so no one sees.”

      He was right, we needed to go. I needed to go before I did something crazy.

      Trying to pull myself together, I adjusted my eye mask. “Okay.”

      “I’ll call you later.”

      I wanted to say something, but words escaped me. He’d turned my brain to mush. So I just nodded with a whispered okay and fumbled for the doorknob.

      The light in the hall was blinding after the darkness of the closet. I slipped out and casually walked away, keeping my eyes lowered. My cheeks were hot and my heart raced. I could still feel his kiss—feel his lips on mine, his arms around me. Our tongues tangling and the heat of his body.

      What had I just done?

      I was afraid to look back. Had that really happened? Had I just followed Levi Bailey into a closet and kissed him in the dark? He must have come out by now, but I kept walking away from the door, looking for Mari. She was probably still dancing with Luke. It had only been a few minutes.

      And as I moved through the crowd, the memory of his kiss still fresh on my lips, I wondered what would happen next. Because as amazing as that kiss had been, it couldn’t lead to anything. In the darkness of a closet, we could share a moment. But when we stepped out into the world again, reality was against us.

      So maybe I needed to take that for what it had been. A stolen kiss. A taste of what could have been, if only things were different.

      Because I was Annika Haven and he was Levi Bailey. And as silly as it might have seemed to an outsider, that was enough to kill whatever could have blossomed between us.
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      Now that I’d had a taste of Annika, nothing would ever be the same.

      I didn’t know what I was going to do about that, exactly. Seeing her at the ball had, in that moment, sharpened my mind to a singular focus.

      Kiss her. Now.

      So I had.

      But I wasn’t sure what came next.

      Facing the Sunday morning daylight, and absent the costumes, eye masks, and ambiance of the ball, things seemed quite a bit more daunting. The reality of our situation weighed on me.

      What was I going to do now?

      I’d texted her earlier but she’d been busy, and our conversation hadn’t gone anywhere. I didn’t want to let last night go without saying something. But I also didn’t want to screw this up. I knew I had to tread carefully with her. As much as I wanted to say fuck the consequences, the consequences were real and would affect her, too. I couldn’t charge in headfirst, defying the feud, and expect it to turn out well for either of us.

      This was complicated.

      Especially now. There was so much more at stake than stickers on street signs, donuts filled with mayonnaise, or even goats and squirrels loosed on our chosen hangouts. If the feud had stayed the way it had been—mostly pranks and dirty looks—maybe we could have settled things with them. I’d have taken on every one of the Haven brothers for just a chance with Annika if I’d have thought it would work.

      But it wouldn’t.

      With the way things were now, neither side would accept us as a couple.

      Unless…

      It was that unless that kept nagging at me. Unless what?

      Unless we came up with the money to pay off Gram’s debt so she wouldn’t have to sell. Then the Havens couldn’t buy it out from under her. If she was secure, it would be easier to move past this. Maybe even call a truce with the Havens.

      We needed to save Gram’s land anyway, but the thought that this could also ease the tension between my family and Annika’s lit a fire inside me.

      There had to be a way.

      Logan already had me half-convinced that the way was to find the so-called Montgomery treasure. It was one of the oldest Tilikum tall tales, the truth shrouded in the past. People had been looking for it for decades and until recently, I’d assumed it was a myth. But my brothers had found clues that had made me wonder if it might be real.

      And if we might be able to find it.

      Plus, there was something to be said for the notion that the origins of the feud and the Montgomery treasure were connected. And if we could figure out how the feud had started, maybe that would help us end it.

      Was it a longshot? Sure. Crazy? Probably. But so was falling for Annika Haven, so, apparently, crazy was my new thing. I figured I might as well embrace it.

      Since I was off duty, I decided to do some digging. There had to be answers somewhere. Plus it would give me time to think about my next move with Annika. As much as I wanted to tell everyone involved to fuck off, we were talking about family, here. This was going to require a more subtle approach.

      That was fine. I was pretty good at subtle.

      I drove into town and parked in front of city hall. It wasn’t open on a Sunday, but I knew Jesse Rodriguez who worked security on the weekends. It was one of the benefits of being a small-town firefighter. I'd met—and helped—a lot of people around here. I’d been first on the scene when Jesse had fallen off a ladder trying to clean his gutters just last year.

      The old brick building had paned glass windows and was one of the original structures in Tilikum. The fountain in front had been turned off for the winter and wide concrete steps led to a set of large double doors.

      I went up the steps and pressed the buzzer.

      A few seconds later, Jesse opened the door and smiled. He was dressed in his security uniform—a navy blue shirt with a security badge on the sleeve and brown slacks. “Hi there, Levi.”

      “Hey, man. Sorry to bug you on a Sunday, but I’m off today, so I thought I’d swing by.”

      “No problem. I’m bored to tears in here. What can I do for you?”

      I didn’t want to come out and say I was doing research on the Montgomery treasure and the Bailey-Haven feud. Admitting I thought the treasure might be real would make me sound like an idiot. And I didn’t want to get into my reasons for digging into the origins of the feud.

      So I decided to keep it vague. “I’m doing some research on family history, just a curiosity thing. Are there many records that predate the fire? Property records, that sort of thing.”

      “There’s some, although I’m not too sure what’s down there. Want to come take a look?”

      “If you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all.” He opened the door wider so I could follow him inside.

      Another benefit to living in a small town: in most places, I probably wouldn’t be allowed to go dig through records myself. I’d have to put in a request. But we tended to do things more casually around here.

      Jesse let me in and shut the big door behind me. Our shoes echoed on the beige marble floors in the cavernous entryway. Mosaic tiles made a large version of the Tilikum town seal with the infamous Hard Wood, Long Rail slogan. How they hadn’t realized how dirty that sounded, I’d never know. Maybe in the late 1800s, it had been universally interpreted as a reference to the timber and railroad industries that had built the town. Or maybe they’d done it on purpose. Hell, even now, it was funny.

      I followed Jesse down a hall, past offices with closed doors. A framed portrait of the current mayor, Harold Montgomery, was followed by portraits of past mayors along the wall, along with the dates they held office. I remembered this from coming here on a field trip in elementary school.

      “Town records are mostly kept downstairs.” He paused at a stairwell door. “Especially the old stuff.”

      At the bottom of the stairs, he flipped on a light, illuminating a hallway with concrete walls. The ceiling felt oppressively low, especially with exposed conduit running the length of it. I’d have to tell Gav about this so he could show Skylar. That little weirdo loved creepy places.

      Jesse opened another door and turned on the light. It led into a large storage room stuffed with cabinets, drawers, and shelves filled with file boxes.

      “I’m not sure how to find anything,” he said. “I just know it’s down here, not how it’s organized or if it’s organized. But you’re welcome to look through everything as long as you put it all back. And I can’t let you take anything with you.”

      “Yeah, of course. I’ll leave it like I found it.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll let you have at it, then. Just holler if you need anything.”

      “Thanks, Jesse. I appreciate it.”

      “Anytime.”

      He left, leaving the door ajar. The florescent lights buzzed and the air was stale. Looking around at how much stuff there was, I wondered if this was a waste of time. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for, let alone how to find it in this mess.

      I moved slowly through the room, looking at the labels on shelves and boxes. It looked like whatever had been saved from the big town fire had been boxed up and stored here. Everything seemed to be roughly by date, or at least by decade. The deeper into the room I went, the older the records got. That was a start.

      The light in the back was dim so I got out my phone and used it as a flashlight. I thumbed through boxes, careful not to rip anything. This stuff was old, the paper yellowing and brittle.

      And a disorganized mess. I found property deeds, birth certificates, and business licenses. There was a list of local tax codes that included excise tax on houses of ill repute, which made me chuckle a little at the wording.

      I skimmed the documents hoping something might jump out at me. I did find an old deed of trust with the name Montgomery on it, but it looked like it was just a house. Nothing remarkable and certainly nothing that might point to Ernest Montgomery’s supposed treasure.

      The next several boxes had more of the same—town records that had clearly been gathered up after the fire and put away without any attempts at organization. There were plenty of documents that mentioned various Montgomerys, as well as Baileys and Havens, but nothing that gave me any answers.

      By the time I’d gone through several shelves worth, my eyes were tired and gritty. Frustration made my shoulders tense. What was I doing here? I wasn’t even sure what I was looking for.

      This had probably been a huge waste of time, but I was down to the last box in the back section. I stood up, reaching my arms over my shoulders to stretch them out, then opened the box.

      Nothing magical happened. I didn’t find Ernest Montgomery’s lost will or a map penned by his hand, outlining the route to find his long-lost fortune.

      Obviously. People had been looking for decades. If it were that easy, someone would have found it already.

      But there was something on the bottom of the box, beneath the papers stacked horizontally. I took out enough of the documents to pull out two pieces of paper, both folded into thirds.

      The papers felt dry and brittle, like if I opened them too quickly, they’d crack at the seams. I carefully unfolded the first one.

      Holy shit.

      It was a death certificate for Eliza Bailey. Only instead of giving the dates of her birth and death, it said presumed dead.

      The second was the same, a death certificate. This one was for John Haven and it also said presumed dead, with a date shortly after Eliza’s.

      Apparently that answered the question of what had happened to Eliza Bailey and John Haven.

      Although the certificates said presumed dead. I wondered what that meant. A quick Google search gave me that info. It meant they’d gone missing and eventually they’d been declared deceased.

      Interesting.

      Not that I knew what it really meant, other than confirmation that Eliza Bailey and John Haven hadn’t returned to Tilikum after they’d disappeared.

      Finding out they’d died left me feeling oddly hollow. They’d lived a long time ago and would have been long dead anyway. But still. Discovering a Bailey and a Haven had once had a happy ending would have been nice. Two disappearances that had led to two funerals wasn’t exactly an encouraging piece of information.

      But it was what it was. I took photos of the certificates and carefully tucked them away where I’d found them.

      I went upstairs and thanked Jesse again for letting me poke around. He asked if I’d found anything interesting. I told him mostly dust.

      After a quick stop at the store to pick up a few things, I headed home. I figured I should pass around the news that Eliza Bailey and John Haven had met unfortunate ends to the rest of my family, so I sent a message to the Bailey group text, along with the photos of the certificates. Almost instantly, my phone started blowing up with texts, mostly from the girls, expressing their sadness and disappointment that they’d died.

      I didn’t blame them but I couldn’t keep up with their messages. I was about to abandon my phone and wait for the chatter to die down, when I got a text from Annika.

      I almost dropped my phone, trying to swipe to her text. Smooth, Levi. Real smooth.

      Juliet: Sorry I couldn’t talk earlier. Mom life, you know?

      Me: Don’t worry about it. How’s Thomas?

      Juliet: Grumpy.

      Me: Poor buddy. Why is he grumpy?

      Juliet: Who knows. He has a grumpy streak.

      Me: So do I, honestly.

      Juliet: No wonder he liked you so much.

      Me: Apparently we’re kindred spirits.

      Juliet: Yeah you are.

      I hesitated, licking my lips at the memory of kissing her. I wondered what she was doing, and more importantly, if she could talk right now.

      Me: Can I call you?

      There was a pause, the seconds ticking by with agonizing slowness. I wanted to hear her voice. I needed it, even just to tide me over until I could find a way to see her again. Texting her wasn’t nearly enough.

      Finally, she replied that I could. I hit send.

      “Hi.” Her soft voice washed over me like cool water on a hot day.

      “Hi. It’s good to hear your voice.”

      “Thanks. Yours, too.”

      There was something in her tone that tugged at me. A hint of sadness, maybe.

      “Is everything okay?”

      She let out a long breath. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “Is Thomas’s grumpy streak rubbing off on you?”

      That earned me a laugh. “You know, maybe it is.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. She sounded down, and I was worried it was my fault.

      “Look, about last night—”

      “It’s okay, you don’t have to say anything.” She took deep breath. “It was exciting, but we were at a costume ball. It was fun to sneak away like that, knowing we might get caught, but we both know the reality of the situation.”

      “I know we do, but that doesn’t mean things can’t change.”

      “Now you’re talking crazy.”

      “Am I, though?”

      She paused again. “Can I be really honest with you?”

      “Of course.”

      “I like you. A lot. Some days your messages are the only thing that make me smile. I don’t want to lose that.”

      Fuck. This wasn’t how I’d wanted this conversation to go. She was basically telling me, we have to stay just friends because anything else is too big of a risk. But what had I been hoping for? That she’d be the one to say fuck it, let’s be together no matter what?

      As great as that would have been, I wasn’t deterred. I’d figure this out. There was a way, and I was going to find it.

      For now, I didn’t want to lose what we had either.

      “I like you, too,” I said. “A lot. I won’t push you, but I need you to know something.”

      “What?”

      “The Baileys have a long tradition of being stubborn bastards. I’m no exception. I’m not giving up.”

      “Levi, you know this would never work. A Bailey and a Haven can’t be together.”

      “Nonsense. You’re only saying that because none of us ever have.”

      She laughed—music to my ears. “I think that’s a compelling reason.”

      “Okay, but when I prove you wrong, you have to admit it.”

      “Fine, Romeo. If you prove me wrong, I’ll admit it.”

      “You still sound sad to me. What can I do?”

      “I’m not sad.”

      “Liar.” I paused, trying to think of something that would make her smile. “How do you get a squirrel to like you?”

      “How?”

      “Act like a nut.”

      She laughed again, although it was more of a groan. “That was such a dad joke.”

      “It worked, though. Made you laugh.”

      “Fine, it did.”

      “Besides, what’s wrong with a good dad joke?”

      “Isn’t that an oxymoron?”

      “What, good dad joke? Never.”

      Another laugh and I felt like I’d just won the lottery. Kind of made me wish I was funnier, like Logan. But I could tell dad jokes all day long. A guy had to use the tools in his toolbox.

      “Uh-oh, I have to go,” she said. “Thanks for calling. It was good to talk to you.”

      “You too. Bye, Annika.”

      “Bye, Levi.”

      She ended the call.

      I took a deep breath, closing my eyes to savor this feeling. Her voice in my ear was a balm to the darkness in my soul. But it wasn’t enough.

      And I was determined to show her that this spark between us was worth fighting for.
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      Careful not to make a sound, I shut Thomas’s door. Again. He’d finally calmed down after an epic bedtime tantrum. It was unusual for him to throw a fit over going to bed, but he was a toddler and he’d missed his nap. He was overtired, which was a recipe for disaster.

      I waited, holding my breath, hoping he’d finally go to sleep. I didn’t hear a sound. No renewed angry wails. No little footsteps running from the bed to the door. Maybe he’d finally given up.

      Thankfully, he stayed quiet.

      Relieved but exhausted, I slipped into my bedroom, shut the door, and flopped down onto the bed. The weight of being the sole parent was especially heavy on days like today. I knew sometimes kids threw tantrums, but had I handled it properly? Was I doing the right things? Making the right decisions? My parents were great when it came to helping me with him, and I was so grateful for that. But ultimately, he was my kid, and it was my responsibility to raise him. How he turned out was going to be on me, for better or worse.

      I loved him so much I’d die for him. But there was no denying that doing this alone was hard. Even with my family here to support me.

      As they often did when I was tired or frustrated, my thoughts strayed to Levi. Without quite meaning to, I grabbed my phone off my nightstand. No messages.

      What was he doing tonight? Fixing drywall in his brother’s bedroom? Watching TV or YouTube videos? Hanging out with friends or his brothers? Or maybe on duty at the fire station?

      I opened his messages and scrolled back through them. I did that sometimes, especially when I was feeling down. He always made me smile.

      But things felt different now, and it worried me. That kiss had been amazing, but I was afraid it was going to change things between us. He’d said he was stubborn, but I knew a thing or two about stubborn men. I’d been raised by one, and raised alongside six others. My brother Reese was so stubborn, he hadn’t been home in years.

      There were hard-headed males on both sides of this feud. That was why it had gone on so long.

      But that kiss.

      I could already tell I wasn’t going to be able to sleep yet. My mind was spinning in too many different directions.

      I still had about a million Christmas ornaments to make. I sold them at the Christmas Village every year for some extra cash. So I got up, went to my craft table, and flicked on the adjustable lamp.

      There was glitter everywhere. I did my best to keep it contained, but everyone knew glitter was the herpes of the craft world. When I had my own place again—ideally if I could buy my own place someday—I wouldn’t have to worry about it as much.

      Using my index finger, I pushed some silver sparkles into a neater pile. The glitter made me think of my eye mask—Marigold and I had used this silver to decorate ours—which made me think of the masquerade. Which made me think of Levi.

      Which made me think of that kiss.

      It was so hard not to. My thoughts had been filled with it all day. I almost wished it hadn’t been so good. That I’d been stuck with the same lukewarm feelings that I’d had on my date with Kade. At least then I wouldn’t have felt so defeated. Wondering if I would ever find a man attractive again was a much smaller problem than wondering if I’d ever find a man as attractive as the one man I couldn’t have.

      Was that it? Was his appeal in being forbidden?

      I didn’t think so. Granted, the excitement of that kiss had certainly been wrapped up in the danger. The risk. Sneaking away with him had felt a little naughty, and for a girl who’d spent the last several years trying so hard to be a responsible adult—single motherhood did that to you—there had been a lightness to that stolen kiss. A moment of freedom.

      But no matter what Levi said, it couldn’t last.

      It was so disappointing.

      A tap made me look up from my glitter infested craft table. What was that? A knock at my door?

      I heard it again. It didn’t sound like it was coming from my door, and it certainly wasn’t someone knocking. Just a single ping, like something hitting glass.

      Was it coming from the sliding glass door?

      I waited, listening. It couldn’t have been a bug flying into the glass. It was too cold for there to be many bugs flying around.

      Tap.

      That had definitely come from the slider. I got up, pushed the sheer curtains aside, and looked out into the night.

      My room was on the side of the house where the hill sloped downward, leaving a drop from the little balcony to the ground. A light dusting of frost covered everything, sparkling in the moonlight, and the sky was clear.

      In the darkness, just beyond the balcony, I could make out the shape of a person.

      Not just a person, a man.

      And not just any man. Levi Bailey.

      Oh my god, what was he doing here?

      My breath hitched in my throat. Had he walked up our hill? I hadn’t heard a vehicle. Were my parents still up? What if someone heard him?

      I grabbed a knit blanket off my armchair and wrapped it around my shoulders, then opened the sliding glass door and stepped into the chilly night air.

      Levi stood below, looking up. He dropped something onto the ground and shoved his hands into his pockets.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, trying not to be too loud.

      “I needed to see you.”

      “Were you throwing rocks at the glass door?”

      In the moonlight, I could just make out his face. The corner of his mouth hooked in a smile. “Yeah.”

      “How did you know which room was mine?”

      “You turned on a light and I could see your silhouette. If it wasn’t you, I was planning to duck under the balcony and hope your dad doesn’t carry a loaded shotgun.”

      I laughed. “He doesn’t.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Even so, you shouldn’t be here.”

      His expression was resolute. “I know.”

      My heart thrilled at seeing him down there, even as I worried about what would happen if we were caught. Fortunately, my brothers weren’t here, but I didn’t know what my dad would do either.

      Levi glanced around, as if he were looking for something. Then, without any warning, he jumped, grabbing the balcony floor. I gasped, looking over the side. Using only his arms, he pulled himself up and climbed onto the outer edge of the balcony. God, he was strong.

      “How did you do that?”

      He held onto the railing and moved sideways, closer to me. “Just pulled myself up.”

      The sliding glass door was still open behind me, so I shut it—careful to be quiet. My parents were great about giving me my space, but I didn’t want one of them to walk by and notice a draft of cold air and wonder what was going on.

      I went back to the railing, clutching the knit blanket around myself against the cold. “This is crazy. You know that, right?”

      “I think you told me that last night in the closet.”

      “That was crazy too.”

      “I know. I can’t help it.”

      “Why not? You’ve never struck me as being the daredevil type.”

      “I’m not.”

      “But you’re the throwing rocks at a girl’s door and climbing up her balcony type?”

      “I am now.” He shuffled his feet sideways, bringing him closer. “Just answer me one question.”

      “What?”

      “Did you feel something when I kissed you?”

      His dark eyes held mine and the intensity in his gaze made my heart flutter. I had felt something. How could I possibly deny it?

      “Yes.”

      “So did I. And I feel something every time we talk. Every time I get a text or hear your voice or see you walking down the sidewalk in town, I feel something. And it’s not going away. I don’t know what to do about it. But the one thing I can’t do anymore is nothing.”

      I knew exactly what he meant. I felt something, deep inside, every time we talked. Something I’d never felt before, for anyone. It was more than friendship and more than simple attraction. It was both, and more, all wrapped up in a whirlwind of emotion.

      “Why does this have to be so hard?” I asked.

      “I know it sucks, but I can’t keep telling myself I’m not hung up on you. I’m really fucking hung up on you. And now that I’ve kissed you, I don’t think I can live without doing it again.”

      Somehow, we’d moved so close we were face to face. I wasn’t even sure how that had happened. But he was right on the other side of the railing, his feet wedged between the slats.

      He leaned in and as soon as our lips touched, it was like a glitter bomb burst inside me. I gasped at the sparks racing through my veins, the heat suddenly pooling in my core. Dropping the blanket, I grabbed his coat, pulling him closer.

      Groaning low in his throat, he slid his tongue into my mouth, taking the kiss deeper. I opened for him eagerly. I couldn’t think; I could scarcely breathe. The cold night air was gone, banished by the heat of his kiss.

      Our mouths gradually separated but I held onto his coat, unwilling—or unable—to let go.

      “Am I wrong?” he asked, his voice low. “Or is there something here?”

      I nodded and our noses brushed against each other. “You’re not wrong.”

      “Then for now, this will have to be enough.” He placed a soft kiss on my lips. “But this isn’t the end.”

      A crunch, like the sound of someone walking on gravel, made me jump. I let go of his coat and the cold air seemed to hit me like I’d been blasted with a gust of wind. Suddenly shivering, I picked up the blanket and put it around my shoulders.

      “I should let you go back inside,” he said.

      “Yeah, that might have been my dad going out to the shop. And you must be freezing.”

      “Not really. But you are.”

      “How are you going to get down?”

      He glanced at the ground below. “I’ll be fine.”

      “I guess all that firefighter training comes in handy.”

      His lips turned up in a smile. “It does.”

      The sound of more crunching gravel seemed to echo in the night. The shop was behind the house, but if my dad or one of my brothers—or both—were out there, they might hear us and come looking.

      “Careful getting down.”

      “I will.” He leaned in and kissed me one more time. “Goodnight, Annika.”

      “Goodnight.”

      I clutched the blanket around myself, my teeth starting to chatter from the cold. Levi climbed down as effortlessly as he’d gotten up, his feet barely making a sound when he hit the ground. Then he disappeared into the darkness.

      I went inside and shut the door behind me. Still wrapped in my knit blanket, I climbed in bed underneath the covers. In less than a minute, my shivering subsided.

      Hunkered down in my blankets, I closed my eyes and let myself relive the feel of Levi’s kiss. His lips were magic. At just the memory of his mouth on mine, heat blazed through me. I tossed off the covers.

      Should I have invited him in?

      That was precisely what my body wanted. Levi Bailey did something to me. I’d never felt this way before.

      But I couldn’t sneak him into my bedroom with my parents in the same house. That was crazy.

      Wasn’t it?

      I touched my lips, still sensitive from his kiss. Pressure pulsed between my legs and I knew I wasn’t going to be able to sleep without relieving it.

      Letting out a sigh, I reached for the discreet bullet vibe I kept in my nightstand. With how I felt right now, I’d finish in minutes.

      And as I lay there, letting my hand stray to my sensitive bundle of nerves, I let go. Let myself imagine it.

      Levi Bailey, fucking me.

      Maybe it would never happen. Maybe we’d never get anywhere beyond a few stolen kisses and whispers in the dark.

      But for tonight, I let myself wish.
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      Logan was late.

      I put my phone down on the table, wondering where the hell he was and why he’d asked me to meet him at the Steaming Mug, a coffee shop downtown. I hoped he’d at least bring Broderick. A little nephew-time would make the wait worth it.

      Another customer stood at the mint green counter, staring at the black chalkboard menu mounted on an exposed brick wall. A few other tables had people sitting with their coffee—a couple of dudes with laptops and earbuds and a group of women who seemed to be discussing a book.

      My mind drifted to Annika. That wasn’t new. I’d been thinking about her non-stop since I’d climbed up onto her balcony to kiss her the other night. The memory of her lips on mine was vivid, burned into my skin like a brand. When I’d parked at the bottom of her hill and walked up in the dark—through the woods, no less, so I wouldn’t be seen—I’d been half-convinced I was crazy. What the hell was I doing?

      But the second I’d seen her silhouette through her bedroom’s glass door, nothing else had mattered. Just her.

      I was glad I hadn’t gotten caught, but even if I had been discovered, kissing her would have been worth it.

      My phone buzzed with a text.

      Brodentical: Running late. Sorry.

      I scowled at it but not because he was late. When had he changed his name to Brodentical in my contacts? I needed to watch my phone when he was around. Or set a password. Facial recognition obviously wouldn’t keep him out of it. One of the hazards of being an identical twin, especially when the other one was Logan.

      Me: Want me to order you something?

      Brodentical: No, I’m good.

      I took a sip of my coffee and glanced out the window. A squirrel bounded down the center of the street, its gray tail bouncing as it went. A second later, Harvey Johnston ran by, waving a stick and hollering. His head was bare—no hat to be seen—which meant it had probably flown off when he started chasing the squirrel. I made a mental note to keep an eye out for it.

      The door opened but it wasn’t my brother. A woman walked in, dressed in a deep blue winter coat and jeans. She was about my age, or maybe a little younger, with glasses and dark hair in a ponytail. I noticed she was cute with a sense of detachment. It was like noticing the color of someone’s car—a meaningless fact, rather than something that made me sit up and take notice.

      After all, she was nothing compared to Annika. But no one was or ever would be.

      I was about to check my phone again—it hadn’t buzzed, but thinking of Annika made me reach for it like a reflex—when the woman met my eyes and smiled, as if she recognized me.

      That was weird.

      Then it got weirder.

      Still smiling, she lifted her hand in a little wave and came over to my table.

      “Hi, you must be Levi.” She pulled out the chair across from me and sat. “I’m Penelope. Of course I am, who else would I be? Sorry, I’m a little nervous.”

      “That’s okay,” I said, totally bewildered. It wasn’t the first time I’d run into an unfamiliar girl who thought she knew me. Once in a while someone thought I was Logan. But she’d called me Levi, so this wasn’t a girl who thought I was my brother.

      She shrugged off her coat, letting it rest against the back of the chair, and adjusted her glasses. Now that I could see her up close, it looked like she had something on her cheek. Yellow paint, maybe? She had some on her shirt too.

      “Sorry if I kept you waiting. Pinecrest isn’t that far, but I didn’t count on getting stuck behind some guy in an ancient pickup truck doing thirty in a fifty-five.”

      What was she talking about? And how did she know me?

      Before I could ask what was going on, she pointed to my coffee. “Oh good, you ordered already. At least you had coffee to keep you company. I’ll go order something and be right back.”

      Flashing me a nervous smile, she got up and went to the front counter.

      What was going on?

      I glanced around the café, wondering if I was being pranked.

      That had to be it. Maybe the Havens were trying to deescalate the situation by going back to our old pattern. Neither family had pranked each other since the thing with Gram’s land had blown up. Was this their way of backing off? Maybe Fiona and the other girls in the knitting group had been right. Had the masquerade eased the tension and now we were going back to pranks?

      I wasn’t sure why they’d have targeted me, though.

      Unless Zachary was behind it. This seemed like something he might do. And after our scuffle, no doubt he had it in for me.

      Except it was Logan who’d asked me to meet him here. So if this was a setup, Logan was responsible.

      He was probably prank-starved and decided to take it out on me. Asshole.

      Regardless of who had done it, I was onto them.

      Penelope—if that was her real name—ordered something and came back to the table. “This place is cute.”

      “Yeah.” I wasn’t sure what to do. Go along with it? Ask her who she really was and who’d sent her? Text Logan and ask him what the hell this was about?

      “So, um…” She fidgeted with her glasses. “You’re a firefighter?”

      “Yeah. TFD.” The silence got awkward quick, so I kept talking. “I started as a volunteer when I was eighteen.”

      “I teach art. Right now I’m at the middle school over in Pinecrest but there’s a rumor floating around that Tilikum High School might have an opening soon. I like working with the older kids, so if that position becomes available, I’ll probably apply.” Her smile faded. “I just made it weird, didn’t I? Like implying I’m trying to move to Tilikum which makes it sound like I’m going to turn into some overly attached girlfriend stalker type. Not that I’m your girlfriend. Or anyone’s girlfriend. Wow, I just made it worse.”

      Either she was a great actress or her nervousness was genuine. I couldn’t help but chuckle. “It’s okay.”

      “I just don’t usually do this. We’ve barely talked and here I am, meeting you for coffee. But it’s so rare to find a guy who’s looking for an actual relationship. It seems like every guy I meet just wants to hook up. And I’m not dumb, I know you might say you’re looking for something long-term and you’re only saying that to hook up. Not that you would do that. I’m not accusing you of anything. I guess the point is, I don’t know because I don’t know you. Which is why I’m here.”

      This was getting more confusing by the minute. We’d barely talked? What was that about? We’d never talked.

      But she thought we had.

      This had to be Logan.

      “Penelope, I hate to make things awkward—”

      “No, please do. Then I won’t be the only one.”

      “I think my brother might have set this up. I didn’t ask you to meet me for coffee.”

      Her eyes widened. “What?”

      “I’m so sorry. I thought I was meeting my brother here and then you walked in.”

      “But are you Levi?”

      “Yeah, I’m Levi. But I have an identical twin and I think he might be the one you talked to.”

      “Wow. Well, this is a new one. Tricked by a set of twins. This might need to go in my dating hall of fame.”

      “So you’re not in on it? Your name is really Penelope and you teach art and thought I was a firefighter looking for a relationship?”

      She pulled out her phone and swiped, then held it up to show me the screen. “Yep.”

      It was a profile on a dating app.

      A profile with my name and picture.

      “This isn’t you?” she asked.

      “It’s me but I didn’t create that profile. Damn it, Logan.” I picked up my phone and texted him. You’re an asshole.

      “I knew you had to be too good to be true.”

      “Can I see that?”

      She handed me her phone. The profile picture was me in uniform. Logan had probably taken it. I scanned the bio. Sure enough, it said I was looking for a serious relationship.

      “I’m so sorry about this.” I passed the phone back to her and mine buzzed with a text. “Will you give me a second? Don’t leave, I want to make this up to you.”

      “Sure.”

      I got up and stepped outside. Instead of texting Logan back, I called.

      “Why are you calling me?” he asked. “Aren’t you busy?”

      “I thought you were meeting me here.”

      “Wait, are you alone?”

      “No, you dick. Is this your idea of a joke?”

      “Of course it’s not a joke. What do you think of her?”

      “Penelope?”

      “Yeah. Cute, right? Tell me I did good.”

      “What the fuck, Logan?”

      “What? You don’t like her?”

      “That’s not the point. You put me on a dating app and set up a coffee date with someone?”

      “Hey, it’s not my fault you’re making this harder than it needs to be.” It sounded like he was eating something.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “I didn’t want to resort to an app but what else am I supposed to do? You left the masquerade alone. I didn’t even see you talk to anyone.”

      “How do you know what I was doing? Weren’t you busy role-playing with your wife?”

      “Yeah, bro, it was hot as fuck. We went outside and—”

      “Stop. Don’t want to hear it.”

      “I’m just trying to help you out,” he continued. “Don’t you think Penelope is wife material? She’s an art teacher. That’s awesome.”

      “You lured her here under false pretenses. That was a shitty thing to do.”

      “No, it’s shitty that you won’t go with it and have a nice time with a pretty girl who could be the future Mrs. Bailey.”

      “She’s not the future Mrs. Bailey.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I do. I don’t need you to find me a goddamn wife.”

      “Uh, yes you do, brochelor.” His voice got quiet, like he wasn’t talking directly into the phone. “No, he’s giving me shit. I know she’s perfect but you try convincing his stubborn ass.”

      “Is that Cara? Was she in on this?”

      “Yes, he knows she’s a teacher.” He got louder again, talking to me. “You realize being a teacher means she’s good with kids.”

      “So?”

      “She’d be the perfect mom to my future nieces and nephews. Or maybe just nephews. Baileys seem to make boys.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I have to go back in there and try to salvage this mess. Delete my profile on that app. Now.”

      “Which one?”

      “There’s more than one?”

      “Yeah, bro. I cast a wide net.”

      “Then delete all of them.”

      “How am I supposed to help you find a wife?”

      I groaned. “You’re not.”

      “At least ask her to be your date to Gavin’s wedding. Give me that much.”

      “No.”

      “Wait, if you don’t like Penelope, there’s another one we have in mind.”

      “No. No more apps. No more dates. Stop trying to be a fucking matchmaker.”

      “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

      I hung up on him.

      Glancing in the window at Penelope—her coffee had been delivered—I took a deep breath. What was I supposed to do now? I wasn’t going to sit there and have a coffee date with her. That wasn’t fair to anyone—her, me, or Annika.

      I went back inside and sat down. “I’m so sorry about all this. It was my brother. Ever since he got married, he thinks I need a wife and that it’s his job to help me find one.”

      “So he set you up on a dating app.”

      “Yeah. He meant well in his own weird way. He thought you and I would hit it off.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “But? I feel like you’re about to give me the it’s not you, it’s me speech.”

      “In a way, but I actually mean it. I already have someone in my life but he doesn’t know about it yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s… complicated.”

      “This sounds like it could be juicy.” She leaned forward. “Are you dating his ex?”

      I laughed. “No. Definitely not.”

      “Your childhood best friend who’s always been like a sister?”

      “No.”

      “It’s not like your cousin or something gross, is it?”

      I winced. “No.”

      Her laugh turned into a snort and she covered her mouth. “Is she your boss? Or your boss’s daughter?”

      “Good guesses. Actually, my younger brother is about to marry our boss’s daughter. No, it’s more like our families hate each other. If you’re not from Tilikum, it probably sounds crazy, but there’s been a feud for over a hundred years.”

      “Feuding families? That’s very Shakespearean.”

      “Hopefully not. I’d rather not die.”

      “Can’t blame you there.”

      “Again, I’m sorry about this.”

      “Don’t be. I’ve actually been on worse dates. At least you didn’t pretend to go outside to take that call and then run away. Besides, this will make a good story.”

      It was a weird thought, but I wished I knew someone who might be interested in Penelope. She seemed pretty cool. But my brothers were all with someone, as were most of the guys I knew at work. Plus, she probably didn’t want the random guy whose twin had set her up on a date that turned out to be fake to set her up with someone else.

      Still, I hoped she’d find the right guy someday. It just wasn’t me.

      “Well, if you have someone in your life already, I don’t want to make things awkward by being seen with you here.” She slipped her arms back into her coat. “But, you know, if it doesn’t work out, maybe we’ll run into each other again.”

      “Yeah, maybe. Is there anything I can do? I feel really bad about this.”

      She snort-laughed again. “Do you know anyone who works at Tilikum High School?”

      It sounded like she was half kidding. But only half.

      I did know a few people at Tilikum High School. True to my Annika-obsessed brain, the first person to come to mind was her brother, Theo. He coached football and probably taught there too, although I didn’t know for sure.

      Not exactly helpful. But I did know a few others.

      “I actually know the principal, Regina Larson. She was a teacher there when I was in high school. And I saved her dog, Zephyr, when there was a fire in her neighbor’s barn a few years ago. She got in there somehow and couldn’t get out.”

      “Oh, poor doggy.”

      “Luckily she was fine. But if you want, I can let Regina know you’re interested in the art teacher position.”

      “Would you?”

      I grabbed my phone. “Sure. I’ll text her right now and give her your number so she can call you.”

      “Thank you so much.”

      I sent a text to Regina Larson with Penelope’s contact information. She replied immediately and said she’d give her a call.

      “There you go.” I put my phone down. “Hopefully that makes up for being set up on a fake date by my dumbass brother.”

      “It completely makes up for it. Totally worth it.”

      “Awesome.”

      She stood. “I’ll let you get back to your day.”

      I followed and held out my hand. “It was nice to meet you, Penelope.”

      “You too, Levi. Good luck with the girl.”

      “Thanks. Good luck with the job.”

      She smiled. “Thanks. I’ll see you around.”

      I sat down and took another drink of my coffee. Harvey Johnston ran by again, this time in the opposite direction, still chasing a squirrel.

      This town was so weird. Penelope had no idea what she might be getting into.

      But no sooner had she disappeared out the door, she faded from my mind. I was back to Annika’s lips and wondering how, and when, I was going to have a chance to kiss her again.
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      The front door to Haven Auto Restoration flew open and Luke sauntered in. He was dressed in a black leather jacket and jeans and carried his motorcycle helmet. As far as I was concerned he was crazy, driving his motorcycle in the freezing cold. But he didn’t seem to care. He had a thing for speed—and danger.

      It made me worry about him.

      He set his helmet on the front counter and grinned at me. “Morning.”

      I glanced at the clock. It was quarter to noon. “Barely.”

      “Are you really going to give me shit about being late?”

      “No. You’re the boss. You can come in when you want. But I’m your sister. I have to give you crap about something.”

      “Fair point.”

      “What were you up to this morning? Out finding a new deal on a car?”

      “Nah, just overslept.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. Overslept, why?

      “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “What are you up to?”

      With another grin, he tapped the tip of my nose. “What my sweet sister doesn’t know won’t hurt her.”

      “But it might hurt you.”

      He laughed and grabbed his helmet. “Don’t you worry your pretty head about it. I’m fine.”

      I eyed him as he went into the back, heading for his office. He was up to something, but that wasn’t new. Luke was always up to something. Maybe it had been something normal, like a date that had gone well. Or maybe he’d been out with his racing buddies again.

      Speed and danger. Those were Luke’s weaknesses.

      Hopefully that wouldn’t catch up with him.

      I was the youngest, but somehow, I wound up feeling like a mom to my brothers. And it wasn’t just because I was an actual mom. It had been that way since we were little.

      I’d been working here in Luke’s shop since I’d come back to Tilikum. It was only part time, and I’d learned more about cars than I’d ever thought I’d wanted to know, but I liked it. I got along with my brother and I loved the rest of his crew. He had great people working for him. Between this and doing property management for Josiah’s rental properties, I was able to pay my own way to my parents—I was not a freeloader—and I was gradually saving to get my own place.

      Selling my craft stuff helped too. It wasn’t even close to a full-time gig, but I loved doing it, so if it earned me some extra money, all the better. Even though it tended to leave me trailing glitter everywhere. I glanced at my hands. Yep, glitter.

      I brushed them together to wipe some of it off—glitter never really went away, it just found new places to hide—and clicked to our bookkeeping software. I had more invoices to input.

      The lobby smelled faintly of oil and rubber and the sound of power tools carried from the garage. Luke had taken over the business from our great-uncle and we still had a wall of old photos behind the front counter. The rest of the lobby was decorated with photos of cars that Luke and his crew had restored.

      When I’d started working here, I’d insisted he get rid of the sad, old coffee maker and replaced it with a Keurig. I brought in seasonal coffee cups—right now they had fall leaves and pumpkins on them, but I had the Christmas ones in the back, ready to go.

      The phone interrupted my invoice inputting. I took a few calls and scheduled a new client for a consultation with Luke. He had a Mustang in his barn that had been sitting for a decade and he wanted Luke to come out and take a look.

      My phone buzzed with a text, making my heart skip a beat. But it was only my mom, sending me a picture of Thomas standing on a step stool at the kitchen counter, kneading a little lump of bread dough. She watched Thomas while I worked, which was absolutely lifesaving. I didn’t know what I would have done without her.

      I put my phone away, trying not to be disappointed that it wasn’t Levi.

      Had the other night on my balcony happened? Had the ball happened? In less than a week, it seemed like everything had changed.

      And no one else knew.

      I honestly had no idea what was going to happen between us. But I couldn’t deny that I felt something, either. Something big and real. I couldn’t ignore that or pretend it wasn’t there.

      That was why I’d turned Kade down when he’d called earlier to ask me out again. It wasn’t that I thought I could actually date Levi. But I couldn’t date someone else knowing how I felt about him. It wouldn’t have been fair to Kade. Or me. Or Levi, for that matter.

      Kade had taken it well. In fact, he’d been so easygoing about it, I was left to wonder how much he’d liked me in the first place. If he’d really felt something, would he have given up so easily? He certainly wasn’t going to hike up our hill in the dark and throw pebbles at my sliding glass door because he couldn’t wait another minute to see me again.

      Although I didn’t know where this left me. Was I doomed to pine for Levi Bailey, stealing kisses in the dark until we both realized it was hopeless and moved on?

      That was a depressing thought. Which wasn’t like me. I was usually much more of an optimist.

      But I was also a realist. And in reality, we had a lot going against us.

      My phone buzzed again. This time it was him. Nibbling my bottom lip, I opened his message.

      Romeo: At work. Thinking about you.

      How did he do that? A few simple words and I was smiling, that little dip of sadness washed away by the thought of him thinking of me.

      Me: I was thinking about you too.

      Romeo: I like hearing that. I can’t talk now but I wanted you to know you’re on my mind.

      Me: Thanks.

      “Uh-oh. Who are you talking to?” Luke’s voice startled me, and I almost dropped my phone.

      I swiped away from my texts. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

      “I didn’t. But who is that? Kade?”

      “None of your business.” I set my phone on my desk, face down.

      “Now I really need to know.”

      “No, it’s not Kade. I was just group texting Isabelle and Marigold.”

      I felt the tiniest bit bad for the lie. But I couldn’t tell him I was texting Levi Bailey. Although out of all my brothers, Luke might be the one to understand. He wasn’t exactly friends with Evan Bailey now, but the two of them had made peace, as much as a Bailey and a Haven could. They respected each other at least.

      But still. I didn’t need him digging into my personal life.

      “Tell them I said hi.” He winked.

      “You’re not using me to flirt with my friends.”

      “What good are you, then?”

      “I make sure your clients pay you, for one thing.”

      “Good point.” He smiled and handed me an envelope. “Speaking of, can you update this account?”

      I took the envelope and set it aside. “No problem.”

      A loud crash outside made me jump in my seat. “What was that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Luke rushed into the garage. I followed, darting through the blast of hot air from one of the overhead heaters. Nothing looked amiss. The four bays all held cars in various states of restoration and there was the usual clutter of tools and car parts.

      It looked like everyone had stopped what they were doing at the sound of the crash, but it hadn’t come from in here.

      The garage doors were partially closed to keep in the heat. One of Luke’s mechanics opened the one on the far left.

      “Oh, shit,” Luke muttered.

      Someone had run their car into a light post right in front of the shop.

      Luke and his crew sprang into action. Someone called 911 while the rest rushed to the car to see if anyone was hurt.

      There wasn’t anything I could do, so I waited in the garage. I didn’t recognize the car, or the driver. She looked okay as they helped her out, and based on the snippets of conversation I could hear, I had a feeling she’d been texting. The road was clear—no snow or ice—and there didn’t appear to have been anyone else around.

      Within minutes, an ambulance came around the corner, followed by a fire engine. Luke and the rest of the guys got out of the way so the paramedics could get to her. Fortunately, she seemed fine—mostly scared and upset from what I could see. They walked her to the back of the ambulance to check her over.

      A group of firefighters stood nearby, as if waiting to see if they’d be needed. One took a step away from the rest and a pair of intense brown eyes caught mine.

      My breath hitched and a flicker of heat swept through me. It was Levi.

      He looked positively sinful in those firefighter pants they wore. Suspenders crossed his broad shoulders and the muscles in his arms bulged. He was literally my every fantasy come true—muscular, strong, and intense.

      His gaze held me captive. I needed to look away. We were staring at each other, right here in the open, where anyone could see. How could anyone miss the electricity arcing between us? The hair on my arms stood on end, my skin tingling.

      He gave me a subtle nod, gesturing toward the side of the shop, then finally looked away.

      I glanced around, expecting to see Luke watching me. But he was still in the driveway, talking to one of the other firefighters.

      No one was paying attention to me, so I walked over to the side door and slipped out. Tires were stacked in a pile and a rusty bumper sat nearby.

      Levi came around the corner. Before I could say a word, he pushed me up against the wall and took my mouth in a hard kiss.

      His lips moved over mine, hungry and insistent. Our tongues brushed, sending another burst of heat rushing through my veins, and his low growl reverberated through my entire body. It made me want to do something crazy, like rip off his clothes right here in the alley outside my brother’s shop.

      He let go of my wrists and his hands moved to my waist. One slid higher, his thumb tracing the side of my breast. That little brush of side-boob was enough to make me whimper into his mouth.

      What was he doing to me?

      Our mouths slowly parted and he licked his lips, like he was savoring the taste of me. “Sorry. I couldn’t help myself.”

      “That’s okay,” I whispered.

      “I have to go before they notice.”

      “Yeah. Me too.”

      “You look beautiful today.” He pressed another soft kiss to my lips. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      He let go and disappeared around the corner, leaving me breathless. I sagged against the wall, dazed, my heart racing.

      I touched my lips, swollen from Levi’s kiss. And I had a feeling I was in big trouble.
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      I flipped on the light in the shop next to Gram’s house. It was cold out here; hopefully the dusty space heater still worked. Music from Gavin and Skylar’s wedding reception drifted through the walls and I stepped carefully as I made my way inside. I didn’t want to get my suit dirty.

      Grandad’s old truck—a two-tone white and blue 1960 Ford F-100—was parked on one side. Tools hung on pegs on the wall and shelves held an impressive collection of extra truck parts. The other side of the garage had a work bench, several saws, and the rest of Grandad’s old woodworking tools. More shelves held scrap wood, fasteners in mismatched bins, and other odds and ends.

      I breathed in the familiar scent of engine oil, gas, and wood. An old mini-fridge next to the door hummed. I opened it to find a six pack of cherry Coke, just like Grandad used to keep out here. He’d acted like it was a big secret he kept from Gram—his own personal rebellion. Once in a while, he’d bring us out here to work on his truck or help him build something, and shared his stash.

      Those had been milestone moments for me.

      I grabbed a cherry Coke, popped open the top, and lifted it to the memory of Frank Bailey.

      I missed him.

      Losing your parents when you’re little can do a number on you, and all five of us had a rough time of it. After our parents had died, we’d come to live here with Gram and Grandad.

      But losing Grandad had been harder on me than anything.

      As a kid, I’d spent hours in his shop with him. I hadn’t cared what he was doing—working on his truck or building something. It had all been fascinating to me. And Grandad’s quiet humor had helped bring me out of my shell. Out here had been one of the few places I hadn’t felt like I was lost in Logan’s shadow.

      I didn’t feel that way anymore. My brother was who he was—louder and more outgoing than me. And I was okay with that. Sometimes it paid to be the quiet one.

      But I still missed Grandad.

      I probably would have told him about Annika.

      The heater came on with a flip of the switch and a whiff of burning dust rose in the air. Gav and Skylar’s wedding had been fine, as far as weddings went. But after a while, I’d felt the need to get away, even just for a little bit. The whole thing had made my chest feel tight and a sense of restlessness sweep through me.

      I took a drink of the Coke and dusted off a stool, then eased myself onto it. What would the Havens do if they bought this place? Tear the shop down? Use it for their own stuff? Would they keep Gram’s house? Who would live there?

      The thought of anyone but Gram living here was so wrong. She and Grandad had raised their kids here, then raised us. It was more than just a house on a bunch of acreage. It was a memory. A legacy. It was ours in a way no other place would ever be.

      “Hi there, Lynx.”

      I looked up at Gram’s voice. She stood just inside the shop with a multicolored shawl wrapped around her shoulders. Her silver-streaked black hair hung in a long braid down her back and the lines in her dark skin crinkled with her smile.

      “Hey, Gram.”

      “Needed a break from the festivities?”

      “Yeah.” Out of habit, I moved the cherry Coke can, as if I needed to hide it from her. “What are you doing out here?”

      “Oh, just checking on you.”

      “Thanks. I’ll be back over in a little bit.”

      “Of course you will. You haven’t had any of my apple pie.” Her eyes twinkled. “It’s nice to see my Otter settling down. She’s good for him.”

      “She really is. Hopefully she’ll keep him from accidentally killing himself.”

      “A good woman has a way of balancing a man out. And I’m happy to see my cubs finding good women.”

      “Is that a hint that you’re waiting for me to find a good woman?”

      “If it were, what would you say to me?”

      I glanced down. I wasn’t ready to tell her about Annika. Maybe soon, but not yet.

      “I’d say don’t worry.”

      “You know what they say. Those who worry suffer twice. But that doesn’t seem to stop us, does it?”

      “No, I guess not.” I took a breath. “There is a woman but it’s complicated. I don’t really want to get into it right now.”

      “That’s all right.” She patted my knee. “I won’t pry.”

      “You won’t?”

      “No. You’ll tell me when you’re ready.”

      “Thanks, Gram.”

      She tilted her head. “What else troubles you, Lynx?”

      I looked around at the shop, soaking in the memory of this place. “We can’t let you lose this. Any of it.”

      “Things like this usually turn out as they’re meant to. I’ll be fine.”

      Somehow her calm reassurance only stoked my anger. Not at her, but at the situation. “You will, but that doesn’t mean we’re going to stop fighting. You’re not going to lose your home.”

      “It would be hard to leave. I can’t deny that.”

      “Of course it would. Sometimes I feel like he’s still here.”

      She was quiet for a long moment. I appreciated her silence. Sometimes we needed to be able to just sit with each other in the pain of loss. It wasn’t like we could fix it.

      But I did still feel Grandad’s presence here. The evidence of his life was everywhere—from the fridge of secret cherry Coke to the furniture he’d built. His spirit was here. I felt him sometimes, like a brush of memory at the outer edge of my consciousness. A soft reminder that he was still with us, just in a different way.

      And I could have sworn I’d heard Gram talking to him when she didn’t think anyone was around to hear.

      “He is,” she said finally. “I take great comfort in knowing that. He’s with your mom and dad, but he’s also here with me. He always will be.”

      Clearing my throat against the rush of emotion, I glanced away.

      “Don’t be sad for me, Lynx. Frank Bailey lived a great life and he and I appreciated every moment we had together. My time to leave this place hasn’t yet come, but when it does someday, I know he’ll be waiting for me. I miss him, but I can be patient.”

      “Gram, don’t talk like that. I can’t even think about losing you.”

      She straightened her shoulders. “Good thing I’m so healthy.”

      “It’s a great thing.”

      “Well, I should get back to the party. You come on over when you’re ready.”

      “I’ll walk you.”

      I turned off the space heater and followed her outside, flipping the light switch on my way out. She took my arm and I led her down the path to the backyard where a big tent had been set up for Gav and Skylar’s wedding.

      Twinkle lights hung across the ceiling, and outdoor heaters kept the space comfortable despite the cold. Music played in the background, and a handful of people danced on the wooden dance floor set up in one corner.

      Guests had already started filtering out, but my brothers and their wives were all here, sitting together at one of the tables. Grace’s mom and stepdad, Naomi and Jack, had taken Charlie and Broderick to their place after the ceremony so the new parents could enjoy the wedding reception.

      Gram let go of my arm and veered off to talk to Chief and Caroline Stanley. I grabbed a glass of champagne and made my way over to the table to join my siblings.

      Gavin had his arm around his bride, and he smiled as he absently played with the new wedding ring on her finger. Skylar leaned against him, a look of contentment on her face.

      Evan still wore his suit jacket but he’d ditched his tie and had his top shirt buttons unfastened. He sat listening to Logan talk about the trip he and Cara had taken to some beach town for a short honeymoon, looking more interested in tracing the tattoos on his wife’s shoulder with his fingertip than anything Logan had to say.

      “You guys should go,” Logan said. “Even though the weather sucked, it was still a great place to visit.”

      Asher was similarly preoccupied with Grace, playing with her hair while she took a sip of champagne.

      Seeing my brothers all so obsessed with their wives made my mood take a sharp turn into darkness. Logan had set me up the other day, hoping I’d bring a date to this wedding. And I did wish I’d brought a date.

      Annika should have been here.

      I could imagine her sitting in the empty seat next to me. I’d play with the pink tips of her hair while she smiled and chatted with my sisters-in-law. Lean in to kiss her neck. Whisper something dirty in her ear to get her hot for me. Convince her it was time to go.

      Maybe take her upstairs and fuck her in my old bedroom.

      “We got them already and they’re so amazing,” Cara said.

      I jolted back to reality. Shit. I’d forgotten where I was for a second.

      Cara held out her phone toward Grace.

      “Oh,” Grace said, her voice full of awe as she took the phone. “This is gorgeous.”

      “I can’t believe how good he made me look,” Cara said. “I was so mad at Logan for booking it and I was sure I’d hate them.”

      “And then what happened?” The smugness in Logan’s voice was unmistakable.

      Cara rolled her eyes. “Then we went and it was amazing and I felt like a goddess.”

      “So what you’re saying is, I was right.”

      She pressed her lips together, like she was refusing to admit it.

      “Come on, Tiger. I was right and I’m basically the best husband ever.”

      “Fine.” She rolled her eyes again but it was obvious she was kidding.

      Logan pulled her close and kissed her temple.

      Grace showed whatever was on Cara’s phone to Skylar and Fiona. “Look at this. We all need to go out there and have these done.”

      Fiona gasped. “You are so hot.”

      My brow furrowed. What were they looking at?

      Skylar nodded in serious appreciation. “He did an incredible job.”

      “There’s more,” Cara said. “Keep swiping.”

      Grace swiped and the girls oohed and ahhed.

      “Whoa.” Gavin clapped a hand over his eyes. “I don’t think I’m supposed to be looking at this.”

      Asher leaned closer to Grace, then looked away quickly. “Oh. Okay. That’s something.”

      I caught Logan’s eyes and drew my eyebrows together—what’s going on?

      The corner of his mouth lifted and he nodded toward the phone—you’ll see.

      “Look at your boobs in this one,” Fiona said. “So gorgeous.”

      “You really do look like a goddess,” Skylar said.

      Cara beamed and took her phone back. “Thank you, my lovely little lambs.”

      “Is it over?” Gavin asked, still covering his eyes.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      And immediately regretted the question.

      Cara shoved her phone in my face and on the screen was a photo of her. In lingerie.

      “Whoa,” I said, echoing Gavin. I closed my eyes and held my hand up, trying to push the phone out of my line of vision. “Don’t show me that.”

      “They’re just boudoir photos,” Logan said, as if everyone seeing pictures of his wife half naked wasn’t a big deal. “I booked her a session when we were out in Jetty Beach. I’ll give you the photographer’s number. Do yourselves a favor and take your girls out there.” He glanced at me. “Except you, because your stubborn ass doesn’t have a girl.”

      I cracked my eyes open, hoping Cara had put her phone away. She had. “Shut up.”

      “I did my part,” Logan said. “But do you appreciate me? Of course not.”

      “You’re a dick.”

      “What happened?” Asher asked.

      “He pretended to be me on a dating app and set me up on a coffee date without telling me.”

      Logan shot me a glare. “When you say it like that it sounds a lot worse than it was.”

      “It was that bad,” I said. “The poor girl drove all the way down here from Pinecrest for a date that wasn’t real.”

      “It’s not like Pinecrest is far,” Logan said, as if that made it better.

      I shook my head and took a sip of my drink. I’d told Annika about the incident and she’d laughed—at me, not at Penelope. She felt bad for her, although she told me she was proud of me for putting her in touch with the high school principal.

      That had made me feel awesome.

      “Well, anyway,” Fiona said, like she was trying to change the subject. “Cara, your boudoir photos are incredible. I bet it was fun.”

      I didn’t particularly want to go back to talking about Cara in lingerie, but anything was better than Logan’s attempts at matchmaking.

      “It was,” Cara said. “I highly recommend it.”

      Fiona tapped her lips. “I wonder if the photographer does prenatal sessions.”

      Everyone froze. Everyone, except Evan, who choked on his drink.

      “What did you say?” Skylar asked.

      Fiona’s eyes widened. “Nothing. No. I can’t believe I said that.”

      Cara’s mouth curled in a smile. “That wasn’t nothing. Fiona, my love, why would you need to know if the photographer does prenatal sessions? Is there something you need to tell your family?”

      Fiona pressed her lips together and slowly turned her face toward Evan. Whatever communication passed between them was beyond me. A few seconds later, with the same exaggerated slowness, she turned back to the rest of us.

      Once she started talking again, she spoke so fast, it was hard to keep up. “We weren’t going to say anything yet because we didn’t want to upstage Gavin and Skylar’s wedding but we’re having a baby.”

      Skylar, Cara, and Grace all jumped up, squealing. They pulled Fiona to her feet and somehow managed to hug her while jumping up and down.

      Us guys were more subtle in our celebrating. We said congratulations, then Asher punched Evan in the shoulder, Gavin did the same, and I reached across the table to shake his hand.

      “Nice, brodaddy,” Logan said, nodding and giving him a knowing grin.

      I was happy for Evan. I really was. Just like I was happy for Gavin. And hell, I was happy for Asher and Logan, too.

      But I was rapidly losing the ability to pretend I wasn’t feeling like shit for myself.

      Because the truth was, they all had what I really wanted. Families.

      When the celebrating had died down, I made an excuse about being tired and quietly left. I doubted anyone noticed.

      I checked my phone when I got out to my SUV and just like that, my mood turned around. She’d texted me about five minutes earlier, asking if I wanted to call her tonight.

      Hell yes, I wanted to call her. It wasn’t kissing her—or any of the other things I wanted—but it was better than nothing.

      I sent her a quick text that I was on my way home and I’d call her when I got there.

      With a small smile playing on my lips, I left my brother’s wedding and headed home.
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      As soon as I parked in my driveway, I brought up Annika’s number and hit send. I felt like my window of opportunity to talk to her was already closing and I didn’t want to waste a minute.

      “Hey,” she said. “I’m so glad you could talk.”

      “Me too. Sorry I didn’t answer right away. I was at my brother’s wedding.”

      “I’m sorry. I forgot that was tonight.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I was on my way out anyway.”

      “How was it?”

      I hesitated before answering. “It was nice. I’m happy for Gavin and Skylar.”

      “That’s good. She seems sweet. Not that I know her, obviously.”

      “Yeah, she is. She’s good for Gav. Keeps him grounded.” I went inside but didn’t bother turning on any lights. Just dropped my keys on the counter and toed off my shoes.

      “That’s good.”

      “What are you up to tonight?”

      “Not much. Thomas went to bed a while ago and my parents are out.”

      I loosened my tie. “Hence the chance for a secret phone call.”

      Her soft laugh eased the tension in my back as I went to my room.

      “Yes, exactly. So what do Bailey men wear to a wedding?”

      “In this case, a suit and tie.”

      I heard rustling, like she was getting into a more comfortable position. Was she on her bed?

      “I bet you all looked very nice.”

      “I clean up okay.”

      She laughed again. “I can imagine.”

      I started unbuttoning my shirt. “What about you? What are you wearing?”

      “Right now?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I didn’t have a wedding to go to.”

      “I know.”

      “I just mean, what I’m wearing isn’t interesting.”

      “Somehow I doubt that.” I sat down on the edge of the bed. “Let’s hear it. What are you wearing?”

      She took a breath. “I’m wearing a flannel I stole from one of my brothers.”

      “Hot.”

      Another laugh. “Yeah right.”

      “Keep going,” I said. “Is it buttoned?”

      “No, I have it on over a tank top.”

      “Okay, that is hot.”

      “I don’t know about that. But even if it was, the rest will probably ruin it.”

      “Tell me.”

      “I’m wearing black leggings, but are you ready for this? This is super sexy. The left knee has a hole in it.”

      I shifted so I could lie down on the bed. “I’m into it. That hole sounds like an opportunity.”

      “An opportunity for what?”

      The pitch of my voice dropped. “For me to touch your skin.”

      “It’s my knee.”

      “So? I could slide my finger under the fabric and stroke your skin. I bet it would feel nice.”

      She took a quick breath. “Wow. How did you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Make my crappy outfit sound sexy.”

      “Maybe it’s not your outfit. Maybe it’s just you.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t feel sexy.”

      “Even now?”

      “Maybe a little bit now. But only because of what you said. Or how you said it.”

      “Do you want to know what I think?”

      “Yes.”

      I put my arm behind my head. “I think you’re very sexy, no matter what you’re wearing. I’ve seen you in jeans and I’ve seen you in a dress. I always think you’re sexy.”

      “Wow, thank you. Can I tell you something?”

      “Of course.”

      She paused for a moment. “You looked really good when I saw you at Luke’s shop. I don’t know what those pants are called, but that was hot.”

      I grinned. “They’re called turnouts or bunker gear.”

      “Whatever they are, it’s a good look.”

      “I have to admit, I don’t see the appeal. They’re bulky.”

      “I know, but there’s something about them. Especially with the suspenders over a t-shirt.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      She laughed. “I’m not saying you need to wear them for me or anything.”

      “Well, I definitely want you to wear the leggings with the hole in them for me. So if I need to wear my turnouts for you, I’ll be happy to oblige.”

      “Why would you want me to wear these?”

      “I told you. So I can slip a finger beneath them and touch you.”

      Her sharp intake of breath sent blood rushing to my groin.

      “How do you do that?” she asked.

      “Do what?”

      “Make me feel…”

      I waited to see if she’d finish. But she didn’t. “Feel what, Annika? Tell me how you feel.”

      “I’m not sure how to explain it.”

      “Try.”

      “It’s just… the way you said you’d touch me made me think of you really touching me.”

      “Me too.” I moved my arm, resting my hand on my stomach. I was hard as steel for her, but I didn’t want to make it weird. Unless… “Do you want me to tell you what I’d do if I could? If you were here right now?”

      “Yes,” she said, her voice soft and breathy.

      “I’d skim my hand down your thigh until I found that little hole. Then I’d slip my finger underneath and stroke your skin.”

      “What else?”

      “I’d kiss your neck and work my way to your mouth. But feeling that little bit of skin wouldn’t be enough.”

      “So what would you do?”

      “Keep kissing you while I moved my hand up your thigh to your waist and under your clothes. How do you think that would feel?”

      “Good,” she whispered. “I can almost feel you right now.”

      “Do it. Slip your hand under your shirt.”

      “Okay.”

      “Good girl. Move it over your stomach first. Now up until you cup one of your tits.”

      She sucked in another breath. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

      “It’s okay. It’s just us. Does it feel good?”

      “Yes.”

      “I won’t ask you to do anything that doesn’t make you feel good. Okay?”

      “Okay. What are you doing?”

      I blew out a breath. “Right now, just imagining that it’s me touching you. But I’d like to do a lot more.”

      “Should we be doing this?”

      “Probably not. But do you want to?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m going to put you on speaker. Don’t worry, I promise I’m alone.”

      “Okay, that’s fine.”

      I set the phone on the pillow next to me and unfastened my pants.

      “Are you taking your clothes off?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Do you want to take yours off too?”

      “I do.”

      “Do it, then. Slip your pants off and then tell me something.”

      “What?”

      “Are your panties wet?”

      Fabric rustled on her end. “Oh my god, Levi. They’re so wet.”

      I groaned as I pulled my pants and underwear off. “Good. Touch yourself through them. Just a little bit.”

      She let out a whimper. “Oh. That feels good.”

      “I bet it does. Are you ready to take your panties off?”

      “Yes. Tell me what you’re doing.”

      With a low growl, I took my swollen cock in my hand. “Touching myself.”

      “Is it… hard?”

      “So fucking hard.” I gave myself a slow stroke up and down. “I’m hard just thinking about you. If you tell me how wet you are again, I might just come all over myself.”

      She laughed softly. “I’ve never done anything like this before.”

      “Me neither.”

      “Really? You’re so good at it.”

      “I’m just going with what feels right. What do you like? How do you like to touch yourself?”

      “Well, um… usually I have a little help. It’s just a small, you know… vibrator.”

      My eyes rolled back at the vision of Annika pleasuring herself with a vibrator. “Do you want to use it now? Or just your fingers?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Relax, beautiful.” I stroked myself again. “Remember, this is just me and you. Don’t be afraid. Move your hand between your legs and tell me how it feels.”

      She moaned and I squeezed myself harder. “It feels so good.”

      “Tell me.”

      “I’m sliding my fingers over my clit. I’m so wet, it feels amazing.”

      “That’s it.” I kept stroking. “My cock is so hard right now. I’m stroking it, but it’s not enough. How does it feel if you slip a finger inside yourself?”

      “Oh god. That’s so good.”

      “Slide in another finger.”

      She whimpered.

      “Good girl.” Tension built as I rubbed my erection faster. “I bet your pussy feels amazing. Just keep doing what feels good.”

      “I want to hear what you’re doing.”

      “I’m stroking my cock.” I groaned. “Fuck, it feels good. Mostly because I’m imagining that I’m inside you.”

      Her moan amped up the pressure. I could probably get off just hearing her breathe like that.

      “That’s it, beautiful.” I reached down with my other hand to cup my balls. “I’m rubbing up and down, from the base over the tip.”

      “I’m rubbing myself harder. My fingers are slipping in and out. It feels like I’m going to explode.”

      “That’s what I want to hear. I want to hear you make yourself come, beautiful.”

      “Will you?”

      “Oh yeah,” I groaned, stroking harder as tension built. “I’m close.”

      “Me too.”

      “Annika, this is the hottest thing I’ve ever done. Hearing you like this is so fucking sexy.”

      She whimpered again. “God, I’m so wet. Everything is hot and tight. So much pressure. This feels so good.”

      “Don’t stop, beautiful.” My voice was strained with urgency. Pulsing tension grew with every stroke. “I want to hear you come.”

      “I need to come. I need it so bad.”

      Growling, I rubbed my dick faster and gave my balls a swift tug.

      “Oh god, Levi. I’m going to… yes… oh god.”

      She was coming and in that moment, it was as if she were right here, riding my dick hard. “Fuck, Annika. I’m coming.”

      Pressure exploded as I started to come. I grunted with each pulse as I rubbed it out, letting her hear me. Pleasure rolled through me in waves and her whimpers in my ear brought my climax to new heights.

      Fuck.

      I finished, still breathing fast, and blinked away the post-orgasm haze. Nothing was as good as the real thing, but I couldn’t remember the last time I’d come so hard.

      “Wow,” she whispered. “That was amazing.”

      “Yeah it was.”

      “Did you…”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “Sorry if you made a mess.”

      I glanced down at my stomach. I had made a mess but I didn’t give a shit. “Don’t be. It was worth it. How do you feel?”

      “Really good. I just wish…”

      “What?”

      She let out a breath. “I wish I were with you. Don’t get me wrong, that was fun. But it would feel good if, you know–”

      “If I could hold you.”

      “Yeah. I know not all guys are cuddlers, but I like it.”

      “I’d love it if I could wrap you in my arms right now.”

      “That makes it better. But really, I feel great. I’ve never been able to do that before. Not without something battery operated.”

      “I love that. I bet you look beautiful right now. Flushed cheeks. A little smile on your lips.”

      She laughed. “I bet you look sleepy. You sound sleepy.”

      “Just relaxed.”

      “Good. I like that. Can I ask you for a weird favor?”

      “Beautiful, you can ask me for just about anything right now.”

      She laughed again. “Will you stay on the phone with me for a little while? Even if you don’t want to talk. I just like hearing you breathe.”

      “Me too. Of course I will.”

      “Thank you.”

      I grabbed my boxer briefs to wipe up the mess and tossed them in the hamper. Then I relaxed against the pillow and let my eyes drift closed. I could just hear the soft sound of Annika breathing through the phone and I tried to hold onto the post-orgasm glow.

      But a hum of dissatisfaction tainted my happy buzz. Because I wanted her here, lying across my chest. I wanted to kiss her temple and run my fingers through her hair. This had been unexpected and sexy as fuck, but it wasn’t enough.

      It would never be enough.

      But I still didn’t know how I could have what I really wanted. Her.
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      Isabelle pulled a hammer out of the leather tool belt she wore around her waist. Her hair was up in her usual ponytail and because she was Isabelle, there were pine needles and a dry leaf stuck in her hair. She wore a long-sleeve shirt and a pair of jeans with dirt on the knees.

      “Two, please.” She held out her hand.

      I set two nails in her palm. She stuck one between her lips, pointy side out, and lined up the other along the wood sign.

      Marigold held the opposite end of the sign so it would stay in place while Isabelle nailed it. We’d come over to Isabelle’s family farm to hang out with her, but that usually meant she was going to put us to work. Not that we minded. We knew all too well how hard it was for Isabelle to give herself a break and it was great when we could help her finish whatever projects she’d given herself for the day.

      Today’s was hanging a new Santa’s Workshop sign that would be in the background of the Santa photos. She’d designed, cut, assembled, and painted the sign herself—because of course she had—and it was adorable.

      “You still got it, Mari?” Isabelle asked.

      “Yep.” Marigold was almost dressed appropriately for the task, in a wool coat over a sweater and jeans. Her shoes, however, were less than ideal. But Mari could do literally anything in heels, and her red high-heel boots were gorgeous.

      Isabelle drove in another nail through the metal fastener that would hang the sign. “You can let go now.”

      Mari let out a breath and lowered her arms. “Thank goodness. That was getting heavy.”

      I handed Isabelle another nail. “This turned out so cute. I love the bright red and green.”

      “Thanks.” She pounded a nail through the final fastener, then stepped back to admire her handy work. “Yeah, I think it works.”

      “What else is on your to-do list?” I asked.

      Isabelle slipped the hammer through a loop on her tool belt. “Believe it or not, that was it for today. Thanks, you two.”

      We helped her put away her tools and supplies, then followed her through what would soon become Tilikum’s Christmas Village. Every year Isabelle’s family turned part of their farm into a Christmas wonderland, with elaborate decorations, shops, Santa photos, and u-cut Christmas trees.

      Her parents’ house was a short walk down a gravel path. The afternoon sun was low in the sky and a friendly plume of smoke curled from the farmhouse chimney. Isabelle led us around to the back and we went in through the kitchen. She went straight for the sink to wash her hands, then got out the tea kettle.

      “You go sit,” Mari ordered, in a sweet voice that was probably meant to be stern. “You’ve been working all day. I’ll make us some tea.”

      “I’d argue, but my feet are killing me.” Isabelle sat at the small kitchen table and stretched her legs out in front of her.

      After peeling off my coat, I helped Mari get the tea going and rooted around the kitchen for some snacks. I’d grown up with Isabelle, and her house was like a second home to me, almost as familiar as my parents’ place. Isabelle didn’t live in the main house anymore, but she still lived at the farm. When she was nineteen, she’d remodeled a cabin on her parents’ property and now it was the cutest little house ever. Isabelle was resourceful like that.

      Mari served our tea in mismatched teacups, and I put out a plate of cheese and crackers. We joined Isabelle at the table.

      “I almost hate to ask, but I have to,” Marigold said. “What’s going on with Elias?”

      “Other than he’s a real-life Grinch?” Isabelle asked. “Or maybe he’s Ebenezer Scrooge. I can’t decide.”

      “Is he still in town?”

      She sighed. “Yes, unfortunately. He’s driving me crazy.”

      “I’m sorry you’re dealing with this,” Marigold said. “If you need help burying the body, you know we’ve got you.”

      Isabelle smiled. “Thanks. Hopefully it won’t come to that but I’ll let you know. How was the masquerade?”

      Mari sighed. “It was delightful. Annika was a wonderful date and I danced with several fine gentlemen.”

      “Why are you so cute?” Isabelle turned to me. “What about you? How many fine gentlemen did you dance with?”

      “I don’t think she danced,” Mari said. “Did you?”

      I curled my hands around the warm teacup and shook my head. I had to tell them. Especially after last night. I had no idea what they were going to think, but this had gone far beyond innocent texting. It was time to come clean to my besties.

      “I didn’t dance with anyone. But you guys, I have something to tell you. It’s kind of big.”

      “What happened?” Mari asked. “Is everything okay?”

      I took a deep breath and the words seemed to fall out of my mouth in a rush. “I’ve been secretly texting Levi Bailey and I’ve never told you. And at the ball he pulled me into a closet and kissed me in the dark.”

      Mari gasped and clutched her hands to her chest. Isabelle just gaped at me, wide eyed, her mouth hanging open.

      “I’m sorry I never told you. I felt like I couldn’t tell anyone.”

      “Wait, wait, wait.” Isabelle held up a hand. “You’ve been secretly texting Levi Bailey? Since when?”

      “For the last year or so. We actually used to text each other in high school but stopped after I went to college.”

      “Oh my god,” Isabelle said. “Oh. My. God. You were texting him back then and you never told us?”

      “I know, I’m so sorry.” My shoulders slumped. “I thought about telling you but there was something fun about keeping it a secret between the two of us. It felt like if anyone else knew, the magic would be gone.”

      “It’s okay, you don’t have to apologize,” Isabelle said. “I’m just surprised, that’s all.”

      “Do you guys remember in English class when we had anonymous critique partners?” I asked. They both nodded. “Mine was Levi and we started leaving each other little notes on our papers. I didn’t know who he was right away, but eventually he gave me his number and we started texting. It was fun to have a secret. Anyway, we lost touch after I went away to college. Then about a year ago he texted me again, totally out of the blue. He wasn’t sure if it was still my number, but he said he kept seeing me around town and wanted to know how I was doing. We picked right up again, like we’d never stopped talking.”

      “Okay, but go back to the part about kissing him at the masquerade,” Mari said.

      “He walked past and kind of touched my arm,” I said and Mari gasped again. “Our eyes met and it was like, I don’t know, like fireworks going off inside me. He gave me this look and I somehow knew he wanted me to follow him. So I did. He ducked into a closet. As soon as I got inside and closed the door he asked me if I was there alone, and when I said I was, he kissed me.”

      “Wow,” Mari breathed.

      “I know. It really was wow. And then he came up to my house at night and threw pebbles at my window and climbed up to my balcony and kissed me again.”

      Marigold sighed dramatically and slumped in her chair. “Are you kidding me?”

      “No. And that’s not all. There was a minor car accident outside Luke’s shop the other day and he was one of the responders. We met on the side of the shop and he kissed me again. I’m talking pushed me up against the wall and devoured me.”

      “Dang, that’s hot,” Isabelle said.

      Mari draped her arm over her forehead. “I’m going to die of swooning.”

      “And then…”

      They both leaned forward, as if they couldn’t wait to hear what came next.

      “I was alone last night after Thomas went to bed so I asked if he could talk. He called and we kind of…”

      “What?” Isabelle asked.

      “We kind of maybe had phone sex.”

      “No. Way.” Isabelle’s eyes widened.

      My cheeks flushed hot. “I know, I almost can’t believe I did that.”

      “That is the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard in my life,” Mari said.

      “Phone sex is romantic?” Isabelle asked.

      “Obviously,” Mari said. “I’m a romantic, not a prude. They’re secret lovers. This is amazing.”

      “I don’t know if we’re secret lovers,” I said.

      “What else would you call it?” Mari asked.

      Isabelle nodded. “That definitely sounds like secret lovers.”

      I looked down at my tea. “What am I going to do? He’s a Bailey. My brothers will murder him.”

      “Don’t tell them,” Isabelle said.

      Mari pointed with a manicured nail. “That.”

      “That’s fine for now. But how long can a secret lovers thing last if it has to stay secret?”

      “Uh-oh,” Isabelle said. She and Mari exchanged a look.

      “What?”

      “You really like him.”

      “Yes, I really do. That’s the problem. He’s not some random hot guy I met who’s just a warm alternative to my bullet vibe. He’s…”

      “Go on,” Mari said.

      “He’s sweet and surprisingly funny and also kind of intense.”

      “And hot, let’s be honest,” Isabelle said.

      “So hot,” I said. “But we all know the reality of the situation. With the feud the way it is, we can’t be together.”

      “I’ve always wished someone would end the feud,” Mari said wistfully. “I hate it when people are mean to each other.”

      Isabelle glanced at her. “That’s because your heart is made of pure gold and sunshine.”

      “I don’t think anyone could end the feud,” I said. “Especially now. I told Josiah he shouldn’t get involved with Gram Bailey’s land but did he listen? No, of course he didn’t. He never listens to me.”

      “Why does he want it so badly?” Isabelle asked. “Maybe I’m overly sensitive because I have the prince of darkness trying to get my parents’ farm, but isn’t it kind of crappy that he’s trying to buy her out?”

      “I know it looks bad,” I said. “But he’s just trying to help Dad and Mom. The logging industry has been dying for decades and Haven Timber is dying too. Josiah thinks we need to transition to something else. Maybe something in tourism or recreation. He wants to develop a resort or cabins or maybe both, but all the land Haven Timber owns is so hard to reach. Gram Bailey’s land shares a border with some of ours on the far side. He figured if she has to sell it anyway, why not sell it to us? It’s not like he’d put her out in the cold, but I told him the Baileys would never agree.”

      “And it’s not like Josiah has the best people skills,” Isabelle said. “He should have sent in Luke. Or even Zachary.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Josiah’s communication style left a lot to be desired. I had a feeling his stoic gruffness—which really bordered on assholery, if I were being honest—had made things worse.

      “He shouldn’t have done it in the first place,” I said. “There has to be another way to save Haven Timber without turning the stupid feud into a war.”

      “But don’t you see?” Mari sat up straighter, her eyes brightening. “If this is true love, it’ll have the power to end the feud. Only true love can do that.”

      I laughed. “No pressure or anything.”

      “No, I just mean there’s hope,” she said. “If this turns out to be true love, there’s nothing more powerful in the entire world. And if it’s not, well, it wasn’t meant to be anyway.”

      “How do I know if it’s true love?” I asked.

      “Oh, you’ll know.” Mari nodded sagely.

      “Bringing this back down out of the clouds of romanticism,” Isabelle said. “If you ever need an alibi, just ask. I’ll be happy to cover for you.”

      “Me too.” Mari pressed the tips of her fingers together and raised her eyebrows. “You know, Levi lives right around the corner from me. I’ve seen him and his brothers coming and going a million times.”

      I shrugged, like I wasn’t well-aware of that fact and slowed down every time I passed his house on my way to Mari’s. “Yeah.”

      “No one would question it if your car was in my driveway,” she said.

      Isabelle’s mouth curled in a grin. “That’s perfect.”

      I stared at them. It was perfect. I could park at Mari’s house and sneak over to Levi’s. Tap on his window to get his attention. He’d rush me inside and—

      “You’re blushing,” Isabelle said.

      I touched my face. “Am I?”

      “You’re definitely blushing,” Mari said. “And it’s adorable.”

      I took a deep breath. “Can we just pause for a moment to appreciate how wonderful you two are? You’re the best.”

      Isabelle winked. “We’ve got you.”

      “So you don’t think I’m crazy for letting this happen?”

      “No,” Isabelle said. “It’s complicated, but not necessarily crazy. If it’s just a secret fling, then by all means, have some fun. You deserve it. But if it goes beyond that, I won’t lie, you have a mountain to climb.”

      “But it’ll be worth it,” Mari said.

      Would it be worth it? And was this more than a secret fling? I didn’t know.
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      Tiny snowflakes drifted through the air, barely visible in the darkness. I parked in Marigold’s driveway, my heart already racing, and glanced around. It was cold, and late enough that no one would be out and about. But I was still worried about being seen. All it would take was one busy body looking out their window and seeing Annika Haven sneaking up the street to Levi Bailey’s house and I’d be screwed.

      Because that was exactly what I was about to do.

      He had no idea I was here, parking at Mari’s for cover, working up the courage to do this. It had been such a thrill when he’d come to my house. I wanted to surprise him, and I knew from talking to him earlier that he’d be home tonight. But now that I was here, I was so nervous.

      My parents had planned to stay home anyway, so they hadn’t minded when I’d asked if I could leave Thomas with them. It was the day after Thanksgiving, which was my father’s favorite day of the year. He had the day off, a fridge full of leftovers, and a special pecan pie my mom had made just for him.

      I’d spent the holiday amid all my noisy brothers trying not to daydream about Levi. And failing.

      Thankfully, my parents had spared me the need to lie about my plans. They hadn’t even asked. Just said have a nice night and to text if I needed anything. They were so good to me.

      I got out of my car and shut the door, careful not to make too much noise. Mari’s front door opened and she peeked her head out.

      “Are you going?” she whisper-yelled.

      “Shh.” I hurried to her door. Her hair was up, her face makeup free, and as I got closer, I realized she wasn’t wearing anything except for a towel. “Were you in the shower?”

      “No, I’m running a bath. I won’t keep you, I just heard you pull up. Go have fun with your secret lover.”

      “Quiet.” I glanced around, as if there might be someone around to overhear us.

      “No one will notice you.”

      “Probably not. Thanks again for covering for me.”

      “Anytime.” She wiggled her fingers in a little wave and shut the door.

      Little flutters of excitement made my stomach feel jumpy. It was a short walk to Levi’s house. His SUV was parked in the driveway. I started toward the front door and stopped in my tracks.

      There he was.

      His house had a big front window and although the light was dim inside, I could see him. He sat on the couch with his feet on a coffee table and a video game controller in his hands.

      I crept closer. He didn’t seem to notice me coming. A renewed thrill of excitement sent a tingle racing down my spine.

      God, he was gorgeous. Even with just the light from his TV illuminating his face, I could see his sharp cheekbones and strong jaw. Those intense dark brown eyes. And that body. It looked like he was wearing a t-shirt and sweats and I couldn’t help but wonder what he looked like underneath.

      Biting my lower lip—I couldn’t stop smiling—I stepped up to his front door and knocked.

      I heard his footsteps and a moment later, he answered.

      His eyes widened and a smile touched his lips. He blinked, like he was clearing his head, and grabbed my wrist. “Holy shit. Get in here.”

      I let him pull me inside. “I don’t think anyone saw me.”

      He shut and locked the door, his other hand still holding my wrist. “What are you doing here? Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, everything is fine. You said you’d be home tonight and I thought it would be fun to surprise you.”

      His smile came back, a slow grin that sent tingles racing through my veins. “I’m surprised.”

      “I hope it’s okay that I’m here.”

      “Are you kidding? It’s more than okay.” His gaze dipped to my mouth and he licked his lips. “It’s great to see you.”

      “You too.”

      Letting go of my wrist, he shifted closer and placed a knuckle beneath my chin to lift it. His mouth pressed against mine and a wave of giddiness washed over me.

      He pulled away and glanced at the front window. “My brother’s cat kept climbing the curtains so I took them down and haven’t put new ones up yet.”

      “We probably shouldn’t stand here, then.”

      “Probably not.” He cast another glance at the window. “I don’t want to make it weird but we could go hang out in my room. It has curtains and faces the back.”

      His bedroom? Yes, please. “That sounds great.”

      He took my hand and I followed him through the living room to a hallway. The walls were bare, and two of the four doors were closed. We passed a bathroom and he pushed open the next door, revealing a tidy bedroom. It was simply furnished with a queen-sized bed, a dresser, and a nightstand with an alarm clock and silver lamp. A TFD jacket hung from a hook on the wall and the closet door was closed.

      The door clicked as he shut it behind us. “Can I take your coat?”

      “Such a gentleman.”

      He helped me slip it off and draped it over the dresser, then gestured to his bed. “Make yourself comfortable.”

      I climbed on his bed while he went around to the other side. He laid down on his side and propped his head up on his hand, so I did the same.

      “I’m glad you suggested this,” I said. “It feels safe in here.”

      “Good. How’s Thomas? Is he with your parents?”

      It made me smile that he thought to ask. “He’s fine. I got him to bed before I left, so hopefully Mom and Dad won’t have to do much other than be there.”

      Levi’s eyes flicked up and down and a tingle of pressure burst between my legs. I didn’t know what was going to happen between us tonight, but the memory of his voice in my ear, listening to him come, and the sight of him on the bed next to me were enough to make my cheeks warm and heat race through my veins.

      “You’re wearing them, aren’t you?” he asked, his voice dropping low.

      I glanced at the little rip in the knee of my leggings. “Yeah.”

      He reached down and touched my leg, letting his finger slide over the rip. Back and forth, back and forth, until it caught on the fabric and his fingertip brushed my skin.

      I gasped, that tiny touch sending a spark of electricity racing through me.

      “I told you you’re sexy in these.” He caressed my knee. “Do you want me to put on my turnouts? Because I wasn’t kidding. I will.”

      My eyes moved across his body, from his fitted t-shirt to his sweats. He filled them out remarkably well. “No. I like what you’re wearing.”

      “You sure?”

      “Maybe next time,” I said with a soft laugh.

      He stopped stroking my knee and ran his hand up my thigh, letting it rest on my hip. “I can’t believe you’re here. This is the best thing that’s happened to me in a long time.”

      “It’s nice, isn’t it?”

      “Really nice.” He squeezed my hip and shifted closer. “I like being able to touch you.”

      I ran my hand along his broad chest. “Me too.”

      Nudging me onto my back, he leaned over and brought his mouth to mine. His kiss was deep and indulgent. Slow and consuming. I slid my hands up his chest, over his shoulders, and around his neck, reveling in the luxury of touching him and being touched by him.

      His hand moved up my waist to cup my breast and his thumb traced a slow arc over my nipple. I moaned into his mouth as pressure built between my legs. He slipped my shirt off my shoulder, kissing his way down my neck and across my collar bone. My eyes rolled back as he pulled my shirt down and his tongue slid across my nipple.

      He was driving me crazy.

      I squirmed beneath him and let my legs fall open wider. As if he could already read my body and sense what I needed, he rolled on top of me, settling between my legs.

      When he’d kissed me in the closet at the masquerade, he’d given me a tantalizing feel of his erection. But nothing could have prepared me for the intensity of him pressing against me, hard and long and thick. My inhibitions fell away and I tilted my hips, rubbing myself along his length, desperate for more.

      “You like that, beautiful?” he growled in my ear.

      “Yes.” My voice was nothing but a whimper. I clung to him as he ground his cock against me, giving me friction and pressure right where I needed it.

      I wanted more. I wanted him inside me but I couldn’t stop. His hips drove into me, his thick cock giving me steady bursts of pleasure. We hadn’t taken our clothes off, but somehow it didn’t matter. And by the look in his eyes, I had a feeling he was just warming me up.

      My hands slid down his back to grab his muscular backside. I teetered on the edge, ready to spiral out of control.

      “That’s it, baby,” he said. “You need to come, don’t you?”

      “So bad.”

      He rubbed against me and even through our clothes it was sublime.

      “I’ll make you come.” His low voice reverberated through me. “I’ll give you what you need. That’s it, beautiful. Come for me. I want to watch.”

      One more long drag of his cock against my clit and my world exploded. I cried out, moaning in between gasping breaths, pleasure rippling through me in waves.

      I came down the other side and blinked away the haze. Levi stared at me, a groove between his eyebrows.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful,” he said.

      “I didn’t really mean to do that. I thought we might, you know, take our clothes off.”

      “That’s okay, I wanted to make you feel good.” The corner of his mouth lifted and he rolled his hips. “Besides, that was just a warm-up.”

      Was he even real? “I like the sound of that.”

      He leaned in to kiss me but just as his lips met mine, a loud noise came from the other room. It sounded like the front door.

      “Shit,” he said. “I think someone’s here.”

      “Levi?” a man’s voice called, slightly muffled by his bedroom door.

      “Fuck,” Levi said through clenched teeth. “My fucking brother.”

      “Which one?” I whispered.

      “Asher. I locked the damn door.” He took a deep breath. “Wait here. I’ll get rid of him.”

      Levi got off the bed and I sat up, fixing my bra and tank top. He ran his hand through his hair.

      “Hang on,” he called and with an apologetic glance back at me, he left the room, shutting the door behind him.

      A curl of nervousness swept through my stomach. I had no idea what Levi’s brother would think if he found out I was here. I couldn’t imagine Levi would have told any of his family about me. I’d told Mari and Isabelle, but they weren’t as deeply ingrained in the feud as the rest of us. They were loyal to the Haven side because of their friendship with me, but they didn’t harbor any real animosity toward the Baileys.

      But Asher Bailey had no reason to like me. And the last thing I wanted to do was cause Levi trouble with his family.

      I held my breath, listening. I could make out Levi saying he’d planned to go to bed early.

      Another noise made me jump. It sounded like the front door again.

      “Oh good, you’re up. Hey, Ash.”

      “Gav? What the fuck are you doing here?” Levi asked.

      Oh no. Another brother?

      I heard a thud, like someone had dropped something heavy.

      “You didn’t answer your text, so we just came over. We’ve got a septic problem at the house and can’t get anyone out there to fix it tonight. We brought an air mattress, so we’ll just sleep in my old room.”

      My eyes widened. We? It must have been Gavin and Skylar. If they needed a place to stay tonight, that meant they weren’t leaving.

      What was I supposed to do now? It sounded like someone had turned on the TV and light footsteps went past the bedroom door. Skylar, maybe? I wasn’t sure. I could hear Levi and his brothers talking but it was harder to hear what they were saying now.

      Maybe I could stay until Gavin and Skylar went to bed and then sneak out the front. But how long would they be up? And was Asher still here?

      Who was going to show up next? If they were anything like my brothers, they often all descended at the same time, seemingly at random.

      I glanced at the window. It was large enough for me to climb through and we were on the ground floor. I’d wait a few minutes to see if Levi came back, but climbing out the window was starting to feel like a solid plan B.

      “Oh shit.” That sounded like Gavin. “The ketchup just attacked me. Can I grab a clean shirt?”

      Footsteps came closer and I jumped off the bed.

      “Didn’t you bring a change of clothes?” Levi asked.

      “No. But don’t worry about it. I’ll give it back.”

      Oh no. I had to get out of here.

      “Gav, wait!”

      I grabbed my coat off the dresser but didn’t bother to put it on. I ducked behind the curtains, opened the window, and tossed it outside. A blast of cold air hit me as I hoisted myself up and over the sill. Thankfully, the ground sloped upward toward the house, so the drop wasn’t far. I got down and managed to shut the window behind me.

      Breathing hard, I pressed my back against the wall.

      That had been close.

      I grabbed my coat off the ground and shook it off. It was freezing out here, so I slipped it on and zipped it.

      I hesitated another minute, wondering if Levi would come back. But I couldn’t just sit out here. It was too cold.

      With a resigned breath, I got out my phone and sent Levi a text.

      Sorry. I panicked and went out the window.

      I waited, but he didn’t reply. He was probably still talking to his brothers. I hated to leave without saying a proper goodbye—especially after he’d just given me a breathtaking orgasm—but I didn’t know what else to do. Maybe I should have stayed, but I didn’t want to make this complicated for him.

      If he wanted to tell anyone about us—whatever us even meant—it needed to be on his terms, not because someone walked in on me in his bedroom.

      “Sorry, Levi,” I whispered into the darkness.

      And what was I really doing here, anyway? Indulging in feelings that couldn’t go anywhere. I was making this worse for both of us—pushing us closer to inevitable heartbreak.

      Because I knew the unfortunate truth. Levi Bailey was going to break my heart, and I was going to break his. Not because either of us wanted to, but because our circumstances wouldn’t allow for anything else.
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      Fuck.

      “Hang on,” I called, hoping Asher wouldn’t decide to barge into my room like he’d just barged into my house. I’d locked the damn door. How had he gotten in?

      I cast an apologetic look at Annika and left her on my bed.

      Annika Haven on my goddamn bed, her cheeks flushed from the orgasm I’d just given her.

      Fuck. Again.

      I adjusted my dick so my hard-on wouldn’t be so obvious. My balls were already starting to ache. “Asher? What are you doing here?”

      He was already taking off his coat and tossed it on a chair. “Hey, man.”

      I lifted my eyebrows. “Do you need something?”

      “Not really.” He walked past me and headed for the fridge. “How have you been?”

      “What?”

      He looked at me over the top of the fridge. “I’m just wondering how you’ve been.”

      “How did you get in?”

      His brow furrowed, like I’d just asked him a weird question. “I have a key.”

      “You have a key to my house?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since, I don’t know. Always?”

      “You’ve always had a key to my house and I’m just now finding out about it?”

      “You have a key to my house.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but that was true. I did have a key to his house. In fact, I’d had a key when it was just Grace’s house. So had Logan and Gavin and we’d used said keys to get in when we’d thought Grace had needed protection. I recalled thinking that was a perfectly normal and reasonable thing to do at the time. Now I understood why she’d been so mad when she’d discovered us sleeping in her living room.

      He grabbed a beer out of the fridge and held it out to me. “Want one?”

      “No.”

      “Mind if I have one, then?”

      I sputtered, trying to figure out how to get rid of him, but there was not a lot of blood in my brain.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” He shut the door and opened his beer. “Are you okay?”

      It took an effort of will not to look over at my bedroom door. Hang in there, Annika. “Fine. I was just going to bed early.”

      “You were—oh.” His eyes flicked to my groin and back. “Shit. Sorry about that.”

      “No, that’s not what I meant.”

      “Hey, it’s cool. I’m not judging.”

      I scrubbed a hand down my face. “Look, it’s just been a long day.”

      “I get that.” He took his beer and sat on the couch. “How’s work?”

      I was about to answer—or, more accurately, ask him again why the fuck he was here—when the front door flew open. Again.

      Gavin stood in my doorway. “Hey bros.”

      “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      Skylar appeared next to him and gave me a tentative wave.

      Gavin dropped a nylon pack onto the floor with a thud. “You didn’t answer your text, so we just came over. We’ve got a septic problem at the house and can’t get anyone out there to fix it tonight. We brought an air mattress, so we’ll just sleep in my old room.”

      “I hope you don’t mind,” Skylar said.

      “Of course he doesn’t mind.” Gavin grinned at me. “Plus we brought food. Ash, are you hungry?”

      “I could eat.”

      “Awesome. It’s just hot dogs, so it’s not fancy, but who doesn’t love late night hot dogs from Zany Zebra, am I right?”

      Fucking hell. What was I going to do? Skylar grabbed the nylon bag—apparently that was their air mattress—and took it down the hall to Gavin’s old room. Asher had made himself comfortable in an armchair while Gavin dished up hot dogs onto paper plates in the kitchen.

      “Oh shit,” Gavin said from the kitchen. “The ketchup just attacked me. Can I grab a clean shirt?”

      “Didn’t you bring a change of clothes?” I asked.

      “No,” he said, his tone matter of fact as he passed me on the way to my room. “But don’t worry about it. I’ll give it back.”

      “Gav, wait!”

      Too late. He opened my bedroom door.

      I dove after him, ready to come to Annika’s rescue, but he didn’t say anything. And a second later, when I got to my door, I realized why.

      She was gone.

      Fuck.

      “It’s cold as shit in here.” Gavin pulled the curtain back. “Did you have your window open?”

      The window. She must have climbed out. I was both impressed and disappointed. “Uh, yeah, earlier.”

      He stripped off his ketchup splattered shirt, grabbed a clean one out of my dresser, and dragged it on over his head. “Thanks, man.”

      Sorry, Annika. “Sure.”

      He smiled again and went out to the kitchen, leaving his dirty shirt on my floor. I cast a quick glance over my shoulder and went to the window, hoping she’d still be there.

      Nothing. No sign of her.

      My hard-on was long gone but my balls ached. Stupid brothers. At least I’d given her an orgasm—physically, this time. Watching her come had been unreal. She was so beautiful.

      I grabbed my phone and already had a text from her.

      Juliet: Sorry. I panicked and went out the window.

      Me: It’s okay. I’m so sorry about this.

      Juliet: Don’t worry about it. Really. I’m fine.

      Me: Did you get back to your car?

      Juliet: Yep. Warming it up.

      Me: Good. Just want to make sure you’re safe.

      Juliet: I’m fine. I just feel bad that I feel so good and you, you know, don’t.

      Me: I’ll be okay. No regrets.

      Juliet: Really?

      Me: None at all. Totally worth it.

      Juliet: You’re kind of amazing. You know that, right?

      Me: I’m just really into you.

      “Levi, where you at?” Gavin called from the other room. “I’ve got hot dogs.”

      I blew out a breath. “Be right there.”

      Juliet: I’m really into you, too.

      Despite how shitty this night had turned out, that made me smile.

      Me: At least we have that.

      Juliet: I’ll talk to you soon?

      Me: Definitely. I miss you already. Is that weird?

      Juliet: I hope not because I do too.

      Me: Have a good night, beautiful.

      Juliet: You too. Goodnight, Romeo.

      Me: Goodnight, Juliet.

      “Bro, if you need a few minutes, it’s cool,” Gavin called. “Sorry if we interrupted alone time.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You didn’t. I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure? Because it really is cool. I used to live here and that never stopped any of us from doing, you know, whatever we needed to do.”

      I got up and went out to the living room. Gavin sat on the couch with Skylar and Asher was still in the armchair. All three had paper plates with hot dogs and he’d brought one from the kitchen for me.

      “Yes, I’m well aware of that,” I said. “As is the wall in your old bedroom.”

      Skylar’s cheeks turned red and she put a hand over her mouth.

      “Yeah, sorry about that,” Gavin said. He wasn’t sorry. At all. He glanced at Asher. “How’s Charlie Bear?”

      Asher smiled. “Amazing. He laughs at all my jokes, so I have that going for me.”

      “That kid laughs at everything,” Gavin said. “He’s so awesome.”

      Charlie was too young to understand Asher’s jokes, but he really did laugh at everything. And Gav was right, he was awesome.

      “He’s sleeping and Grace went to bed early, so I figured I’d come have a beer with Levi.”

      “Nice,” Gavin said. “Glad I brought extra hot dogs.”

      Asher lifted what was left of his. “Same.”

      With Annika gone, I decided to give in and eat a damn hot dog. Under different circumstances, this impromptu Bailey beer and hot dog fest would have been great. And if I were being honest, I couldn’t get mad at Asher for barging in unannounced. I still remembered what it was like when he was gone. When he couldn’t stop by and grab a beer out of my fridge. And I remembered those early days after he’d come home, when he wouldn’t have. When he was so fucked up from his time in prison, we barely recognized him.

      It was good to have him back.

      I sat and took a bite of my hot dog. A blob of ketchup fell on my chest.

      “Oh good, it’s not just me,” Gavin said, pointing at my shirt.

      “Are you sure it’s okay if we stay?” Skylar asked. “We thought about asking Gram, but the lights were off, so it looked like she was already in bed.”

      “It’s cool,” I said. Their timing had been terrible, but what was I going to do, deny my brother and his new wife a place to stay? Hardly.

      “Thanks,” she said. “We really appreciate it.”

      “Did Logan tell you about the girl Cara met at the pediatrician’s office?” Asher asked.

      My brow furrowed. “No.”

      “Maybe I wasn’t supposed to say anything.”

      “What girl?”

      “She’s a nurse. New in town. Cara thought—”

      “Cara thought wrong.”

      “I think Logan’s right,” Gavin said. “You need a woman in your life.”

      I shoved the last bite of hot dog in my mouth so I wouldn’t say what I was thinking. I have a woman in my life and she was just in my bedroom, panting from the first of several orgasms I’d planned for her, until you assholes chased her out a window.

      “Damn it,” Gavin said. “We’ve been thinking about this all wrong. Logan didn’t need to use a dating app to find someone for Levi. We already know an awesome girl.”

      “Who?” Skylar asked.

      “Ginny.”

      Asher put his empty paper plate on the coffee table. “Didn’t Logan date her?”

      “They went out a couple of times, but I don’t think it counted as dating.” Skylar gasped and grabbed Gavin’s arm. “Can you imagine? If she married Levi, not only would she move here, but she’d be my sister.”

      “So cool,” Gavin said.

      They all looked at me as if they expected me to agree and demand Ginny’s number so I could call her and propose.

      “I know Ginny’s your best friend, Skylar, so I’m sure she’s great. But no thanks. I really don’t want you guys setting me up with anyone.”

      Gavin leaned closer to Skylar and fake-whispered. “Don’t worry. We’ll wear him down eventually.”

      I shook my head.

      No, they wouldn’t wear me down. Annika and I had to sneak around to be together, but it was worth it. I didn’t want anyone else. Every time we managed to see each other, whether we were interrupted or not, it hardened my resolve.

      I was going to find a way to make Annika Haven mine.
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      Water ran over the blue plastic cup in my hand and the sound of cartoons came from the living room, but I was only dimly aware of any of it. I stared out the window above the sink, my thoughts far away from the mundane task of rinsing Thomas’s cup.

      I was thinking about Levi.

      His lips on mine. His body pressed against me. His hands touching me and his hard—

      “Annika?”

      Gasping, I dropped the cup in the sink. It clattered against the porcelain with a muted thud. “What?”

      “I didn’t mean to startle you,” Mom said. “But I think the cup is probably clean.”

      “Sorry.” I turned off the water, picked up the cup, and put it in the dishwasher. “I guess I was thinking about something else.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, fine.” I shut the dishwasher, hoping my thoughts weren’t written all over my face, and grabbed a towel to dry my hands. “Where’s Dad?”

      “I think I heard him go outside.”

      A suspicious twinge ran up my spine, making me glance out the window. Was he smoking again? I wasn’t sure if Mom knew about the last time I’d caught him. I didn’t want to rat him out, but if he was still sneaking cigarettes, I might have to get Mom involved. “I need to ask him something. I’ll be right back, if you don’t mind watching Thomas for a few minutes. He’s watching his show.”

      She smiled. “Of course.”

      I put the dish towel down and went out the back door.

      A light breeze rustled the limbs of the pine trees but I didn’t smell even a hint of smoke. That was a good sign. I walked the short distance to the shop but didn’t see Dad. That was odd. Where was he?

      Tires crunched on the gravel driveway. Curious, I made my way along the path to the front of the house to see who was here.

      Dad stood with his arms crossed over his big chest while Josiah and Theo jumped out of Josiah’s pickup. Josiah’s hair dripped water and his shirt was plastered to his body, soaking wet. Theo also looked like he’d been caught in a rainstorm, but there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.

      “What the hell happened to you two?” Dad asked.

      “Fucking Baileys,” Theo said.

      I stopped in my tracks. Uh-oh.

      Josiah balled up the bottom of his shirt and squeezed, sending a trickle of water onto the dry ground. “We just wanted to talk.”

      “Looks like that went well,” Dad said.

      Josiah shot him a glare.

      I pulled myself out of my momentary paralysis at having heard the name Bailey and went to stand by my dad. “What happened?”

      “We went to Mrs. Bailey’s place to talk about our offer,” Josiah said. “But those assholes are incapable of being reasonable.”

      Dad grunted. “Why are you wet?”

      “Grace Miles turned the hose on us,” Josiah said.

      “She’s Grace Bailey,” I said without thinking.

      Josiah and Theo both looked at me like I’d said something bizarre.

      “What?” I asked. “She is. She married Asher. Everybody knows that.”

      “Who cares?” Josiah asked, his brow furrowing.

      “I’m just saying.” I waved my hand as if to dismiss the subject of Grace’s last name. “Why did she turn the hose on you?”

      “Why do you assume we did something to deserve it?” Josiah asked.

      “Are you saying she drenched you for no reason?”

      Theo put his hands up and his gaze flicked to Dad. “We didn’t do anything.”

      Dad grumbled something incoherent.

      “We just wanted to talk,” Josiah said again.

      “So you just stood by your truck and tried to have a conversation and Grace sprayed you with a hose out of nowhere?” I asked.

      Josiah opened his mouth as if to answer, then closed it again. His jaw tightened. “She was trying to keep us off the porch.”

      I let out a breath. “In other words, you went onto their property and tried to bully your way inside.”

      “No.”

      “Actually, that is kind of what happened,” Theo said.

      Josiah glowered at him. “I’m not the asshole, here. They’re the ones who won’t even talk to us.”

      “Is anyone surprised?” I asked. “Because of the stupid feud, they see us as the enemy.”

      “Stupid feud?” Josiah asked. “Since when do you give a shit about it?”

      My lips parted, but nothing came out.

      Since I fell in love with Levi Bailey.

      In love? Oh my god. No, no, no, I couldn’t think like that. I wasn’t in love with Levi.

      Was I?

      I was in so much trouble.

      “It’s crazy,” Josiah was saying to Dad. “They can’t afford to keep it but they’d rather it go to auction?”

      “If it goes to auction, we could still get it,” Dad said.

      “I know, but then we run the risk of someone else bidding it up out of our price range,” Josiah said. “We can barely pull this off as it is.”

      “Does she have any other offers?” Dad asked.

      Josiah gestured to his wet clothes. “Didn’t get to talk to her about it, did we?”

      A spark of anger lit inside me. Under different circumstances, Josiah’s offer might have been reasonable. But this was Tilikum. We were Havens and they were Baileys. Havens and Baileys hadn’t done business together in well over a hundred years. And now the feud had gone from grown men pulling stupid pranks to open hostility.

      He should have known better.

      “Why won’t you let this go?” I asked, my voice snapping like a whip.

      Josiah’s brow furrowed. “Because we need this.”

      “We need what? To start a war because you’re too stubborn to walk away?”

      “I’m stubborn?” He pointed to his chest. “That’s hilarious, Annika. Those dicks won’t even have a conversation. What am I supposed to do?”

      “You could start by not calling them dicks and not trying to muscle your way into their grandmother’s house.”

      He took a step closer. “Seriously? Whose side are you on?”

      I stared at him, frustration knotting my stomach. Whose side was I on? I didn’t have much of a choice, did I? I was a Haven. My side had been chosen for me.

      But I was still going to stand up for what I thought was right.

      “Have you even thought about the fact that Gram Bailey is a person? A woman who’s lived in that house and on that land for decades?”

      “Of course we have,” Josiah said.

      “Then what is she supposed to do? You keep saying the Baileys are stubborn, but their grandmother is about to lose everything and you don’t seem to care about that part at all.”

      “Come on, Annika,” Theo said. “It’s not like we’d put her out on the street.”

      I crossed my arms. “Then where is she supposed to go? Have you considered that? Or do you just assume one of her grandsons will let her crash on a couch until she can find a new place to live?”

      Josiah glared at me. “Great, I’m glad you think we’re monsters who’d make an old lady homeless. Of course we’ve considered that. If she can subdivide the land, she might be able to keep her house. And if not, it’s not like we’d kick her out. We’d figure something out.”

      “Do they know that?”

      Josiah and Theo exchanged a glance.

      “They don’t, do they? Instead of leading with something about how your offer would include a provision for her, you just said, hey, I heard you’re in trouble so how about you sell to your mortal enemies?”

      Dad sighed. “I told you this wasn’t going to work.”

      “It still can,” Josiah said. “If they’d just listen.”

      Suddenly I was glad my family didn’t know anything about me and Levi. They’d expect me to intervene. To be the peacemaker and get them what they wanted. The thought of inserting myself in this situation—going to Levi and asking him to listen to my brothers—made my stomach queasy. As much as I wished there could be peace between our families, I couldn’t imagine bringing this to Levi and asking him to take our side.

      It was such a mess.

      “I still think this is a mistake,” I said, turning to go back into the house. “You’re only making things worse.”

      “We’re not the bad guys,” Josiah called to my back as I walked away.

      Maybe we were and maybe we weren’t. But it didn’t matter. To the Baileys, we were the bad guys, just like they were to us.

      The feud was stupid. I’d always thought so. But that didn’t matter either. Because it was real. And now I was caught in the middle of it and my family had no idea.

      For a second, I thought about stopping. What if I just turned around and told them, right here, right now? What would they do if I said I didn’t know whose side I was on because I had feelings for a Bailey? That I didn’t want to be on a side; I didn’t want there to be sides anymore.

      But I didn’t. I kept walking and went inside the house.

      I loved my family. I loved my parents and my brothers, and I wanted what was best for them. My parents’ finances were shaky at best, the company that had been in the Haven family for generations on the verge of collapse. And I knew that my brothers were just trying to help. They wanted our family to be secure. And I knew that, despite what the Baileys might think, my brothers wouldn’t put their grandmother out on the street.

      But loyalty was the most important thing to a Haven. And I was committing the ultimate disloyalty.

      Mom was snuggling with Thomas on the couch when I got inside, so I slipped into my bedroom. I needed a few minutes to myself.

      Levi’s joke about being roommates popped into my head as I shut my bedroom door. Admitting I was friends with Levi would have been bad enough. But secret lovers?

      Chaos. It would be chaos.

      And I had no idea what I was going to do.
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      Thomas sat on my lap, holding blessedly still, while Lorraine Montgomery read the last few pages of the storybook. The book included a bright red fire engine, so of course he was enraptured.

      A handful of other moms, dads, and nannies were similarly situated in the children’s section of the Tilikum library, cross-legged on the floor with two and three-year-olds on their laps. Short bookcases were stuffed with picture books and the furniture was child-sized—low tables with small, sturdy chairs and colorful bean bags. A train table with wooden tracks sat untouched nearby.

      Lorraine’s soft voice was the only sound, save the occasional rustle from a library patron or the shifting of a restless toddler. She sat in an adult-sized chair wearing a floral dress and beige cardigan. She turned the last page and read the final lines before shutting the book and setting it gently in her lap.

      “Boys and girls, thank you for coming to story time,” she said. “You all listened so well.”

      The adults in the group murmured quiet thanks as their little ones got up. Some wandered to nearby shelves to grab books while others gathered their things and headed for the exit.

      Thomas stayed in my lap.

      “Should we get going?” I asked softly in his ear. “Story time is all done.”

      “All done?” Thomas asked.

      “Yep. All done.”

      Lorraine rose from her place with the storybook still in her hands.

      Thomas climbed out of my lap and pointed. “Book?”

      She paused and held out the book. “Would you like to look?”

      He nodded.

      “Thank you,” I said as she placed the book on one of the small tables and pulled out a chair for him.

      Thomas plunked his little self into the chair and opened to the first page.

      “You’re welcome,” Lorraine said. “Always happy to help foster a love of books.”

      “If it has a fire truck in it, he’s in.”

      She smiled. Although she had a reputation for being stern—and my brother Zachary maintained she was terrifying—I’d always found her to be friendly. Well, maybe not exactly friendly—she still had that stoic librarian glare that made you feel like you needed to lower your voice. But she was always nice to Thomas when we came in for story time and as far as I was concerned, the best way to endear yourself to a parent was to be kind to their child.

      “Fire trucks?” she asked, more to herself than to me. “Let’s see what else we have.”

      I got up and stood by Thomas while he flipped through the book, making sure he didn’t rip any pages, while Lorraine searched the low shelves. She pulled out two more books, both with fire engines on them, and set them next to Thomas.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “No problem.” She hesitated, as if trying to decide whether to continue our brief conversation or move on with her day. “How have you been?”

      Her question took me by surprise. Although I’d chatted with her before, it was usually about picture books appropriate for two-year-old boys. “I’m fine, thanks.”

      “Sorry, I’m not trying to stick my nose in your business. I just know how challenging it can be to raise a son on your own.”

      There was another surprise. “Really?”

      She nodded. “My first husband decided fatherhood wasn’t for him. Unfortunately, he made that choice after we’d had our son Rob. He’s grown up now, of course, but I remember those early years before I married Harold all too well. Being a single mother is hard.”

      “It really is. Thomas is wonderful and I wouldn’t trade him for anything. But it’s a lot of responsibility.”

      “Of course it is. And it can be lonely.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded slowly, a sense of relief washing over me at having my own feelings echoed back. It was validating. “It is lonely sometimes.”

      “And having a child makes things like dating that much more complicated. While other women your age are free to go out when they want, it’s not so simple for you.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “And you have to be much more cautious about who you let in your life.”

      My throat tightened. Wait. Did she know something? Had she seen us somewhere? Outside Luke’s shop, maybe? Were rumors already flying?

      I swallowed and tucked my hair behind my ear. Why was I being so paranoid? She was just commenting on the minefield that was dating for the single mom.

      “Dating is definitely a challenge,” I said. “I’m sure you were relieved when you met Harold.”

      “I was very lucky. It was good for Rob to have a man in his life.”

      “I bet. Toddlers have so much energy.”

      “Especially toddler boys, at least in my experience. Although I think his drummer phase when he was a teenager was the hardest. Even Harold couldn’t mitigate that one.”

      “I bet that was loud.”

      She nodded. “Too loud. Fortunately he and some friends tried to start a garage band and their practice sessions were held elsewhere. We were not sad when he moved his drum set.”

      “Is your son still in a band?”

      “No, that was just a passing phase. He’s an electrician now.”

      Thomas shut his book. “All done.”

      “Careful with that, buddy.” I picked it up and held it with the other two. “Should we check it out and read it again at home?”

      He nodded, casting a suspicious glance at Lorraine.

      “Did you enjoy the book?” Lorraine asked.

      His brow furrowed.

      I brushed his hair off his forehead, as if I could smooth out his glare. “Sorry. He’s a little wary of people he doesn’t know well.”

      “Ah.” She pressed her lips together in a closed-mouth smile that didn’t quite touch her eyes. “Well, I need to get back to the front desk. Enjoy the rest of your day.”

      “Thank you. And thanks for the books.”

      “My pleasure.”

      Thomas kept glaring at her back as she walked away.

      We checked out at the front desk, and I tucked the books under my arm while I held Thomas’s hand and led him to my car. The wind picked up, blowing my hair in my face.

      “Big cock,” he said, pointing at a TFD fire engine parked across the street.

      “Yep, there’s a big truck.”

      “Go see?”

      We weren’t in a hurry and there didn’t seem to be any harm in seeing the fire engine up close. I glanced around, but it didn’t look like anyone was there. They’d probably stopped to have lunch across the street.

      And, okay, part of me hoped Levi was over there. Not that we could spend any time together in public. But even the possibility of a glimpse of him was too tempting to pass up.

      “Sure. Let me just put our stuff in the car.” I put the books in the backseat while he tugged on my arm, leaning his little body toward the fire engine. “I know, I know. Hold on.”

      I shut the car door and adjusted my grip on his hand. We walked across the street and stood behind the fire engine so he could get a closer look.

      “Big cock,” he said reverently.

      I let him lead me in a slow walk around the fire engine so he could look at it from all sides. I had a feeling that if I let him, he’d climb inside.

      “Okay, kiddo. We’ve seen the big truck. Time to go.”

      “We-vi,” he said.

      My heart skipped and I sucked in a quick breath. Levi stood just a few feet away, looking unbelievably sexy in his TFD uniform. His eyes flicked from me down to Thomas and one corner of his mouth lifted in a grin.

      “Hey, big man.”

      Thomas’s hand slipped out of mine. I watched, open-mouthed, as he ran to Levi and held up his arms.

      Levi didn’t hesitate; he bent over to pick him up and settled him on his hip. A second later, he seemed to realize what he’d done. He glanced around, as if looking to see if anyone was watching, and met my eyes with a little shrug.

      “Big cock,” Thomas said, pointing to the fire engine.

      Levi raised his eyebrows.

      “Yes, that’s a big truck,” I said, emphasizing the words.

      “We-vi’s cock?” he asked.

      I cleared my throat, trying not to laugh. “Um, yes, Levi drives in that big truck.”

      “We-vi’s big cock,” he said and nodded gravely.

      Levi smiled and pressed his lips together, like he was trying as hard as I was to keep from laughing. “Thanks, buddy.”

      “Gotta love toddler language,” I said.

      “Well, he’s not wrong.”

      A subtle smile crossed Levi’s lips, sending a tingle down my spine. I wished we hadn’t been interrupted the other night. That little taste of Levi’s big truck had left me wanting more—much more.

      My tongue darted out to wet my lips and Levi’s brow furrowed, his eyes on my mouth. A swirl of heat swept through me, lighting me up from the inside.

      What was he doing to me?

      “Uncle Gawett,” Thomas said.

      My back stiffened and Levi’s eyes widened at something behind me.

      Oh no.

      Thomas wiggled out of Levi’s grasp. As soon as his feet hit the ground, he ran past me, straight into the arms of my brother.

      Thankfully, Garrett was in uniform, which meant he couldn’t be too much of a dick to Levi—unspoken feud rule. And he wasn’t alone. He stopped on the sidewalk next to me with Sheriff Cordero.

      “Hey, pal.” Garrett said. His eyes flicked to Levi but only for a second. “What are you up to?”

      “We-vi have a big cock,” Thomas said.

      “Big truck,” I said quickly, pointing to the fire engine. “He wanted to see the fire engine.”

      “Jack.” Levi nodded at Sheriff Cordero and crossed his arms, maintaining a solid stance. He paused and I wondered if he was going to get in a dig at my brother by not acknowledging him. His jaw hitched. “Haven.”

      “Bailey,” Garrett said, his voice anything but friendly. He narrowed his eyes. “Why were you holding my nephew?”

      “Garrett, don’t,” I said.

      Levi’s expression didn’t change. He just stared Garrett down, as if daring him to make a scene.

      Sheriff Cordero cleared his throat but Garrett didn’t seem to get the hint.

      “What?” Garrett shifted Thomas. “I’m just wondering why that guy was holding my nephew. It’s a fair question.”

      “We-vi’s big cock,” Thomas said.

      I pressed my lips together, trying not to smile. My gaze flicked to Levi and he gave me a quick wink, sending another rush of heat and tingles racing through me.

      It took quite a bit of effort not to let anything show on my face. But the last thing I needed right now was Garrett getting suspicious. So I tore my eyes away from Levi and reached for Thomas.

      “Yep, we all know there’s a big truck. Come on, buddy.” I took him from Garrett. “We should get going.”

      “This looks fun.” Another Bailey in a TFD uniform approached. But not just any Bailey. It was Logan, Levi’s twin. He nodded, more to Sheriff Cordero than to Garrett. “There a problem here, officers?”

      It was odd to see Levi and Logan standing next to each other. They looked so much alike—because of course they did—especially in uniform. But at the same time, I could easily tell them apart. Levi’s hair was cut a little shorter, but mostly it was their demeanor. The way they stood, their facial expressions, everything.

      “I’m just making sure your jackass brother isn’t harassing my sister and my nephew,” Garrett said.

      Levi’s brow furrowed again, his expression going dark.

      Why was that so sexy?

      “I wasn’t harassing anyone,” Levi said, his voice a low growl.

      Logan stepped forward. “You should probably get your eyes checked old man. My brother is in uniform. Not that he’d harass your sister anyway, but I’m willing to let that one go because I’m in a good mood. And because Jack looks like he’ll murder me if I don’t.”

      Garrett took a step closer to Logan. “Both of you stay away from my sister. And my nephew.”

      “Guys,” Sheriff Cordero said, his tone full of warning.

      Logan’s mouth turned up in a smirk. I knew that look. My brothers got that look right before they said something sarcastic or snarky—something they knew would piss off the other person.

      Zachary was especially good at it.

      “Can we not do this in front of the two-year-old?” I asked before Logan could say anything.

      Levi glanced at me, then put a hand on Logan’s arm. “Let’s go.”

      Sheriff Cordero cleared his throat again and Garrett took a step back.

      Logan let his brother draw him backward, easing the tension by the smallest of margins. He turned to face me and gave a deep bow. “Have a good day, Miss Haven.”

      Levi cast another glare at Garrett, then met my eyes. “Bye.”

      “Bye,” I said, my voice coming out breathier than I wanted. But I couldn’t help it. Those smoldering brown eyes were going to be the death of me.

      “Bye-bye, We-vi.” Thomas waved at him.

      Garrett and Logan wore matching expressions of confusion.

      Levi’s features softened. “Bye, big man.”

      “Mommy, you ride We-vi’s big cock?” Thomas pointed to the fire engine.

      Oh my god. “Okay, that’s our cue to go. You guys behave yourselves.”

      Logan chuckled, then he and Levi turned to go back to the fire engine. As I crossed the street, I cast a glance at my brother over my shoulder, making sure he wasn’t sticking around to start trouble. It was doubtful with Sheriff Cordero right there, but these days you never knew. Fortunately, he and the sheriff were already walking back the way they’d come.

      I got to the library parking lot and felt my back prickle. Pausing, I looked over my shoulder again.

      Levi stood next to the fire engine. He glanced aside, like someone had just spoken to him, then met my eyes and winked.

      A swirl of butterflies took flight in my stomach. He disappeared around the side of the engine, leaving me standing in the parking lot with my son in my arms, feeling like I could melt.
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      Fucking Garrett Haven.

      I climbed into the engine, a potent mix of emotions searing through me. Annika and I couldn’t get just a minute? It wasn’t like I’d been planning on kissing her out in the open—although I’d wanted to. But of course we couldn’t say more than a few words to each other without someone in this damn town interrupting us.

      It was pretty cool how Thomas had remembered me, though. That made me smile.

      We drove back to the firehouse and piled out. Everyone ran a quick gear check before veering off to our station duties.

      I started to head for the stairs but Logan bumped into my shoulder with his.

      “So what was that about?”

      “What?” I wasn’t dumb. I knew what he meant. But I was hoping he’d drop it.

      “Did the kid try to run out into the road or something?”

      “Thomas? No. He was just looking at the engine.”

      He crossed his arms. “How do you know his name?”

      Shit. “Everybody knows his name.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “So? Since when do you pay attention to kids you’re not related to?”

      “Fair point. But since when do you? And why does he know your name, We-vi?”

      I tried to play it off like it was nothing. “I found him wandering around the hardware store not too long ago and helped him find his mom.”

      “Oh.” Looking almost disappointed, he let his arms drop. “That’s it?”

      “Yes, that’s it.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You’re lying.”

      “Why are you badgering me?”

      “Because I know you and I know you’re lying. Maybe you can fool everyone else, but not me.”

      Grunting, I turned away.

      “Come on, brodelayheehoo. I saw you look at her. It’s no wonder her dickhead brother showed up like that. His Bailey-radar was probably going off like crazy, what with you eye-fucking his sister in the street while you were holding her kid.”

      “I wasn’t eye-fucking her.”

      That was a total lie. I’d absolutely been eye-fucking her.

      “Bullshit,” he said. “Not that anyone would blame you. We all know she’s hot.”

      I glared at him again, wondering if I’d need to take him to the ground. “Don’t talk about her like that.”

      He pointed at me. “There it is.”

      “There what is?”

      He stepped closer and lowered his voice. “You like her. I said she was hot and your first instinct was to protect her. You don’t do that for a girl unless you like her.”

      “You did that on purpose?”

      “Of course I did that on purpose.”

      Fucking hell. Logan basically had x-ray vision when it came to me. He could see right through me. To be honest, I was surprised I’d kept my feelings about Annika from him for so long. I should have known the first time he saw us in close proximity to each other that he’d see it.

      Still, I wasn’t going to come clean that easily.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You weren’t just eye-fucking her because she’s hot. You have a thing for her.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Levi,” he said, his voice serious. “Look me in the eyes and tell me I’m wrong.”

      Dammit, he’d used my name, not some stupid version of bro. That meant he wasn’t messing around. There was no way I could lie to him.

      I met his eyes. “Fine. I like her.”

      Sputtering something I couldn’t quite understand—except for the proliferation of f-bombs—he grabbed my arm and led me out of the garage.

      “Where are we going?”

      He stopped on the grass next to the wide driveway. “We can’t let anyone hear. Especially Gavin.”

      I looked around, half expecting to see Gav’s nosy-ass eavesdropping on us. “He’s not even on duty.”

      “Doesn’t matter. What the fuck are you saying? You have a thing for Annika Haven?” His voice dropped to a whisper as he said her name.

      I rubbed the back of my neck and glanced around again. I didn’t particularly want to have this conversation with him. Then again, it might feel good to finally tell someone. And despite how much he drove me crazy, there wasn’t anyone I trusted more than my twin.

      “Look, I realize what I’m about to say is going to freak you out. So just shut up and listen for a minute, okay?”

      Crossing his arms, he pressed his lips closed and nodded.

      “Good.” I took a deep breath. “Yes, I have a thing for Annika. We’ve been texting each other in secret for a long time.”

      “A long time? What does that mean?”

      “It started back in high school but we lost touch after she went away to college. Then she moved back to town and I kept seeing her around. At first I just wanted to know how she was doing, so I texted her. We started texting back and forth again. But that’s all it was. Just texting.”

      “Was? As in past tense?” He raised his eyebrows. “So what is it now?”

      I pointed a finger at him. “It’s your fault for making me go to the masquerade.”

      “What the fuck does the masquerade have to do with it?”

      “She was there and I just…” Letting out a breath, I glanced away. “I couldn’t resist anymore. I led her into a closet and kissed her.”

      “Okay, that’s kind of badass. And you did look awesome that night. I’m not surprised she went for it.”

      “Thanks.”

      “But,” he said, pointing an accusatory finger at me. “That was also fucking stupid. You know who she is.”

      “Yes, I’m very well aware of her last name and of all her asshole brothers.”

      “If they find out you kissed their sister at the—” He narrowed his eyes again. “You’ve done more than kiss her that one time, haven’t you?”

      I nodded.

      “Fuck.” He threw his hands up in the air. “What are you thinking? You know how bad the feud is right now.”

      A coal of anger smoldered hot in my gut. “Yes, I know how bad the feud is. It’s bullshit. Why should something that happened over a hundred years ago, that no one even remembers, mean I can’t be with the woman I—”

      Logan’s eyes widened again. “Holy shit, bromeo. You were about to say it.”

      I looked away.

      “Damn,” he said, a hint of awe in his voice. “Does she feel the same?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “But you’re saying this is real? You’re not just messing around with her because you want what you can’t have?”

      “I’m not Gavin.”

      “Good point.” Pausing for a long moment, he nodded slowly. “Okay. We can work with this.”

      “What do you mean, we?”

      “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying I think this is a good idea. It’s a fucking disaster. And let the record show that I’m pissed at you for roping me into this.”

      “I didn’t rope you into anything. You asked and wouldn’t let it go.”

      “But now that I’m in, I’m in,” he said, basically ignoring me. “Especially if you’re in love with her because that’s some real shit right there.”

      I paused, looking away again, and rested my hands on my hips. “I can’t believe I’m about to ask you for relationship advice, but—”

      “Why not? I’m a happily married man.”

      I tilted my head, acquiescing his point. “Fine. What am I supposed to do?”

      “You’re really in love with her?”

      I nodded once.

      “But you don’t know if she’s in love with you?”

      “We haven’t said it or anything.”

      I waited while he stared past me, wondering if he was going to give me a real answer or just crack a joke. It could go either way with him.

      “You can’t risk going public with this if you’re not totally sure,” he said finally. “Her too. You both have to be willing to lay it all on the line because as soon as everyone finds out, it’s going to be like a nuclear bomb went off in the center of town.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “And right now, I assume you guys are just kind of sneaking around and shit, right?”

      “What else would we be doing?”

      “So maybe you need a chance to be a couple. Sneaking around is probably hot as fuck, but if you want to get serious with her, you need to know it’s going to work. That it’s going to be worth the fallout.”

      My brow furrowed. “You’re making a surprising amount of sense.”

      “Hey, I figured shit out with Cara. That basically makes me a relationship genius.”

      I nodded. You’re not wrong.

      He gave me a chin tip. Thanks, bro.

      “But we can’t be a couple in Tilikum,” I said. “Which means we need to—”

      “Go somewhere else. Like take her—”

      “Out of town—”

      “For a weekend or something.”

      “Yeah, but a weekend isn’t real life,” I said.

      Logan shrugged. “It’s better than nothing. Besides, you never take time off. You could use a vacation.”

      He had a point. And what would it be like to be somewhere else? Where no one knew us; where no one would look twice if they saw us together.

      I wondered if she’d go for it.

      There was only one way to find out.

      “Thanks, man,” I said. “And do me a favor, okay? Can we keep this between us?”

      “Of course. I’ve got your back, brodentical.”

      I usually hated all his dumbass bro-isms. Except that one. I kind of liked it when he called me that.

      Not that I was going to admit it to him. He was already too full of himself.

      He got out his phone and started typing. “I’m sending you a link to the cabin where Cara and I stayed out at the beach. It’s the off season so I bet you can book something.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Anytime.” He pocketed his phone. “No wonder you weren’t into the art teacher. In my defense, I didn’t know you were sneaking around with a Haven.”

      “I know you didn’t.”

      He slapped me on the back and headed toward the firehouse. “Good talk.”

      I followed, trying to work out the best time to sneak away to call Annika. She obviously wasn’t at Luke’s shop, which meant she’d be working from home this afternoon. Thomas usually took a nap around—

      “Hey, Levi.” Logan had stopped a couple of feet in front of me and he met my eyes, his expression serious.

      “Yeah?”

      “Be careful.”

      “I will.”

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      I appreciated his concern, but the truth was, it was too late for that. I was already too far gone.
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      My heart fluttered with excitement and anticipation as the miles raced by. When Levi had invited me to go out of town with him I’d said yes before I’d even figured out how to pull it off. But his offer was so tempting, I’d decided then and there that I’d find a way to make it work.

      Spend a few days in a town where no one knew us? Where we could walk the streets together and go out to eat and not worry about any of our brothers interrupting? Yes, please.

      I’d told my parents that I was going to a big craft fair in a little town on the coast called Jetty Beach. It wasn’t a total lie. There really was a craft fair this weekend. It just wasn’t the reason I was going. But what they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them. Obviously, if I wanted more than a forbidden romance with Levi, I’d have to come clean and tell them—and my brothers—eventually.

      But it was a lot easier not to think about that and focus on the fact that my parents had Thomas for the weekend and I was on my way to meet Levi.

      We’d decided to drive separately and meet there. It was a three-hour drive to the beach but it felt like it took minutes. In no time, I was pulling into the little town and following my GPS to the cabin he’d rented.

      Levi’s SUV was already in the driveway. I parked next to him, a renewed rush of anticipation making my heart jump and my stomach tingle as I got out of my car. The salty, cold breeze smelled like the ocean and waves crashed with a rhythmic rumble. Thick clouds rolled across the sky and the air was chilly, but we weren’t here for the weather. I didn’t mind.

      He got out and came around his SUV to meet me. My eyes strayed to the bulge in his jeans and I swallowed hard.

      Was I ready for this? For Levi Bailey with no barriers? No fear of who might see us or nosy brothers interrupting?

      Levi Bailey, all to myself.

      Oh yes. I was ready.

      His lips curled in a subtle smile and he slipped his hands around my waist. “Hi, beautiful.”

      I tilted my chin to meet his kiss and our mouths came together, soft and delicious. His tongue brushed against mine, just a taste, and sparks lit me up from the inside.

      “Hi,” I said, my voice breathy.

      “How was your drive?”

      “It was fine. But this is better.”

      He kissed me again, his lips warm and gentle, and his grip on me tightened. “As much as I’d love to bring you inside right now, check-in isn’t until four. But the owner said we could park here until then.”

      I ran my hands up his chest and draped my arms around his neck. “What should we do in the meantime?”

      “I thought we could go into town. Get an early lunch if you’re hungry. And then I have a little surprise.”

      “Ooh, a surprise?”

      There was that subtle smile again, turning my insides into a whirlpool. “Yeah, but we’ll save that for later. For now, are you hungry?”

      I nodded. “Starving, actually.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      After another quick kiss, he opened the passenger door of his SUV and ushered me inside. As much as kissing him left me wanting more, I was excited to get to be in public with him. No ducking into a closet or darting around a corner to steal a kiss. No awkward conversations, wondering who might be watching.

      No annoying, overprotective brothers.

      This was going to be great.

      We drove into the little downtown and found parking. Multicolored windsocks danced in the air on the corners of the buildings and the shops and restaurants all had a cool, beachy vibe. We picked a restaurant that looked good and went inside.

      And of course, no one looked twice at us.

      It was amazing to eat, talk, and laugh together without a single care for who was around. We fed each other bites of food and he held my hand across the table, tracing my knuckles with his thumb.

      After lunch, we got back in his SUV. He put an address in his GPS but didn’t tell me what it was, just glanced at me with that subtle smile. I decided to go with the flow and see what he had planned.

      We drove out of town and up the coast, then turned onto what appeared to be a long driveway or private road. On a bluff overlooking the ocean was a building that looked like it had once been a small church. A sign out front read, Ryan Jacobsen Photography.

      “What are we doing here?” I asked.

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Yes,” I said, although I was still confused.

      “Keep an open mind. He does boudoir photography. I booked you a session.”

      My eyebrows darted up my forehead. “Boudoir photography? And the photographer is a he?”

      “I know, but he’s supposed to be amazing and totally professional. People rave about him.”

      “What gave you this idea?”

      “Logan and Cara came out here for a short honeymoon and she did a session with Ryan. She went on and on about how good it made her feel about her body and everything.”

      “That’s so sweet.”

      His brow furrowed and he shook his head slightly. “Sorry, I’m just trying to forget the part where Cara showed everyone her pictures at Gavin’s wedding reception.”

      I laughed.

      “Anyway,” he said, drawing out the word, as if to dismiss the memory of seeing his sister-in-law’s boudoir photos. “I just thought you’re always so busy taking care of Thomas and being a mom, maybe you’d enjoy something like this.”

      I stared at him for a long moment, my lips parted.

      “What do you think?” he asked. “Are you up for it?”

      “Yeah. Sorry, this is just one of the nicest things anyone has ever done for me.”

      He touched my face and placed a gentle kiss on my lips. “I’m glad you’re excited.”

      “What am I supposed to wear?”

      “Don’t worry, they take care of everything.”

      “Wow.” I nibbled on my lower lip and glanced at the quaint building. “Are you coming in with me?”

      “Oh yeah,” he said decisively. “I mean, I can if you want. When I booked the session, Ryan said he doesn’t mind if someone comes in to watch, as long as the client is okay with it.”

      A pleasant warmth spread through me. Take sexy pictures with Levi watching? Yes, please. “I’d love it if you watch. If you want to.”

      He growled, low in his throat. “I definitely want to watch.”

      For a second, I wasn’t sure if either of us were going to make it inside the studio, or if we were going to rip each other’s clothes off right here. Levi’s eyes were dark and predatory, eating me alive with desire.

      His gaze did a slow sweep, traveling down, then back to meet mine. “We should probably go in.”

      My heart beat hard and warmth spread to my cheeks. I nodded, momentarily unable to speak.

      We got out of his SUV and the cool ocean air helped bring me to my senses. By the time we finished here, the cabin would be ready, and we had two whole nights together.

      Levi took my hand and led me inside.

      The space was wide open with tall, arched windows framed in detailed wood trim. Photographer’s lights and black umbrellas with reflective silver lining surrounded an assortment of furniture—a plush bed, velvet chaise, and a beige couch with decorative pillows. Side tables, vases, and other accessories were placed around the perimeter and a curtained off area looked like it might be a dressing room.

      A couple came out to greet us. I assumed the man must be Ryan Jacobsen. He had brown hair and striking green eyes and wore a waffle knit shirt and jeans. The woman was a pretty blond dressed in a light pink sweater.

      “Welcome. You must be Levi and Annika. I’m Ryan and this is my wife, Nicole.”

      Levi stepped forward and shook hands with Ryan. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Hi.” I held out my hand and he shook it in a firm but gentle grip.

      “If you guys want to have a seat, we can talk a little bit about what to expect. I can also show you some options so I get a better idea of what you’d like to get out of your shoot today.”

      “That sounds great,” I said.

      Ryan gestured to a small table and the four of us took a seat. He showed me a book of samples and asked questions about what I had in mind. The photos were beautiful – sensual without being over the top. I told him this had been a surprise, so I was happy to let him take the lead.

      “I’m thinking we go very natural for you,” Ryan said. “I like the shirt you have on, the color is great against your skin. Maybe we start there, just your shirt, bra, underwear, and bare feet. Get some flirty peek-a-boo shots. We can see where that takes us.”

      “That sounds good.”

      Nicole showed me to the changing area and got to work on my hair and makeup. It didn’t take too long. When she was finished I was happy to see I still looked like me, just an enhanced me. Mari would have been pleased.

      She left me to get undressed. I took off my shoes and jeans and left them on the upholstered bench. My bra and panties weren’t fancy—just black. But they did match. And I did feel kind of cute and flirty wearing nothing else but my slouchy pink top.

      With a deep breath, I emerged from the changing area.

      Levi’s eyes widened. I couldn’t imagine why. It wasn’t like I’d put on a fancy negligee or a corset or something. But the way he looked at me with undisguised desire made me feel sexy.

      I liked it.

      “This is perfect,” Ryan said. “You look great.”

      “Yeah, you do,” Levi said.

      I glanced down at myself. “Thank you.”

      Ryan led me over to a beige couch decorated with throw pillows. I waited while he took a few test shots and Nicole helped him adjust the lighting.

      “Okay, Annika. Are you ready?”

      “I think so.”

      “Don’t worry, we can take our time. We’ll try a few different things until you find your groove. The point of this whole experience is for you to feel beautiful.”

      I was aware of Levi’s eyes on me as Ryan took me through the first few poses. But I wasn’t self-conscious. In fact, knowing Levi was watching made me feel daring—even a little naughty. Ryan’s soothing voice put me at ease and I found myself having fun with it, even flirting with the camera a little.

      “These are looking good,” Ryan said, glancing at his camera. “But I want to try something else. Are you comfortable taking your shirt off?”

      “Sure.” I took it off and handed it to Nicole.

      Ryan’s eyes narrowed and he looked between me and Levi a few times. “Levi, can she have your shirt? I have an idea and I think you’re going to love it.”

      Levi glanced down at himself, then started unbuttoning his blue flannel. “Okay.”

      “Go ahead and put it on but leave it unbuttoned,” Ryan said.

      I took Levi’s shirt and slipped it on, trying not to swoon over how good it smelled. Nicole stepped in and helped me cuff the sleeves, then fluffed my hair around my shoulders. Levi stood, shirtless in all his hot firefighter glory, his eyes locked on me.

      It was getting harder to concentrate on the photo shoot with all that bronzed muscle right in front of me.

      Ryan moved me in front of an arched window and had me stand sideways with my body angled toward the camera. I trailed my hands down the sides of Levi’s shirt, letting it fall open wider. Responding to Ryan’s quiet instructions, I moved from pose to pose, sometimes looking at the camera, sometimes looking away. Ryan moved in and out, coming closer for some shots and moving back for others. Nicole darted in occasionally to adjust the shirt or move my hair.

      The more photos he took, the more I felt my inhibitions falling away.

      Ryan paused and lowered his camera. “How do you feel about taking a few photos together?”

      I met Levi’s eyes. Photos of us?

      Not just photos. Boudoir photos.

      But I loved the idea. So there’d be a little photographic evidence of us together. So what? I wasn’t taking these photos to show anyone else. They were just for me. For Levi.

      For us.

      “Will you?” I asked Levi.

      His smoldering gaze scorched me. “Anything you want.”

      Ryan directed Levi to sit on the couch and had me get on his lap, facing him, my legs straddling his strong thighs. He slid his hands up my bare legs and made a growly noise, low in his throat.

      “You like this?” I asked quietly.

      “Oh yeah.”

      His eyes ran up and down my body and his tongue darted out to lick his lips. Ryan was probably taking photos, but he’d dropped out of my awareness. I was straddling a shirtless Levi, dressed in nothing but a bra, panties, and his flannel. It was all I could do to keep from dry humping him right here.

      “Look at you.” He brushed a tendril of hair back from my face. “So beautiful.”

      Our lips met in a soft kiss and my eyes briefly fluttered closed.

      “You two look amazing together,” Ryan said, his voice low and soothing. “Levi, how about you put her on her back and hold yourself over her.”

      He twisted me onto my back and settled between my legs. I sucked in a quick breath at the feel of his weight—at the hardness under his jeans pressing into me.

      “Perfect,” Ryan said. “Now just do what comes naturally.”

      Levi’s lips twitched in a grin and he shifted his hips ever so slightly. I caught my bottom lip between my teeth, biting back a whimper. God, he felt good. I ran my hands up his chest, over his shoulders, and around his neck, feeling the sculpted muscle.

      He leaned his face closer, running his nose along mine. When he spoke, his voice was quiet. “How does it feel to be half naked with a Bailey while someone takes pictures?”

      “Amazing,” I whispered. “And naughty.”

      “Good. I like you naughty.”

      Ryan continued taking photos and I enjoyed the experience more than I ever would have thought. Especially having Levi so close. He touched me tenderly, ran his fingers through my hair, and placed light kisses on my lips. I was well aware that Ryan and Nicole were watching, but that only seemed to make it better. There was something about sliding my hands up his bare chest and feeling his lips on my neck in front of other people that was exhilarating.

      Finally, our time was up. I gave Levi his shirt back and got dressed. Although I was once again in normal clothes, I still felt lit up from the inside. My cheeks were warm and I couldn’t stop smiling.

      We thanked Ryan and Nicole and said goodbye. Levi’s hand skimmed the small of my back as we walked out to his SUV.

      “The cabin’s ready,” he said. “The owner texted me the front door code. We can get dinner first if you want. Or go straight there.”

      The heat in his eyes and low timbre of his voice left no question as to what Levi wanted.

      So did I.

      “Cabin.”

      The corner of his mouth lifted. “Good.”
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      Annika’s hand was soft and warm in mine as I drove to the beach cabin. I’d have to thank Logan later for the tip about Ryan Jacobsen. That hadn’t just been good for Annika—which was why I’d done it. It had been good for me, too.

      Really good.

      I’d loved seeing her come alive, watching as she let go of her cares and responsibilities and got to be nothing but a woman. Not a sister or daughter or mother. Just her. Just Annika, beautiful and pure.

      And sexy. So fucking sexy.

      I lifted her hand and brought it to my mouth for a kiss. Heat smoldered deep inside me—an inferno that had been building for a long time. I hadn’t needed an intimate photography session to want her. But after watching her, touching her, holding her, I was on fire.

      My shirt was back on, the faint hint of her scent on the fabric tantalizing me. I was tempted to give it to her, especially if she’d wear it for me like she had in the studio.

      Or with nothing underneath. That would be even better.

      Either way, it had looked hot as hell on her. Ryan had been right; I’d loved it.

      I followed the GPS back to the cabin and parked next to Annika’s car. She cast me a quick glance, her lips turning up at the corners.

      The things I wanted to do to that mouth.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      I loved the confidence in her “yes”. We both knew what I was asking, and it was more than whether she was ready to go inside. She didn’t hesitate. She wanted this as much as I did.

      Tonight, there would be no barriers. No interruptions. Just the two of us, and I could finally give her everything I’d been wanting to give for so long.

      She’d be mine.

      The fact that this wouldn’t last—that in a couple of days, we’d be back in Tilikum—tried to cast a shadow over my thoughts. I pushed it aside. I wasn’t going to let anything ruin tonight—especially the feud. Not when we were hundreds of miles away from anyone who gave a shit that she was a Haven and I was a Bailey.

      We got out and grabbed our luggage. I led her inside and flipped on the light.

      It was the consummate beach cabin. Whitewashed wood paneling, gray hardwoods, and art made of driftwood and shells. Just past the entry was a cozy living area with a fireplace and a sliding glass door that opened onto the sand dunes. The beach stretched out beyond, a flat expanse of gray sand leading to the crashing ocean waves. A small kitchen and eating area rounded out the ground floor and a set of stairs led to the bedrooms on the second level.

      “This is adorable,” Annika said.

      Ignoring our suitcases, I grabbed her by the waist and hauled her against me. “It probably is, but right now, all I can think about is how fucking hot you looked in my shirt.”

      “You looked good without it.”

      One corner of my mouth lifted. “So you liked having your picture taken half-naked with a Bailey. And now that Bailey has you alone in a beach cabin. How do you feel about that?”

      “So good,” she breathed.

      “It’s about to get even better.”

      I took her mouth in a hard kiss, claiming her with my tongue. Her body melted against me, soft and pliant, and she wound her arms around my neck. My grip on her tightened and I let her feel my solid erection through my jeans.

      I broke the kiss long enough to yank her shirt over her head. In the next breath, we were ripping at buttons and zippers, tearing off our clothes. I tossed my flannel aside while she stripped. I unfastened my jeans as she reached behind her back to unclasp her bra.

      My eyes were glued to her and I froze. She slid the straps over her shoulders and let it fall.

      Fuck me.

      Her posture shifted, her shoulders tilting, like she was contemplating covering up. “They’re not…”

      “Not what?”

      “They’re not, you know, as perky as they used to be.”

      My brow furrowed as I looked her up and down. What was she talking about? “Are you kidding me? Look at you. You’re perfect.”

      “Really?”

      Licking my lips, I stepped closer and ran a hand up her ribs to cup her tit. She sucked in a breath as I brushed my thumb over her tight nipple.

      “So perfect. Don’t think for a second that you’re not.” I took her hand and guided it to my achingly hard cock. “See what you do to me? I’ve been hard for you like this so many times.”

      She squeezed me through my jeans, and I grunted at the pressure.

      “You want that?” I asked, my voice a low growl.

      “So bad,” she breathed.

      I squeezed her tit again, reveling in her breathy gasp. “I want you, Annika. I want you so fucking much.”

      “Then take me.”

      She didn’t have to tell me twice.

      I tossed her over my shoulder. She let out a squeal as I carried her upstairs to the bedroom. I dropped her on the bed and crawled on top of her, like a predator seizing his prey.

      Bracing myself with one arm, I brought my mouth to hers while I slid my hand between her legs. My fingers slipped beneath her panties to trace her slit. She was silky smooth—so wet and ready for me.

      I could feel her need—her growing desperation. She whimpered into my mouth as I stroked, teasing her, letting my fingers glide through her wetness. As much as I wanted to fuck her—and fuck her now—I wanted to savor this. Savor her.

      Moving down, I kissed my way to her tits. I lavished them with attention, licking and sucking while she arched her back and moaned. She pressed her hand over mine and I plunged my fingers in deeper, following her rhythm.

      “Oh my god, Levi.”

      I loved hearing my name on her lips, her voice raspy with desire. I hadn’t even taken my pants off but I fingered her harder, determined to make her come for me.

      “That’s it, beautiful,” I growled, nuzzling her tits. “Let me hear you.”

      She rewarded me with a moan. I picked up the pace and her hand gripped mine.

      “Don’t stop.”

      “Not a chance,” I said. “You’re going to come and I’m going to watch.”

      Her eyes fluttered open, her lips parting with another breathy moan. Her pussy tightened around my fingers, the heat so tempting I could barely stand it.

      She started to close her eyes.

      “Look at me,” I commanded. I shifted, lifting myself up on one arm so I had a better view. “I want to see you come for me, beautiful.”

      Her gaze locked with mine as her body moved. My eyes roamed her body. Her soft, round tits. Her hips. Her legs spread open. Her hand over mine, taking everything I had to give her.

      And we were just getting started.

      She leaned her head back and her silky inner muscles clenched around my fingers. I moved with her, letting her roll her hips and grind into my hand. Her breath came in gasps and her tits flushed pink.

      It was fucking incredible.

      I pulled my fingers out and licked them, groaning as I tasted her. Wasting no time, I took out the condom I’d stashed in my pocket and shoved my jeans and underwear down my legs. Annika watched me, her eyes still hazy and unfocused.

      I knelt in front of her, my solid erection jutting out. I rolled on the condom and her gaze didn’t leave my cock.

      “Take your fucking panties off,” I commanded.

      Her eyes jumped to mine and she nodded in acquiescence while she slid her panties off.

      “How do you feel?” I asked.

      “Amazing. But…”

      “But what?”

      “But I still need you.”

      I ran my hands up her thighs. “I know you do, beautiful. I need you too. Are you ready for this?”

      “Yes. So ready.”

      The corners of my mouth lifted. “Good. Because I’m about to show you how fucking sexy you are.”

      Grabbing her hips, I flipped her over and roughly guided her to her knees. She looked at me over her shoulder, bit her bottom lip, then grinned.

      With her luscious ass in my hands, I lined my cock up with her opening. She moaned, arching her back. With my cock still in my hand, I rubbed the tip up and down her slit a few times, teasing her.

      I really liked teasing her.

      “Levi. Please.”

      “What do you need, beautiful?”

      “I need you.”

      “Tell me.” I squeezed the shaft and moved the tip to stroke her clit.

      “I need you inside me, Levi. Now. Please.”

      I needed it too, but the way she begged set my blood on fire. “Ask me again, Annika. I want you to beg for it.”

      “Please.”

      “Please what?”

      “Please fuck me.”

      With a low growl, I grabbed her hips and shoved my cock inside her.

      She cried out in pleasure as I slammed into her. There was no more savoring her sweetness. No more teasing her to make her beg. Now I had her. I was connected to her in the most deep and intimate way. She was mine and I was going to make sure she knew it.

      Holding her hips in a tight grip, I plunged in and out. I fucked her hard, unleashing on her. Taking what I’d wanted for so long.

      But not just taking. Giving. I was giving her more than an orgasm. More than just the satisfaction of being fucked senseless. I was giving her myself—everything I’d ever felt for her and couldn’t put into words.

      It was time to show her.

      Without warning, I pulled out and flipped her onto her back. I pushed her legs open and slid inside her again. Driving in deep, I kissed her, letting her overwhelm my senses. I could feel her, smell her, taste her. I wanted to devour every inch of her, consume her until she was a part of me.

      Pressure built but I didn’t want this to end. Her hands gripped my back, her fingers digging into my flexing muscle. I kissed her mouth, her jaw, her neck, down to her tits. My cock drove in and out, making her gasp and moan with each thrust.

      Her hips moved with mine, her body responding like we’d done this a million times. Like we already knew each other inside and out.

      She was hot and tight around me and as much as I wanted to keep fucking her forever, I couldn’t hold back. It was too much—she was too much.

      And then she started coming again.

      She cried out and her pussy clenched around me, squeezing my cock. I came unglued, grunting hard as I burst inside her. I slammed into her, growling like a feral animal with every thrust.

      Her arms stayed tight around me as my orgasm subsided. I buried my face in her neck as we both caught our breath, our skin hot.

      Holy shit.

      I felt drunk. I’d never come so hard in my life. Emotion tore through me, crashing like the waves outside.

      I wanted to keep her.

      I let out a long breath and picked myself up to look at her. Touched her cheek and placed a soft kiss on her lips.

      “That was amazing,” she said, the corners of her mouth curling in a sweet smile.

      “Good.” I kissed her again, slow and lazy. “It was for me too.”

      I got up to deal with the condom, then came back to bed and scooped her into my arms. I didn’t want to think about what was going to happen when we went back to Tilikum—so I didn’t. I just held her, breathed her in, enjoyed that she was naked in bed with me. That I’d just had the best sex of my life. And we had two more days together before we had to go back and face reality.

      It wasn’t much, but for now, I’d take it.

      And maybe when we both woke up from what was shaping up to be a cozy post-sex nap, I’d take her again, too.
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      Levi’s arms slipped around my waist and his lips pressed against my neck. “Good morning, beautiful.”

      Closing my eyes, I breathed deeply, relishing the moment. I stood in the beach cabin’s kitchen with a hot cup of coffee, dressed in Levi’s flannel and little else. He wore nothing but a pair of boxer briefs and it all felt so natural, like this hadn’t been just a weekend away. Like this was our normal.

      “Morning.” I tilted my head to the side as he trailed hot kisses along my neck.

      I didn’t want to think about the fact that this was our last day here.

      The weekend had been glorious—everything I could have wanted and more. We’d gone shopping, out to dinner, for chilly walks on the beach, all without the tiniest worry about who might see us. He’d touched me, kissed me, held my hand—all in public.

      And in private? Oh my god.

      There was no doubt about it. Levi Bailey owned me.

      Now I was faced with a serious problem. What was I going to do about it once we were back in Tilikum?

      Because after this weekend, I couldn’t pretend this wasn’t real, no matter what the consequences would be at home.

      After one last neck kiss, he took the cup of coffee I’d poured for him to the table by the window. I joined him, a cloud of sadness threatening to cast a shadow over the bliss of our weekend. I didn’t want this to end.

      But ignoring reality wasn’t going to do either of us any good. And it certainly wouldn’t change anything.

      I opened my mouth to say we should probably talk, but he spoke first.

      “I don’t want this to end.”

      I smiled at hearing my thoughts echoed back to me. “Neither do I.”

      “We could always run away together.”

      There was humor in his voice, but the intensity in his eyes made me wonder. Would he run away with me if I asked him to?

      It didn’t matter. That wasn’t an option and we both knew it. He’d never ask me to abandon my family, just like I’d never ask him to abandon his.

      “This would be a nice place to live,” I said. “But…”

      “I know.” He took a sip of coffee and set his mug down. “We should probably talk about… all of it.”

      “Yeah, we should.” I paused and his deep brown eyes caught mine. Before I could stop myself, words started tumbling out of my mouth. “I’m in love with you. Which is probably crazy and maybe even stupid because I’m a Haven and you’re a Bailey. And I don’t know what you’re thinking right now, but I didn’t actually mean to say that like I just did, and maybe you were about to tell me you’re fine with having a secret fling and that’s it, and I just made a huge fool out of myself.”

      I clapped my hand over my mouth so I’d stop talking.

      Oh god. I’d just said I was in love with him.

      Out loud.

      I’d barely even let myself think it, and there I was, spewing verbal vomit like a kid with a stomach bug.

      But Levi didn’t recoil in horror or go looking for towels to clean up the mess. He leaned closer, a smile playing on his lips, and took one of my hands in his.

      “Did you just say you’re in love with me?”

      With my other hand still covering my mouth, I nodded.

      He met my eyes again. “Annika, I’m so in love with you.”

      “You are?”

      “Oh yeah. I’m crazy about you.”

      With a gentle tug, he guided me out of my chair and around the table. I climbed into his lap, straddling him, and his thick erection pressed against me. Draping my arms around his bare shoulders, I leaned in to kiss him.

      “I’ve loved you for so long,” he said against my lips.

      He grabbed my hips and rubbed me against him. I moaned into his mouth as he kissed me deeply. The reality of what was happening lit me up from the inside, spreading warmth throughout my body.

      I loved him. And he loved me back.

      Our kisses grew frantic, punctuated by more “I love yous”. It was as if our bodies needed to speak to each other, in a visceral, intimate way. It wasn’t enough to say it. We needed to show each other.

      His fingers dug into my hips. “Condoms are in the bedroom.”

      “I’m on birth control. If you want, we can do without.”

      He growled, a low, sensual sound in his throat. “Fuck. I need to be inside you. Now.”

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      He reached between us, pulled out his cock, and pushed my panties to the side. I slid onto his hard length, moaning as he stretched me open.

      “I love you,” he said, grabbing my hips to guide me up and down. “I love you so much.”

      “I love you too.”

      The intensity was unlike anything I’d ever felt before. I slid up and down, moaning as he thrust up into me. He ripped my shirt open and I arched into him, leaning my head back while he cupped my tits and ran his tongue over my hard peaks.

      I rode him hard, unable to stop. Pressure built fast. He was so thick. So hard. And I loved him so much.

      “That’s it, beautiful. Take what you need, baby. I fucking love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      “Look at me.”

      His voice held a note of command that I couldn’t refuse. Opening my eyes, I met his. His expression was intense with a deep groove between his eyebrows.

      He held my hips in a tight grip and thrust up into me. “I’m going to come in you so hard.”

      “Yes,” I whimpered.

      I grabbed the back of the chair to brace myself as I slid up and down. His strong hands guided me and I could feel his low grunts reverberating through my body.

      My inner muscles tightened around him. I was so close.

      “Yes, beautiful,” he growled. “Come on my cock.”

      I couldn’t hold back. The orgasm swept through me, making me gasp and moan.

      He grunted again and his cock throbbed inside me. We came together, eyes locked, riding the wave of pleasure as one.

      I slumped forward and melted into him. He wrapped his arms around me and held me tight, burying his face in my neck.

      “I love you,” he said.

      “I love you, too.”

      After a long moment, I caught my breath and climbed out of his lap, then went to the bathroom to clean up. When I came out, he brought me to the couch. I tucked in close next to him and he put his arm around me.

      “What are we going to do?” I asked, unable to keep a hint of sadness from creeping into my voice. “Our families hate each other.”

      “We have to tell them.”

      “You know it isn’t that simple.”

      “It is that simple. But simple doesn’t mean easy. It’s going to piss off a lot of people. But I’m not letting the feud keep you from me anymore.” He kissed my head. “You’re mine, Annika Haven. And I’m yours. Tilikum is just going to have to learn to deal with it.”

      “So you think we should just walk into town holding hands? We’ll start a war.”

      “No, we’ll have to be more careful than that. Have you told anyone? Your mom or your friends or anything?”

      “I did tell Marigold and Isabelle. I hope that’s okay. They’ll keep it secret.”

      “Of course it’s okay. If you trust them, I trust them.”

      “I absolutely do. Have you told anyone?

      “Logan. Well, he figured it out when he saw us that day that Thomas wanted to see the engine.”

      “You mean the big cock?”

      He chuckled softly. “Yes, the all-important big cock. Huge, in fact.”

      “It is pretty amazing.”

      His arm tightened around me. “Thanks. Anyway, he saw me looking at you and he could tell, so I admitted it. This weekend getaway was actually his suggestion.”

      “You’ll have to thank him for me.”

      “I will.”

      “How did he take it when you told him?”

      “He said it’s a fucking disaster.”

      I laughed. “That’s not very encouraging.”

      “Yeah, but he’ll always have my back. He just knows the reality of the situation.”

      “Speaking of the reality of the situation, and our families, I feel like I should address what might be a rather large elephant in the room.”

      “Sure.”

      I shifted so I could sit up and face him. “Josiah isn’t trying to ruin your gram’s life. I know from your family’s perspective it probably seems like it, but he actually has good intentions. Or at least, he doesn’t have evil intentions.”

      “I guess I can accept not evil.”

      “The truth is, Haven Timber has been in trouble for years. My parents’ whole life is wrapped up in that company. Josiah is just trying to figure out a way to make sure they’re secure.”

      “What does that have to do with Gram’s property?”

      “Her land shares a border with ours on the far side. Josiah thinks if we bought out your gram, our land would be more accessible and could be used for something other than timber. I think he’s envisioning a resort or rental cabins or something.”

      “I get where he’s coming from but we’re trying to make sure she doesn’t have to sell at all.”

      “I know, and I told Josiah not to do it. Of course it winds up looking like he’s trying to put your grandma out on the street. He wouldn’t do that. None of my family would.”

      He let out a breath. “I don’t blame you for any of this. And I really don’t want it to be a wedge between us. But I can’t get behind Josiah buying Gram’s property, especially if there’s a chance we can save it.”

      “Is there a chance?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe? Although I’m not going to lie, it sounds crazy.”

      If Levi’s grandma didn’t have to sell her land, that would mean Josiah couldn’t buy it, which might mean the feud would go back to what it had been before. It wasn’t perfect but dodging pranks would be a lot easier than trying to keep our two families from killing each other. “What? Tell me.”

      “A few of us think that the Montgomery treasure might be a real thing. And it might have something to do with how the feud began. And if we can figure it all out, and find the treasure, it might be enough to save Gram’s land.” He winced. “Wow, that sounds even worse when I say it out loud.”

      My face fell. “Finding the Montgomery treasure is your family’s plan?”

      “No, it’s not the plan. It’s more like the backup plan. Or maybe the backup to the backup plan. Although I’m not entirely sure what the backup plan is anymore, since nothing seems to be working in her favor.”

      “What makes you think the treasure is real?”

      “Some things my family and I have found. Clues, if you will.”

      “And you think it’s connected to the feud?”

      “It might be. I don’t know for sure. We do know that Ernest Montgomery’s granddaughter, Sarah, was supposed to marry a Haven, a guy named John. But it looks like he might have been having a secret affair with a woman named Eliza Bailey, who was friends with Sarah.”

      “A Bailey and a Haven having a secret fling? The scandal.”

      The corner of his mouth lifted. “I know, right? The thing is, Eliza went missing and so did John.”

      “The plot thickens. Were they ever found?”

      “No, they were both presumed dead, which is kind of sad, actually. Grace found these anonymous love letters written to Eliza hidden under the floorboards of her house. They make it sound like Eliza was having a secret affair with someone. Then she disappeared and the John Haven guy was wanted for questioning. Then he disappeared after winning a bunch of money in a race.”

      “Maybe they ran away together because of the feud.”

      “Or maybe they ran away together and it started the feud.”

      “If a secret affair between a Bailey and a Haven started the feud, that doesn’t bode well for us, does it?”

      “Not when you put it like that,” he said with a soft laugh.

      “But why would that have anything to do with the Montgomery treasure?”

      He shifted and the slight ripple of muscle across his chest and arms did not escape my notice. “Sarah was supposed to marry John Haven, right? That would have meant a Haven would have inherited the Montgomery estate. But John disappeared, Sarah never got married, and then she died before inheriting anything.”

      “So the Havens expected to get the Montgomery fortune by marriage. But then Eliza Bailey came along.”

      “If she and John Haven did run away together, it stands to reason his family would have been angry. They could have blamed the Baileys for ruining their plans to get their hands on Montgomery’s money.”

      “And both sides could have blamed the other for the disappearances of Eliza and John.”

      “Exactly. We know the Havens didn’t inherit the Montgomery estate. Part of it went to his next of kin, but we think there’s more that was never claimed.”

      “Which is where the treasure story probably comes from.”

      He nodded. “This is kind of a stretch, but I keep thinking – the town was founded by a Bailey, a Haven, and Ernest Montgomery. They were all friends. But by the end of Ernest’s life, all three families had lost someone and the friendship between the Baileys and Havens had turned into a war. What if Ernest did hide something but it wasn’t to make the town go crazy with treasure rumors? What if he did it to teach the Baileys and Havens a lesson? Like both sides thought they were getting a piece of his pie but he stuck it to them because they kept fighting.”

      “That could have backfired and made the feud worse.”

      “Yep. And sparked the treasure rumors.”

      “It’s a fascinating story, but what are the chances you’re right and there really is a piece of Ernest Montgomery’s fortune that has never been claimed? And that you can actually find it?”

      “I know, it sounds crazy. And maybe it is. But there’s not anything else my brothers and I can do. We’re doing all the normal things. We’ve got a lawyer and an accountant and my crazy sister-in-law called in a favor to some private investigator guy who tracked down the asshole who stole Gram’s money and got her into this mess.”

      “Wait, really?”

      “Yeah, it’s kind of a long story. Unfortunately, the money’s long gone, so we’re still stuck with a tax bill we can’t pay. Her property is going to go into foreclosure soon and it’ll probably get auctioned off.”

      My heart sank. “And if Josiah buys it—”

      “The feud will get even worse.”

      “On both sides. My brothers will be mad that your family didn’t take their deal before it went to auction.”

      “And my family will be furious that Havens now own the land we grew up on.”

      “Your theory about the feud is starting to make a lot of sense.” I felt a bit sick to my stomach. “I can totally see how one family blaming the other for losing out on a big inheritance could have started it.”

      “Throw in a couple of missing persons cases who are later presumed dead and a feud is born.”

      “Levi, please tell me how this isn’t hopeless for us.”

      He tucked my hair behind my ear. “Because I’m a Bailey and we don’t give up. I told you, you’re mine. Now that I have you, I refuse to let you go. And I won’t give up on Gram, either. I’m going to find a way to save her land and we are going to find a way to get our stubborn-ass families to accept us. That’s just how it’s going to be.”

      His intense determination scattered all my fears, like the wind outside blowing sand across the beach. He was right. We were going to find a way.

      This was real. This was love. He wasn’t giving up and neither was I.
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      Even after we had to check out of the cabin, Annika and I lingered in Jetty Beach for as long as we could. Neither of us said a word about it—how we weren’t exactly hitting the road to get back to Tilikum. We just kept finding reasons to stay. We’d wanted a nice breakfast and found a cute café. Then we’d obviously needed to take another walk through town. We hadn’t been to the art gallery yet and how could we possibly miss that? The sun had come out, so clearly that meant we needed to go to the beach. By then, it was lunchtime. We took our time, picking at our clam chowder and fish and chips until we had to admit it was time to go. It was a long drive and Annika needed to get back to Thomas.

      I wished I could thank her parents for watching him for the weekend.

      The trip home was shitty. Traffic was fine and the weather was good but she was in her own car, which meant she wasn’t at my side. Tomorrow, I wouldn’t be waking up to her scent on my sheets and her sleepy-eyed face right next to me.

      I wanted that. I wanted all that and more, and the reasons I couldn’t have it were feeling increasingly petty and insignificant.

      Stupid fucking feud.

      I was trying to be patient. What I really wanted to do was walk into the Timberbeast—into the heart of Haven territory—with her at my side and tell her asshole brothers that I was in love with their sister and there was nothing they could do about it.

      For her sake, I wouldn’t. Unless she decided she wanted me to. Then I’d do it in a heartbeat.

      But it would be better for her, and for both of us in the long run, if we took a more diplomatic approach. There had to be a way to broker peace between our families. If we could turn the heat on the feud down a few notches, both sides would be more likely to accept us. I didn’t want her to have to wade into a war zone and declare her love of the enemy.

      So we had to come up with a way to calm everything down. And the best way to do that, as far as I was concerned, was to settle the issue of Gram’s land once and for all. Even if that didn’t end the feud completely—because honestly, I didn’t think anything could—at least it would take the edge off.

      Annika was going to do what she could on her side. I didn’t want to make her feel like she had to oppose her family, but she wasn’t happy about Josiah’s bid to buy Gram’s land anyway.

      I also didn’t exactly love that my best plan involved a potentially mythical treasure. It sounded crazy and I knew it. But hey, I was a Bailey in love with a Haven. That was crazy in and of itself, so maybe I needed to keep thinking crazy.

      This was Tilikum. We weren’t exactly normal.

      By the time I got into town, I wasn’t in a particularly good mood, but I wasn’t wallowing in darkness either. I’d had a great weekend with my woman—and there was no doubt that she was mine. While our plan to convince our families to accept us wasn’t exactly clear—or all that solid at this point—at least we were on the same page. We’d find a way. We had to.

      And if we couldn’t? No one was going to keep us apart. Not this town, not the feud, not our families. I wanted this to go down in a way that would minimize conflict for Annika’s sake—and Thomas’s. But she was mine and there was no other way this ended, no matter the consequences.

      I pulled into the driveway and glanced at Asher and Grace’s house. Were they having a family dinner I didn’t know about? Evan’s truck was in their driveway and Logan’s SUV and Gavin’s truck were parked on the street outside.

      My phone rang. It was Logan. I put my SUV in park and turned off the engine before answering.

      “Hey, what’s up?”

      “Come next door.”

      “Were you watching out the front window for me?”

      “Yeah. Get over here.”

      “Can I bring my shit inside first? I’ll be over in a little bit.”

      “This can’t wait,” he said. “Before you freak out, Gram is fine, but we have a situation here. I’ve kept everyone from bugging you all day, otherwise your phone would have blown up already. So get your ass over here. Now.”

      Great, now what? There was no way this was good news. “Okay, I’m coming.”

      I got out and walked across the wet lawn to Asher and Grace’s house. Logan threw open the front door before I had a chance to knock.

      “Took you long enough,” he said.

      I scowled and pushed past him into the house. A din of voices greeted me, but that was typical. Our family kept growing and the addition of Charlie and Broderick had only made us louder.

      But this wasn’t the usual clamor of conversation. I could hear the tension, feel it in the air.

      I’d only been gone a few days. What the hell had happened?

      Everyone was gathered in the living room. Cara stood near the fireplace with Broderick in her arms, bouncing him and swaying from side to side. Fiona and Skylar sat with Grace on the couch. They all looked agitated, talking and gesturing. Asher stood nearby, holding a sleeping Charlie. He looked pissed. Evan stood with his arms crossed, a troubled furrow in his brow. Logan didn’t look happy either. He shut the door and moved to stand near Cara.

      But it was Gavin that made me stop in my tracks. He sat on the arm of the couch, next to Skylar, sporting a freshly blackening eye.

      I didn’t even have to ask. This wasn’t an injury from one of our own. Things hadn’t gotten out of hand out at the gym.

      It was the Havens. Had to be.

      “What happened?” I asked over the din. Everyone quieted and I shifted my gaze to Gavin. “Did you get in a fight?”

      Skylar cast an anxious glance at him and he put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “No, more like a guy jumped me out of nowhere.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know,” Gavin said. “I walked out of the Quick Stop and some dude attacked me. He got in the one shot because I didn’t realize he was about to come at me. I took him down but he took off as soon as he broke my grip.”

      “Why would some random guy attack you out of nowhere?”

      He put up his hands. “Hey, man, if you’re asking what I did, the answer is nothing.”

      “He really didn’t,” Logan said.

      “They’re retaliating,” Evan said, his deep voice rumbling. “They think we got the Timberbeast shut down.”

      “Since when is the Timberbeast shut down?” I asked.

      “Health department showed up yesterday,” Asher said. “People around town are saying it’s because of the squirrels that got in, but it’s not. Grace talked to someone with the county and they got their liquor license revoked.”

      “Do we know why?” I asked.

      “Apparently a bunch of complaints were called in,” Grace said. “Stuff like excessive noise, health and safety violations, that kind of thing. It was enough that they pulled their liquor license while they investigate.”

      “And the Havens think it was us,” Logan said.

      I didn’t insult my family by asking if they’d had anything to do with it. Getting a business shut down would be low—way outside feud territory, even now. None of us would have done it.

      My phone buzzed in my back pocket. I didn’t have to look. I already knew it was Annika and I had a feeling she’d just heard the other side of this story.

      “How do we know that’s why Gavin got jumped?” I asked.

      “Why else would I get jumped?” Gavin asked. “Timberbeast gets shut down, they think we did it, and the next day some random guy clocks me in the face out of nowhere. You do the math.”

      “I still don’t get why they’d send some dude,” Logan said. “Since when do the Haven brothers get someone else to do their dirty work?”

      “It’s an escalation,” Skylar said, her voice so soft I almost missed it. “If they hired someone to hurt Gavin, it represents a turning point—a distinct change in the rules of the game. Or at least, it would be in a story, but I think it applies in real life too.”

      “Skylar’s right,” Cara said, still swaying and patting Broderick’s back. “They just upped the ante. Again.”

      “But why?” I asked. “They think we’re responsible for getting the Timberbeast shut down, so of course they’re going to retaliate. But why Gavin? And why didn’t one of them do it? Or all of them? I take it you were alone?”

      Gavin nodded.

      “Then why not just gang up on you? It’s not like the Havens aren’t decent fighters.”

      “Maybe they didn’t want to get their hands dirty,” Evan said.

      “That seems pointless,” Logan said. “It’s not like it isn’t obvious who’s responsible.”

      “Yeah, but if a bunch of Haven brothers attack a Bailey, Sheriff Jack would lock them up,” Evan said. “They hire someone, he can deliver the message and be long gone before anyone even starts looking for him. It’s not like the Havens can hide. Not for long, anyway.”

      Evan had a point. After the incident with me and Zachary, Jack wouldn’t tolerate even a scuffle between Baileys and Havens.

      But why retaliate like that? Why not come after our hangout, the Caboose? Randomly jumping Gavin outside a convenience store was a weird way to get back at us.

      Then again, maybe Evan was onto something when he said deliver a message. If they wanted to put us on alert, they’d certainly accomplished their goal.

      The coal of anger I carried toward the feud threatened to burst into flame. When we’d left town a few days ago, it had seemed like there might be hope that things would chill out, especially if we could solve Gram’s money crisis. Now both sides were riled up again, worse than before.

      Maybe I did need to take Annika—and Thomas—and just leave. Tell everyone in this town they could take the feud and shove it up their asses.

      Broderick’s red hair caught my eyes. Damn it. Why did I have to love that kid so much? Charlie, too, not to mention Gram. I loved my family and I knew Annika loved hers. Neither of us could walk out on them.

      Besides, I didn’t believe in no-win situations. I refused. I was going to be with Annika and I was going to maintain my loyalty to, and relationship with, my family. That was just how it was going to be.

      Obviously that wasn’t going to happen today, but we’d figure it out. Even though it just got a hell of a lot more complicated.

      As if he could read my mind—and he kind of could—Logan caught my eyes. He tipped his chin—sorry bro, I know this sucks.

      I gave him a short nod—yeah, it does.

      He raised his eyebrows—good weekend, though?

      The corner of my mouth lifted—oh yeah.

      He smiled and gave me a quick nod—awesome.

      Yeah, I kind of liked that he knew. Took some of the pressure off.

      A quick glance at Cara and I realized she knew, too. Which was fine. She was his wife, I didn’t expect him to keep secrets from her. But I also knew, by the fact that the rest of the family hadn’t jumped all over me as soon as I’d walked in, that Cara hadn’t told anyone else.

      I tipped my chin to her in thanks.

      She nodded in return.

      The more I got to know Cara—actually got to know her, not just existed in a world where she lived nearby—the more I liked her. And liked her with my brother.

      My phone buzzed again. Had Annika’s brothers really done this? It wasn’t her fault. She couldn’t control them any more than I could stop Gavin from being insane or Logan from coming up with increasingly ridiculous versions of bro.

      I ducked into the kitchen to check my phone. I’d changed her name in my contacts. It was like the tiniest first step toward open feud rebellion, but I still glanced over my shoulder to make sure no one had followed me.

      Annika: Have you heard what happened yet? This is bad.

      Me: My brothers didn’t get the Timberbeast shut down. I don’t know who did, but it wasn’t us.

      Annika: Really? My brothers are adamant it was them.

      Me: Nope.

      I didn’t even want to ask about Gavin. I almost didn’t want to know. But we had to talk straight with each other if we were going to find a way through this.

      Me: I hate to ask but did they say anything about attacking Gavin?

      Annika: No! What happened? Is he okay?

      Me: Some dude punched him outside the Quick Stop. Gave him a black eye. My brothers think your brothers hired someone to do it.

      Annika: They didn’t say a word about that but they’re not really telling me anything. I’m so mad right now.

      Me: Me too. But we’ll sort it out somehow.

      Annika: I hate feeling like this will never work.

      Me: It WILL work. I promise. I love you.

      Annika: I love you too.

      Grinding my teeth together in frustration, I pocketed my phone. Damn it. What were we going to do now?
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      It took considerable effort, but I set my phone down without slamming it on the table and relaxed my expression. I didn’t want Thomas to see me looking angry.

      But I did want to throttle my brothers.

      They were all out in the shop with Dad, discussing the situation. I’d come home to what appeared to be a Haven family meeting but as soon as I’d gone out to see what was going on, they’d stopped talking.

      Because of course they had. Couldn’t let the little sister in on anything, especially when it came to the feud.

      They’d told me the Baileys had gotten the Timberbeast shut down, and then basically shut me down by telling me they’d take care of it. When I’d tried to ask questions, Dad had interrupted to say that my mom was making Thomas dinner.

      Dismissed.

      I was so mad.

      I glanced at Thomas. He sat across from me at the kitchen table, eating his macaroni and cheese, no idea that his town was on the brink of chaos. And that his mommy was caught in the middle.

      A strange thought popped into my head. Would Thomas grow up hating Charlie and Broderick Bailey? The feud had always seemed silly to me, but watching my sweet boy shove a too-big bite of macaroni into his mouth, I hated the idea that he was destined to be enemies with anyone.

      The stupid feud had to end. It just had to.

      Unfortunately, that seemed more impossible than ever.

      Levi had said his brothers weren’t responsible for the Timberbeast. I believed him. Had my brothers retaliated? Hiring someone to attack Gavin seemed so extreme. My brothers wouldn’t have done that. Would they?

      I hated that I even wondered.

      The kitchen door opened, and Josiah came in. His eyes met mine and he hesitated, then shut the door behind him.

      I glared at him.

      “What?” He ruffled Thomas’s hair on his way to the fridge.

      “I’m annoyed.”

      “I can see that.” He reached into the fridge and took out a beer. “What did I do now?”

      “It’s not just you. It’s all of you.” I paused for a moment and tucked my hair behind my ear. “Do you remember when you and Asher Bailey got in that fight outside the Zany Zebra?”

      “Kind of hard to forget. He broke my arm.”

      “I know and that sucked, but that’s not my point. I was there, and when I tried to step in and stop you, Luke grabbed me and tossed me in the back of his car. Then he and Reese leaned against the doors so I couldn’t get out.”

      “So?”

      “So, I was trying to stop you from getting in that fight. If Luke hadn’t pulled me out of the way, you wouldn’t have ended up in the ER.”

      “He was just protecting you.”

      “I didn’t need protecting. We both know Asher Bailey wouldn’t have laid a finger on me.”

      Josiah opened his mouth but paused. “Okay, you’re probably right. But Luke wasn’t going to let you throw yourself in the middle of two teenage boys about to go at each other. Of course he’d get you out of the way.”

      “Out of the way is one thing. He locked me in the car.”

      “Yeah, he kept you safe.”

      I glanced at Thomas again, knowing he was hearing every word of this, and hoping he was too young to understand. “What about when you guys were planning the big peanut butter and birdseed on the goats prank? That wasn’t dangerous but you didn’t even tell me you were doing it. Or pretty much every time the Baileys put a beard on Lola. I’ve offered to climb up there and get them down and you guys always blow me off.”

      He opened his beer and took a sip. “Look, if you want to climb a ladder to get a beard off Lola, fine, you can do the next one.”

      “No, you don’t understand. I don’t care about stupid beards on stupid Lola.”

      “That’s my point,” he said. “You’ve never cared about the pranks.”

      “I just hate feeling like you guys still think I’m ten years old. Whenever I show up, it’s like you all pat me on the head and tell me to mind my own business because the big boys are talking.”

      “We know you’re not a kid. You have a kid. You’ve never gotten mixed up in our crap and you really don’t need to now.”

      “That’s what you guys don’t understand. I’m a Haven, I’m mixed up in it whether I like it or not.”

      “Don’t you already have enough on your plate?” He gestured at Thomas. “This is getting ugly and you don’t need to be involved.”

      I wanted to ask him if they were responsible for the attack on Gavin Bailey. But he’d ask how I knew.

      Should I just tell him?

      Part of me wanted to. Throw it in his face that I’d spent the weekend with Levi Bailey. That I was in love with the enemy and what was he going to do with his precious little sister now?

      But I didn’t. Damn my peacemaking nature. I didn’t want to be reasonable, but it was like I couldn’t help myself. My eyes flicked to Thomas and I knew now wasn’t the time. Not while tensions were running so high.

      Besides, Levi and I were going to decide together when to tell everyone. I wasn’t going to betray his trust just because I was annoyed with my brothers.

      Mom came in just as Thomas declared he was all done. She picked up his bowl. “That was fast. You must have been hungry.”

      Josiah cast a glance at the pot on the stove. “Is there any left?”

      “It’s boxed mac and cheese,” I said.

      “I know.”

      “Thomas, are you done?” Mom asked. “Or do you want more?”

      “All done,” he said again. “Cookies, Nana?”

      Mom gestured to the leftover mac and cheese but Josiah was already getting a fork. “I don’t have any cookies, sweetheart.”

      “Pwease?” Thomas asked.

      “Very good manners, kiddo, but Nana doesn’t have any cookies.” I glanced up at Josiah who was eating out of the pot. I swore, my brothers were barely domesticated. I wondered if there were any women out there who’d actually put up with those mountain men.

      I also decided that, despite having just come home, I needed to get out of the house.

      “Should we go to the store and get some?” I asked.

      Thomas’s eyes lit up and he bounced in his chair. “Yes. Cookies, pwease.”

      “Such good manners.” I got up and helped him down. “Let’s get your shoes.”
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      Thomas held my hand as we walked into Nature’s Basket, the local grocery store. Like Tilikum Hardware, it was one of the few stores where both Baileys and Havens shopped. I’d never thought much about that, but now I was keenly aware that we were entering what was supposed to be feud-neutral territory. It seemed important, somehow.

      Although was anything feud-neutral anymore?

      “Cookies?” Thomas asked.

      “Yep. We’ll get some cookies.”

      The bakery was at the back of the store on the far side so I kept hold of Thomas’s hand and turned down an aisle.

      I stopped in my tracks. A woman stood in the aisle, perusing the spices.

      It was Gram Bailey.

      Her long silvery-black hair hung in a thick braid down her back. She wore jeans and a TFD sweatshirt, which struck me as adorable, considering three of her grandsons were firefighters.

      Too late, I realized I was motionless, staring at her. She turned and maybe it was just me, but there might have been amusement in her brown eyes. “Evening.”

      I adjusted my grip on Thomas’s hand, feeling inexplicably nervous. Although maybe it wasn’t so inexplicable. She was the matriarch of the Bailey family and the owner of the land Josiah was trying to buy. Not to mention the woman who’d raised Levi.

      It was also a well-established rumor that Gram Bailey was psychic and looking at her now, I could see why. It felt like she could see right through me.

      “Um, evening,” I said.

      At that point, I could have walked past her. Or turned around and made my way down a different aisle. I didn’t need anything there, and I’d replied to her polite greeting. I could turn around and leave without being rude.

      But it was as if my feet were stuck to the floor. Thomas didn’t move either—just kept his hand in mine and held still, like he was waiting for something to happen.

      An odd display of patience for my two-year-old.

      Her eyes shifted to Thomas. “Hi there, little Lynx.”

      He leaned against my leg and his voice was soft in reply. “Hi.”

      “Feeling a little shy tonight?” she asked. “That’s all right. But you don’t need to worry. I won’t bite you.”

      “Mommy get cookies,” he said.

      “Well isn’t that nice of your mommy? I like cookies, too. What’s your favorite?”

      His grip on my hand tightened and he buried his face against my leg.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Sometimes he’s shy with people he doesn’t know.”

      “That’s all right, Dove.” She took a jar off the shelf in front of her and set it gently in the basket on her arm. “Have a nice evening.”

      “You, too.”

      She gave Thomas a little wave of her fingers. “Bye, little Lynx. Enjoy your cookies.”

      He turned his head to peek at her. “Bye.”

      With a warm smile, she walked down the aisle and disappeared around the corner.

      I let out a long breath.

      Wow. She was so nice.

      Not that I’d ever had the impression she was anything else. But I’d never really spoken to her, either. She knew who I was and she hadn’t looked at me with anything other than kindness in her eyes. No trace of animosity, no hint of the feud.

      Then again, maybe that wasn’t remarkable. She’d been friends with my mom for years, even if the only time they saw each other was at Stitch and Sip. Maybe she just didn’t care about the feud.

      I turned around and led Thomas back the way we’d come. We still needed to get his cookies.

      It was odd, but somehow I felt lighter. Gram Bailey hadn’t eyed me with suspicion or shown an inclination that she harbored me any ill will, even with everything that was happening. Granted, I’d barely spoken a few words to her, but her eyes had been so genuine—and so kind.

      It was certainly possible that she wouldn’t have been so warm if she’d known about me and Levi. From what I knew of her, she was the type of person to be kind to everyone, Havens included. That didn’t necessarily mean she’d be thrilled to find out her grandson was in love with one, especially now.

      And yet, her warm brown eyes had been so comforting.

      I took Thomas to the bakery and let him choose a package of cookies. We checked out and left without seeing Gram Bailey again.

      But something about that brief meeting had stirred my hope. Yes, the feud was a mess. But there had to be a way to clean it up.

      What Levi had said about the Montgomery treasure kept running through my mind. It was crazy, right? To think that after over a hundred years, it could actually be found? And that, whatever it was, it would be enough to save Gram Bailey’s land?

      Yep, it was crazy. But maybe that was why it had a chance of working.

      And if Levi and I found it together, maybe it would be enough to help both our families.

      Part of me felt like I was basically believing in fairy tales. How could a legendary town treasure really save both our families?

      But what if it could? Wouldn’t it be worth it?

      I got Thomas into his car seat, then pulled out my phone to text Levi.

      Me: When is your next day off?

      Levi: My shift ends Wednesday morning.

      Me: I’ll have to work until mid-afternoon but can we get together afterward somehow?

      Levi: Absolutely.

      Me: Good. We need to go treasure hunting.
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      Annika held up the antique key Logan and I had found out in the murder cabin. “What do you think the chances are that whatever this opened still exists?”

      “I don’t know. And if it does, what are the chances we can find it?”

      She’d said we needed to go treasure hunting, so as soon as she’d gotten here, I’d gone over what I knew. Most of what my family had found was spread out on my dining table. Grace still had Eliza Bailey’s mirror and letters but I’d gotten copies of the newspaper articles and asked Logan and Cara for the key, and the necklace Harvey had given them.

      “So it didn’t open the chest in the cabin.” She put the key down and picked up the rubbing of the squirrel design. “But this design was inside the chest?”

      “Yep. And Harvey apparently found that one on another chest in the Haven House.”

      “A squirrel clue seems like a prank, don’t you think?”

      I held up the silver necklace that had belonged to Sarah Montgomery more than a hundred years ago. “Yeah, the squirrel thing has me stumped.”

      “I swear I’ve seen this somewhere.” She tilted her head, gazing at the outline of the squirrel. “Where have I seen this?”

      “That’s what Logan said. But the weird thing is, when we found the matching symbol, it wasn’t out in the open. It was in a drawer with this key.”

      “So if he had seen it, it had to have been somewhere else.”

      “Exactly. He didn’t know the chest had a secret drawer in the bottom and there wasn’t a squirrel design like this anywhere else. But he still swears it’s familiar.”

      She smiled and her eyes were bright. “This is amazing.”

      “What’s amazing?”

      “This.” She gestured to the stuff on the table. “It’s a big puzzle just waiting for someone to solve it.”

      “Hopefully there’s a prize for figuring it out.”

      “Right? Wait.” She paused, still gazing at the squirrel design. “I do know where I’ve seen this. Maybe.”

      “You don’t sound convinced.”

      “I know, but I’d have to go look to be sure.”

      “Where?”

      “The ladies’ room at the Timberbeast.”

      “The tavern?”

      “Yeah. There’s this antique dressing table in the bathroom. It seems out of place in a tavern, so I asked Rocco about it once. He said it came with the building, so he kept it.”

      I held up the key. “Does it by chance have a lock?”

      “I think it might.”

      “We should go look.”

      “But the Timberbeast is closed.”

      Although I was usually the rule follower of the family, I was still a Bailey, and our mischievous streak ran deep. I raised my eyebrows. “Which means it’s empty.”

      “Are you suggesting we break in?”

      “You’re already a bad girl for dating a Bailey. What’s a little breaking and entering compared to that?”

      She laughed. “Good point.”

      “The key is not to get caught. So we won’t.”

      “You seem very confident about this.”

      I leaned in and kissed her. “Trust me.”
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      With Annika’s car safely at her friend Marigold’s, we drove over to the Timberbeast. She kept her head down so no one would see her and we parked around back. The lot was empty and the windows were dark. It looked like we were in luck and the place was deserted.

      We got out and went to the back door. I pulled two hairpins out of my pocket and got to work.

      “Where did you learn how to do that?” she asked.

      “Lock picking is like feud one-oh-one. I guarantee every one of your brothers can do it.”

      “Those jerks. No wonder they always got into my stuff.”

      I chuckled. “I’m surprised they didn’t teach you.”

      “They kept me out of feud stuff. To be fair, I always told them it was dumb. But I kind of thought it was more of a guy thing.”

      I bent the second hairpin and inserted it. “Tell that to Grace. She’s the one who taught me how to pick a lock.”

      “I didn’t know she was into the pranks.”

      “Oh yeah. She’s good at maintaining her reputation for innocence, but behind the scenes, she’s ruthless. It’s awesome.” I felt the lock mechanism click and pushed open the door. “There we go.”

      She glanced around, clearly worried we’d be seen.

      I peeked inside. The whole place was dark and silent—not even the rustle of a squirrel to be heard.

      “We’re clear. Let’s go.”

      Taking her hand, I went in first, then led her inside. She quietly shut the door, cutting off most of the light.

      “The bathrooms should be this way,” she whispered.

      She was so adorable. “We don’t have to be quiet.”

      “Oh. Right. Sorry.”

      I leaned over and kissed her temple. “Lead the way.”

      We walked through the kitchen, careful not to bump into anything in the dim light. The vague scent of French fries hung in the air. Kind of made me hungry. Another door led to a hallway with the restrooms on one side. The ladies’ room had a silhouette of a cat on the door, while the men’s room had a rooster.

      “Okay, that’s funny.” I gestured to the doors.

      “Rocco’s sense of humor isn’t exactly subtle.”

      I followed her inside and since there weren’t any windows, we flipped the light on. It was a single-occupant bathroom, with the requisite sink and toilet. And just like she’d remembered, an antique dressing table with a mirror above. The dark stained wood showed its age with dings and worn spots. If someone took the time and effort to restore it, it would be a beautiful piece of furniture.

      “It’s meant to have a chair in front of it and the lady would sit and do her hair or whatever.” Annika crouched in front of it. “Oh my god.”

      “Is it a squirrel?”

      “Yes!” Her voice was almost a squeal. “Look!”

      I crouched next to her and sure enough, there was a small squirrel design carved into the drawer.

      She tried to open it, but it was locked. “Where’s the key?”

      I pulled it out of my pocket and handed it to her, my heart starting to beat harder. There was no way.

      “Here goes nothing.” Annika slipped the key into the hole. It went in. She tried to turn it, but nothing happened.

      “I didn’t think we’d get that lucky,” I said.

      “Wait.” She jiggled the key. “I think it’s just stuck, like the locking mechanism is gummed up.”

      She wiggled the key a little more and it started to move. It got stuck again but she kept at it, gently loosening the catch until it almost made a ninety-degree turn.

      “It’s a good thing you’re doing that because I probably would have broken it by now.”

      “It just needs a little patience.”

      With one more twist, she had it. The drawer came open, although it scraped over the rails. Who knew how long it had been since someone had opened it.

      “Please tell me there’s something in there and not just another squirrel design,” I said.

      “I don’t see anything.” She tilted her head and peered into the back of the drawer. “Something might be stuck up here.”

      She reached in and pulled out a faded yellow envelope—roughly square and closed with a red wax seal. We both stood.

      “Wow,” I said. “Old school.”

      “It’s still sealed and Levi, that’s an M.” She hefted it in her hand. “It’s oddly heavy. Should we open it?”

      “Yeah, obviously.”

      She ran her finger over the seal. “Are you sure? It feels weird, like opening someone else’s mail.”

      “You’re so adorable.” I gave her a quick kiss on the head. “It’s not addressed to anyone. And whatever it is, it’s been in there a long time. There probably isn’t anyone left to get mad at us for opening it.”

      “True.” She slid her finger beneath the seal, cracking it open.

      Inside was a folded piece of beige paper. Annika carefully slid it out and handed it to me, then peered into the envelope.

      “Is there something else in there?”

      “You’re not going to believe this.” She turned the envelope over and dumped the contents into the palm of her hand.

      It was a gold coin.

      “I’m not going to lie, if that’s the treasure, it’s going to be very disappointing.”

      She laughed and flipped it over. “It has the same M on it.”

      “Montgomery?”

      “Could be.”

      “You know what,” I said. “Gavin and Skylar found some gold coins when they were poking around the Haven House before it burned down. They said they had an M on them too.”

      “What does the letter say?”

      I gently unfolded the paper. “As long as the rift remains, your search will be in vain. But when reconciliation is nigh, look up to the sparkling prisms of light and receive my gift to those who accomplish it. One final step and the dance will be complete. It’s signed Ernest Montgomery.”

      “As long as the rift remains. Do you think he’s talking about the feud?”

      “He has to be.”

      “Which means your theory that it had something to do with the Sarah-Eliza-John love triangle could be right.”

      I nodded. “That and the dispute over who was going to inherit the Montgomery money.”

      “You know what I think?” She pinched the gold coin between her fingers and held it up. “I think Ernest Montgomery really did leave clues for someone to find his money and they were marked with these squirrel symbols. But enough time has gone by that some of them are gone. I bet there was a starting place and it led to that cabin where you guys found the key. And there were other clues out there, but they got thrown away or lost or something. That’s why Logan thought he’d seen the squirrel symbol before. I bet there are more of them around town.”

      “So what we’re left with is like a scavenger hunt but most of the clues are gone.”

      “Right. Or even just moved. Maybe those coins Gavin and Skylar found were once with clues like this but they wound up in the museum.”

      “The clues might have even been there. Gav and Skylar didn’t get a chance to go through everything they found.”

      “Why not?”

      “They weren’t exactly supposed to be there. Gav said they thought they heard someone upstairs, so they left.”

      “Wait, when did that happen? Was it right before the fire?”

      “Pretty much, yeah. A week or two before? Maybe less? I don’t remember exactly.”

      “Is it just me, or is that weird?”

      “No, it’s not just you. It’s definitely weird.”

      “What should we do with these?” She gestured to the letter and gold coin.

      “Let’s take the letter and leave the coin in the drawer. We’ll lock it again but if Rocco ever decides to open it, he’ll have a nice surprise.”

      “I like that idea.”

      I kissed her again and it occurred to me that we were alone with little chance of anyone showing up. The fact that we were in the Timberbeast made what popped into my mind all the more tempting.

      Not just tempting. Irresistible.
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      Levi’s lips were warm and soft. For a second, it seemed like he was about to pull away—just a quick kiss before we took our find and left.

      But he slid his hands around my waist and pulled me against him. His tongue delved into my mouth. I opened for him, sparks racing through my veins at the feel of his strong arms around me, his lips on mine.

      And at the feel of his hard erection pressing against me.

      “You know how you said your brothers kept you out of the pranks?” he asked between kisses.

      “Yeah.”

      “I have an idea for a big one.” He kissed me again, longer this time, his hands splaying across my back. “And no one ever has to know.”

      I knew exactly what he was suggesting.

      But we couldn’t.

      Could we?

      “Here?” I asked, my voice coming out breathy.

      “Yes, here. I want to take you out to the bar and fuck you up against the wall. And every time you come in here, you’ll know.”

      My body blazed with the heat of his rough voice. “What if we get caught?”

      “We won’t.”

      He was probably right. Chances were, no one was coming in here today. And even if someone did, the thought of getting caught—of doing something so naughty with Levi—was unbearably tempting.

      “Okay,” I whispered into his mouth.

      Kissing me again, he growled, low in his throat. I rubbed against his hard length, increasingly desperate for him.

      He grabbed my hand, threw the bathroom door open and dragged me out into the bar. The blinds on the few windows were all closed, shrouding the room in darkness. I could see the dim outline of the bar and tables with stools and chairs placed upside down on top of them.

      Levi pushed me up against the wall, devouring my mouth with his. I clung to him, aching for him to be inside me. I needed him and I needed him now.

      Dropping his hands, he took a step back, locking me in his intense gaze. “Unfasten your pants.”

      Obediently, I did what he asked, popping the button on my jeans and lowering the zipper.

      “Good girl.” His hands moved to his pants and he did the same. He pulled down the zipper slowly, exposing the bulge of his erection beneath his underwear. “Now turn around.”

      I turned, placing my hands on the wall. He grabbed my hips and bent me over, then roughly yanked my pants and underwear off. I kicked them aside and before I could take another breath, his fingers rubbed along my slit.

      “There’s my girl. Already wet for me, aren’t you?”

      All I could do was whimper.

      “Don’t worry, beautiful. I know what you need.”

      His fingers slipped inside me and I moaned, my inhibitions nowhere to be found. Keeping myself braced against the wall, I looked over my shoulder and watched as he pulled his pants down just enough to free his cock. He rubbed his fingers along my desperately sensitive skin, then rubbed my wetness on himself.

      “You ready for this?” he asked, giving himself long, hard strokes.

      “Yes.”

      He grabbed my hips, aligned himself with my opening, and with a low growl, slid inside.

      His girth stretched me open and I moaned again, pleasure overtaking me. I’d never thought being fucked up against a wall like this could be so good. But it was everything. The way he held my hips in a tight grip. The way he drove into me, grunting with each thrust.

      It was raw and real. Hurried and needy. I’d never felt so alive. If my arms were getting tired from holding myself against the wall, I didn’t notice. I was too wrapped up in the feel of Levi’s thick cock driving in and out of me. Of the danger, the thrill.

      It was crazy. And I loved it.

      Pressure built in my core. I let go, surrendering to his body. To his touch and the sound of him grunting behind me. My answering moans were loud—louder than anything I’d let out before. It was like I’d tapped into a new version of me. Not the single mom, the responsible daughter, the peacemaker. I was wild and free, and his.

      All his.

      Only his.

      He pulled out, leaving me gasping. Before I could ask what he was doing, or why on earth he’d stopped, he spun me around and picked me up. With my back against the wall, I wrapped my legs around him as his cock sunk in deep. His mouth found mine and his hips drove hard, fucking me mercilessly.

      “You’re mine,” he growled into my mouth. “You hear me?”

      “Yes.”

      “This pussy is mine.” He thrust in deeper, as if to accentuate his claim on me.

      “Yours, Levi.”

      “Say it again.”

      “Yours. I’m yours.”

      “I want to fuck you like this forever, but I can’t stop.” His voice was rough. “I’m going to come in you so hard.”

      “Oh god, yes.”

      My body raced toward climax, the pressure so intense I could hardly think—only feel. I was hot and tight around him, crying out every time he thrust into me. I held on for dear life, letting him have me. Letting him own me.

      “I want to feel you come,” he said. “I need you to come all over me.”

      That was not going to be a problem. I was quickly spiraling out of control. “Don’t stop.”

      “I won’t. You feel so fucking good.”

      As if he somehow knew exactly what I needed, he shifted his grip and drove deeper inside me. His thickness was bliss, every drag of his cock through my wetness drawing me closer. I closed my eyes, dug my hands into his shoulders, and burst apart.

      Vaguely, I was aware of how loud I was, but I didn’t care. I moaned with the waves of my orgasm as they swept through me, my inner muscles pulsing around him. He grunted, thrusting hard, and his brow furrowed with a deep groove.

      “Fuck,” he groaned.

      I felt him throb inside me and he slammed me against the wall, coming hard. Just when I thought my orgasm was over, his spurred mine to new heights. Renewed pulses made me clench tight around him, taking my breath away.

      When he finished, he stayed buried deep within me for a long moment. He leaned into me, breathing against my neck. Finally, he pulled out and set me back on my feet.

      “Wow,” I said. “That was intense.”

      “Yeah.” He leaned in and brushed a soft kiss on my lips. “Do you need help cleaning up?”

      “No, I’ve got it.”

      I grabbed my clothes and ducked into the bathroom, then made sure there was no sign that we’d been there. I tucked the letter in my handbag and came out. Levi waited for me in the hallway just outside.

      With firm but gentle hands, he pulled me close and kissed me again. “Annika, that was absolutely amazing.”

      “It was, wasn’t it?”

      “I love you. So much.”

      I smiled. “I love you, too.”

      He moved in slightly so his lips brushed my ear. When he spoke, his voice was low. “Remember. Every time you come in here, I want you to look at that wall and know you’re mine.”

      A tingle ran down my spine. “Believe me, I will.”

      I’d never be able to look at the Timberbeast Tavern without remembering what we’d just done. It was enough to make me want to melt and swoon in his arms all at once.

      Or maybe do it again.

      But we were already pushing our luck. We needed to get out of here.

      “We should probably go,” I said.

      “Yeah, things are bad enough right now. We don’t need to drop this bomb on everyone quite yet.”

      “When can I see you again?”

      “I’m off tomorrow, too.”

      “I have to work but I’ll see if I can get away in the evening. Maybe I’ll sneak over to your place again. As long as your brothers aren’t going to barge in.”

      “Baby, I’ll barricade the door.”

      I laughed. “Sounds good.”

      He kissed me again, then led me outside the way we’d come. We glanced around, but other than a squirrel scampering up a tree, the back lot was empty.

      Hopefully we hadn’t been seen.

      Although I felt amazing—Levi had such a way with my body—the problem of telling our families about us was heavy on my mind. I had no doubt the note we’d just found had been meant as a clue, but what did it mean? And would solving the mystery of the Montgomery treasure be enough to bridge the gap between Havens and Baileys?

      So many questions, so few answers.

      We’d just have to keep searching and hope our secret wasn’t discovered too soon.
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      A fire crackled in the wood stove, making my parents’ living room warm and cozy. They’d gone out on a date night—it was so adorable that they still did that—and Thomas was in bed. I sat curled up in one corner of the couch, enjoying a brief reprieve after a busy day.

      I’d managed to sneak over to Levi’s last night and thankfully, we hadn’t been interrupted. It had been hard to leave; I’d wanted to spend the night wrapped up in his arms so badly. But I’d had to get home to avoid raising suspicion. And so I could be awake enough for work this morning.

      Someone knocked on the front door but didn’t wait for me to answer. Marigold and Isabelle came in. I’d invited Mari earlier but Isabelle was a happy surprise. I got up while they took off their shoes and coats, leaving them near the door.

      Isabelle handed me a bottle of red wine. “We need to see the boudoir photos.”

      “How did you manage to get away?” I asked. “I didn’t think I’d see you until January.”

      “I have a million things to do but Mari kidnapped me.” She cast a glance at Marigold. “And okay, I can admit that maybe I need a break.”

      “Good girl.” Marigold patted her on the back. “And she’s right, we need to see your photos.”

      “I’ll go grab the prints,” I said.

      Mari swiped the wine out of my hand and headed for the kitchen. “Perfect. I’ll pour while you get them.”

      “And we brought snacks,” Isabelle said with a smile.

      I went to my room and grabbed the folder we’d picked up from Ryan before we’d left town. I also had the link to the digital copies, but he’d given us prints of a few of the best ones. After I’d told Isabelle and Mari about our weekend away, I’d promised that I’d let them see.

      Mari handed me a glass of wine while Isabelle set a plate of nuts and cheese on the coffee table. I let Isabelle have the folder and settled into an armchair with my wine. They took the couch, squishing close together so they could peruse my photos.

      A hint of nervousness made my stomach tingle. I wasn’t sure if I was nervous because they were sexy and intimate, or because a few featured Levi, and I hadn’t told them about that.

      Maybe I should have warned them, but I’d kind of wanted to see their faces when they saw the photos of us together for the first time.

      “This one is so gorgeous,” Marigold said. “I love how natural you look.”

      “The photographer is a genius,” Isabelle said.

      “He really was,” I said. “The whole experience was amazing.”

      They turned to the next one—still just me—and commented on the lighting, my pose, the beautiful setting. I bit the inside of my lip as Isabelle flipped it over.

      Mari’s eyes widened and Isabelle’s mouth popped open.

      “Are you kidding me?” Isabelle exclaimed. “You took pictures together?”

      “These are gorgeous,” Marigold said, her voice awestruck. “You both look amazing.”

      “Thanks.”

      “She’s not kidding,” Isabelle said. “This is smoking hot. Are you wearing his shirt?”

      “Yeah. The photographer had the idea while we were shooting.”

      “You two are so beautiful together, it makes my heart ache,” Mari said. “I hate that you have to hide this.”

      “I know. I hate it too. We’re going to figure out a way to tell our families and get everyone on board. We’re just not sure how, yet.”

      “Really?” Isabelle asked. “You guys are going to go public?”

      “Eventually, yeah. We have to.”

      Marigold clutched her hands to her chest. “I knew it! I knew this would be true love and not just a fling.”

      I laughed. I wasn’t even going to deny it. It was absolutely love. “Definitely not a fling. You guys, I’m in love with him. This is for real.”

      “You can see it in these photos,” Marigold said. “The way you look at each other. It’s both sensual and loving. When you guys get married you need to blow these up on canvas and put them in your bedroom.”

      “When we get married?” I asked. “I don’t know if we’re quite there yet.”

      She shrugged. “You will be.”

      “Once again, Mari’s unfailing belief in love is adorable beyond measure,” Isabelle said. “But she’s right, you totally need these on your wall. They’re gorgeous.”

      “And when you’re ready to tell everyone, you know we’re totally here for you,” Mari said.

      “Yes,” Isabelle said. “I don’t envy you that task. Especially with your brothers. It seems like your parents will be understanding, don’t you think?”

      I shrugged. “They might be. Mom will, at least. My dad will probably just grunt and go hammer something in the shop. It’s my brothers I’m worried about.”

      “Especially now,” Isabelle said. “The whole town is so tense. Like everyone’s waiting for something bad to happen.”

      Mari grabbed a piece of cheese. “I saw one of the Baileys coming out of Happy Paws the other day. Garrett was across the street and I could have sworn they were about to draw pistols on each other.”

      “It’s like the old west out there.” Isabelle put the photos on the table and picked up her glass.

      I sipped my wine, trying not to let the flame of hope be snuffed out by the feud. “Why do men have to be so unreasonable?”

      “It’s one of life’s great mysteries,” Isabelle said.

      We chatted for a while, sipping wine and nibbling on snacks. Marigold had successfully fixed a client’s ill-fated attempt to color their own hair. Isabelle was busy with her family’s farm and the now-open Christmas Village. She didn’t bring up Elias, and Mari and I agreed with a knowing look not to ask. Either he was out of the picture and the situation had resolved or it had gotten complicated and she wasn’t ready to talk about it yet.

      Thomas’s sleepy voice came from his bedroom. “Mommy!”

      “Uh-oh,” I said. “I better go see what’s wrong.”

      “No worries, mama,” Isabelle said. “I need to get going anyway. I have to be up early.”

      “Me too,” Mari said.

      “Don’t worry about this.” I gestured to the mess we’d made on the coffee table. “I’ll clean it up.”

      “You sure?” Mari asked.

      “Definitely. I’ll deal with it after I get Thomas settled down.”

      “Thanks,” Isabelle said. “And thanks for hanging out.”

      I gave my friends quick hugs. Thomas called for me again, so I went to his room to check on him.

      In the dim light cast by his night light, I could see he was still in bed but he’d kicked his covers onto the floor.

      “Hi, buddy,” I whispered and picked up his blanket. “Are you cold?”

      He nodded against his pillow. I covered him up and tucked the blanket around him.

      “There you go.” I leaned over and kissed his forehead. “Can you go back to sleep now?”

      His eyes were already closed. He’d probably been half-awake at most.

      I crept out of the room and softly shut his door behind me, glad he was fine.

      “Hey, sis,” Zachary said.

      I gasped and put a hand to my chest. “Oh my god, don’t scare me like that.”

      “Sorry.” He grinned. “Mom and Dad aren’t home?”

      “No, they went out. Date night.”

      “Cool.” He moved closer to the coffee table and grabbed a handful of nuts.

      I froze. My photos were still sitting out.

      Maybe he wouldn’t notice.

      “Whoa.”

      Too late.

      He picked up one the photos; I couldn’t tell which one from where I was standing. “Who are they? This is—”

      My stomach dropped. His eyes widened and his mouth opened, then closed again.

      “Z, hold on a second.”

      “What the fuck is this?”

      “You weren’t supposed to see those.”

      He held up the photo. “That’s you.”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      “And this fucker here. That’s Levi fucking Bailey.”

      Swallowing hard, I nodded again. “Yes.”

      “Please tell me this is a joke and I just don’t get the punch line.”

      “It’s not a joke.”

      “Then why are you half-naked in a picture with him?”

      I took a deep breath and straightened my shoulders. When I spoke, my voice came out surprisingly clear. “Because I’m with him.”

      Zachary’s eyebrows lifted. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “We’re a couple and I’m in love with him. And I know what you’re about to say—”

      “If you know what I’m about to say, why the fuck would you do this?” He tossed the photo back on the table hard enough that it skimmed across the others and landed on the floor. “Are you seriously telling me you’re dating Levi Bailey?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “But, what? Of all the guys in the world, you go behind our backs and date him?” He got out his phone and started typing. “What the fuck, Annika?”

      The door opened again and Theo walked in, dressed in a Tilikum high school sweatshirt and athletic shorts. He shut the door behind him and paused, his eyes moving between me and Zachary. “What’s going on?”

      “You don’t even want to know,” Zachary said, still typing.

      “Who are you texting?” I asked.

      Zachary ignored me.

      Theo walked into the room, his brow furrowed. “What’s wrong? Did the Baileys do something again?”

      Zachary snorted. “Oh yeah, they did something all right. Or one of them did.”

      Anger and an unusual sense of defiance rose from deep inside me. I crossed my arms. “Me. One of them did me.”

      Zachary started coughing and almost dropped his phone.

      Theo laughed. “What?”

      “I’m not kidding.”

      The smile melted from his features. Zachary angrily gestured to the coffee table and Theo picked up one of the prints.

      His look of confusion morphed into horror. “What the hell is this?”

      Great, was I going to have to go through this with each brother? This was going to be a fun evening. “It’s a boudoir photo of me and Levi Bailey.”

      “What the fuck?” He dropped the photo, as if it had burned him, leaving it to flutter down onto the coffee table. “I’ll never be able to unsee that.”

      “Oh my god,” I said. “It’s just me in a flannel and underwear. Newsflash, I’m a grown woman and I’ve had sex before.”

      “Yeah, I know, but that doesn’t mean I want to think about it,” Theo said. “Can we go back to the part where Levi Bailey has his hands all over you in that picture?”

      “They’re secretly dating,” Zachary said, his voice coming out in a low growl. “They’re going to fucking pay for this.”

      “Pay for what?” I asked.

      “That.” He jabbed his finger at the photos, then pointed at me. “The Timberbeast was low, but this? They just started a war.”

      “Hold on. Are you trying to say that Levi is dating me as a prank?”

      “No, this is way more than a prank,” Zachary said.

      I gaped at him, so shocked I couldn’t even start yelling. Which was probably a good thing, considering Thomas was asleep. Before I could do anything other than blink at him with my mouth hanging open, Josiah burst through the door.

      “What’s the emergency?” Josiah asked.

      Garrett and Luke filed in behind him, looking expectantly at Zachary and Theo.

      I threw up my hands. “Are you serious? You told them there was an emergency? Where were you guys that you got here so fast?”

      “This is an emergency,” Zachary said.

      Theo’s eyes flicked toward the pictures on the table and he shuddered. “He’s not wrong.”

      Of all the ways my brothers could find out about me and Levi, this was so far from ideal it made me want to scream. Explanations and excuses ran through my mind. What could I say to calm things down?

      But why did I have to be the cool-headed one all the time? The peacemaker? Nothing was happening the way it was supposed to and they were about to lose their stupid, stubborn, bull-headed minds.

      So I lost mine.

      “The emergency,” I said, making air quotes, “is that I’m secretly dating Levi Bailey. We went to the beach together to get away from this stupid town and the stupid feud. And he bought me a boudoir photography session and those are half-naked pictures of us together. Then we had sex in every room in the cabin he rented. Every. Single. Room. We’re together and you weren’t supposed to find out like this but, you know what, I’m glad. I’m glad you jerks know the truth. Because I’m his and he’s mine and there’s nothing you can do about it.” I whirled on Zachary, pointing at him. “And if you ever say he’s dating me as some kind of sick prank again, I’ll murder your face.”

      No one said a word. They just stared at me, like they had no idea who I was or what had just happened.

      I cast a glare around the room, making sure to make eye contact with every single one of them, then stormed past, grabbed my phone off the kitchen counter, and went outside.
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      The scent of burnt garlic bread permeated the air. We’d eaten a while ago, but Mason, one of our fellow firefighters, had cooked dinner for the crew. We usually tried to keep him off cooking duty, considering the guy could barely boil water. But burnt garlic bread aside, my stomach was full, so I wasn’t going to complain too much.

      My phone buzzed and I knew it was her. I pulled it out of my pocket and Logan met my eyes from across the room—we were hanging out upstairs in the firehouse—and somehow he seemed to know, too.

      He raised his eyebrows—careful.

      I shot him a glare as I got up—I know.

      One of the bunk rooms was empty, so I ducked inside and shut the door, then answered.

      “Hey.”

      “I don’t know how to tell you this, so I’m just going to come out and say it.”

      The tension in her voice made my back and shoulders clench. “What’s wrong?”

      “My brothers found out about us. I showed my boudoir photos to Isabelle and Marigold and left them on the coffee table while I went to check on Thomas. Zachary came over and saw them and then Theo showed up and by then, Z was texting the rest of them, and now they’re all pissed. I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean for them to find out like this.”

      “Are you okay? What did they do?”

      “They’re being total jerks. Which is what I expected, but I’m still furious. Zachary even had the audacity to say that you’re dating me as a prank.”

      I clenched my fist and ground my teeth. “What?”

      “I know, how could he even say that? I get that he doesn’t know you but come on, have some faith in me. I wouldn’t fall for that. Anyway, they were all, how could you, he’s a Bailey? So I kind of went off on them and told them everything—that we’ve been secretly dating and we’re together and there’s nothing they can do about it.”

      Despite the anger smoldering in my gut, I had to smile. I loved that she was standing up for herself, and for us. “You’re so amazing.”

      “What? Why?”

      “You stood your ground. That’s badass.”

      “Thanks. That makes me feel a little less crappy about the whole thing. We were supposed to figure out how to tell everyone together and it all blew up in my living room.”

      I took a deep breath. “It’s okay. It was bound to happen eventually. I just hate that I wasn’t there with you. I want to come over right now.”

      “Aren’t you on duty?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s best if you don’t anyway.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “You can’t just leave. What if there was an emergency and they needed you?”

      “I know, but do you need me?”

      “I’ll be fine. If you came over now, it would just fan the flames. We need to put this fire out, not pour gasoline on it.”

      I hated this. I couldn’t walk out on my crew but I wanted to be with her. Protect her.

      “I promise I’m fine,” she said, as if she could read my mind. “I’m mad at them but it’s not like they’re going to lock me in a tower to keep me away from you.”

      “They better not.”

      “They won’t. They’re really not any different from you and your brothers. If you guys had a sister and you found out she was secretly dating a Haven, you’d all overreact too, wouldn’t you?”

      I opened my mouth to argue—of course we wouldn’t—but stopped. She was right. We would. “Yeah, and we might lock her in a tower.”

      She laughed. “I love you so much.”

      It was good to hear her laugh. The tension seemed to have melted from her voice, leaving me with less urgency to get to her. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Now that I’m no longer afraid you’re going to hate me for screwing this up for us, yes.”

      “I do not hate you. In case you didn’t already know, I’m crazy in love with you.”

      “I love hearing you say that. It makes me all tingly inside. And I’m crazy in love with you, too.”

      That made me smile. “See, we’ve got this.”

      “I know. I have to believe this is all going to work out in the end. I just have a feeling it’s going to be rocky for a while.”

      “It might be. But we’re in this together. Don’t ever forget that.”

      “I won’t. I guess this means you’re going to tell your family?”

      “Yeah, I want them to hear it from me.” I paused, a subtle grin stealing over my face. “Maybe I’ll just leave copies of the boudoir photos sitting out. I hear that’s a good way to go.”

      “Don’t you dare.”

      “Hell no.” My voice went low and gravelly. “That ass is mine.”

      “Wow. I don’t know how you do that, but you just made this entire evening worth it with that one sentence.”

      “I’m just telling the truth, beautiful. I don’t share.”

      Tones rang out, alerting the crew to an incoming call.

      “I have to go.”

      “Okay. I love you.”

      “I love you too. Remember, this is us. We’ve got this.”

      I ended the call and headed downstairs to gear up. There wasn’t much I could do tonight. I was on duty until morning, as were Logan and Gavin. But we were all off tomorrow. I’d get everyone together then and hope to stay ahead of the Tilikum gossip line. And ahead of whatever retaliation the Haven brothers were planning. Because there was no doubt they were planning something. They wouldn’t let this go unanswered.

      We needed to be ready.
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      The sound of video game explosions came from my living room as I grabbed a few beers out of the fridge. Asher and Evan were playing and by the sound of Evan’s grumbling, Asher was winning.

      I’d texted everyone, asking them to come over today, but for obvious reasons hadn’t told them why. Fiona had looked at me with expectant curiosity when she and Evan had arrived, like she knew something was up and hoped I’d tell her as soon as she walked in the door. Evan had seemed a lot less interested, although that was just my brother.

      Asher had walked over from his house next door by himself. I assumed Grace must have Charlie with her. Logan and Cara had arrived soon after. Broderick was awake and looking around at the world like he found everything intensely interesting. No sign of Gavin and Skylar yet, but he’d texted back to say they’d be here.

      I took the beers out to the living room and handed one to Logan, leaving the other two on the coffee table for Evan and Asher. I’d already given drinks to Cara and Fiona.

      There was a soft knock at the door and Grace came in. She took off her thick coat and hung it on a hook by the door.

      Asher glanced over his shoulder and smiled. “Hi, Gracie Bear.”

      “Hi.” She looked around the room. “Where’s Charlie?”

      “He’s with Gavin.”

      “Where?”

      “I’m not sure. I fell asleep on the couch.” He pulled a slip of paper out of his pocket and handed it to her. “He left a note.”

      Grace unfolded it. “Oh. Okay.”

      My brow furrowed. “He took your baby and left a note and you’re okay with that?”

      She tucked the note in her pocket and shrugged. “It’s Gavin.”

      My family was so weird.

      Although to be fair, Gav wouldn’t let anything happen to our nephew.

      My phone buzzed with a text. I slipped it out of my pocket. Annika. Trying to suppress a smile, I ducked into the kitchen.

      Annika: Everything okay?

      Me: Waiting for everyone to get here.

      Annika: Are you sure you don’t want me to come over?

      Me: I do, but I think this is best.

      Annika: You’re right.

      There was a pause and I had a feeling she had something else to say. Sure enough, a few seconds later, she replied again.

      Annika: We’re going to be okay, aren’t we?

      Me: Yes. I promise. I love you. Don’t ever doubt that.

      Annika: I love you too. So much.

      The door opened again and the sound of Charlie’s squealing laughter filled the house. Apparently Gavin and Skylar had arrived.

      I pocketed my phone and went back to the living room. Gavin was handing Charlie to Grace who perched him on her hip like the expert mom she’d already become.

      Although that wasn’t just Grace. Cara had, too. Every time I saw her with Broderick, I was struck with how great she was at the mom thing.

      There was something to be said for the simplicity of loving your child. Maybe that was what my brothers and I had always had going for us. We’d lost our parents but Gram and Grandad had loved us well.

      “Where have you been, baby boy?” Grace asked. Charlie giggled again and kicked his chubby legs.

      “We just took him for a walk in town,” Gavin said as he peeled off his coat.

      “I hope you weren’t worried,” Skylar said. “I told Gavin he should have actually asked one of you before taking off with your baby.”

      “It was fine,” Asher said. “He left a note.”

      Now that they were here, it was time to come clean.

      Logan met my eyes—we’re doing this?

      I dipped my chin—have to.

      His slight wince didn’t do much to shore up my confidence. But it was only a matter of time before they found out, and like I’d said to Annika, I wanted to be the one to tell them.

      “So, there’s something I need to say.”

      The room went quiet and all eyes were on me.

      Here went nothing.

      “I’m in love with Annika Haven.”

      I hadn’t meant to word it quite like that. It was the truth, but I’d intended to say something like, I’m dating Annika Haven or, I’m in a secret relationship with Annika Haven.

      But there it was, the reality spoken aloud. I loved her. That was it, the most important part of this entire situation.

      My statement seemed to hang in the air, a cloud of surprise in the center of the room. Everyone stared at me without uttering a word. Even Charlie went quiet, looking around at the adults, like he could feel the sudden tension.

      Instead of waiting for the inevitable breaking of the shocked silence, I decided to keep talking. “I’ve been seeing her in secret for a while. Talking to her in secret for a lot longer. And before someone states the obvious, yes, I know she’s a Haven. I know what that means. But I don’t care. I love her.”

      “Wait.” Grace shifted Charlie on her hip. “It’s true? You’re secretly dating Annika Haven?”

      “What do you mean, it’s true?” I asked. “Did someone tell you?”

      “I was at the Steaming Mug and Lacey Hanson asked me if you’d left Tilikum yet. And when I asked what she was talking about, she said because of Annika.”

      I let out a frustrated breath. Of course the town was already starting to talk. “Her brothers found out yesterday. I don’t know how that translates to Lacey Hanson knowing, but whatever.”

      Gavin stood. “You’ve been secretly dating a Haven and we’re just now hearing about this?”

      “What was I supposed to do, bring her to dinner at Gram’s?”

      “Are you crazy? No, she’s a Haven.”

      “Thank you for making my point.”

      “How did this even happen?” Asher asked.

      “That’s what I was wondering,” Fiona said. “I thought a Bailey dating a Haven was impossible. But maybe I just don’t understand the feud rules as well as I thought.”

      “No, you understand,” Evan said without taking his eyes off me. “It shouldn’t have happened.”

      “Especially now.” Asher sounded confused. “They’re trying to buy up Gram’s land.”

      “She’s not,” I said. “Just because she’s a Haven, doesn’t mean she’s complicit in everything we don’t like. Besides, they’re not necessarily the bad guys we think they are.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” Gavin asked. “They’re trying to screw Gram over.”

      “Gav, cut him some slack,” Logan said.

      “Have you been paying attention?” Gavin asked. “He just said he’s banging the enemy.”

      “Watch it,” I snapped.

      “I know,” Logan said. “He already told me.”

      “And you didn’t say anything either?” Gavin threw up his hands. “What the fuck is going on?”

      Logan crossed his arms. “It wasn’t mine to tell.”

      “Fair enough.” Asher nodded to Logan as if to absolve him of responsibility. His gaze shifted back to me. “This is a problem.”

      “I realize it’s complicated—”

      “No, it’s worse than complicated,” he said. “So far, we’ve avoided an all-out war with the Havens. There’s no way this won’t push things over the edge.”

      “That’s why I’m telling you,” I said. “I know they’re pissed and we need to be ready for anything.”

      “Don’t pretend like this is some kind of loyalty move on your part,” Gavin said. “You’re only telling us now because you two got caught.”

      “Gav, come on,” Logan said.

      Gavin took a step closer. “Am I wrong?”

      “We were going to go public, we just hadn’t figured out how yet. And can you blame us? Everyone’s so wrapped up in the goddamn feud, they can’t see straight.”

      “They’re the ones who crossed the line,” Evan said. “They came after Gram. And now shit’s really going to hit the fan.”

      “Shit is already hitting the fan.” Gavin pointed to his black eye. “And this isn’t even the worst of it. Or did you forget about Logan’s brakes? They could have killed Cara. And Broderick.”

      “We don’t know it was them.”

      “No?” Gavin asked. “What about the Haven House? I watched that fucking place collapse and it almost took me with it. But we’re sure they didn’t have anything to do with that.”

      “Why would they burn down a museum?” I asked.

      “That’s the problem,” Asher said. “We don’t know. We don’t know it was them, but we don’t know it wasn’t. Same with Logan’s brakes.”

      “The question is,” Evan said, “who else would have done it?”

      “So by default, it must have been the Havens?” I asked.

      “Don’t defend them,” Gavin said.

      “I’m not, I’m just trying to be logical. Someone has to.”

      Gavin rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I’m sure thinking with your dick makes you super logical.”

      My temper snapped and my palms hit his chest, shoving him backward. “That’s not what this is about.”

      Skylar jumped to her feet and grabbed Gavin’s arm, pulling him away from me. His eyes were wild. He wanted a shot at me, but he responded to Skylar’s touch and took a step back.

      “Why else would you go after a Haven?” he asked. “Don’t pretend your dick isn’t calling the shots.”

      “Gav, you just married our boss’s daughter,” Logan said. “I think you might know a thing or two about wanting the girl you’re not supposed to be with.”

      “This is different,” he said.

      “Maybe he has a fear of true intimacy so he’s pursuing a relationship he knows will fail,” Cara said. “And when it does, he can point to external forces as being the problem.”

      “What the hell, Cara?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “It’s how I think. I’ve had a lot of therapy.”

      “She makes a good point, though,” Grace said.

      “No,” I said. “You guys don’t get it. My relationship with Annika isn’t going to fail. We’re going to be together whether the rest of this town likes it or not. And that includes all of you.”

      “Okay, let’s say your feelings for her are genuine,” Cara said. “Are you sure about hers?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “What are you suggesting?”

      Without hesitation, she answered. “That she could pretend to love you and then betray you.”

      “Wow, Cara,” Fiona said, her voice soft. “That’s kind of dark.”

      “I’m not accusing her of anything. I don’t know her, so maybe I’m wrong. But isn’t it possible?”

      I stared at her, white hot anger searing me from the inside. “Is that what you all think? That I’m such an idiot, I’d fall for a woman who’s just trying to use me? And for what? Do you think she’s trying to spy on our family so her brothers can take advantage of Gram?”

      “All I’m saying is that the feud used to be weird but harmless,” Cara said. “Now it’s not, so can you blame everyone for being a little freaked out when you announce you’ve been secretly dating someone on the other side?”

      “Don’t you think I tried not to fall for her? I tortured myself back in high school, texting her in secret, knowing I couldn’t have her. But I didn’t care. It was worth it because she was the coolest girl I knew. And when she moved back to town, I tried to ignore her. And when I did start texting her again, I was going to stay just friends. It didn’t matter how I felt about her because she’s a Haven and I’m a Bailey. But you know what? Fuck that. And fuck the feud. Can any of you look me in the eyes and tell me you’d let your girl’s last name keep you apart?”

      “It’s more than a last name,” Gavin said.

      “Really? So if Skylar was a Haven, you’d have ignored her and you wouldn’t be married to her now?”

      “That’s not a fair comparison,” he said.

      “But it should be. This whole thing is fucked.”

      “Levi’s right about one thing,” Logan said. “We need to be ready for anything from the Havens. They’re not going to be happy about this. And right now, we don’t know what they’re capable of doing.”

      A strange desire to defend Annika’s brothers stole over me. It wasn’t just that Annika had assured me they weren’t responsible for the Haven House or Logan’s brakes—and that I believed her. It was deeper than that. I felt an odd sense of loyalty toward them. Which didn’t make any sense. I could love Annika without being loyal to her family or disloyal to mine. Couldn’t I?

      “Look, I don’t think the Havens set the fire and I don’t think they tampered with Logan’s brakes. They’re not monsters.”

      “See?” Gavin pointed at me. “Defending them.”

      Asher stood. “Levi, you’re my brother and I’d take a bullet for you. But I don’t know if we can trust your judgment on this. Your loyalties are divided.”

      “Ash—”

      “Just listen.” He stood straight, his wide shoulders set, as if he spoke with all the authority of the Bailey family. “None of us are going to tell you not to be with the woman you love. But you have to realize what this means.”

      The problem was, he wasn’t wrong. My loyalties were divided. I was straddling the rift of the feud, one foot on the Bailey side, the other on Haven turf. “I’m well aware of the shitstorm this is going to cause.”

      “Okay.” He nodded, as if pronouncing judgment. “Then we deal with it.”

      I met my brothers’ eyes, one at a time. Maybe this was the one good thing to come out of the feud—fierce loyalty. We were loyal to each other, no matter what.

      I could tell they didn’t like what was happening. But they had my back, at least as far as retaliation from the Havens was concerned. I knew I could count on that. Which was good because I was going to need it.
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      My phone buzzed with a text as I got out of my car. The cold Monday morning air bit at my skin and clouds hung low in the sky. Considering it was December, we hadn’t had much snow, but it looked like that might be about to change.

      Levi: How are you this morning?

      I shut my door with my hip and typed while I walked. I’m fine. Heading into work. You?

      Levi: I’m good. Just thinking about you.

      Me: I miss you.

      Levi: Me too. How’s Thomas?

      Me: He’s fine. Mom’s watching him today.

      Levi: Good. Just wanted you to know I love you.

      Me: I love you too.

      With a sigh, I slipped my phone back in my purse. He was so amazing.

      I had to give points to the Bailey family for how they’d taken the news about us. From what Levi had told me last night, they’d been surprised—shocked, even—but not firmly against our relationship. That gave me hope that there was a way to untangle this mess.

      The rest of the town, however, was aflame with gossip.

      A car drove by, visibly slowing as it approached. Missy Lovejoy, who owned Happy Paws, had her face practically pressed against the side window. She stared at me as she passed.

      Yep. That was my life now.

      I decided to ignore her and went to unlock the door to Luke’s shop, but the knob turned. That was odd. I was usually the first one here.

      I went inside and shut the door. The lobby lights were on and Luke looked up at me from behind the front desk.

      “You’re here early,” I said. “Is something going on?”

      There was a hint of annoyance in his eyes. It reminded me of the look he used to give me when he thought I’d tattled on him.

      “Nope. Just working.”

      I walked around behind the desk and set my purse down. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Because you’re not usually here before me.”

      He shrugged. “Just had some things to take care of.”

      “Okay. Can I have my seat?”

      His eyes held mine for a few seconds before he got up. I had a feeling he wanted to argue with me about Levi but I wasn’t having that conversation with him. After they’d discovered my boudoir photos the other night, I’d made it clear to all of them that my relationship wasn’t up for discussion. I’d also made it clear that I’d murder them if they went after Levi because he was dating me.

      I was sure they’d kept talking about me after I’d gone to my room. But there wasn’t anything I could do about that. They could talk all they wanted. They weren’t keeping me from Levi.

      “What are you doing for lunch?” he asked as I took my seat.

      “Mom was thinking about bringing Thomas downtown, so I’ll probably meet them. Why?”

      “Just wondering.”

      I eyed him. Since when did Luke wonder about my lunch plans?

      Since he found out I was dating a Bailey.

      I refused to play this game. I went about my business, turning on my computer and logging in, as if there wasn’t anything else going on. It was just a normal day.

      Luke hesitated another few seconds before going out to his office.

      He turned up again about half an hour later, wandering into the lobby as if he’d forgotten something. I pretended to ignore him. He did it again while I was on the phone, lingering behind me. I was pretty sure he was eavesdropping to see who I was talking to and once he figured out it was a work call—not Levi—he left.

      The phone rang again.

      “Haven Auto Restoration, this is Annika.”

      “Oh, hi Annika, this is Abe Storemeyer.”

      “Hi, Mr. Storemeyer, what can I do for you?”

      “I was just calling to check on my Chevy.”

      That was odd. He’d brought in his car for restoration just the other day. The project would take weeks; the guys had barely gotten started.

      “I’m not sure how much progress they’ve made yet. If you want a detailed update, I can have you talk to Luke.”

      “No, no, that’s fine. Don’t want to bother him.”

      “Okay. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

      “There isn’t any truth to this silly rumor about you and a Bailey, is there?”

      My shoulders slumped. So that was why he was calling. “Actually, yes, there is.”

      He gave a dissatisfied grunt. “That seems awfully out of place. A Bailey? Sweetheart, you’re a Haven.”

      As if I didn’t know. I sighed. “Yeah, I know Mr. Storemeyer.”

      “I have to say, if you’re that desperate for a husband, my son Billy isn’t that much older than you, and he’s single.”

      I rolled my eyes. Billy Storemeyer was almost twenty years older than me and had been married—and divorced—three times. I didn’t want to be judgy, but that was a lot of baggage.

      Also, desperate? Come on.

      “That’s nice of you, but no thanks.”

      “What about Mrs. Clement’s son. What’s his name?”

      “Isn’t he married?”

      “Oh. Maybe he is.”

      I needed to end this conversation before it turned into a litany of all the men in this town who were possibly single and supposedly appropriate for a Haven. “I have another call coming in, so I need to let you go. Have a good day.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart. But think about Billy, okay? Anything would be better than a Bailey.”

      “Bye, Mr. Storemeyer.” I hung up.

      By the time lunch rolled around, I’d endured three more conversations with nosy Tilikum gossip-mongers. They all followed a similar pattern, beginning with the assumption that it must be nothing but a crazy rumor—a Haven couldn’t possibly be dating a Bailey. When I assured them that yes, I was in fact dating Levi Bailey, they proceeded to offer up their sons, brothers, or cousins as much more suitable alternatives.

      It was both ridiculous and maddening.

      When Harold Montgomery called, I’d almost had it. He couldn’t even pretend to be calling about a car; he never hired our shop. Not because we were Havens. The Montgomerys were about as neutral as any family could be in Tilikum, at least when it came to where they did business. But Harold had been a mechanic before he’d gone into politics and he did all his own work on his cars.

      Fortunately, he didn’t offer his son as a better alternative to a Bailey. Just asked if the rumor was true with an odd note of authority in his tone, as if being the mayor, he’d need to address this new development in a press conference.

      Knowing this town, he would address the issue in a press conference.

      I hung up and took a deep breath. It was lunchtime and I was off for the rest of the day—here at the shop, at least. I had work to do for Josiah’s rentals but that was all stuff I could do from home. And I wouldn’t need to answer phone calls from nosy townspeople.

      Luke poked his head through the door, the sound of power tools flooding the lobby. “You heading out?”

      I stood and put on my coat. “Yep.”

      “Are you still meeting Mom for lunch?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. This sudden interest in my schedule was decidedly unwelcome. “Why?”

      “Just wondering.”

      “You’re not just wondering. You never pay attention to my lunch plans.”

      “Obviously I should.”

      “Don’t start, Luke.”

      “Start what? I’m not the one dating a Bailey.”

      “I’m not discussing my love life with you.”

      “Don’t use that word.”

      “What word?”

      “Love life.”

      I shouldered my purse and crossed my arms, so frustrated I wanted to stomp my feet like Thomas when he was throwing a tantrum. “Love life is two words and no, I’m not having lunch with Mom. I’m going down to the fire station so I can sneak in the back and have a quickie with Levi. Hopefully, we won’t get caught.”

      He stepped into the lobby, letting the door to the garage fall shut behind him. “What?”

      “Nothing. Don’t follow me.”

      Without another word, I swept out.

      And collided with Garrett.

      He grabbed my arms to steady me. “Whoa. Why are you in such a hurry?”

      “I’m going to lunch. What are you doing here?”

      “Nothing. Just in the neighborhood.” He was in uniform, so that might have been true. He and the other deputies often walked around town while on duty.

      But it was freezing outside. I raised my eyebrows skeptically.

      “Where are you headed?” he asked. “I’ll walk with you.”

      And there it was.

      “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “Who said you did?”

      “Luke implied it and the fact that you just happened to be here right when I’m leaving tells me you think I do, too.” I started up the sidewalk.

      Garrett jogged a few steps to catch up. “I can’t walk my sister to lunch?”

      “No.”

      Apparently he was going to walk me to lunch whether I liked it or not.

      I thought about telling him the same thing I’d told Luke—that I was going to the fire station to sneak in for a quickie with Levi. And then marching straight there, maybe even making good on my claim.

      But my mom was expecting me and she had Thomas with her.

      So I headed for the Copper Kettle Café, walking fast enough that Garrett had to hurry to keep up. He didn’t say anything else but he did peek inside the restaurant when we arrived. Mom was already there, seated in a booth near the front. He waved at her, as if handing off responsibility for me, and left.

      Jerk.

      The lunch rush had started and most of the booths and tables were full. The farmhouse décor was homey and inviting, with whitewashed wood and comfortable seats. The walls were adorned with landscape paintings, inspirational quotes, and a faded antique quilt that had supposedly been sewn by Lucille Haven—wife of one of the town founders—well over a hundred years ago. The whole place smelled like fried potatoes and toast, a combination that made my mouth water.

      Thomas stood on the bench seat next to my mom. She had her arm looped around his waist to keep him from jumping down and running around the restaurant. He wore a green shirt and jeans and a tuft of his dark blond hair stuck up in the back. Mom was dressed in a red sweater and the two of them looked a little bit Christmassy together.

      “Hey, Mom,” I said as I approached the booth. “Hi, buddy.”

      Mom let go of Thomas and he scrambled into my arms. I gave him a big hug and he squeezed me back.

      “Hi, Mommy.”

      My heart felt like it might burst. I loved him so much.

      I moved over to the other side of the booth and set him down. He scooted in and I shrugged off my coat before sitting.

      “How was your morning?” I asked.

      “We’ve been fine,” Mom said. “I let him eat a big bowl of goldfish crackers before we left, so I don’t know how hungry he’ll be.”

      I brushed his hair off his forehead and moved the crayons and paper children’s menu closer so he could reach. “That’s fine. I’ll get us something to share.”

      The waitress came over and took our orders. I didn’t bother looking at the menu. We came here all the time. I ordered a club sandwich with fries. Mom got the soup of the day and a side salad.

      When the waitress left, Mom sipped her water, then set down her glass. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I took a deep breath. I didn’t have to ask what she meant. It was the topic of the town, apparently. And I hadn’t had a chance to talk to her since my brothers had discovered the truth. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Levi.”

      She shrugged. “I can’t really blame you. Besides, I knew you must be seeing someone. I figured you’d tell me if it got serious.”

      “How did you know?”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Going to the beach for a craft fair? I know you love glitter and sequins but I wasn’t buying it.”

      “It wasn’t the worst excuse. Dad believed me.” I tapped my fingers on the table a few times. “Is he mad?”

      “Not at you.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means he’s processing the fact that his daughter is dating a Bailey.”

      “That’s very diplomatic language, Mom.”

      She smiled. “He’ll come around.”

      “Will he? Will anyone?  I’m pretty sure Luke came into work early so he could keep an eye on me. And Garrett just happened to be at the shop when I left and he walked me here, as if I needed an escort.”

      “I’m not surprised.”

      I rolled my eyes. “They do realize how not normal that is, right?”

      “No, I don’t think they do.”

      I groaned.

      “They love you. They don’t always know how to show it properly, but they do. You’re their baby sister. They just want to keep you safe.”

      “I don’t need them to keep me safe. Especially not from Levi.”

      “Perhaps not, but did you expect them to behave differently when they found out?”

      “No, I guess not. But that doesn’t mean I have to let them get away with it. How did you survive raising them?”

      Mom laughed softly. “Sometimes, I didn’t think I was going to. But they’re my boys.”

      I’d always appreciated how my parents hadn’t treated any of us differently, despite the fact that I was the only child they had together. Whether they were her biological sons or stepsons, to Mom, they were just her boys. It was the same with Dad. I stood out in our family because I was the youngest and the only girl, not because I was the one biological child of their marriage.

      The waitress came with our food and Thomas immediately went for my fries. Goldfish crackers and French fries weren’t exactly the stuff of a balanced diet, but I figured he ate well most of the time; he’d be okay.

      “What should I do?” I asked.

      “I take it you’re serious about this relationship?”

      “Very.”

      She blew on a spoonful of soup and took a sip. “Honestly? I don’t know. The feud is such a part of this town. Even newcomers almost always wind up on one side or another.”

      “But you and the ladies in your knitting group bridged the gap. That proves it’s possible.”

      “Stitch and Sip proves that the women of this town are willing to go around the men when we have to.”

      “But you consider them your friends, don’t you?”

      “Of course. Within the walls of the Knotty Knitter. But that’s like sacred ground. And I haven’t been to Stitch and Sip in quite a while.”

      “Because of Josiah.” It wasn’t a question.

      She paused. “Because I wasn’t sure how to manage the situation.”

      I picked at my sandwich while Thomas ate another fry. Clearly I got my diplomatic streak from her. “Why doesn’t anyone see how ridiculous this whole thing is? You shouldn’t have to miss out on seeing your friends.”

      “I agree. But eventually things will calm down. They always do. And then I will see them again.”

      “What does Dad think about Stitch and Sip?”

      “He prefers to know as little as possible. I think he pretends there aren’t any Baileys there.”

      “Isn’t it almost all Baileys?”

      She took a sip of soup and nodded. “Baileys or friends of the Baileys, yes.”

      “So he can turn a blind eye to that, but he’s struggling to accept that I’m with Levi.”

      “Well, let’s be fair. Sitting around knitting with a group of women once in a while isn’t quite the same as having a romantic relationship. I won’t be bringing the Stitch and Sip ladies home for Christmas dinner.”

      I flipped over the children’s menu so Thomas could color the other side. “Maybe you should. Give this town something else to talk about.”

      She laughed again. “It would cause a stir.”

      “What if that’s the problem? That no one is willing to cause a stir? Look at what happened with you. Things got tense and instead of sticking it out, you quit going to your knitting group. I’m not saying I blame you or that you’re wrong. I’m just saying the feud keeps going because we keep it going. The only way it’s ever going to change is if someone defies it and shows the rest of the town that it can be defied. The space time continuum won’t break down if Havens and Baileys stop hating each other.”

      She gazed at me for a long moment, a subtle smile on her lips.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “You’re right. That’s the only way things will change.”

      “But?”

      “Change is painful. I’m not going to tell you that you shouldn’t be with Levi Bailey. I am going to tell you that it won’t be easy.”

      “I know. But he’s worth it.”

      “We-vi?” Thomas asked and looked around.

      “Levi isn’t here right now,” I said.

      His brow furrowed, like this news displeased him, and he went back to scribbling on the menu.

      Thinking about Stitch and Sip had given me an idea. If the Knotty Knitter was sacred—and neutral—ground, I could cross enemy lines and maybe find some allies.

      We needed to cause a stir.
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      The Knotty Knitter’s windows glowed with warm light and the promise of crisp paper, tacky glue, and glitter. It was my favorite store in town, although I didn’t have many opportunities to shop there. Bringing a toddler to a craft store was asking for trouble. Plus, I had so much craft stuff already, it was hard to justify buying more.

      Mom had invited me to come with her to Stitch and Sip a handful of times but it had never worked out for me to join her. Plus, despite my love of crafting, I didn’t know how to knit or crochet. Mom had always assured me that wouldn’t matter and I’d be welcome anyway.

      A few months ago, I’d believed her. Tonight, I wasn’t so sure how welcome I’d be.

      “Go isside?” Thomas asked from the back seat. He was probably wondering why we were sitting in the parking lot.

      “Not now, buddy. Auntie Marigold is coming to pick you up.”

      I felt a slight pang of guilt. My mom had watched Thomas all day and now I was pawning him off on Marigold. Not that she minded. In fact, she’d insisted on not only watching him for a couple of hours so I could go to Stitch and Sip, but keeping him overnight so I could see Levi afterward.

      I had the best friends.

      Somehow I’d managed to ditch the unwelcome babysitters known as my brothers. Or maybe Mom had told them to back off. I couldn’t be sure. Either they hadn’t followed me here or they’d gotten exponentially better at hiding that they were following me.

      I had a feeling it was Mom.

      Marigold pulled into the parking spot next to me and got out. I gave her a big hug and thanked her again for watching Thomas. She assured me they’d have the best time together and I could pick him up in the morning. Her first client wasn’t until ten, so there’d be no rush. I put Thomas’s car seat in her car and handed over his backpack with everything he’d need for a stay with Auntie Marigold.

      After kissing Thomas goodbye—he was unusually smiley, but he loved his Auntie Mari—I took a deep breath and headed for the Knotty Knitter.

      I opened the door and held it for Mavis Doolittle, a petite elderly woman in a white knit hat and mauve coat. She had a canvas shopping bag hanging from her arm that bulged with her purchases.

      “Thank you, dear.” She stopped, her eyes widening. “Oh, it’s you.”

      Ordinarily, I would have assumed she was referring to my last name. Mavis Doolittle and her late husband had been friends with the Baileys, hence not on the Haven side. But considering how gossip flew through this town, I had a feeling she’d heard about me and Levi.

      “Hi, Mrs. Doolittle.” I hoped she didn’t want to stop to chat about my scandalous relationship.

      “Dear, I don’t blame you one bit. That Levi Bailey is one hunk of a man.”

      That was unexpected. I couldn’t help but smile. “Yes, he is.”

      “You’re a lucky young lady. Although I hope you’re not being too much of a lady, if you know what I mean.” She gave me a dramatic wink.

      I wasn’t quite sure what to say to that, although a memory of Levi taking me up against the wall in the Timberbeast Tavern flashed through my mind. “Um…”

      “Blow jobs, dear. They’re of critical importance.” She patted my arm, still talking as she shuffled by. “Such a lucky young lady to snag a man like that. Back in my day, I would have given her some stiff competition.”

      I watched her go, my mouth hanging open. Had she really just told me that blow jobs were of critical importance? Was that supposed to be sex advice?

      At least she hadn’t told me to stay away from him because I was a Haven. That was something.

      I went inside and let the door shut behind me. Christmas supplies still dominated the front of the store, the aisles overflowing with red, green, silver, and gold. Voices drifted from the back, so I headed in that direction. I stepped past a display of scrapbook paper and stickers and stopped, my stomach suddenly twisting with nerves. Stitch and Sip was in full swing, a small group of women gathered on a couch and in armchairs around a coffee table set with drinks.

      Their conversation came to an abrupt halt and all eyes were on me.

      Although I moved in a different circle from most of these women, thanks to the feud, Tilikum was a small town, so I knew who they were. And of course they knew me.

      Cara Goulding—Cara Bailey, now—sat sideways in an armchair, a drink perched in her hand. Her coppery red hair hung around her shoulders and her green eyes looked at me with curiosity. Grace Bailey seemed similarly curious but there was a softness to her expression that made her seem friendlier. Her blond hair was cut in a cute bob and she wore a shirt that said Mama Bear.

      Fiona Bailey, a relative newcomer to Tilikum, sat next to Grace on the couch. Her dark hair was braided and she had a septum piercing that was quite cute on her. Rumors had gone around town that she was a mail-order bride. Or a cult escapee. Or that she’d been raised in an underground bunker by extreme preppers who thought the world had ended. I didn’t know much about where she’d come from, but I seriously doubted any of those stories were even close to the truth.

      Wedged in the corner next to her was Skylar Bailey. She had straight dark hair, big brown eyes, and wore a pretty gray sweater and jeans with holes in the knees. I knew from my mom that she was a writer and everyone in town knew she’d just married Gavin Bailey. She must have been brave. Gavin had a reputation for being wild.

      There was only one other woman in the circle tonight. I was pretty sure her name was Tillie and she used to teach piano lessons.

      Cara’s lips twitched in a grin, her eyes still on me. “Oh, this is going to be good.”

      “Cara,” Grace said, with a slight mom-tone to her voice. “Be nice.”

      “Boo, why would you think I’d be anything but?” Cara’s smile widened. “Come on in. Iced tea?”

      “Sure.”

      She got up and gestured to her armchair. “Here, take my seat.”

      “Thanks.”

      I sat down on the edge of the chair while Cara poured me a drink from a stainless-steel pitcher. Skylar fidgeted with the yarn in her lap while Fiona stared at me openly, her eyes wide and lips parted. Grace elbowed her and she gasped.

      “Sorry,” Fiona said, and I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me or to Grace. “I don’t know why I’m so surprised to see you. Things have just gotten so weird around here lately. I’m Fiona, by the way. We’ve met before.”

      I smiled at her. “Of course. I remember.”

      Skylar lifted her hand in a little wave. “I’m Skylar. And this is Tillie Bailey-Linfield.”

      Tillie was older, probably in her sixties, and wore bright pink lipstick and wire rim glasses. She had a lap full of knitting and gave me a friendly smile. “We’re a smaller group tonight. And of course, we always welcome new members. Did you bring a project?”

      “Oh. No, I love crafting but I’m not great with yarn. My mom tried to teach me but I always seem to mess up.”

      “You and me both.” Cara handed me a tall glass garnished with a slice of lemon. I took a sip and almost coughed as the sweetness and bite of alcohol hit my tongue. I hadn’t expected a Long Island iced tea.

      Tillie glanced at Cara. “You’ve improved.”

      “That’s sweet of you, but we all know I’m hopeless. It’s fine, I’m okay with it.” Cara perched on the arm of the couch. “Is your mom here? Or just you tonight?”

      “Just me.”

      “Bold,” Cara said. “I like it.”

      “How is your mom?” Grace asked. “We haven’t seen her in a while.”

      “She’s fine. I think she’s felt a little weird about coming.”

      “Understandable, what with her family trying to take advantage of our family and everything,” Cara said, her voice flippant.

      “Cara,” Grace said again.

      “What?” Cara asked. “Are we really going pretend that isn’t a thing? I’m not saying it’s Marlene’s fault. Or Annika’s.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “It is a thing. For the record, I told them it was a terrible idea.”

      “So they didn’t send you in to negotiate?” Cara asked.

      “What?” I asked. “No.”

      “You don’t really think they’d do that, do you?” Fiona asked.

      Cara shrugged. “I don’t know. Out of loyalty to my boo, I’ve always followed the feud rules, which means the only Haven I’ve ever gotten to know is Marlene. She’s a doll, but for all I know, the rest of her family really is evil incarnate.”

      “We never said they were evil incarnate,” Grace said.

      “My brothers can be stubborn jerks, but they’re not evil,” I said. “And I’m not here because of the land deal.”

      “Stubborn.” Cara tapped her finger against her lips. “Who do we know who fits that description?”

      Fiona snort-laughed and clapped a hand over her mouth. Skylar smiled.

      Grace sighed. “I’m sure we’d all have to admit we’re familiar with that breed of male. Which is why, now that I think about it, I probably shouldn’t be surprised about you and Levi.”

      “He is a Bailey,” Cara said, as if that explained everything. “And he has the same DNA as my Bailey, which makes me feel a tiny bit sorry for you. But also not, because… you must know by now.” The look she gave me left no doubt as to what she was talking about.

      “Know what?” Tillie asked.

      “That Logan, and presumably Levi, have excellent di—”

      “Okay.” Grace nearly shoved Cara off the arm of the couch. “Tillie doesn’t need a detailed explanation.”

      “You’re no fun,” Cara said. “He does, though, doesn’t he? It’s okay, you can tell me.”

      My eyes flicked around the room. I was used to having blunt conversations about sex with my girlfriends, but I wasn’t sure if these women were friends, enemies, or something in between. So I met Cara’s gaze and gave her a quick nod.

      “See? I knew it. The magic Bailey dick strikes again.”

      “Oh. Goodness.” Tillie’s eyes widened.

      “Tillie, I’m sorry you had to be born a Bailey so you couldn’t marry one.” Cara swung her gaze back to me. Her expression changed, the playfulness in her eyes sharpening. “But magic dicks aside, why are you with Levi?”

      None of them seemed to balk at the directness of Cara’s question. There was no awkward laughter from Fiona or Skylar. Grace didn’t nudge Cara and remind her to be nice.

      They all wanted to know.

      I couldn’t blame them. Cara was right. Because of the feud, they didn’t know me. Therefore, they didn’t know whether or not they could trust me.

      “Because I fell in love with him,” I said. “I knew I shouldn’t. I knew it would be complicated. But I couldn’t help it. He’s… everything.”

      Cara sighed. “I was kind of hoping you wouldn’t answer that question so definitively and I could grill you about it a little more. But there you have it, ladies.”

      “Cara’s not trying to be rude,” Fiona said. “We’re just worried about Levi.”

      “None of us wanted to believe you were with him for nefarious or prank-related reasons,” Skylar said.

      “It’s okay, I get it. Believe me, I’m not with Levi as some kind of awful prank. And my brothers didn’t put me up to it. They’re furious with me for defying the feud.” I took a deep breath. “That’s why I’m here. I am defying the feud and I’m going to keep defying it. And this group is the closest thing to a feud-defying institution in this town. Or at least it used to be.”

      “Are you saying you want our help?” Grace asked, her voice full of skepticism.

      “It’s okay, my fluffy kitten.” Cara pet Grace’s hair. “It never hurt you to be friendly with Marlene. It won’t hurt to go against the feud for Levi.”

      “I can go against the feud,” Grace said, like she was mildly insulted. “It’s the guys who are having a hard time with it.”

      “Oh, Grace, my precious little bear cub. We all know you’re as invested in the feud as anyone. It was your way of belonging to the Bailey family when Asher was in prison.”

      Grace opened her mouth, then paused and closed it again. “I want to argue with you but you’re right. Still, don’t ever become a therapist.”

      “Goodness no. I’m too blunt. I’d ruin all my patients.”

      “Maybe we should remember why Stitch and Sip was founded in the first place,” Fiona cut in. “Annika is right, it’s the only feud-defying institution in Tilikum. And we can do big things. Look how great the masquerade ball turned out.”

      “I’m not sure how much it helped, but it was a lot of fun,” Skylar said.

      “Wait, you all organized the masquerade ball?” I asked. “I thought it was the historical society.”

      “Technically it was,” Fiona said. “But we stepped in and made sure both Baileys and Havens would be there. We thought it might help if everyone got together in a fun, social setting. And if the masks made it harder for people to realize who they were talking to, all the better. Maybe a Bailey and a Haven who wouldn’t normally talk to each other could strike up a conversation.”

      “That’s amazing,” I said.

      “It was a successful event,” Grace said. “Maybe we should see if the historical society wants to make it an annual thing.”

      “No, it’s amazing because it worked. The masquerade is when Levi and I got together. We’d been texting for ages but we never tried to meet in person. It was at the ball that he kissed me for the first time and everything spiraled from there.”

      Fiona gasped. “That’s so romantic.”

      “It really is,” Grace said.

      “I wonder if Logan knows that about the masquerade.” Cara got out her phone and started typing. “I have to tell him. He’ll be thrilled.”

      “Why?” Grace asked.

      “Oh, you know, his crazy obsession with finding Levi a wife. He convinced Levi to go to the masquerade, hoping he’d meet someone. He was so bummed when he thought it didn’t work.”

      “That’s strangely sweet,” Skylar said.

      Cara smiled as she finished typing. “Isn’t it? Those two are so weird but I kind of love it. I never had any siblings. Logan and Levi are fascinating, especially because they’re twins. They’re so different but so alike at the same time.”

      “You should have seen them when we were little,” Grace said. “They literally spoke their own language. No one had any idea what they were saying but they always understood each other.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” Cara said. “They still do that only it’s mostly chin tips and head nods. And that thing they do with their eyebrows.”

      A hint of sadness washed over me. I didn’t know that about Levi and his brother. Our relationship had progressed in isolation, without either of us having the chance to get to know each other’s families.

      That had to change.

      “I realize a relationship with me isn’t exactly what Logan had in mind for his brother,” I said.

      Cara lowered her phone. “Let’s just be blunt.”

      “Aren’t you always?” Grace asked.

      “Yes, yes I am. Our family isn’t against you being with Levi. But the boys aren’t exactly for it, either. I don’t think they’re convinced it’ll work, considering the seething hatred which seems to have infected the feud.”

      I sighed. “I know. It’s bad.”

      “Maybe everyone just needs time to get used to it,” Fiona said. “Things can change, can’t they?”

      “Maybe.” Cara tapped her lip again. “But it probably wouldn’t hurt to harness our collective power and speed that process along.”

      “How?” Fiona asked.

      “It’s simple,” Cara said cheerfully. “They stop being stubborn or they don’t get sex.”

      “Yeah, that will probably work,” Grace said.

      “It might when it comes to Levi and Annika’s relationship,” Fiona said. “But the feud itself is a bigger problem.”

      “Gav does still have that black eye,” Skylar said.

      I still didn’t know if my brothers were responsible for the attack on Gavin. I didn’t want to believe it had been them but with the way things had been lately, I couldn’t be sure.

      “I wish I could tell you that what happened to Gavin wasn’t us, but I haven’t had a chance to ask my brothers. I should have the other day when they were at my parents’ place, but I was a little preoccupied by the fact that I accidentally left my boudoir photos on the coffee table and they’d just realized who else was in them.”

      “You’re going to need to show those to me sometime,” Cara said.

      Grace lifted her hand. “Me too.”

      “But Annika is right,” Cara said. “We need to go back to our Stitch and Sip roots. The masquerade was fine, but we need to take it a step further and get our men on board. We can’t pave the way for Levi and Annika to be together on our own. We need them to be just as dedicated to the cause as we are.”

      “And if they don’t listen?” Fiona asked.

      “No sex.” Cara brushed her hands together, like the matter had been settled. “Once the Bailey men are on board with us, the feud is as good as over.”

      I wasn’t sure about that. The feud was too deeply ingrained in our families for a little sexual manipulation to make that kind of an impact. But it couldn’t hurt. And if this helped Levi’s brothers accept our relationship, that would take so much pressure off him. I wanted that for him. For us.

      And maybe my job would be to ensure that one Bailey brother was getting plenty of sex—a task I was more than happy to take on.
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      Headlights flashed outside my window as someone drove past. I glanced out. It looked like Logan was going home. He’d been next door at Asher’s for the last couple of hours, which wasn’t necessarily strange. What was strange was that Gavin had been there earlier. So had Evan. And none of them had parked in Asher’s driveway. They’d left their vehicles in front of my house but gone next door.

      Under normal circumstances, I’d have ignored them. Who knew what they were up to. But lately, nothing was normal. I’d practically pulled a muscle in my neck, jerking my head toward the window to look outside every time I heard a car—wondering if it was the Havens finally descending. I kept expecting them to show up, but so far, no sign of them.

      I wasn’t afraid of them. I wanted them to get their asses over here so we could finally have it out. I didn’t care if they all came at once. I’d take them all on. Fuck those guys.

      But the only notable events on our street since I’d come home this morning were the comings and goings of my brothers and a handful of neighbors slowing down as they drove by my house—probably looking to see if Annika was here.

      Fuck them, too.

      Except Mrs. Michaelson from across the street. She’d stopped by with a big pan of ravioli, as if I were in need of a hot meal. I knew she’d done it to be nosy. She’d spent a solid ten minutes on my doorstep asking questions about me and Annika before she’d handed me the dish. It had been annoying, but her cooking was so good, I wasn’t even mad.

      Hell, I would have started rumors about myself a long time ago if it meant Mrs. Michaelson would bring me food so she could ask nosy questions. That seemed like a fair trade.

      Although it wasn’t particularly late, I thought about going to bed early. I wasn’t tired, really. Just bored. Annika was busy tonight, which wasn’t a big deal, except it left me feeling like I didn’t have anything to look forward to.

      I grabbed my plate from the coffee table—I’d practically licked it clean—and took it to the kitchen. I rinsed it off and put it in the dishwasher, then put the leftover ravioli away. I’d have to bring the rest to the firehouse when I went on duty in the morning. Mrs. Michaelson had brought so much food, I’d never get through it all myself.

      A light tapping sound caught my attention. I paused, the fridge door still open. Had I heard something?

      I was probably being paranoid, but the thought of the Haven brothers sneaking into my backyard to break in to my house crossed my mind.

      Would they do something like that?

      It was probably just a stupid squirrel. They were constantly trying to get in.

      I shut the fridge and went to the sliding glass door at the back of the house. Flipped on the porch light. My backyard didn’t consist of much—just some grass, and shrubs that probably needed to be pruned. More than once, I’d gazed out there, imagining a fence and a big swing set with a playhouse for Thomas. I’d sketched out the whole thing—knew exactly how I’d build it. And there was plenty of space.

      It was going to happen. Annika and I were going to figure this out.

      I heard the tapping again but it sounded like it was coming from my room, or at least from that direction. There was a shrub next to the back door, blocking my view of that part of the yard, so I went to my room to see if there was anything out there.

      There it was again, coming from the window. I drew back the curtain, half expecting to see Zachary Haven trying to pry it open.

      It was a Haven, all right. But not Zachary. It was Annika.

      Smiling, she waved at me while I hurried to open the window.

      “What are you doing out there?” I asked.

      “I came over to surprise you, except the window’s locked.”

      I started to ask another question, but a gust of cold air blew inside. “Go to the back door. I’ll let you in.”

      She wrapped her arms around herself. “Yeah, it’s cold out here.”

      I hurried to the back door and opened it for her. She came in and I immediately hauled her against me, taking her mouth in a hard kiss.

      “I missed you,” I said against her lips, then kissed her again.

      “I missed you, too.”

      “Why were you at my window?” I closed the door.

      “Like I said, I wanted to surprise you.”

      “But why didn’t you just come to the front door? Everyone knows about us.”

      “My brothers are being psycho bodyguards. They keep following me everywhere. I think they’re taking shifts.”

      I glanced past her into the dark. “Did they follow you here?”

      “I don’t think so. I parked over at Marigold’s, then went through a bunch of backyards to get here. If your neighbors complain about a prowler, it was probably just me.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “I love that you’re here but it drives me crazy that we still have to sneak around.”

      She traced her finger down my chest. “I know, but it’s kind of hot, don’t you think?”

      It was hot, especially with the way her eyes blazed with undisguised desire.

      “You’re such a bad girl.” I slid my hand into her hair and tilted her head back. “You want to be bad with me, don’t you?”

      Her hand trailed down and she rubbed my cock through my sweats. “Oh yeah. So bad.”

      Grunting at her touch, I tightened my grip on her hair. “That’s it, naughty girl.”

      “Bedroom,” she breathed, squeezing me as if to emphasize her request.

      She didn’t have to ask twice.

      Grabbing her wrist, I hauled her into my room. I was about to start tearing off her clothes—and mine—when she took a step back.

      Her eyes locked with mine and she took off her coat, letting it drop to the floor. That simple move set me on fire, yet I couldn’t seem to move. Her heated gaze held me captive.

      I couldn’t wait to see what she was going to do next.

      With her eyes still on mine, she drew closer. Slowly. Her gaze dipped down, then back again, and her tongue darted out over her lips. A second later, her hands were under the waistband of my pants and she slid them down.

      My stiff erection jutted out between us and my breath was ragged. Her fingertips brushed the tip, then trailed down the shaft, her light touch driving me crazy.

      “Fuck, Annika.”

      With a smile, she lowered herself onto her knees in front of me.

      Oh fuck yes.

      Wrapping her hand around the base, she licked up the shaft, then swirled her tongue around the tip. I watched, marveling at how this woman could elicit such an explosion of sensation with just the tip of her tongue. She squeezed and I groaned again, both desperate for more and loving the agonizing slowness of her movements. The anticipation was killing me in all the best ways.

      “That’s my bad girl,” I growled.

      She smiled and licked me again, moaning her enjoyment. I slid my fingers through her hair and her gaze lifted to mine as she slid my cock into her mouth.

      My eyes rolled back. Fuck that felt so good. She drew me in, surrounding me with warm wetness. I opened my eyes to watch, and the sight of her mouth around me almost undid me right there.

      So fucking beautiful.

      With my hands in her hair, I guided her. Not to control her. Not to make her please me. We were in this together. I massaged her scalp in appreciation as she plunged down on me, taking me as deep as she could. Groaned my love for her as she drew me quickly toward climax.

      Pumping my hips, I watched my cock slide in and out of her mouth and listened to her moan. She picked up the pace and I followed her lead, grunting rhythmically.

      “Fuck, I love you.”

      She moaned again, the vibration rippling through my entire body. Part of me wanted to stop. To throw her on the bed and fuck her senseless—make her feel everything she was giving me.

      But her grip on my cock was iron and her mouth was relentless. She wanted this as much as I did.

      Pressure built fast as she drew me in and out. My muscles flexed, tension rising. I guided her, my grip on her hair tight but gentle. Controlling but sharing this with her.

      “You’re so hot, you dirty girl,” I growled. “I love seeing my cock in your mouth.”

      I wasn’t kidding. Annika Haven with her lips around my dick, taking it, sucking it, loving it—it was the hottest thing I’d ever seen.

      Almost at my breaking point, I jerked my hips, grunting hard. “Baby, I’m gonna come.”

      She doubled down, sliding her hand along the shaft, gripping me like a vice. My cock slid along the roof of her mouth, in and out, the heat and pressure almost too much to bear.

      My orgasm ripped through me, my cock pulsing in her mouth. I growled through it, coming down her throat, white hot pressure seizing me. I could hardly stand up. My back hit the wall and my vision went dark.

      I didn’t wait to recover. My cock slipped out of her mouth, I kicked off my pants, and went for her.

      “Your turn.”

      With rough hands, I tore off her shoes and pants, then turned her around and bent her over the side of my bed.

      I leaned in to growl in her ear. “Such a bad girl but you sucked my cock so good.” My hand slid over her ass cheek. “Should I punish you? Or reward you?”

      She let out a soft giggle. “Both.”

      “Good answer.”

      I yanked her panties down and smacked her ass.

      Hard.

      Her squeal was half laugh, half moan. I spanked her again, hard enough that my palm stung. Again. The sharp smack vibrated through both of us and she looked at me over her shoulder, her eyes hooded with lust.

      “Do it again. Spank me, Levi.”

      Fuck yes.

      I shifted to smack her other ass cheek, this time grabbing it before letting go. Her back arched and I did it again, enjoying the way she gasped and moaned.

      “You like that, don’t you, dirty girl?”

      “So much.”

      I slid my fingers between her legs. She was soaking wet, her soft skin slick. Her back arched harder at my touch.

      “You need to come, don’t you baby?”

      “Oh my god, yes,” she breathed. “Make me come.”

      “Your wish is my command, beautiful.”

      I flipped her over and pushed her legs open. Before she could even gasp another breath, I dove in to devour her.

      My tongue slid through her wetness, caressing her, searching out all her secret places. She tasted fucking amazing. I could have done this all night.

      She gasped when I found her clit. She’d been merciless with me, so I decided to return the favor. I flicked it with my tongue while she writhed beneath me, then sucked it until she was panting. Her fingers slid into my hair and she moaned so loud I wondered if my neighbors would hear.

      Fuck it. I hoped they did.

      I growled into her, savoring her taste. The way she flooded my mouth with her flavor. My cock stiffened but this was about her. I wanted to drive her as crazy as she’d driven me.

      Love her as hard as she’d loved me.

      Pushing her legs open wider, I went to work, licking and sucking. I felt her movements, listened to her moans, and did whatever made her get louder. My fingers dug into her thighs, my tongue lapped against her delicate skin. She let go of my hair and grabbed the sheets, like she had to hold on for dear life. I didn’t let up.

      I slid a finger inside her, groaning at her wetness. Her hips moved with me and I slipped in another finger, giving her pressure where she needed it. She cried out, bucking against me.

      She was losing control and I fucking loved it. I couldn’t get enough.

      “Levi,” she whimpered.

      I fingered her harder, flicking her clit with my tongue. She gasped and moaned, moving her hips faster. I was relentless, licking and sucking while she lost her mind.

      Her silky inner muscles clamped around my fingers and she cried out as she started to come. I rode the wave with her, refusing to stop. The thrill of getting her off with my mouth was almost as good as the orgasm she’d just given me.

      I licked and sucked until she went limp against the sheets, breathing hard.

      “Oh my fucking god,” she said. “What did you just do to me?”

      I wiped off my mouth on the back of my arm, still enjoying her taste on my lips. “Just loving you, beautiful. Just loving you.”

      Her eyes fluttered open and she smiled. “Me too. Was it good?”

      I climbed onto the bed next to her and propped my head on my arm. “Are you kidding? You almost knocked me off my feet.”

      “Good. I liked doing it.”

      “Me too. I love making you come.”

      She sighed out a long breath. “And you’re so good at it.”

      I gathered her in my arms, drawing her close against me. I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve her. It seemed like my life before—my life alone—was already a distant memory.

      But a sense of disquiet threatened my post-orgasm bliss. Obviously her brothers were trying to keep us apart. That would only get worse. And what were mine up to? Something was going on with them and I didn’t like not knowing what it was.

      A sinking feeling in my gut told me this was going to get worse before it got better.
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      The cue ball rolled across the pool table and smacked into the five with a sharp click. Evan scowled as if he could intimidate it into the side pocket. His angry look didn’t work—the ball rolled to a stop with at least six inches to go—and he stepped back to let Gavin take his turn.

      Evan’s surly face was normal for him, but Gavin’s grumpy-ass mood was out of character. His brow seemed to have been creased in a permanent furrow, making him look a lot more like Evan than he usually did. He took his shot, missed, and practically threw the cue at the wall.

      “Nice shot, broflake,” Logan grumbled under his breath.

      “You wanna take this outside?” Gavin asked.

      Normally I would have assumed that was a joke, but he didn’t seem like he was kidding.

      Logan ignored him and got up to take his turn. He shot me a glare, although I had no idea why.

      “What?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer.

      Asher sat on a stool nearby, sulking into his beer. His leg shook, like he was agitated about something.

      Since all five of us were here, we were playing a game of cutthroat, a version of pool for multiple players. It was usually fun, but my brothers were in rare form. Worst moods ever. Instead of brotherly competitiveness, our game had degenerated into surly looks and grumbled swear words. I’d tried asking them what their problems were but none of them had answered me. Just a lot of muttered nothings.

      The atmosphere in the Caboose matched mine more than theirs. Hank had put up a random assortment of Christmas decorations—garland around the train tracks and a little Christmas tree with blinking lights on the bar. Two couples played on the table next to us, the girls all smiles and the guys clearly enjoying the show as their women bent over the table to take their shots.

      The dark cloud of grumpiness had parked itself over our section of the bar, leaving everyone else in apparent happiness.

      Logan missed, motioned for me to take my turn, and slouched onto a stool.

      They could wallow in whatever shit they were in tonight. I felt great and I wasn’t going to let them get me down.

      Whistling, I made my way to the table and took my shot. I sank the three in the corner pocket, eliminating Asher’s last ball. That meant he was out.

      He didn’t seem to care. He watched the ball go in, rolled his eyes, and took a pull from his beer.

      “Kicking your asses isn’t very satisfying when you’re being such grumpy bastards.” I sank Evan’s last ball and he was out.

      Evan just grunted.

      I took care to line up my next shot. Logan had two balls left on the table and both would be easier to sink than Gavin’s. At this point, I wanted to get the game over with so I could send my grumpy brothers home. Their wives could deal with them. I certainly didn’t want to.

      “Fuck,” Logan said when I sank his second ball.

      I made short work of Gavin’s but he didn’t so much as swear at me.

      “As not fun as this has been, I’ll still take your money.” I held out my hand. They each dug out their wallets and slapped a bill into my palm.

      Gavin started racking the balls. “Another game? I’m outta cash but I’m good for it.”

      I gave him the side eye. “I’m out. You guys are too pissy tonight.”

      “I’m not pissy,” Gavin said, in the pissiest voice I’d ever heard come out of his mouth.

      “Yeah, you are.” Whistling again, I grabbed my coat off a chair. “I’m going home before your shit moods rub off on me.”

      Gav narrowed his eyes at me. “Is that glitter on your neck?”

      I rubbed my neck and looked at my hand. He was right, there was glitter. I couldn’t help but chuckle. Annika said glitter got all over everything no matter how careful she was. Not that I minded. She could get glitter on me all she wanted and I didn’t care who noticed.

      “What are you so happy about?” Asher asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “What are you so pissed about?” Gavin asked, turning to Asher. “He’s right, you’re in a total shit mood.”

      Asher glared at him. “So are you. What’s your problem?”

      “Nothing.” Gavin crossed his arms.

      Evan glanced around, like he was waiting to be asked why he was in such a bad mood tonight. No one did.

      “What about you?” I asked him. “Also nothing?”

      “No, I’m fucking hard up,” Evan said, easing onto a stool. “My wife’s holding out on me.”

      “No shit?” Gavin asked. “So is Skylar.”

      “Then why did you say nothing was wrong?” Evan asked.

      “I didn’t want to admit it,” Gavin said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

      “You guys too?” Asher asked. “Grace is driving me up the wall. Ever since she started saying no, it’s like everything she does gets me going. I had to get out of the house.”

      “At least Grace isn’t trying to drive you nuts,” Logan said. “Cara made it her mission to make me insane. She walked out of the shower this morning, dripping fucking wet, and wouldn’t let me touch her. Just stood there with her hands on those damn hips. And her tits are unbelievable right now. They would be anyway, but I’m pretty sure she waited to feed Broderick just so her weapons would be fully loaded.”

      “So it’s not just Fiona?” Evan asked.

      Asher shook his head. “I’d bet money they’re all in on it together.”

      “No shit they are,” Logan said. “I could have told you that.”

      My gaze swept over my brothers. “None of your wives will sleep with you?”

      They all cast sheepish glances at each other, followed by a chorus of muttered noes.

      “Why?”

      Their eyes flew toward me.

      “What?” I asked. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Uh, yeah you did,” Gavin said. “You started dating a Haven.”

      “What does Annika have to do with it?”

      Logan looked at me like that was the dumbest question he’d ever heard. “What doesn’t she have to do with it?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Cara said that until you and Annika can be a couple out in the open, her legs are closed,” Logan said.

      “Fiona, too.” Evan crossed his arms.

      “Yep,” Gavin said, staring at me as if that were somehow my fault.

      “I should have known,” Asher said. “Of course they came up with this together. Fucking Stitch and Sip.”

      Logan nodded. “It was right after Stitch and Bitch that this whole thing started.”

      Oh, shit. Annika had gone to Stitch and Sip last Monday. She hadn’t told me much about it and I hadn’t asked a lot of questions. Once she’d assured me everyone had been nice to her, I hadn’t worried about it. The way she talked made it sound like girl stuff that wasn’t my business.

      “Don’t blame me.” I put my hands up in a gesture of surrender. “I didn’t have anything to do with it.”

      “Let’s be honest,” Logan said. “It was probably Cara’s idea.”

      “I don’t know why this is our responsibility,” Gavin grumbled.

      “They’re not serious, right?” Evan asked, the slightest hint of panic in his voice. “They don’t really expect us to fix this before we get sex again.”

      My brothers glanced around at each other, their discomfort written on their faces.

      Suddenly I had a new affection for my sisters-in-law.

      Evan pulled out his phone and his brow furrowed as he read something. “We might have a problem.”

      “We already know we have a problem,” Logan said.

      “No, I mean another problem.”

      “Where?” Asher asked.

      “Here.”

      “No shit?” Asher straightened. “How many?”

      “All five.”

      “That’s idiotic,” Gavin said. “Why would they come now? We’ll mop the floor with them.”

      “You do remember that one of them is a sheriff’s deputy, right?” Logan asked.

      “What does that mean?” Gavin asked. “They can kick our asses and we can’t fight back?”

      “What the hell is going on?” I asked.

      Evan glanced around, avoiding my eyes, and I realized whatever was going on wasn’t new. And they hadn’t kept me in the loop.

      “Is there shit going down that I don’t know about?” I asked.

      “Duh,” Logan said. “Everyone found out a Bailey is boinking a Haven. Of course there’s shit going down.”

      I stepped closer and my voice went low. “Don’t talk about her like that.”

      He put up his hands. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just saying, we’ve been busting our asses to keep you out of trouble. Show a little appreciation, bromeo.”

      Things were making slightly more sense. “Is that why you guys keep parking outside my house? Are you standing guard or something?”

      “Yes, and it’s fucking exhausting,” Logan said. “Fortunately, Gavin convinced Chief to make sure one of us is always on duty with you.”

      “What the hell?” I asked.

      “It’s only a matter of time before they do something,” Evan said. “We figured they’d try to get to you when you were alone. If they’re on their way over here, I don’t know what the fuck they’re doing.”

      “How do you know where they are? Do you have someone spying for you?”

      Evan shifted uncomfortably. “Not exactly. It’s more like professional courtesy.”

      “Luke said he’d give Evan advance warning if he could,” Asher said.

      “But that’s it,” Evan said. “It’s not like we’re friends. If they want to throw down, he’ll probably come after me first.”

      I put my coat down on a stool, a sense of resolve pouring through me. “So the Haven brothers are on their way over here. Why are you guys acting like this is a bad thing? Maybe this is what we need. We can have it out once and for all, kick their asses, and put it to rest.”

      “Two problems with that, brochacho.” Logan held up two fingers. “One, I don’t want to spend the night in jail and we all know if Jack catches us brawling, he’ll haul us in. Two, whether or not we get caught, my wife will kill me. I’m actually more afraid of that than jail, to be honest.”

      “If the Havens are heading over here right now, they’re obviously not afraid of jail,” I said.

      “Most of them still live with the reckless abandon of being single dudes,” Logan said. “Plus, Asher can’t engage, no matter what happens, so it’s four on five.”

      “Don’t be an ass,” Asher said. “I’m not standing on the sidelines.”

      “Yes, you are,” Evan said. “You should go home now.

      Asher’s face hardened and his fists clenched. They were right, if the Havens wanted to fight, Asher couldn’t be involved. With his record, if he was caught fighting again, he could get in serious trouble.

      There was no way I was letting that happen. I took a step toward him. “Ash. Go home.”

      “No.”

      “Come on, man,” I said. “If one of us has to drag you out of here, it’ll be three on five. None of us like those odds.”

      “Fuck that,” Gavin said. “Logan, get Ash home. We can take those dicks.”

      “Why am I the expendable one?” Logan asked. “If shit hits the fan, you guys need me.”

      “So does your son,” Evan said.

      “What do we think this is, gang warfare?” I asked. “They’re not coming over here to murder us.”

      My brothers exchanged glances, like they weren’t so sure about that.

      This was getting ridiculous. “Look, they’re pissed at me for dating their sister. Maybe they even want to kick my ass over it. Fine. But these are the Havens. The same guys who let goats loose in the parking lot outside and put raspberry jam on the door handles to all our cars.”

      “Things are different now,” Evan said.

      “Yeah, but it’s not like they’ll have switchblades in their pockets.”

      “Regardless.” Asher stood, his back straight, and his tone carried the full weight of his oldest brother authority. “We shouldn’t let anything go down here. If they want a confrontation, let’s lead them somewhere else.”

      “The arena,” Gavin said. “Less chance of interruptions out there too.”

      I let out a long breath. Asher was right, we needed to get away from the Caboose. If a fight did break out, I didn’t want to do damage to anything but a Haven’s face. Zachary’s if I had a choice.

      But the arena? It was a spot off an old dirt road where my brothers and I would settle our disagreements—with fists. But I didn’t know if leading the Havens away from civilization—and law enforcement—would make this better or worse.

      Probably worse.

      It felt like I was on a train, racing toward a cliff with no bridge. The track ended up there somewhere and we’d go careening off the edge.

      But at this point, the brakes were out. We couldn’t have stopped it if we’d wanted to.
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      The waitress brought two glasses of Salishan Cellars wine. I’d ordered it because of the name—Cookie. It also felt like a small act of defiance. Grace Bailey was related to the Miles family, the owners of the winery, and although technically they weren’t involved in the feud, they were connected to the Baileys through Grace. It made me want to start buying their wine and leaving it out at my parents’ house for my dad and brothers to notice.

      I took a sip. It was delicious.

      Maybe I’d do just that.

      The second glass was for Marigold. We’d decided to meet for a drink and appetizers but she’d texted to let me know she was running late and asked me to order for her. Mom and Dad were home with Thomas, who was already tucked into bed, and Levi was hanging out with his brothers tonight.

      Although tensions were still running high between our families, the three of us had been spending as much time together as we could. It was amazing to see the bond already forming between Thomas and Levi.

      I peeked at my phone to see if Marigold had texted again, but I didn’t have any new messages. The waitress came back with our bruschetta and I wondered if I should have waited longer to order.

      The restaurant was quiet tonight, about half-full. The last time I’d been here, it had been with Kade. It felt like a lifetime ago. Had there really been a time when I let my brothers set me up on a date?

      A time when Levi and I were still convinced we couldn’t be together?

      Granted, it hadn’t been easy. Rumors were still flying around town—everything from we’d eloped in Vegas to I was pregnant. Someone had actually stopped me today to ask when the baby was due—and if I’d be brave enough to list the father on the birth certificate.

      It was ridiculous.

      At least they hadn’t suggested someone else for me to date. That was something.

      The door opened but it wasn’t Marigold. Harold and Lorraine Montgomery came in, both dressed in wool coats and matching crimson scarves. Lorraine’s eyes met mine and she smiled. I gave a little wave.

      Instead of following the host and her husband to their table, Lorraine detoured toward me.

      “Don’t you look nice tonight,” she said.

      I glanced down at my sweater. “Thanks. I like your scarf.”

      “Thank you. I won’t keep you.” Her eyes flicked to Marigold’s spot. “You’re obviously busy. I just thought I’d say hello. I haven’t seen you at the library recently.”

      “I guess it has been a while since I brought Thomas for story time.”

      She shrugged. “It’s a busy time of year. How have you been?”

      Her question was slightly odd, considering she must know about me and Levi. Maybe that was what she meant—how have you been, considering your love life is essentially front page news?

      “I’ve been okay. Sometimes life in Tilikum is… interesting.”

      She glanced at Marigold’s spot again. “It certainly is.”

      I wondered what Lorraine thought about a Haven dating a Bailey. The Montgomery family had always maintained feud-neutrality. They cited their ancestor, Ernest Montgomery’s friendship with the other two town founders—Frederick Bailey and Arthur Haven—as their reason for staying out of it. But everyone knew the Montomerys sometimes low-key helped one side or the other with pranks. They just kept quiet about it.

      Did Lorraine care that I was dating Levi? Did her Montgomery neutrality extend to a Haven-Bailey relationship? Her expression gave nothing away.

      Before I could ask—although I wasn’t quite sure how to ask that question—Marigold swept in through the front door bringing a blast of chilly air with her. She came over to the table and gave Lorraine a friendly smile.

      “Hi. Oh my gosh, I’m sorry I’m so late.” She unbuttoned her very cute pink wool coat and draped it on the back of her chair. “Mindy Jones thought she’d booked me for full color but I only had her down for a haircut. But honestly? She needed the color. I couldn’t send her out of the salon without it. I hurried as best I could without compromising what turned out to be an absolutely gorgeous balayage.”

      “I should get to my table,” Lorraine said. “Have a nice evening, ladies.”

      “You too,” I said.

      “Good night,” Marigold said with a smile and took her seat. “Wow, she’s much nicer outside the library than she is when you’re in there, isn’t she?”

      “I suppose she is. Although she’s nice to the kids when she does story time.”

      “That’s good at least.” Mari shivered. “Sorry, I was just remembering how scared I was of her when I was in high school. I spent so much time at the library when I was doing my senior project. She was terrifying. Anyway, I really am sorry for being so late.”

      “It’s not a big deal. Try the wine. It’s amazing.”

      She took a sip. “You’re right, this is great. So, should I congratulate you on the twins you’re expecting or offer my condolences?”

      “Condolences for what? The false rumors of a pregnancy?”

      “No, your dad. Apparently when he found out you were dating a Bailey, he fell over dead.”

      I gaped at her. “What an awful thing to say.”

      “I know.”

      “And twins? Who said I was having twins?”

      She took another sip of wine. “Does it matter?”

      “Not really.”

      “So how are you holding up? I can’t imagine it’s any fun being the news of the moment.”

      “I’m okay. I could live without all the staring. But at least we’ve been able to spend time together without sneaking around. He and Thomas are so cute together, I could die. Like the other day, they spent hours building block towers together and knocking them over.”

      “That’s adorable. How’s the family handling it?”

      “About how you’d think.”

      “So your mom is super cool, your dad is pretending it isn’t happening, and your brothers are being obnoxiously overprotective?”

      “You know us so well.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, well, we’ve been friends since kindergarten.”

      “Speaking of friends, has Isabelle sent you proof of life recently?”

      “No, but I did catch a glimpse of her yesterday. I think she was going to the hardware store. But you know how it is. She doesn’t stop until new year’s.”

      “We should try to talk her into a spa day in January. Or a wine tasting. That might be more her thing.”

      “Definitely wine. Although if you can talk her into the spa, I’m all in. You know she’d love a facial if she got over herself and just got one.”

      My phone vibrated through my purse so I pulled it out. “I just want to make sure this isn’t Mom. She’s home with Thomas.”

      “No worries,” Marigold said brightly.

      It wasn’t from Mom. It said Cara Bailey.

      Since when did I have Cara’s number?

      That was weird. I opened her text.

      Cara: Hey pretty snowflake. I added myself to your contacts at Stitch and Bitch in case we ever had a problem. Which we do.

      Me: What’s wrong?

      Cara: Your brothers were spotted heading for the Caboose. All of them.

      The Caboose? That was where Levi and his brothers were.

      Oh.

      Oh no.

      Me: I’m on my way.

      Cara: We’ll meet you there.

      “Mari, I’m so sorry but I have to go.” I shoved my phone in my purse and gathered up my coat. “My brothers might be about to do something stupid.”

      “Do you want me to come?”

      “That’s okay, I can handle it. I’ll text you when I know what’s going on.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll get this.” She gestured to the wine and appetizer. “You go keep those Haven boys out of jail.”

      “Thanks, honey. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      I rushed out of the restaurant and got in my car. By the time I turned on the engine, I had another text.

      Cara: They’re on the move. I’m sending you the location.

      The pin on the map looked like it was in the middle of nowhere. Where were they going? I set it as the location and turned on navigation.

      I didn’t stop to ask Cara how she knew where my brothers were or why they were going to some random spot that was probably down a dirt road. I’d figure out the details later.

      For now, I just wanted to stop them from doing something stupid.
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      A train of vehicles bumped along the dirt road leading to the arena. We’d gone out to the Caboose parking lot and waited for the Havens to show up. Without words, we’d acknowledged that this was happening, and they’d followed us out here.

      My heart thumped and a buzz of adrenaline filled my veins. I probably shouldn’t have been looking forward to this, but I was. My sense of resolve had hardened into steel. I was going to stand up for my woman—tell them, in no uncertain terms, that she was mine. If they wanted to fight over it, fine. Fuck it. We’d fight.

      And we’d win.

      Logan parked his new Explorer on the dirt near the boundaries to the arena. His old one had been totaled in Cara’s accident. Annika swore her brothers weren’t responsible and I believed her—in the sense that I believed she believed that. She wouldn’t lie to me.

      But what if she was wrong? If her brothers were responsible, would they have told her the truth?

      Anger over Cara’s car accident—when she’d been fucking pregnant—fed my rage. Maybe it hadn’t been the Havens, but something was going on in this town. The fire. Cara’s accident. That guy who attacked Gavin. Was this all the product of the feud gone too far?

      How had it come to this?

      I stepped out into the cold night air, my body both relaxed and ready. My fists flexed and I rolled my shoulders while my brothers, and Annika’s, got out of our vehicles. The sound of car doors shutting, one after another, echoed in the stillness.

      Headlights bathed the clearing with light. We formed two lines, facing each other. Josiah stood in the middle, narrowing his eyes at us, with Luke and Garrett on his left. Zachary flanked him on his right, followed by Theo. They stood shoulder to shoulder, dressed in winter coats and jeans. Garrett wasn’t in his deputy uniform.

      Tonight was feud business. Day jobs didn’t matter.

      Zachary took off his coat and tossed it aside. I did the same. It was probably close to freezing but I didn’t feel it. The hot coal of anger burned, warming me from the inside.

      Ultimately, it was these men who stood in my way. The rest of the town could fuck off, but these guys were her family. The ones she cared about. I was this close to having everything I’d ever wanted, and if I had to go through them to get it, that was what I’d do.

      Out of nowhere, the shrill whine of a car alarm cut through the silence—and the growing tension. We all looked around, wondering what the hell was happening.

      “Sorry.” Logan pointed his key fob at his Explorer. He pressed a button but it didn’t stop. The headlights flashed in a steady rhythm and the alarm blared.

      “Dude, really?” I muttered.

      “Fuck off, it’s new.” Logan pressed a button again and it finally stopped, the ensuing silence filling the space like a gust of wind.

      Gavin started to laugh, then coughed to cover it.

      For a second, I wondered if we were all going to burst out laughing. Flickers of amusement crossed the Haven’s faces. Logan sighed as he shoved his keys back in his pocket, as if his SUV was an unruly toddler who never listened to him.

      The moment passed. A heartbeat later, faces went stony, and those hard glares all landed on me.

      Here we go.

      Josiah stepped forward. “I think we all know why we’re here.”

      I took a step, claiming responsibility. “We do.”

      “You crossed a line, Bailey,” Josiah said. “Unspoken rules are still rules and you violated the most sacred of all of them.”

      “Oh fuck that,” Gavin said. “Who stepped over the line first? It wasn’t us, assholes. It was you.”

      “Retaliation is one thing, but you never should have gotten our sister involved,” Luke said.

      Retaliation? That’s what they thought this was? I wanted to dive at him and smash his face in, but before I could make a move, Logan spoke up.

      “That’s low, even for you, Haven. Levi isn’t with your sister to get back at you. He’s with her because he’s into her. I think we can all agree he’s nuts, but sometimes love makes a guy crazy.”

      “Not that crazy,” Zachary said.

      “What would you know about it?” Gavin asked. “You have a girl at home waiting for you? Didn’t think so.”

      “Fuck off,” Zachary shot back.

      This wasn’t going to get us anywhere.

      “What the fuck are we doing out here?” I asked. “What do you guys want?”

      Josiah cast a glance at his brothers, as if confirming that they were all on the same page. “We want to make a deal.”

      “What deal?”

      “We’ll withdraw the offer on your gram’s land. It’s fucking stupid because unless you guys come up with a miracle, it’s still going to go to auction, but we’ll bow out. We won’t buy it.”

      Asher spoke up. “What do you want from us?”

      The Haven brothers’ eyes swung to me again. I knew what Josiah was going to say before he said it.

      “You break it off with Annika.”

      Arms caught me on both sides before I was even aware that I’d tried to launch myself at him. I was acting on pure animal instinct. It was as if he’d just threatened Annika’s life and I’d do anything to stop him from hurting her.

      “Fuck you,” I ground out through gritted teeth, struggling against Evan’s grip on one side, Logan’s on the other.

      “Look man, you know this isn’t going to end well.” It was Theo this time, his tone that of a coach to his players. “There’s no way a Haven-Bailey relationship can go the distance.”

      “We’re just trying to protect our sister,” Garrett said.

      “Also, we hate you,” Zachary added. “So there’s that.”

      Josiah rolled his eyes. “Not helping, Z.”

      “No.” Asher’s voice surprised me. Not just that he’d spoken up, but his tone had a clear message of finality, that single word uncompromising.

      “He’s not breaking up with her,” Evan said from my left.

      Logan still held me on my right, although I’d stopped struggling. “Not a chance.”

      “You can take your deal and shove it up your ass,” Gavin said.

      I relaxed and Evan and Logan let me go. I still wanted to punch Josiah—and Zachary—in the mouth. But the fact that my brothers had my back kept me calm.

      This was what we did. What we’d always done, since we were little.

      Straightening, I rolled my shoulders. “No deal. And it’s insulting to both me and your sister that you’d even suggest it.”

      “Good,” Zachary said. “Insulting is what we were going for.”

      “Z, shut up,” Josiah said.

      “Seriously, what are you guys thinking?” I asked. “In case you hadn’t noticed, Annika is a grown woman. You can’t make deals behind her back that affect her life. That’s messed up.”

      “We’re just looking out for her,” Luke said. “Even if you are serious about her, how would that work? You’re the asshole setting her up for a broken heart.”

      “If we can stop that from happening,” Josiah said, “we’re going to.”

      “And if I called her right now and told her it’s over, you don’t think that would break her heart?” I asked.

      “Better now than later,” Garrett said. “There’s no point in continuing a relationship with the wrong guy.”

      “You guys don’t get it,” I said. “I’m not the wrong guy. I’m the right guy because I fucking love her. No one is going to stand in our way. You don’t think a Haven can be with a Bailey and make it work because you don’t know anything about loving someone. Really loving them. I’ll do anything for her—give up everything if I have to. I’ll fight every last one of you for her if that’s what it takes.”

      “That’s a deal we can all agree on.” Zachary moved forward, rolling up his sleeves. “Let’s do this.”

      Josiah and Theo both swung an arm across Zachary’s chest, stopping him in his tracks. Evan and Logan grabbed me again, but I wasn’t taking the bait.

      “This is a waste of time,” I said. “You guys should withdraw your offer on Gram’s land because it’s the right thing to do, not as some kind of manipulative bullshit to keep me away from your sister. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “That’s it,” Zachary said. “I’m done with this guy.”

      Chaos broke out. Zachary lunged at me. Josiah and Theo grabbed him but he had too much momentum. Evan and Logan seemed to hesitate for a split second, as if deciding whether to hold me back or get ready to fight. Luke’s expression went from surprise to resolve and Garrett flexed his fists, his eyes scanning the line of Baileys in front of him, as if deciding which one to go after first.

      A new set of headlights flashed in the clearing and a car skidded to a stop. A horn blared, but this time, it wasn’t Logan’s alarm randomly going off.

      Annika jumped out of her car. “Stop. All of you.”

      Something in her voice cut through the violence about to break out and we all froze. Even Zachary.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” She marched over to stand in between the two lines of men. She put her hands on her hips and faced her brothers. “What is this?”

      “How did you know where we were?” Luke asked.

      “That’s not important,” she said. “What are you doing?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Josiah said.

      “Too late for that. Because it looks like you were about to start a brawl. Do I have that about right?”

      “We weren’t starting shit,” Zachary said.

      “Actually, you really were,” Theo said.

      “Yeah, but it’s not my fault.” Zachary pointed at me. “He’s the one who’s messing with our sister.”

      “Your sister, who is a grown woman and can date whoever she chooses?” Annika’s tone was sharp. “Or did you forget that I’m not sixteen anymore.”

      “We’re just trying to protect you,” Josiah said. “You’re going to get hurt. We don’t want that to happen.”

      “Why do you assume I’m going to get hurt?”

      “Because you’re a Haven,” Josiah said. “And he’s—”

      “Oh my god, yes, we know,” Annika said. “He’s a Bailey. Wow, I had no idea.”

      “Annika, you can’t keep pretending that isn’t a problem,” Luke said. “And he should have known better to put you in this position.”

      “No, you should have known better than to think you can control my life. This is unbelievable.”

      “Wait until you hear how they tried to make a deal to get Levi to break up with you,” Gavin said.

      Oh for fuck’s sake. Leave it to Gav to have no filter.

      Annika glanced over her shoulder at him, her eyes full of fire. “What deal?”

      “I probably shouldn’t have said that.”

      “No, tell me.”

      He opened his mouth but Josiah answered. “We said we’d rescind our offer on the land if…”

      She slowly turned her face toward him. “If what?”

      Josiah took a deep breath. “If Levi breaks things off with you.”

      “What?” she shrieked.

      Another car pulled up and suddenly there were Bailey women everywhere. Grace ran to Asher and put her hands on his chest, gently forcing him to take a few steps back. Fiona and Skylar stood on either side of Annika, as if to create more of a barrier between the feuding families. Cara sauntered into the center, put her hands on her hips, and eyed us all like she was deciding whether to be irritated or amused.

      “What’s going on?” Grace asked.

      “Nothing.” Asher gently held her wrists. “We were just having a conversation.”

      “In the arena?” she asked.

      “How does she know about the arena?” Gavin asked.

      “We all know about the arena,” Cara said. “Was it supposed to be a secret?”

      Logan threw his arms up in the air. “You knew? Yes, it’s supposed to be a secret.”

      “More importantly,” Josiah said, his brow furrowing deeply, “how did you know where to find them?”

      Fiona pulled out her phone and held it up. “I have an app.”

      Zachary snickered at Evan. “She has an app that spies on you?”

      “Fuck off,” Evan said. “I like knowing where she is.”

      “Yeah, it’s actually really convenient,” Logan said.

      “You guys have it too?” Gavin grinned, as if this were exciting news. “I love it. We’re always like hey, you’re at the Quick Stop, can you bring home some popcorn?”

      “Exactly.” Asher brushed the hair back from Grace’s face. “And when I’m thinking about her I can open it and see where she is and it’s kind of like I’m there.”

      “Yeah, man.” Evan nodded solemnly. “That’s a thing.”

      Fiona sidled up to Evan and put her arms around his waist. “You’re so cute, especially when you’re trying not to be.”

      “What the fuck is even happening?” Zachary looked around, his expression bewildered.

      “What’s happening is that your sister is furious with you,” Annika said. “And you’re all going to stop acting like jackasses and quit meddling in my life.”

      Her brothers exchanged guilty glances and even Zachary looked chastened. With mumbled sorries, they backed up.

      I let out a breath. Adrenaline still buzzed through my veins but it looked like things weren’t turning ugly tonight. I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or disappointed.

      Bit of both.

      Annika met my eyes, her expression full of fire. And just like that, I knew exactly what I needed to do.

      At the masquerade, I’d decided to defy the feud.

      But now? It was time to go all in. Time to turn Tilikum upside down.

      They weren’t going to know what hit them.

      And neither was Annika.
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      The Timberbeast parking lot wasn’t just full, it was packed. It was their first night reopening after the bogus health department reports and half of Tilikum seemed to have come out to celebrate.

      The Haven half, to be specific.

      I parked on the street and got out into the cold. It had snowed earlier today, leaving a glistening white sheen over the town. The frigid air bit at my skin, so I hurried to the entrance.

      A night out at a tavern—even this tavern—wasn’t exactly high on my list. But my brothers had basically begged me to come. I knew they were trying to make peace after their stunt with Levi and his brothers the other night. And yeah, I was still mad. But I didn’t want to fight with them forever. The last thing this town needed was another feud. So despite the part of me that kind of wanted to hold a grudge, here I was.

      Still, I was going to make them work for it.

      Someone came out as I approached the entrance. Warmth and noise spilled out into the darkness. He held the door for me and I ducked inside, glad to get out of the cold.

      The bar was jammed with people and everyone seemed to be having a great time. Groups clustered around tables, others played pool, and I saw Zachary playing darts with some friends. Voices almost drowned out the rock music playing in the background, although I could hear the low beat beneath the rest of the noise.

      My eyes immediately went to the spot near the bathrooms.

      The spot.

      Tingles ran down my spine and burst between my legs. Levi had promised that every time I came in here, I’d remember.

      Did I ever.

      I still couldn’t quite believe I’d done that. But it had been so good. And so bad.

      So very, very bad.

      Giving myself a little shake, I tried to let go of the memory of Levi fucking me up against the wall, and looked for the rest of my brothers.

      My sister-in-law Taylor caught my eye, but she wasn’t with Garrett. She was talking to some guy I didn’t know and by the look on her face—and his—they weren’t just chatting. He was flirting with her.

      A sick feeling stole over me. Where was Garrett? He either wasn’t here, or he didn’t see her. He put up with a lot from her but he wouldn’t have stood for his wife letting another man flirt with her.

      I was having a more and more difficult time not hating Taylor.

      On a whim, I marched over to her. I never interfered with my brothers’ lives or relationships but they certainly didn’t give me the same courtesy. So screw it.

      “Hi, Taylor.” I had to raise my voice to be heard over the din. “Have you seen Garrett?”

      The guy was dressed in a worn sweatshirt and jeans, and held a beer clutched in one hand. He eyed me with irritation.

      I turned to him, meeting his annoyed gaze. “Garrett’s her husband.”

      Taylor’s mouth dropped open and she put her hands on her hips. The venom in her eyes was enough to kill me on the spot. “No, I don’t know where he is.”

      Without a word, the guy walked off.

      “We were just talking,” Taylor said, her tone flippant.

      “Sure you were. I really am looking for Garrett. If you see him, can you let him know I’m here?”

      “Whatever. I’m going home.”

      She swept past me and disappeared into the crowd.

      I sighed. I hoped I hadn’t made things worse for Garrett. Their relationship had never been the best, but how could she be so shitty to him? He was a great guy. I’d have to talk to him about her later, preferably in private.

      “There she is,” Luke said behind me.

      I turned around and gave him my best mom-glare.

      He winced. “I know, I know. Come on, we have a table over here.”

      I followed him toward the far side of the bar where I found the entire burly, flannel-wearing set of Haven brothers.

      All except Reese, of course. It was weird how he could pop into my mind at the most random times. I wondered how he was doing—wherever he was.

      Zachary had left his darts game and leaned with his forearm on the long bar-height table. Theo wasn’t dressed in gym clothes for once in his life, although the red plaid flannel and jeans were still casual. Garrett seemed distracted by his phone—probably Taylor telling him by text that she’d left. I wondered if she’d pick up Owen on her way home—he and Thomas were with Mom and Dad—or if she’d leave her son with his grandparents and go home alone.

      Luke’s leather jacket was draped over one of the tall stools. His flannel was blue, bringing out the blue in his eyes, even in the dim bar light. Josiah wore green and his shirt was open, revealing a dark t-shirt underneath.

      “Okay, guys, what am I doing here?”

      Josiah produced a pink gift bag from beneath the table and set it down. “A peace offering.”

      “That’s cute but if you think you can buy my forgiveness, you’re doing this wrong.”

      “That’s not what this is about,” Luke said. “This is just a small token of our appreciation for our sister. We realize we still have a lot of groveling to do.”

      My gaze swept over all five of them. “A lot.”

      “Yeah, we know,” Theo said. “We were just hoping this would make you hate us a little bit less.”

      I scooted the gift closer. “I don’t hate you guys. I’m mad at you. There’s a difference.”

      The bag was surprisingly heavy for its size. I reached in and pulled out a package of sequins, similar to what Mari and I had used to decorate our eye masks for the masquerade. Next came a pack of multicolored glitter, then several spools of fabric ribbon. There were fine-tipped markers, a small package of paints, a notebook, some card stock in Christmas patterns, a set of four blank white coffee mugs, and a glue gun with refills. It was like they’d wandered through the craft section at the Knotty Knitter and grabbed random things they thought I might like.

      Actually, that was probably exactly what they’d done.

      I knew the gift had been designed to soften me up so I’d accept their apologies and I had to admit, it was working. It was adorable.

      “This is really sweet.”

      Josiah cleared his throat. “We’re sorry for interfering.”

      I hesitated, raising my eyebrows and waiting for him to continue. He didn’t. Apparently that was all he thought needed to be said.

      Then again, Josiah had always been a man of few words.

      Luke jumped in. “We didn’t want to hurt you or piss you off. We just couldn’t see how this thing with you and the Bailey was going to end well.”

      “To be fair, we still don’t,” Theo said.

      Zachary snorted. “That’s a fucking understatement.”

      I shot him a glare.

      “We meant well,” Luke said. “And we’re sorry.”

      “But I still call dibs on Levi when this shit goes south,” Zachary said, the corner of his mouth hooking in a grin.

      “You’re impossible.” I took a deep breath. “Okay. I forgive you. But you have to promise not to meddle in my life like that. Ever. Trying to make a deal with my boyfriend to break up with me was an awful thing to do.”

      “Well yeah, when you say it like that,” Garrett said.

      “That’s what you did.”

      “I know, but it sounded better when we planned it,” Garrett said. “You know, saving our sister from a Bailey and all that.”

      “That’s what you guys don’t understand. I don’t need saving from Levi.”

      They gave each other skeptical glances. They still didn’t believe me. I didn’t know what it was going to take to show them that Levi and I were serious. That they needed to accept us as a couple because he wasn’t going anywhere.

      Luke opened his arms. “Hug it out?”

      I sighed again but stepped into his hug. At least this was a start.

      My brothers all hugged me and Josiah muttered another apology. When I got to Zachary, he grinned at me, like he wasn’t the biggest instigator of trouble in the bunch.

      “Be nice,” I said.

      “I’m always nice,” he replied, as if he were offended by the mere suggestion that he might not be.

      As I stepped out of Zachary’s bear hug, a murmur rippled through the tavern. The energy in the room shifted palpably. I glanced around, wondering what was going on. I half-expected to see someone standing on the bar or a stool, trying to get everyone’s attention. Conversations died out, replaced by hushed whispers, as all eyes moved to the front entrance.

      The crowd parted and I saw what had shocked the entire place into silence.

      Levi Bailey.

      He stood just inside the door, his gaze sweeping over the crowd. His brow was furrowed and his jaw set in a hard line. His entire demeanor spoke defiance—broad shoulders back, muscular arms at his sides, chin lifted. His body communicated the message—don’t fuck with me—better than words ever could.

      People gaped as he took off his winter coat and draped it over his arm. His movements were casual and relaxed—not those of a man who’d just walked into enemy territory. He walked through the bar with total confidence, like he had every right to be there.

      The hush grew and someone even turned off the music. You could have heard a squirrel scamper across the floor.

      I was captivated. He looked amazing, dressed in a navy sweater over a button-down shirt and slacks. His eyes stayed on me, as if no one else existed. As if there weren’t dozens of people in here who’d be happy to drag him outside.

      He stopped, mere inches away. Set his coat down. And then he did the unthinkable. He slid both hands in my hair and kissed me.

      It wasn’t just a kiss. It was a heart-stopping, body-melting experience. He delved his tongue deep into my mouth, claiming me in front of everyone. His hands were firm, his lips insistent. My insides turned to liquid, my body melting against his.

      The shocked silence around us didn’t break. Even my brothers kept quiet.

      He gradually pulled away and gently brushed my hair back from my face. “I love you. I love you with all my heart and with everything that I am.”

      My breath caught in my throat. What was he doing? “I love you, too.”

      The corners of his mouth lifted in the hint of a smile. A secret smile, reserved just for me.

      And then he did something I did not expect.

      Slowly, he lowered himself to one knee.

      It took a second for my brain to catch up with what was happening. A gasp went through the crowd, everyone sucking in a surprised breath.

      With my brothers looking on, along with dozens of people who’d spent their lives on the Haven side of the feud, Levi Bailey produced an engagement ring and held it up to me.

      “Annika Haven, will you make me the happiest man in the world and marry me?”

      Tears broke free from the corners of my eyes and I nodded. “Yes. Yes, I’ll marry you.”

      I was dimly aware of the confused mutterings around us. A few people started to clap, then stopped. I didn’t care. Levi slipped the diamond solitaire on my finger, kissed the back of my hand, and stood.

      Throwing my arms around his neck, I launched myself at him. He wrapped his strong arms around me and picked me up, leaving my feet to dangle above the floor.

      “I love you,” he murmured into my neck. “I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too.”

      I didn’t know if I was laughing or crying. Probably a combination of both. He set me down and kissed me again, then gently swiped the tears from my cheeks.

      “I talked to your dad.”

      My eyes widened. “What? You’re kidding.”

      “No, I really did. I just wanted him to know how much I love you and that I promise to take care of you for the rest of our lives.”

      “What did he say?”

      “What’s a guy going to say when a man loves his daughter that much? I can’t be totally sure because he mostly grunted, but I think we might have had a moment.”

      I laughed. “He’s a bit of a cave man with the grunting.”

      “I know we still have a lot of people to convince, but at this point, I’m not willing to wait. You’re mine. I want you to be my wife. Everyone else can catch up later.” His eyes flicked to my brothers again.

      Oh boy. This was going to be interesting.

      I slowly turned around. They hadn’t moved, as if watching Levi Bailey propose to their little sister had turned them all to stone.

      Surprisingly, none of them looked like they were ready to murder him. They mostly looked shocked, like it had never occurred to them that he would actually marry their sister. Even Zachary just gaped, wide-eyed, without even a hint of aggression in his expression or posture.

      As much as I would have loved to see them all drop their guard and shake hands with Levi, I didn’t expect that from them—yet. I just smiled at them, the bubbling happiness welling up inside me too much to contain.

      I was going to marry Levi Bailey.

      He slipped his hand in mine and leaned close to my ear. “Can you come with me?”

      “Of course. Where are we going?”

      There was that subtle smile again, turning my insides tingly. “I need to introduce you to someone. Officially.”
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      My eyes swept over the Haven brothers, daring them to fuck with me. Annika had my ring on her finger and there was nothing they could do about it.

      After the other night, I’d wondered if I was crazy for doing this here, on their turf. Especially alone. They could easily shake off their surprise, drag me outside, and kick my ass. But somehow I knew. I knew it would be fitting, a step in showing them—and everyone in this town—that Annika and I were going to be together, feud be damned.

      The Havens didn’t move. Just stared at me.

      Good.

      I squeezed Annika’s hand and led her through the crowd. Her brothers weren’t the only ones staring at us in shock. No one seemed to know what to do. Murmurs ran through the crowd, no doubt the beginnings of the rumors everyone in town would hear tomorrow. A few people had awkwardly clapped but now they just watched us go, dumbfounded.

      When we got outside, I slipped my coat back on and clicked the remote to unlock my SUV. We walked out to the street where I’d parked—the Timberbeast was crowded tonight—and I opened the passenger door for her.

      “I left the present my brothers got me,” she said as she got in.

      “Do you want me to go get it?”

      “No, I think it would ruin the effect. I’m sure one of them will bring it by.”

      I leaned in and kissed her. My woman. My fiancée.

      Logan might have had a point about the whole wife thing. We weren’t even married yet but that ring on her finger had changed everything. I’d never been happier in my life.

      A sense of urgency filled me. I wanted to marry her now. But I didn’t want to freak her out. Maybe she’d want a big wedding and those took time to plan.

      Still, now that the decision had been made, I was ready. I wanted her to be my wife. As soon as possible.

      “Did that really just happen?” she asked.

      “You bet it did, beautiful.”

      I went around to the other side and got in. Warm air blasted out of the vents when I turned on the engine. Annika put her hands out to warm them, then splayed the fingers of her left hand, admiring her sparkling engagement ring.

      “It’s so pretty.”

      “Do you like it? The guy at the jewelry store said we can exchange it for something else if you don’t.”

      “No, I love it.” She tilted her head. “It’s absolutely perfect.”

      We pulled out of the parking lot and I reached over to take her hand in mine.

      “I can’t wait to tell Thomas,” she said. “He’s going to be so excited. Although I don’t think he’ll get it right away. He probably has no idea what a wedding is.”

      “He doesn’t know what having a daddy is, either,” I said quietly. “But he’s going to.”

      Annika stared at me, tears shimmering in her eyes. “Oh, Levi.”

      “He’s mine too. I want you to know that.” I kissed her hand again.

      “Why are you so wonderful?”

      I smiled. “You’re just saying that because I put a ring on your finger.”

      “That does have something to do with it.”

      “By the way, did you hear about the spiders who got engaged?”

      “No. What about them?”

      “They met on the web.”

      She groaned. “Dad joke.

      “Kind of fitting now, though, right?”

      “Very fitting.” She leaned closer and rested her head on my arm. “We’re going to your gram’s aren’t we?”

      “Yep.”

      “Does she know?”

      The corner of my mouth turned up. “Not yet.”

      Annika took a breath. “Is she going to be happy or is this going to be really awkward?”

      “She’ll be happy. I’m sure of it.”

      “I hope she likes me.”

      “She’s going to love you.” I brought her hand to my lips and kissed the backs of her fingers. “Promise.”

      A sense of peace settled over us as we drove over to Gram’s. I hadn’t told anyone I was going to propose, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if Gram already knew. She had a sense of things that bordered on creepy.

      Regardless, I wanted her to be the first in the family to hear the news.

      We pulled up outside her house and parked. Seeing the friendly glow of light in the windows sent a surge of nostalgia through me. This place was so much more than a house. It was a feeling. It was memory. It was safety and love.

      It was home in a way no other house could be.

      And looking at it reminded me that we still had to figure out a way to save it. Even if Annika’s brothers did back off, we didn’t have long before it would go to auction.

      I kissed Annika’s hand again. I wasn’t going to fixate on that tonight. This was about us.

      “Ready?”

      She took a deep breath. “I think so.”

      I got out and opened the door for her, then took her hand as we walked up the steps to the front porch. I knocked but didn’t wait for an answer—none of us did—before going in.

      “Hey, Gram?” I called.

      Her reply came from the living room. “In here, Lynx.”

      I led Annika inside, squeezing her hand for reassurance. We found Gram in her favorite armchair, knitting a pink and white blanket. Her long braid was draped over her shoulder and her deep brown eyes were warm. A fire crackled in the wood stove and the lights on her Christmas tree made the whole room glow.

      She gave me a look I instantly recognized. One that said, I know you’ve been up to something.

      I grinned back.

      “Well, isn’t this a nice surprise,” she said. “Although you should have given me some notice. I would have had something in the kitchen for you.”

      “That’s okay, we didn’t come for dessert,” I said. “Gram, I don’t know if you two have officially met, but this is Annika Haven.”

      “Yes, I met Dove and her little one not too long ago,” Gram said. “Getting cookies at the store, if I’m not mistaken.”

      Wait, did Gram just call her Dove? Where had that come from?

      “Hi,” Annika said. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      Annika didn’t seem to notice the nickname. And she couldn’t know what it meant. Had Gram used that name before? Or was this the first time?

      I cleared my throat. I needed to focus. “So Gram, tonight I asked Annika to marry me. She said yes.”

      A slow smile crept over Gram’s face, making her eyes crinkle at the corners. “Another wedding? That’s wonderful news.”

      I felt Annika relax. I did too. Not that I’d expected Gram to oppose our marriage. Still, it was a relief to see her genuinely happy for us.

      She put her knitting aside and stood, holding out her hands. “Come here, sweetheart.”

      Annika stepped in and hugged her. Gram held her for a long moment and I had to clear my throat again, this time from all the emotion welling up.

      Gram let go and Annika swiped beneath her eyes.

      “Why don’t you two have a seat.” Gram gestured to the couch.

      We sat and I drew Annika’s hand into my lap.

      Gram settled back into her chair, leaving her knitting in the basket. “How much fallout should I expect tomorrow when I go into town?”

      “A lot,” I said. “I proposed in front of a packed house at the Timberbeast.”

      “Well done, Lynx.” Her eyes twinkled with amusement. “Do the rest of those animals you call brothers know yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      She nodded slowly. “I don’t think you’ll run into too much trouble there. My girls seem to have things well in hand.”

      I choked back a laugh. Did Gram know about the no-sex conspiracy? She probably did.

      “I suppose that packed house at the Timberbeast included the Haven boys?” Gram asked.

      Annika nodded. “My brothers were there. I don’t think they knew what hit them. They probably still don’t.”

      “That was the idea,” I said.

      “You remind me so much of your grandad.” Gram gazed at me for a moment, then her eyes moved to Annika. “Frank Bailey was a handful. Stubborn as anything. Once he set his mind to something, there wasn’t anything that could stand in his way.”

      Annika squeezed my hand. “He must have been an amazing man.”

      “He certainly was. I’m awfully lucky to have been Frank Bailey’s girl. And lucky to have my cubs and watch our family grow. Weddings and babies. It’s a beautiful thing. I’m glad we’ll be having another one.”

      “Who would have thought I’d ever get married?” I asked.

      I’d meant it to be tongue-in-cheek, but there was a lot of truth to it. A part of me hadn’t expected to ever get married. I’d felt alone for so long, I’d started to believe that was simply my reality.

      “Logan might have worried about you, but I didn’t,” Gram said. “You’re a Bailey. Sooner or later, you were going break down the walls between you and the woman you love. That fire in your belly runs too hot to be contained for long.”

      As always, Gram had a way of speaking the truth. “Thanks, Gram.”

      She gathered her knitting back into her lap and when she spoke, it almost sounded like an afterthought. “I suppose you’ll want to have the wedding soon.”

      I glanced at Annika and something stirred deep inside me. Gram was right. I didn’t want to wait. “We haven’t exactly gotten to the details yet.”

      “I don’t want a long engagement,” Annika said, and I wasn’t sure if she was answering Gram, or talking to me.

      “You don’t?”

      “No. I think we should do it as soon as possible, even if that means we don’t have a big wedding.”

      The corner of my mouth lifted. “You’re kidding.”

      “No, I’m not. Wait, am I freaking you out?”

      I gently touched her face, dimly aware that Gram was smirking at us. “You’re not freaking me out at all. I’d marry you tonight if I could.”

      “Really?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Often when our hearts yearn for a new beginning, it’s best to let them have their way,” Gram said softly.

      “That’s exactly it,” Annika said, still looking at me. “I’m ready for that new beginning. I’m ready now.”

      I turned to Gram. “You wouldn’t be overwhelmed with another wedding, would you? It hasn’t been that long since Logan and Cara’s, and then there was Gavin and Skylar’s. Plus we’re in the middle of the holiday season.”

      She lifted her eyes as her knitting needles clicked. “Don’t be silly.”

      “How much time do you need to plan a wedding?” I asked.

      Annika shrugged. “I guess it depends on the wedding.”

      “Then what do you think about getting married on New Year’s Day?”

      Her eyes lit up. “To symbolize a new beginning. I love that idea so much.”

      I placed a gentle kiss on her lips. “Then let’s do it.”

      Annika’s smile was like the sun. She grabbed both my hands. “I have to call Marigold.”

      “Go ahead.”

      She practically jumped off the couch and hurried into the kitchen.

      Gram gave me another amused smile. “You tell the world, Lynx. Show them what you’re about.”

      “Thanks, Gram.”

      She lifted the blanket she’d been working on. It was soft pink and white, like something for a baby girl. “I need to get this finished so I can make one I’ll actually be able to use. I don’t expect Evan and Fiona will be needing pink.”

      “They don’t know what they’re having yet, do they?”

      “No. But it’s a boy.”

      I had very little doubt that Gram was right.

      A short time later, Annika finished her excited call to Marigold and came back. We said goodbye to Gram and went out to my SUV. Snowflakes fluttered down in the darkness but it didn’t look like we’d get much accumulation tonight.

      “So what does Marigold think?”

      “She’s so excited I don’t know if she’ll be able to sleep tonight. She’s basically obsessed with weddings, so this is already sending her into a planning frenzy.”

      “Does that mean she’ll help?”

      “Help? She’s already taken over. I don’t know if she’ll let me do a thing.”

      I smiled as I drove down the dirt road away from Gram’s house. “She seems like a really good friend. Is she intimidated by the tight timeline?”

      “She’s the best. And no, especially because I told her we just want to get married. I don’t have my heart set on specific details or anything. She’s going to call me in the morning and we’ll start making a real plan.”

      “Sounds great. Just let me know how I can help.”

      “I will. I’m so excited, I don’t think I’m going to be able to sleep tonight either.” She paused. “Are we crazy?”

      “For what? Getting engaged when our families have been feuding for over a hundred years or trying to plan a wedding in two weeks?”

      “Both?”

      I grinned at her. “Probably.”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      “Why did Gram call me Dove?”

      “Because you’re mine.”

      She glanced at me. “Really?”

      “Yeah, really. She gave me and my brothers nicknames when we were babies, I guess. She’s called me Lynx for as long as I can remember. Logan is Raven, Gavin is Otter, Evan is Wolf, and Asher is Bear. She called Grace, Bear, too, ever since we were little. Or Gracie Bear, to be specific. I didn’t used to think much about that, but then Evan met Fiona and Gram called her Cricket. It was weird because she’d never given anyone else an animal name.”

      “So it meant Evan and Fiona were going to get married?”

      “Something like that. She started calling Skylar, Sparrow, and then she made everyone flip out when she called Cara, Tiger. I didn’t expect her to give you a name so quickly, but there you have it. And she’s always right. Dove is perfect for you.”

      “She’s called me that before.”

      “Really? When?”

      “I ran into her at Nature’s Basket a while ago. I didn’t think anything of it at the time. In fact, I wasn’t sure if I’d heard her correctly. But she definitely called me Dove.”

      I shook my head slowly. “How does she do that?”

      “And she called Thomas little Lynx.”

      I almost stopped in the middle of the street. “You’re kidding.”

      “No, I’m serious. She said it more than once. I thought it was cute but I had no idea it meant something so significant.”

      I thought about Thomas with his dark blond hair that flopped across his forehead. His big blue eyes and serious stare. He didn’t look like me, of course, but he really was a little lynx. Just like me.

      Unreal.

      “Very significant. No wonder she didn’t seem surprised when we told her we’re getting married. She knew. And she’d already adopted you as hers.”

      “Stop it, you’re going to make me cry again.” She dabbed the corners of her eyes.

      I took her hand and kissed it, over and over around her ring. I didn’t need Gram’s strange prophetic abilities to tell me Annika was meant to be mine. I knew. She knew.

      And we were going to tell the world.
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      Only my kid could be in the happiest, most Christmassy place in town, and be looking at everything with a little furrow in his brow. He held his favorite fire engine toy in one hand and surveyed Christmas Village with mildly grumpy skepticism.

      “We-vi?” he asked.

      “No, buddy, Levi isn’t here. But we’ll see him soon.”

      We’d spent the earlier part of the day with Levi, decorating the tree at his house. Thomas hadn’t wanted to leave, which was both adorable and frustrating. He’d stomped his feet all the way to the car. But Levi had things to do and I’d made plans with my parents.

      Snow had fallen this morning, leaving a sparkling white sheen over the buildings and trees. Isabelle and her family had outdone themselves with the decorations this year. Christmas trees, garlands, wreaths, candy canes, and lights were everywhere. It was like walking through a storybook version of the north pole.

      We’d come with my mom and dad, joining throngs of people from Tilikum and the surrounding area. It had been Dad’s idea, which had surprised both me and Mom. He wasn’t usually the one to suggest fun family outings. But this seemed to be his way of connecting, especially in the wake of my engagement to Levi.

      The fact that Levi had talked to him before proposing had gone a long way toward changing my dad’s opinion of him. Although, I had a feeling he was still processing the fact that his daughter was about to become Annika Bailey.

      With Christmas only a few days away, and our wedding just a week after that, things had been hectic. It was nice to get out into the crisp winter air and spend time with my parents. For an hour or so, we didn’t need to worry about to-do lists or dress fittings or invitations.

      Not that I was doing much of the work myself. Our wedding seemed to be coming together as if by magic, thanks to the awesomeness that was Marigold.

      Thomas stopped in front of a set of happy, ice-skating penguins next to the path. Santa’s Workshop was up ahead and amazingly, there wasn’t a line for Santa photos.

      “Do you want to go see Santa?” I asked.

      Thomas glanced up at me and shook his head.

      “That’s okay. We don’t have to.”

      That was a mistake I wasn’t making again. When he was a baby, I’d thought a photo with Santa would be a great idea. As soon as I’d handed him to Burl Sanderson, who had a real white beard and played Santa every year, Thomas had burst into tears. Now that he was old enough to communicate his opinion—even just with a head shake—I’d go with what he wanted and avoid the tears.

      “How about a cookie?” Mom asked.

      That got him to crack a smile and he nodded.

      “I thought so. Come on, Nana will take you.” She reached out her hand and took his. Her eyes lifted to meet Dad’s. “What about you? Do you want a cookie?”

      Dad cracked the faintest hint of a smile. “I want your cookie.”

      “Paul,” she said, her tone mockingly scolding. “Stop.”

      “Cookie, Nana?” Thomas asked.

      “Yes, honey. Let’s go.”

      Dad clasped Mom’s other hand and the three of them headed for one of the shops selling cookies and other treats.

      Marigold seemed to appear from out of nowhere, carrying her Annika and Levi wedding binder. She was dressed in a red wool coat with a candy cane striped scarf and adorable red hat. “I’m telling you, this wedding was meant to be.”

      I laughed. “What makes you say that?”

      “It’s coming together so easily, especially considering it’s last minute.”

      “That’s because you’re a genius.”

      She smiled. “Thank you, but it’s not me. Like the venue? Grace put me in touch with her sister-in-law, Zoe Miles, and I just happened to talk to her right after their winery had a big cancellation. On New Year’s Day. Finding a place to have the wedding was one of my biggest worries and it was practically handed to us. Zoe’s great, by the way, you’re going to love her.”

      “Grace said the same thing.”

      “Speaking of, Grace is such a sweetheart. Am I allowed to be friends with her now? How does this all work? Because I really want to be friends with her.”

      “Of course you can. Even if the feud stays weird, you can always join Stitch and Sip. My mom’s been friends with those ladies for years, including Grace. And Gram Bailey.”

      Mari’s eyes brightened. “Good point. Speaking of the Stitch and Sip ladies, Grace and Cara are working with the winery on decorations.” She flipped open her binder and ran her finger down a list. “We’re going with silver and gold with lots of sparkle, since it’s New Year’s Day. And because you love glitter. Fiona and Skylar are getting the cake and working with Zoe on the catering menu. And I think you already know that Tillie Bailey-Linfield offered to do the alterations on your dress.”

      As soon as I’d told Marigold about our engagement, she’d declared herself my wedding planner and the Stitch and Sip ladies had become her unofficial planning committee. The other women had immediately adopted Mari into their circle and jumped in to help.

      It made me think we really could bridge the gap that was the Haven-Bailey feud.

      Putting together a wedding on such short notice was a challenge but none of us were daunted. Besides, we didn’t need a big fancy wedding. We just wanted to get married.

      “Yep, Tillie already took all my measurements.”

      Marigold slipped a pen from her purse and wrote a check mark on her list. “Perfect. I think we’re really going to pull this off.”

      “Of course we are, especially with you in charge.”

      “Thanks,” she said brightly and closed her binder. “So, what’s the groom up to today?”

      “He said he had some things to do, since he’s off duty. Thomas and I decorated the tree at his house this morning, so that was fun.”

      “A couple of his brothers are here. I saw them over by the reindeer. For a second, I thought it was Levi, but it must have been the other one.”

      I laughed. “That reminds me. Levi told me his brother Gavin tried to ride one of the reindeer when he was a kid.”

      “Didn’t Amy Garrett’s boys do that once?”

      “I think so, yeah.”

      Something—or someone—behind me caught Marigold’s eye. She rubbed her lips together, like she’d just put on lipstick, and her cheeks flushed pink.

      I glanced over my shoulder. It was Zachary and Luke.

      Luke wore a leather bomber jacket and a navy blue knit hat. Zachary’s coat was black and his dark gray hat was slightly crooked.

      “Hey, sis. Hey, Mari,” Luke said. He seemed to be having the easiest time of all my brothers when it came to accepting my engagement to Levi.

      Zachary, on the other hand, was at the opposite end of that spectrum. He wasn’t openly against our wedding but I knew he was struggling with it.

      Although he was trying. I had to give him credit for that.

      “Where’s Thomas?” Zachary asked.

      “He went with Mom and Dad to get a cookie.”

      His eyes lit up. So did Luke’s. “Cookie?”

      “You know, you guys are adults. You could just go buy cookies. No one’s going to stop you.”

      “Good point.” Zachary turned to Luke. “Do you have any cash?”

      Luke rolled his eyes. “Yeah. I’ll buy.”

      “Sweet.” Zachary’s smile disappeared and he narrowed his eyes at me. “You still getting married?”

      “Yes, Z, I’m still getting married.”

      He took a deep breath. “Fine.”

      I laughed. “That’s very magnanimous of you. Thanks, Z.”

      One corner of his mouth twitched in a little smile. “Anytime.”

      It wasn’t much, but it was a lot better than open hostility. Who knew, maybe by our wedding day, Zachary might actually be happy for me.

      My brothers wandered off in search of cookies and I caught sight of Mom and Dad with Thomas. He had a frosted snowman cookie that was about as big as his face. With his fire engine toy still in one hand, he shoved the cookie in his mouth with the other. The grumpy little furrow was gone from his brow and Mom paused to point out a big inflatable polar bear wearing a Santa hat.

      Dad leaned close to Mom and said something, then walked off in the opposite direction.

      “Well, I should go,” Marigold said. “I have a client in half an hour.”

      “Sounds good. Thanks again for everything.”

      She stepped in for a hug. “You’re so welcome. Tell Isabelle hi if you actually see her.”

      “I will.”

      I wandered closer to my mom and Thomas and paused to take a picture of him with his huge cookie. He had the snowman’s top hat in his mouth and the angle of the photo made the cookie look even bigger than it really was. I sent it to Levi.

      Levi: That must be the happiest kid on the planet.

      Me: I know, right?

      Levi: Let me guess, Nana and Papa?

      Me: Yep!

      Levi: To be fair, I would have bought him that cookie too.

      Me: Of course you would. At least he looks like he’s having fun.

      Levi: He does. Can’t wait to see you later.

      Me: You too.

      Levi: Love you both.

      My heart melted. He really did love my son. He’d never once balked at the idea of marrying a single mom and becoming a stepdad. And every time the three of us spent time together, it was clear how much Thomas loved him. They were two apple pie loving peas in a pod.

      It took a special kind of man to embrace a child who wasn’t his own and not only be willing to raise him, but to want to.

      Levi was that man.

      Me: Love you too.

      I caught up with Mom and we kept wandering down the path while Thomas munched his cookie. As tempting as it was, I decided not to go into the Rustic Noel, a little shop that sold cute Christmas décor. The ornaments I made were sold there, but it was the rest of the shop that I loved to browse. I could get lost in there for hours.

      “Where did dad go?” I asked.

      “Oh, I don’t know. You know him, he’s always up to something.”

      Sudden suspicion made my back tingle. I hadn’t caught him smoking in a while, but I had found a cigarette butt out behind the shop the other day. It might have been old. But then again, maybe not.

      The faintest hint of smoke tickled my nostrils. It could have been anyone. We were near the edge of the village and someone could easily have been smoking a cigarette in the parking lot. It wasn’t far.

      But I knew it was Dad. I wasn’t sure how I knew, but I did.

      “Maureen,” Vicky Gonzales said as she approached my mom. She was around my mom’s age, dressed in a bright yellow coat and hat. She cast a quick concerned glance my direction before turning back to Mom and putting a sympathetic hand on her arm. “How are you holding up?”

      I stopped myself from rolling my eyes. Holding up? As if my mom needed condolences, not congratulations. Thomas looked up and sighed, as if he understood and agreed with me. I smiled.

      Sweet boy.

      The scent of smoke wafted toward me again. I wasn’t imagining it. Mom was chatting with Mrs. Gonzales about the wedding, ignoring her attempts to frame it as bad news. Mom was sticking with the I’m the excited mother-of-the-bride angle, bless her.

      I took a few steps closer to the Rustic Noel, a small cabin-like building with a big sparkling wreath on the door and bells that jingled every time someone went in or out. Had Dad gone around back? I couldn’t shake the feeling that he had. Glancing over my shoulder, I checked on Thomas. He was next to Mom, driving his fire truck along the seat of a wood bench, his half-eaten cookie in his other hand.

      “Mom, I’ll be right back.”

      She met my eyes and nodded.

      Snow crunched beneath my feet as I darted behind the Rustic Noel. I’d just take a quick look. I was probably being silly. It wasn’t Dad—

      Except it was.

      With a cigarette.

      “Dad!”

      He jolted and looked at the cigarette in his hand, like he was wondering if he could hide it. The guilty look on his face was almost funny—so childlike, even with his graying beard.

      “It was just the one,” he grumbled, dropping it on the ground and putting it out with his boot.

      I sighed. “Dad, you know what the doctor said.”

      He grunted, not quite looking me in the eyes.

      “I know quitting sucks but those things are literally going to kill you.”

      “I know, I know.”

      “Does Mom really not notice? She can’t smell it?”

      “As long as I don’t have one too often, she pretends not to.”

      Shaking my head, I laughed. But a thought occurred to me and my smile faded. “Is this because you’re stressed about me and Levi? Did I make you start smoking again?”

      He approached and put his hands on my arms. “No. I know he’s a Bailey but damn it, I’m too old for that crap. You’re my baby girl. I just want you to be happy.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” I stepped into his hug and he gave me a good squeeze. “Just promise me you’ll try to quit for good.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I promise.”

      “Good. We should go rescue mom from Vicky Gonzales.”

      Dad winced. “Ah, hell.”

      I laughed again. Talkative neighbors were Paul Haven’s kryptonite.

      Sure enough, when we came around the corner from behind the shop, Mrs. Gonzales was still chatting away. By the expression on Mom’s face, she was about done with the conversation, but hadn’t been able to get a word in edgewise.

      I stopped in my tracks, my heart suddenly dropping to my toes. I didn’t see Thomas.

      “Mom, where’s Thomas?” I asked, not caring that I was blatantly interrupting Mrs. Gonzales.

      Mom glanced down. “He’s right—”

      Oh no.

      “Oh my god,” Mom said. “Thomas? He was right here. Thomas!”

      I scanned the path in both directions. He wasn’t in sight.

      “Thomas!” I called, already formulating a loose search plan in my mind. “Dad, go that way. I’ll head this direction. Mom, stay here. He can’t have gone far.”

      We split up, calling his name. I was vaguely aware of Mrs. Gonzales offering to help, but I didn’t have time for her. I needed to find my son.

      How could this be happening again? And here, where there weren’t doors that could be closed and entrances that could be guarded.

      Worse, Levi wasn’t here to magically find him.

      I hurried down the path, calling his name. I checked everywhere—behind decorations, in the roped-off areas, at the little bakery where he’d gotten his cookie. No sign of him.

      My heart beat harder and a sense of panic grew. Where was he? Why had I left him standing there? I asked a few people if they’d seen a little boy but no one had. Someone said they’d get help. I barely heard them.

      Where was my son?
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      The roads were slick from the snow that had fallen this morning. I’d been helping Gram put up the rest of her Christmas decorations, particularly the things she couldn’t reach. Her house had smelled like gingerbread but she’d shooed me out before I could sneak any of the freshly baked cookies.

      That was fine. I’d hold out for apple pie.

      I turned onto my street and my phone rang. Annika’s beautiful face popped up on my screen and I smiled.

      “Hey beautiful, what’s—”

      “Thomas is missing.”

      My back stiffened and a shot of adrenaline poured through my veins. “Where are you? Still at Christmas Village?”

      “Yes. He was with my mom, eating a cookie. I was only gone for a minute.” Her voice was slightly breathless, like she was walking fast.

      I glanced in the rear-view to make sure no one was behind me and did a sharp U-turn in the middle of the street. “I’m on my way. Have you called the police?”

      “I called Garrett. He and Jack are on their way.”

      “Good. I’ll call my brothers to come help. What’s he wearing?”

      “His winter coat and a hat. Both dark blue.”

      “Got it.”

      “Thank you. I’m trying very hard not to freak out.”

      “We’re going to find him,” I said, willing it to be true. “I’m only a few minutes away.”

      “Okay. I’ll keep looking. Call me when you get here.”

      “I will.”

      She hung up and I immediately called Logan.

      “Brodiddly,” he answered.

      “Where are you? Thomas is missing at the Christmas Village.”

      “No shit? Me and Gav are here.”

      “You are? Just the two of you?”

      “Yeah. We come every year. It’s awesome.”

      “Okay, whatever. Annika’s there and she can’t find Thomas. She said he was with her mom, eating a cookie, and wandered off or something. I’m on my way.”

      “We’re on it, bro,” Logan said. “Do you want me to call in reinforcements?”

      “Do it. He’s wearing a blue winter coat and hat.”

      “Got it. Gav’s texting them. Don’t worry, we’ll probably find him before they even get here.”

      “Thanks.”

      I ended the call and took a few deep breaths. I needed to stay calm but the thought of anything happening to Thomas made a deep sense of dread pour through me. That sweet little boy with his stoic expression. When he smiled, it made you feel like you won the damn lottery. I loved that kid. If anyone touched him, I’d fucking kill them.

      He was mine.

      My hands gripped the steering wheel, turning my knuckles white, and my heart beat in a steady rhythm of resolve. He was going to be okay. I wasn’t going to let anything happen to him.

      The parking lot outside Christmas Village was packed. I found a spot near the road and practically flew out of my SUV. My heart was in my throat but I forced myself to keep the fear at bay, letting my training kick in. Like in any emergency, I needed to keep a cool head.

      It wasn’t easy.

      I pulled out my phone and called Annika.

      “I still haven’t found him.” Her voice sounded more panicked than before.

      “I’m here. Where are you?”

      “Outside the Peppermint Parlor.”

      I veered in the direction of the candy shop, darting in and out of people wandering along the path. “Stay where you are. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      “Okay.”

      I kept her on the phone until I caught sight of her.

      For a second, my heart stopped.

      She stood in front of a giant red and white striped candy cane, looking like an angel in a cream-colored winter coat and white hat. Her blond hair with pink tips cascaded around her shoulders but it was her eyes, blue and terrified, that gripped my chest and squeezed.

      I ran to her and gathered her in my arms. For a second, she relaxed against me. She was counting on me—trusting me. I wasn’t going to let her down.

      “Logan and Gavin were already here,” I said. “They’re looking and my other brothers are on the way.”

      “My parents are looking, plus Luke and Zachary. Josiah just texted that he’s here and the others should be here any minute.”

      “Good.” I touched her face. “We’re going to find him.”

      She nodded and the desperate hope in her eyes squeezed my heart again.

      “Annika,” her friend, Isabelle, called as she hurried toward us, dressed in a too-large-for-her men’s wool coat and tan boots. “I have the staff checking the parking lot and watching the entrances. Any sign of him?”

      “Not yet,” Annika said.

      A man in a green shirt, conspicuously without a coat, was right behind her. He seemed familiar but I couldn’t place him. Not that I particularly cared, but he reminded me of someone from high school.

      Annika’s eyes widened. “Is that?”

      Isabelle seemed to be trying to ignore him. “Don’t ask.”

      “Elias Stoneheart,” he said, nodding to Annika.

      “I remember,” she said. “Thanks for your help. I’m trying very hard not to freak out. He’s wandered off before but never like this.”

      Elias met my eyes. We were both thinking the same thing. What if he hadn’t wandered off? What if someone took him?

      “We’ve alerted the employees,” Isabelle said. “They’re watching the entrance and keeping an eye out for him throughout the village itself. But so far, no one remembers seeing him except Doris Tilburn who sold your mom the cookie.”

      Josiah jogged toward us followed closely by Luke and Zachary. Logan and Gavin hurried over, coming from the opposite direction.

      A spark of tension lit up the air as we all looked each other over. Zachary’s eyes narrowed at me. He took a step closer and opened his mouth as if to say something—probably something shitty—but seemed to think better of it.

      “We looked over by the reindeer barn, but we didn’t see him,” Logan said.

      “We checked everywhere they sell cookies or candy,” Zachary said. “He wasn’t there.”

      “Or at least he wasn’t when we looked,” Luke said.

      “Good point,” I said. “If he’s on the move, it’s going to make this harder.”

      “Find him yet?” Asher’s voice called behind me.

      I turned around. Asher had Charlie in a baby carrier on his back. Evan was with him.

      “Not yet.”

      “They got here fast,” Zachary muttered under his breath.

      I wasn’t sure why he sounded irritated by that, but I decided to ignore him.

      Garrett and Theo arrived, asking questions before they’d even stopped walking. Everyone started talking at once—Annika trying to explain what had happened, my brothers, and hers, explaining where they’d looked, Isabelle offering suggestions as to where he might be—and that sense of tension rose in the air again.

      I stepped into the midst of everyone and raised my voice. “We need a plan.”

      “Who the fuck put you in charge?” Zachary asked.

      “Who cares, dickhead,” Gavin said. “He’s not wrong.”

      “Knock it off,” I said, eying both of them.

      For a second, I thought things were about to explode. The weight of the feud, carried for generations, was heavy. Were we going to buckle beneath it? Risk a child’s life because we couldn’t work together?

      Fuck that.

      “This isn’t about the goddamn feud,” I said. “We need to find Thomas.”

      Josiah met my eyes and gave me a solemn nod. I knew exactly what it meant. He was with me and he’d make sure his brothers followed suit. “What’s the plan?”

      “Let’s divide the village into sections and split up. Call me or Annika if you find him or find anyone who thinks they’ve seen him. Isabelle, you know this place better than anyone. Divide us up.”

      “Okay, Garrett and Theo, take the parking lot,” Isabelle said. “Luke and Zachary, double check the shops. Josiah, you should go with them. There are a lot of places a little guy could hide. And don’t forget to check Santa’s workshop. Logan and Gavin, go back to the reindeer barn, but don’t try to ride one.”

      Everyone looked at Gavin.

      “What?” he asked, feigning innocence. “I wouldn’t do that, I’m totally mature now.”

      Asher snorted.

      “Asher and Evan, take the north section of the tree farm. Levi and Annika can take the south section. The quickest way is down that path.” She pointed. “Elias and I will head for the main house, in case he wandered out of the village itself.”

      “I don’t know where Mom and Dad are, but if anyone sees them, tell them what we’re doing,” Annika said.

      “Okay, people,” I said. “Let’s find Thomas.”

      We broke off, each heading in the direction of our respective section of the Village. Annika and I rushed down the path toward the tree farm. A random memory of marching down this same path with Grandad came to mind. We’d come here every year to cut down a Christmas tree. I could practically see him with his knit hat and gloves, a saw resting on his shoulder.

      It was a weird thing to think about in the middle of a crisis.

      Annika and I called for Thomas as we went, peeking behind decorations and pausing briefly to listen for his voice. The path opened up into a wide clearing where the tree lot workers were busy helping customers with their trees. The smell of pine and sawdust hung in the air and the whine of a chainsaw rang out.

      “Do you think he’d be scared of the noise if he came this way?” I asked.

      “Possibly, although he doesn’t scare easily.”

      We asked the workers if they’d seen Thomas, but no one had. And with families coming and going, many with little kids in tow, it would have been easy to miss him, even if he had come this way.

      My heart thumped hard in my chest, every beat ominous, as if counting the seconds that Thomas had been missing. I knew the longer this went on, the higher the chances that something terrible had happened. But instead of letting fear drive me, I used it to sharpen my focus. Let the adrenaline coursing through my system heighten my senses.

      He wasn’t in the little building where customers paid for their trees, nor near the stand where a couple of teenagers handed out cups of hot chocolate or apple cider. From there, we started checking the rows of trees, jogging through the light coating of snow, calling his name.

      The temperature seemed to have dropped. My hands were so cold they ached and my nose felt numb, but I ignored the discomfort, my only thought to find Thomas.

      We kept going up and down the rows of trees. Annika’s voice sounded more and more panicked as she called for him. I checked my phone to make sure I didn’t have any missed calls or messages. Nothing.

      How could this happen? How could a two-year-old vanish into thin air?

      I came around a corner and almost ran into Harvey Johnston. He was dressed in a bulky coat and jeans. Instead of his typical wide-brimmed hat, he wore a winter hat with flaps over the ears.

      “Sorry, Harvey,” I said.

      “What’s the rush?” he asked.

      “We’re looking for Annika’s son. Do you remember Thomas? Have you seen him?”

      Harvey scrunched his nose, as if thinking. “I know the lad but haven’t seen him. No, no, I haven’t.”

      Annika let out a sigh.

      “Okay. Thanks anyway, Harvey.”

      “There is some good news,” he said.

      “What’s that?”

      “He’s too big for the squirrels to carry.”

      “Right,” I said. “We have to keep looking. See you later, Harvey.”

      “I’ll help,” he said as we moved past him. “I’m sure he’s around here somewhere.”

      We left Harvey behind, muttering to himself about how many squirrels it would take to lift a child.

      “I don’t want to be mean, but I’m not sure how I feel about him helping with the search,” Annika said. “It seems like a bad omen.”

      “Why? Because he’s spent his life looking for the Montgomery treasure and never found it?”

      “Yes. And because he thought it was good news that Thomas is too big for squirrels to carry.”

      It was almost funny.

      Almost.

      I stopped in my tracks, another memory suddenly flooding my mind. I wasn’t sure why the thought of squirrels had made me think of it. But there was one place we hadn’t checked.

      “What’s wrong?” Annika asked.

      “I have an idea.” I took her hand. “Let’s go.”

      I led her past the rows of trees where an old fence marked the boundary to Isabelle’s family’s farm. It was only about waist high, the wood grayed and worn with age. I hopped over the top and helped Annika climb to the other side.

      There was a path but I didn’t want to waste time looking for it in the snow. We set out across an open field, the land rising to a hilltop. Just on the other side, we could see an old barn, the faded red paint standing out in the sea of white. Animal tracks and plowed paths cut into the snow everywhere. Whoever owned this land had cattle and horses. Deer had undoubtedly made other tracks. But it was the barn I wanted to see.

      “Why are we out here?” Annika asked. “He couldn’t have wandered this far.”

      “I don’t know. Instinct, I guess. Remember that story I told you, about me and Logan thinking we were playing a prank on our family?”

      “The time your grandparents thought you went missing and the entire town was looking for you?”

      “That’s the one. We were hiding in that barn.”

      It didn’t make sense. This was a long way for a toddler to walk on his own. Logan and I had been older when we’d pulled our prank, not two-and-a-half. But the closer we got to the barn, the more my instincts screamed at me. Thomas had to be out here.

      “Thomas?” I called, checking the side door to the building. Locked.

      Annika circled around the front. “Thomas?”

      The sliding door on the front of the barn was open just a crack. She tried to open it, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “Thomas?” she called through the gap.

      A little voice came from inside. “Mommy?”

      “Thomas!” Annika pushed against the door, trying to force it open. “Thomas, hang on. I’m coming.”

      A strange sense of clarity and calm poured over me. I gently took Annika’s shoulders and moved her away from the door. Then I braced myself as best I could in the slippery snow, grabbed the side of the door, and pushed.

      As soon as it was open enough for Annika to slip through, she did. “Thomas? Where are you, baby?”

      I wedged it open a little more and darted inside. “Annika, be careful.”

      The barn was dark, lit only by small shafts of light filtering in between the boards. I caught up with Annika and pulled out my phone to use as a flashlight. “Thomas?”

      “Wee-vi.” His voice came from the hayloft.

      A heady sense of relief washed through me at the sound of his voice—especially the way he said my name. “Yeah, big man. It’s Levi and Mommy. Stay where you are, we’ll come get you.”

      “Okay.”

      Annika rushed for the ladder to the loft. I stopped her with a hand on her shoulder and lowered my voice to a whisper. “Let me go first in case he’s not alone.”

      Her eyes widened but she let me go ahead of her.

      I climbed up quickly, the cold rungs like ice on my hands. As soon as I reached the top, I saw him. He sat with his knees drawn up to his chest, his little fire engine clutched in his hand. A lock of hair stuck out from his winter hat and his eyes were wide.

      My chest felt like it was going to burst with relief as I scrambled the rest of the way up the ladder. I looked around for any sign of a kidnapper—how the hell had Thomas gotten up here?—but he was alone.

      “Oh my god, buddy.” I rushed over and picked him up, wrapping him in my arms. “We were so worried about you.”

      A second later, Annika was there. She took Thomas and held him tight while he hugged her back. Tears trailed down her cheeks and I had to clear my throat a few times before I could speak clearly again.

      “Thomas, how did you get all the way out here?” Annika asked.

      “No big cock.” He shook his head as if he were sad.

      “Big truck?” she asked. “What big truck?’

      “See big cock. In ga-wage.”

      “You wanted to see a big truck in a garage?” Her eyebrows knit together in confusion.

      He nodded. “No big cock. All gone.”

      “Maybe he thought this was a fire station?” I asked. “It’s red.”

      “We-vi ga-wage. We-vi big cock.”

      “Honey, I don’t understand. Did you think this was a garage?”

      “We-vi big cock,” he said again, his voice insistent. “See big cock. Fire cock.”

      “Are you saying you were looking for Levi’s fire truck?” she asked.

      He nodded. “We-vi big cock. Ca-wee me.”

      Carry me? Was he saying I’d brought him out here? “Buddy, I didn’t carry you out here.”

      He nodded again. “We-vi ca-wee me.”

      Annika’s eyes met mine, once again wide with alarm. “Levi wasn’t here, buddy. He couldn’t have carried you.”

      “We-vi ca-wee me. See big cock.”

      A wave of nausea rolled through my stomach. Annika couldn’t think—

      “I didn’t bring him out here,” I said. “Annika, I swear to you—”

      “No.” She adjusted Thomas on her hip. “I know you didn’t. But I don’t know why he thinks it was you.”

      “I don’t either.” I glanced around, half-expecting someone to jump out and attack us, although there wasn’t anywhere to hide. The loft was empty. “Let’s get out of here and tell everyone we found him.”

      She let out a breath and nodded.

      I sent a quick text to Logan, letting him know we found Thomas. He’d spread the word to the rest of them.

      Looking up, I met Annika’s eyes. These two were mine. We were about to become a family. I wrapped my arms around both of them and held them close.

      I was never letting them go.
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      The combination of relief and worry was giving me a stomachache.

      I sat in Isabelle’s parents’ kitchen with a cup of hot apple cider that I wasn’t drinking. Thomas was on my lap, his snack of crackers and juice on the table in front of us. He munched happily, apparently oblivious to the chaos that had erupted around him now that he was safely back with his family.

      Levi stood behind me, his hands on my shoulders. His touch was reassuring, his steady presence helping to calm my racing heart.

      Thomas is fine. He’s here. He’s fine.

      I’d been repeating those words like a mantra ever since we’d found him in the barn. My relief at seeing him alive and well thrummed through me in time with the beat of my heart.

      But how had he gotten there?

      My brothers—all except Garrett who’d stepped outside to take a call—crowded around the table with Isabelle and Elias, drinking their cups of hot chocolate and cider. Mr. and Mrs. Cook, Isabelle’s parents, had insisted we all come in and get warm. They’d fetched us hot drinks, then gone back to work out in the Village. Levi’s brothers had all left, after making sure Thomas and I were okay, as had my parents. I had a feeling my dad wanted a drink that was a lot stronger than hot cocoa.

      Usually, the Cook’s kitchen was a place of comfort. I’d shared countless afternoon snacks with Isabelle at this very table when we were little, and more than a few pizza dinners in our teens.

      But I couldn’t settle down. Someone had taken Thomas. Who would grab a two-year-old and leave him in a barn? And why?

      As relieved as I was that he hadn’t been hurt, I couldn’t escape the feeling that something was very, very wrong.

      “Can we stop pretending like we don’t know who did this?” Zachary asked, breaking the momentary silence.

      My back stiffened. Levi gave my shoulder a reassuring squeeze.

      “We don’t know who did it,” I said, my voice firm.

      Zachary’s eyes flicked to Levi, then back to me. “I hate to tell you this but your boyfriend just pulled the worst prank in the history of Tilikum.”

      “I’m her fiancé, and it wasn’t me,” Levi said. “I didn’t have anything to do with it.”

      “No? How about your brother? Having another guy with your face is sure convenient. And we already know he was here.”

      “None of us would ever mess with someone’s kid like that.”

      “So you’re saying it’s a coincidence that Thomas was found in the same barn where you and Logan were hiding that time the entire town basically shut down to search for you?”

      “Yes, it is a coincidence,” Levi said. “This wasn’t a Bailey prank. Whoever did this wasn’t one of us. That’s a line we’d never cross.”

      “Really? Because I thought screwing my little sister would be a line you wouldn’t cross, yet here we are.”

      I shot him a glare and pointed to Thomas. “Will you stop?”

      Levi took a deep breath. I was so grateful for his self-control. He probably wanted to punch my brother in the face—granted, so did I—but that wasn’t going to help.

      Isabelle put her cup down and reached for Thomas. “How about we go in the other room and watch a movie?”

      Thomas lifted his arms to her and she picked him up.

      “Thanks,” I said and glared at Zachary again.

      “No problem,” Isabelle said. “We’ll be in the next room not listening to the grown-ups act like children.”

      “I’m not acting like a child,” Zachary said.

      Ignoring the rest of us—Elias seemed to ignore everyone except Isabelle—he grabbed the rest of Thomas’s snack and followed Isabelle into the other room. A minute later, I heard the TV turn on.

      “Levi had nothing to do with this,” I said.

      “My nephew says otherwise,” Zachary said. “But I guess we’re not listening to him.”

      “You know it isn’t that simple.”

      It really wasn’t. Thomas had repeated his story that Levi had carried him to see the big truck. But he’d also said Levi was a “fire truck man.” I didn’t completely blame my brothers for thinking it could be a prank. Logan could have dressed in his TFD uniform and convinced Thomas he was Levi. But I knew they hadn’t done it. Not just because Levi trusted his brothers. I did, too.

      “I don’t know, it seems simple to me,” Luke said. “Thomas knows Levi, right?”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t mean he’s being clear,” I said. “He’s two, he doesn’t exactly have a sophisticated vocabulary. He might mean someone dressed like Levi carried him. He kept saying fire truck man. That could just mean it was someone wearing a uniform.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking,” Levi said. “He might have trusted a guy dressed like a fire fighter.”

      “And the fact that Logan Bailey works for the fire department isn’t setting off alarms for anyone but me?” Zachary asked. “Uniform. Same face.”

      Levi’s voice was a low growl. “It. Wasn’t. Logan.”

      Garrett came back inside before Zachary could keep arguing. “Jack and a couple deputies are searching the Village and talking to people. They’re trying to find anyone who actually saw something but so far, no luck.”

      “How could a guy grab a kid and walk away with him and no one sees it?” Theo asked.

      “Thomas obviously went with him willingly,” Garrett said. “It’s busy. Lots of families walking around. A guy with a kid wouldn’t stand out.”

      “I still say you should be questioning the Baileys,” Zachary said. “And the rest of the fire department, while you’re at it.”

      “Thanks for explaining how to do my job,” Garrett said.

      “I kind of hate to ask,” Josiah said, his gravelly voice surprisingly gentle. “Is there any chance it could have been Josh?”

      A heightened sense of tension filled the room. If there was anyone in this world my brothers hated more than the Baileys, it was Josh, Thomas’s biological father.

      “Whoa,” Theo said, putting up his hands. “I thought we agreed we don’t utter his name.”

      “You might want to keep your sports superstition out of real life,” Luke said. “It’s not like saying his name out loud summons him like a demon.”

      “Are you sure?” Theo asked.

      “I haven’t heard from the sperm donor,” I said, emphasizing the fact that I wasn’t saying his name for Theo’s sake, “since he signed away his parental rights after Thomas was born. Even then it was through the lawyer. He was happy to be rid of us. I can’t imagine why he’d show up now, let alone show up and do something so weird.”

      “I thought of that, too,” Garrett said. “But Jack already tracked down his whereabouts. He’s at work. In California.”

      “So the supreme douchebag didn’t do it,” Theo said. “I guess that’s something.”

      Zachary chuckled, probably at the supreme douchebag comment. So did Levi, which seemed to piss off Zachary. His gaze snapped back to Levi. “Maybe we shouldn’t be talking about this with certain people present.”

      “Really, Z?” I asked. “Can you let it go? We’re getting married. You realize that, right?”

      “Can we just focus on one crisis at a time?” Zachary asked.

      He was being such a dick, but there was a hint of humor in his eyes. He was trying to see how far he could push Levi before he snapped.

      But I was the one about to snap.

      Levi squeezed my shoulders again, as if he could feel my hold on my emotions slipping. When he spoke, his voice was deep with conviction. “Look, I get it. You don’t like me. We have generations of animosity to get past. Fine. But I need you all to listen to me right now. I love that kid in there. Thomas isn’t just some add-on or a thing I have to deal with if I want to be with Annika. He’s mine. I’d do anything for him. I’d die for him. So if you think I’d do anything to hurt him, you’re crazy. And if I thought for a second that my brothers had done this, I’d be first in line to tear them to pieces. It wasn’t us. And we can keep wasting time arguing about whether or not this was a prank, which it wasn’t, or we can focus on finding who’s actually responsible.”

      I twisted in my seat so I could look up at him, my heart ready to burst. I loved him so much.

      “He has a point,” Josiah said.

      “Whose side are you on?” Zachary asked.

      “I’m on the side of not being an idiot,” Josiah said. “I don’t think it was the Baileys. They wouldn’t kidnap a kid.”

      “You guys need to leave this to us anyway,” Garrett said. “We’re investigating every possibility.”

      “Fine,” Zachary said, as if magnanimously conceding a minor point. “Maybe it wasn’t a Bailey prank.”

      “Aw, did that hurt?” I asked.

      He put a hand on his chest. “Yeah, kind of.”

      “You’re such an ass.”

      He stood and grabbed his coat off the back of his chair. “But if it turns out this was a Bailey prank, they’re all dead.”

      “Agreed,” Theo said as he stood.

      Luke and Josiah followed suit. I couldn’t tell what Luke was thinking. Did he believe Levi? Or was he still harboring doubts? He kept his cards close; I often didn’t know what was going on in that head of his. As for Josiah, he was being unusually diplomatic. Maybe logic was finally winning out.

      And maybe there was hope for Havens and Baileys to reconcile.

      I didn’t want to get ahead of myself. But we had worked together to find Thomas. That had to mean something.

      “Call if you find out anything new,” Josiah said. He turned to me. “Do you need anything tonight?”

      “Thanks, but we’ll be fine.”

      He nodded. His eyes moved to Levi and he gave him a quick chin tip. It wasn’t exactly a brotherly embrace, but it was something.

      My brothers all filed out into the cold, leaving me and Levi in the kitchen with the sound of a Christmas cartoon drifting in from the other room. I wondered if Thomas was still awake. He’d missed his nap.

      Levi pulled a chair next to me and gently touched my face. “How are you holding up?”

      “I’m okay, I think. Although I feel like I’m going to crash soon from all the stress.”

      “Come stay with me tonight. You and Thomas. I want you both as close to me as possible.”

      “I’d love that. I just need to run home and pick up a few things.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      I smiled. I could have told him that wasn’t necessary, but I didn’t want to be away from him for even a second if I didn’t have to.

      “Okay.”

      He brushed my hair back from my face and placed a soft kiss on my lips.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      “I meant what I said.” His voice was soft and low. “I’d do anything for him. You’re both mine.”

      Tears sprang to my eyes. I didn’t know how I’d gotten this lucky, to have a man who loved me and my son. But I was so grateful.

      “I love you so much. I don’t know what else to say.”

      “That’s all you need to say, beautiful. I love you too.”

      He kissed me again and I took a deep breath. I needed to hold it together long enough to get Thomas home, fed something resembling dinner, and tucked into bed. I could fall apart when he was asleep for the night.

      I got up and Levi followed me into the living room. Thomas was indeed asleep on the couch, his head resting on a green and red plaid throw pillow.

      Isabelle jumped up from the couch as if I’d startled her. Elias stayed where he was, next to where she’d been sitting, but he licked his lips in a way that made me wonder—

      Oh my god. Had they been kissing?

      I raised my eyebrows at Isabelle but she gave me a quick shake of her head. I’d have to ask her what was going on later. As curious as I was—she was my best friend, after all—I was so exhausted, all I could think about was getting home.

      Or what would be home soon. Our home. With Levi.

      The reality of what we were about to do flooded through me, making all my fears and anxieties blow away like fresh snow. Levi was going to marry me and be a dad to my son. He loved us both. And we were going to be a family.

      Sure, my brothers—Zachary, in particular—were still skeptical. And sure, the Tilikum gossip line was going to be on fire with stories about what had happened today. But I didn’t care. They didn’t matter. Levi and I were what mattered.

      And tonight, I was going to rest in his arms, safe and secure, with my son—our son—sleeping nearby. And there was nowhere on earth I’d rather be.
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      I woke to the feel of Levi’s arms around me. I nestled against him, loving his warmth and closeness. No light filtered through the curtain but this late in the year, the sun wouldn’t come up until well after seven.

      He pulled me closer and spoke softly in my ear. “I don’t want to move.”

      “Is it morning?”

      “Yeah.”

      Thomas and I had stayed with Levi off and on since the incident at Christmas Village. On the nights Levi was on duty, we went back to my parents’ house. Otherwise, we’d been here. And it had been amazing. We’d spent time hanging out, just the three of us, and even had our own little Christmas celebration. Last night we’d gone to dinner at the Caboose—a traditionally Bailey restaurant I’d never been to. Stares and whispers still followed us around town, but we’d decided to ignore them.

      I felt him take a deep breath, his chest rising and falling against me. “Tomorrow.”

      A smile stole over my face. “Tomorrow.”

      Tomorrow was the big day. Our wedding.

      With another tight squeeze and a light kiss on my ear, he got up. Chief Stanley had altered Levi’s schedule so he could take time off for the wedding, but it meant he had to be on duty today. He’d be off by eight tomorrow morning, which would give us plenty of time.

      I pulled the covers up to my shoulder, immediately missing his warmth.

      But life was life and we couldn’t spend all day in bed. Especially because Thomas would probably wake up any minute.

      We’d made up Gavin’s old room for Thomas and he loved it. He didn’t exactly understand what it meant that Mommy and Levi were getting married, although he seemed to like the idea of moving into a new bedroom at Wee-vi’s house. One thing was certain, he trusted Levi, which was huge for a kid like him.

      And for me.

      I got up while Levi took a shower and soon enough, Thomas came out. Levi had to get to the firehouse, so after he said goodbye to both of us—basically melting my ovaries with the way he picked up Thomas and hugged him—I fixed breakfast. Little bursts of joy swept through me as I moved around the kitchen. It already felt so familiar here.

      After breakfast, I decided to head back to my parents’ house. I still had packing to do, not to mention last minute wedding details.

      The roads were clear, although snow was in the forecast for later in the afternoon. I parked out front, next to my mom’s car, and brought Thomas inside.

      Mom was in the kitchen and Thomas ran to her before I could get his coat and boots off. She picked him up and hugged him.

      “There’s my sweet boy,” she said. “Did you have fun with Levi?”

      He nodded. “I have `nack?”

      “You want a snack already?” I asked. “You just had breakfast.”

      “`Nack,” he said confidently.

      “I swear, he’s always hungry.” I hung my coat on a hook. I still needed to get his backpack out of the car, but I’d do that later.

      “Wait until he’s a teenager.” Mom set him in a chair at the kitchen table. “I’m not sure how we managed to feed six teenage boys all at once.”

      “I don’t know how you did anything with six teenage boys.”

      “It’s like anything else. Somehow you manage, even when you look back and you’re not sure how you did it.” She took an orange out of the fridge and set it on the counter.

      Mom had apologized profusely for losing track of Thomas that day. I’d assured her I wasn’t angry. It could have happened to any of us. I knew full well how easily he could disappear.

      “I can get that.” I took the orange and started peeling it.

      “Anything new from Garrett?”

      “No. I talked to him yesterday and they don’t have any leads. And in case Zachary isn’t convinced, they ruled out all of Levi’s brothers.”

      “Of course they did. We all know the Baileys wouldn’t kidnap a child.”

      “Tell that to Z.”

      She sighed. “He’s too hot-headed for his own good.”

      I put the orange sections on a plate and set it in front of Thomas. “I just wish they had a lead. Something.”

      “It’s not all that surprising. People come from all over to visit Christmas Village. Whoever it was, he was probably long gone before you even found Thomas.”

      Mom was probably right, but it was so unsettling. Someone had grabbed my child and left him in a barn. For what? To scare the hell out of me? Mission accomplished.

      And why had Thomas said he was a fire truck man? Had he been dressed in a TFD uniform? Had he simply seen the fire truck Thomas carried around and used that as bait?

      There were still so many questions and I wondered if we were ever going to get the answers.

      Being with Levi had done a lot to ease my fears. I felt safe with him. If there was someone prowling around Tilikum, waiting for another chance to snatch my son, Levi would make sure it didn’t happen. But I couldn’t be with Levi every second of every day. He had to work. So would I, once things went back to normal after the wedding.

      I took a deep breath to calm the rising tide of fear and got Thomas a cup of water. We were certainly safe here and I didn’t have to go anywhere today. We could hunker down at my parents’ house and I could get some packing done. Garrett and the rest of the sheriff’s department were doing everything they could.

      The rest of the morning seemed to pass in the blink of an eye. Thomas played with his toys while I packed my crafting supplies. Dad took Thomas outside to play in the snow for a while. When they came in, I made everyone a late lunch and afterward, put Thomas down for a nap. I had a feeling he was going to sleep for at least a couple of hours. He was exhausted from having so much fun outside with Papa.

      Levi texted to see how we were doing. I assured him we were fine.

      On the heels of Levi’s text, I got a call from Marigold.

      “Hey,” I answered.

      “Hi my lovely little bride to be. How are you?”

      “I’m good. Am I really getting married tomorrow?”

      “You sure are. I was just calling to let you know that you don’t have to lift a finger today. I want you to do absolutely nothing but relax.”

      “And pack.”

      “Fine, you can pack. But don’t do too much. How’s Thomas?”

      “He’s napping after playing in the snow with Papa.”

      “What a cutie,” she said. “So I hate to bring up the thing, but has Garrett found anything?”

      “Not yet. He said they talked to someone who might have seen a guy carrying Thomas through the U-cut trees but his description was really vague. He figured it was just a dad with his son, so he didn’t look closely or anything.”

      “It’s so creepy that some guy just picked him up and walked off with him. Sorry, I don’t want to make you feel worse.”

      “It’s okay. You’re right, it is creepy. It’s driving me crazy that I don’t know why someone would do that. Obviously I’m so glad they didn’t hurt Thomas, but why leave him in a barn? What was the point?”

      “I have a theory.” She paused. “This is going to sound crazy but hear me out.”

      “Okay.”

      “So, at first your brothers blamed Levi and his brothers, right?”

      “Mostly Z, yeah.”

      “What if that was the point? They were trying to frame the Baileys and make it look like they’d done it as a prank.”

      My brow furrowed. “Why would someone do that?”

      “Motive is where my theory breaks down, which I admit, makes it pretty weak. I was just thinking, if someone wanted to rile up your brothers, making them mad at the Baileys would be a good way to do it.”

      “That’s true. I just don’t know why someone would want to stir up trouble with the feud.”

      “I don’t know either. But doesn’t it seem strange to you that weird things have happened that neither side takes credit for? Like Logan Bailey’s brakes. Your brothers would never do something like that, but what if someone wanted to escalate the feud? So they tried to make it look like your brothers did something horrible.”

      “Again, why would someone do that?”

      “I’m probably wrong. I don’t know who would want to make the feud worse. But if someone did?”

      “They’d be going about it the right way.”

      “This is a weird question, and I’ve probably been reading too much romantic suspense lately, but do your brothers have any enemies? I mean, besides their longstanding animosity with the Baileys.”

      “None that I know of.”

      “What about Levi?”

      “No. He definitely doesn’t. I’m not sure about his brothers but he’s never mentioned anyone.”

      “I was just wondering if there might be a motive in there somewhere. You know, someone trying to make trouble and using the feud to do it.”

      “That’s actually not a bad theory. I just don’t know. I’ll talk to Levi about it. Maybe he has some ideas.”

      “Okay. You don’t have to if you think it sounds silly. I was just thinking.”

      “It’s not silly. We need to think outside the box. Like you said, this whole thing is so creepy.”

      “Who knows,” she said, her voice flippant. “Maybe someone’s trying to stop you and Levi from getting married.”

      I laughed. “Why? To make sure the feud never ends? Or because Levi has a secret admirer who wants him for herself?”

      “Maybe you have a secret admirer who wants you for himself.”

      “Now you are being silly.”

      “I know, I know. Just… be careful if you go into town or anything. Especially if you’re by yourself.”

      “I will. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

      “Oh, my next client just walked in. I have to go. Call me if you find out anything new. Otherwise, I’ll see you tomorrow out at the winery.”

      “Sounds good. Bye, Mari.”

      I ended the call and set my phone down.

      Thanks to Mari, I didn’t have much to do to get ready for the wedding tomorrow. But I did want to get a little more packing done while Thomas was napping.

      That reminded me. I’d left Thomas’s backpack in my car. I needed to do a load of his laundry. The kid seemed to go through a dozen shirts a week.

      Snow was falling outside, big flakes drifting down through the pine trees surrounding my parents’ house. Smoke rose from the chimney in the shop. Apparently Dad was out there tinkering with something. I thought about checking on him to make sure he wasn’t sneaking cigarettes but decided to leave him alone about it. If he was going to quit for good, he needed to decide for himself.

      I went out to my car and brushed aside the snow that had already accumulated on the door handle. Before I could open it, motion in the corner of my eye caught my attention, as if someone was walking up our long driveway.

      My heart skipped and a surge of adrenaline shot through me. I turned but no one was there.

      Great, now I was seeing things. I’d been understandably jumpy since Thomas’s kidnapping but this was getting ridiculous.

      A large hand clamped over my mouth from behind and I had the stupidest thought: oh good, I wasn’t seeing things. There really was someone.
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      I took a shovel-full of snow and tossed it aside. Logan and I had pulled snow detail, clearing the walkway from the parking lot to the main entrance to the firehouse.

      Logan paused with his snow shovel blade down. “It’s fucking cold out here.”

      It was cold, but I didn’t mind. Working hard helped pass the time in between calls. And I’d never been more anxious for a shift to be over.

      I was marrying Annika tomorrow. Time couldn’t go fast enough.

      “We’re almost done,” I said.

      “Yeah. How are Annika and the little guy?”

      “They’re fine. Staying at her parents’ for the night.”

      “Good. I don’t want them alone.” He shoveled a pile of snow. “Are you sure they’re safe up there? Do we need to step in and take shifts or anything?”

      I grinned at him. Things were definitely starting to change if Logan wanted to assemble the Bailey bodyguard squad for a Haven. “They’ll be fine. I doubt her brothers are leaving anything to chance.”

      “Fair enough. It’s fucked up, though, right? They still don’t know who did it?”

      “Seriously fucked up. But I’m convinced whoever it was dressed in a TFD jacket. Or at least something that looked like one.”

      “I guess it wouldn’t be that hard to get one. What I can’t figure out is why. Why grab a kid and take him out to a barn and then leave him there?”

      “It’s almost like they tried to make it look like a prank on purpose.”

      “You think we were framed?”

      “I know that sounds crazy, but yeah. Maybe.”

      “You don’t think her brothers did it, do you?”

      “Why, so it would look like a Bailey prank and Annika would hate me and call off the wedding?”

      “You’ve clearly thought about this,” he said.

      I hadn’t admitted it to Annika, but the thought had crossed my mind. The Haven brothers, especially Zachary, didn’t want me to marry their sister. And he’d been quick to blame us and call it a prank.

      “Yeah, I’ve thought about it. But Thomas knows his uncles. He wouldn’t have been so vague, calling the guy a fire truck man. He would have known who it was.”

      “Although he said it was you, and obviously it wasn’t, so maybe Annika needs to get his eyes checked.” He pointed his finger at me. “Or maybe it was Reese Haven. Thomas has probably never met him.”

      “If Reese Haven were in town, that would cause almost as much gossip as a Bailey-Haven wedding. We’d know about it.”

      “True.”

      A thought popped into my head. “Maybe it was someone else, dressed to make Thomas think he was a firefighter. Someone Thomas didn’t know. Like the—”

      “Guy who punched Gavin—”

      “Outside the Quick Stop,” I finished.

      “Shit, Sherlock Brolmes. That could be the guy. They pay him to jump Gav, then bring him back to frame us for a way-too-far prank.”

      I took a deep breath. It made sense. But something about it didn’t sit right.

      “I don’t know. I just can’t see them doing that to their sister. They love her, they wouldn’t put her through believing her son had been kidnapped.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it on that one. I don’t know them well enough to make that call.” He straightened and squinted, his eyes on something behind me. “Speaking of the Haven brothers, I think at least one of them just showed up.”

      “What?”

      I turned around just as Zachary’s truck slid to a stop on the street outside the firehouse. But he wasn’t alone. Luke and Theo jumped out of the truck with him. The three Haven brothers zeroed in on me and started toward us. And they clearly weren’t happy.

      “What the fuck?” Logan muttered.

      It was a fair question. They looked like they wanted to fight and that never happened when we were on duty. It was an unspoken rule of the feud.

      Then again, so was not dating anyone on the other side.

      “Where is she?” Zachary hollered.

      I dropped the shovel. “What happened?”

      “What the fuck did you do with her?”

      My heart raced. “I’ve been on duty since eight this morning. What happened?”

      “We can’t find Annika.” Theo’s voice was slightly less antagonistic than his brother’s. “Do you know where she is?”

      “She’s at your parents’ place.”

      “She was,” Luke said. “But she’s not now. We’ve searched everywhere.”

      I stepped closer, adrenaline surging through my veins. “Where’s Thomas?”

      “He’s fine,” Luke said. “He woke up from his nap and started asking for her. Our mom thought she was in her room but she wasn’t there.”

      “Bailey, I swear to god, if you hurt her, I’ll kill you,” Zachary growled.

      “He’s been here, jackass,” Logan said. “He couldn’t have done anything to her.”

      “He could have hired someone,” Zachary said.

      “What, like you hired a guy to kidnap your own nephew to make it look like we did it?” Logan asked.

      “What?” Zachary asked. “Why the fuck would we do a shitty thing like that?”

      “To get in your sister’s business and stop her from marrying Levi,” Logan said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

      “What the hell?” Theo asked. “You think we’d fake a kidnapping?”

      “I don’t know,” Logan said. “You hired some douchebag to jump Gavin. Maybe you would.”

      “We didn’t hire anyone to jump Gavin,” Luke said. “Where’d you hear that?”

      “You blame us for the Timberbeast getting shut down, then Gavin gets jumped,” Logan said. “How is that a coincidence?”

      “You did get the Timberbeast shut down,” Zachary said. “That was low, but we wouldn’t stoop to your level.”

      “We didn’t have anything to do with the Timberbeast,” Logan said, his voice rising.

      “Then who the fuck did?” Theo asked.

      “Hell if I know.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I shouted. “I don’t care who did what. How long has Annika been missing?”

      “Probably a few hours,” Luke said.

      “Her car is still at our parents’ place,” Theo said. “It was unlocked and she had stuff in the backseat.”

      “What about her phone?”

      “In the house,” Theo said. “So is the coat Mom said she was wearing when she got home this morning.”

      “You seriously don’t know where she is?” Zachary’s tone betrayed a hint of fear.

      “No. I told you, I’ve been on duty since this morning. Have you called her friends?”

      “They haven’t seen her,” Luke said. “Marigold talked to her earlier today but doesn’t know where she is now. She said the same thing as you, she was supposed to be at our parents’ place.”

      “What about tire tracks? Did anyone come over to your parents’ house?”

      “They didn’t see anyone,” Theo said. “And no tracks, although it’s been snowing for hours. It would be hard to tell.”

      My heart raced and fear drove me to imagine the worst. First Thomas, and now this? It couldn’t be a coincidence.

      “I think someone’s fucking with us,” I said. “All of us. But first, we need to find Annika.”

      “I’m going to go tell Chief,” Logan said. “And call my wife. Hopefully she has some scary mercenary friend who’s close enough to come help.”

      “Thanks.” I turned back to Annika’s brothers. “Please tell me you looked in that barn outside Christmas Village. If it’s the same guy who took Thomas, maybe he brought her there.”

      “Our Dad and Josiah are out there now,” Luke said. “She’s not.”

      “Fuck.” I wanted to lash out and hit something but losing my temper wasn’t going to help find her. “I’ll call Evan. His dog might be able to sniff something out. Did anyone check my house?”

      “Dad and Josiah did, before they went to the village,” Luke said. “They couldn’t get inside, but it didn’t look like anyone was there.”

      “Asher’s next door. I’ll have him check to make sure.” I didn’t think we’d find her at my house. Why would she have gone there, and how, if she hadn’t taken her car? Besides, she wouldn’t have up and left Thomas. “We should get people checking downtown. Did you guys call the police?”

      “Oh yeah. Sheriff Cordero is on it.”

      I eyed the three of them. “You guys really didn’t have Gavin jumped?”

      “No,” Luke said, his tone decisive.

      “You guys really didn’t get the Timberbeast shut down?” Zachary asked.

      “No,” I said.

      “Then maybe you’re right,” Zachary said. “Maybe someone is fucking with us.”

      I nodded.

      Zachary stepped forward and held out his hand. “First we find Annika. Then we find the fuckers who did all this.”

      I took his hand and we shook. “They’ll regret the day they crossed us.”

      “Fuck yeah, they will.”

      It was the weirdest thing. Electricity seemed to crackle in the air, as if a line had been crossed. A thing never done had been accomplished.

      The Bailey-Haven feud had just been bridged.

      Would it last? I had no idea. But what had started when we’d worked together to search for Thomas took on new life when Zachary shook my hand. I had a feeling Tilikum would never be the same.

      All that passed through my mind in a flash. First, we needed to find Annika. And we needed to find her now.
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      This was the weirdest kidnapping I’d ever heard of.

      A man had grabbed me from right outside my parents’ house and dragged me behind my car, out of sight of the windows. Not that anyone would have seen it happen. Mom had been watching a movie and working on a knit blanket and Dad busy in the shop.

      I’d only caught quick glimpses of my attacker as he zip-tied my wrists and ankles and gagged me with a cloth. Just enough to know he was wearing a ski mask and sunglasses before he put a bag over my head.

      He’d picked me up, carried me to a car, and dumped me in the trunk. Then he’d driven me somewhere, taken me out of the trunk, and brought me inside.

      Inside where, I didn’t know. But it was relatively warm. And I was on a couch.

      For some reason, that was the weirdest part. Why had he set me on a couch?

      I was still bound with zip ties, gagged, and blinded by the cloth bag over my head. I idly wondered if it was a black pillowcase. At least it didn’t smell bad. Whenever I’d seen a kidnapping in the movies where the victim had a bag put over their head, it always seemed to be something gross and dirty.

      The fact that it was a non-stinky bag didn’t offer much comfort. My jaw hurt from the gag and my mouth was horribly dry. The initial sense of paralyzing terror had worn off and now I was a mix of scared and incredibly confused.

      Where was I? And why?

      It was hard to discern the passage of time, but it seemed like I’d been here for at least an hour or two. After my attacker had brought me inside, he’d set me on this couch, and without saying a single word, he’d left.

      So many fears swirled through my mind. Was Thomas okay? Although I knew he was with my parents I couldn’t help but worry about him. Had anyone noticed I was gone? Were they looking for me?

      Was I going to die here?

      It was such a horrifying thought, I had to push it away. I couldn’t die now. What would happen to Thomas? And I was about to marry the man of my dreams.

      I took a few deep breaths to ease the rising panic. The air was warm and stuffy around my face and the zip ties bit into my skin. Isabelle had once shown me and Marigold a video of how to break out of zip ties. Why hadn’t I paid attention?

      Who would have thought I’d ever need it? I wasn’t the sort of person who got kidnapped. I was just a regular single mom living in a small town who worked two part-time jobs. Just a girl trying to do her best. Why would someone do this?

      I couldn’t figure it out.

      Did Levi know I was missing? Was he looking for me?

      Panic tried to overtake me again, my limbs starting to shake and my heart raced. I told myself to stay calm but it wasn’t working. It felt like I was swirling at the top of a waterfall of fear. I’d been treading water, somehow staying away from the roaring drop. Any second I could lose the battle and I’d be plunged over the sheer precipice of terror.

      A dull metallic noise pulled me back from the brink, giving me something else to focus on. A second later, the door opened, bringing with it a blast of cold winter air. An intense urge to run came over me but I couldn’t. I couldn’t see, couldn’t get up, couldn’t really do anything. So I just tucked my bound legs beneath me, vaguely wishing I could disappear into the couch cushions.

      The door shut and heavy footsteps approached.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” a male voice said. I didn’t recognize it. “I’m going to take the bag off and the gag out. If you cooperate, I’ll even untie you. Understand?”

      The prospect of being able to see and getting the awful rag out of my mouth was unnaturally thrilling. I nodded.

      He pulled the bag off and I blinked in the light. Through the momentary blurriness, I could see a man wearing a ski mask and sunglasses. It seemed a little cliché, but I certainly couldn’t see his face. Not even his eyes. He reached behind my head and untied the gag.

      I worked my jaw a few times, wincing at the stiffness.

      “Sorry about that,” he said.

      He was sorry? He’d kidnapped me, tied me up, gagged me, put a bag over my head, and dragged me – somewhere –  and he was sorry?

      “Seriously?” I asked. “You’re sorry?”

      He shrugged, as if he didn’t really care. “I brought you a burger and fries. That’s all you get for tonight, so if you want to be a brat and throw it on the floor or whatever, just know I’m not coming back with more food until tomorrow.”

      Now that he mentioned it, I could smell the greasy scent of a fast-food burger and fries. That and stale cigarette smoke.

      “You’re feeding me?”

      “Yeah.” His voice was nonchalant and he gestured to a small table with a grease-stained bag. “Food’s there. There’s a bathroom through that door. Don’t waste your time going through the cupboards, they’re empty. I made sure there’s toilet paper, so you’re welcome.”

      I gaped at him. “You’re welcome? You kidnapped me and I’m supposed to be thankful that you brought toilet paper?”

      He turned toward me. “Uh, yeah.”

      “Who are you? What’s going on? Why am I here?”

      “You don’t actually think I’m going to tell you any of that, do you?”

      No, he probably wasn’t. And without even the slightest idea of what was going on, I couldn’t think of any questions to trip him up or ways to trick him into giving me information.

      “Okay, so you brought me food and toilet paper. Are you actually going to untie me, or do I have to figure out how to pee with my hands tied?”

      He crossed his arms. He was dressed in a dark gray coat, jeans, and black boots. Pretty much the same thing that half of Tilikum wore in the winter—minus the creepy ski mask and sunglasses, of course.

      “Are you going to behave?”

      Was I going to behave?

      He was a big man. I had no idea where we were. It looked like a small house or cabin, but there weren’t any windows and the walls were lined with what looked like carpeted panels. A single light in the dingy popcorn ceiling illuminated the small space. The floor was also carpeted and there were a few empty shelves and a cupboard on one wall. A door led into a bathroom. Other than that, there wasn’t anything in here. Just the couch I was sitting on and the little table with the bag of what was apparently my dinner.

      There were no potential weapons. Nothing loose I could grab to hit him over the head. If I tried to run for the door, he’d just tie me up again.

      I didn’t have much of a choice. “Fine.”

      He pulled a box cutter out of his pocket. That was a weapon, but he had it, and the chances of me getting it from him were pretty low. He approached me without any apparent concern that I could harm him and cut the ties at my wrists and ankles.

      I rotated my hands and flexed my feet. “So, now what?”

      He gestured to the table. “You can eat if you want. After that, I don’t really care. I’ll be back tomorrow to check on you and bring some more food.”

      “You’re just leaving me here?”

      “Yeah, obviously.”

      “How long are you keeping me here?”

      “Don’t worry about it. Just cooperate and hang out here for a while and you’ll be fine. No one has to get hurt.”

      “I’m supposed to just sit here until you decide to let me go?”

      “Yeah.”

      This was so weird. “I’m confused.”

      “Look, this isn’t personal. It’s just business. There’s a lot of money at stake.” He lowered his voice, as if talking to himself. “At least there better be.”

      “What money? If you think my family is going to pay a big ransom or something, you picked the wrong target. We don’t have anything.”

      “Don’t try to get out. The door locks from the outside. And don’t waste your time screaming for help. The place is soundproof. No one can hear you. Like I said, if you cooperate, I’ll bring you food and water. You’ll be home in no time.”

      “And if I don’t cooperate?”

      He sighed, like this was all a big inconvenience. “I really don’t want to hurt you. Let’s just not go there, okay?”

      “Who are you?”

      “Again, no idea why you think I’d answer that.”

      I sagged against the couch, feeling defeated. I was relieved he didn’t seem to intend to kill me—that is, if I could believe anything he said. He was a kidnapper, after all. That didn’t exactly make him trustworthy.

      But I was so confused. Why would someone do this to me? What money was he talking about?

      “Can you just tell me how long you’re going to keep me here?”

      “No.”

      “You don’t understand. I’m getting married tomorrow.”

      “Yeah. I don’t know. You can reschedule or something.”

      “You’re horrible, you know that? I don’t know what happened to you to make you such an awful human being. Maybe your mom didn’t love you enough or you have daddy issues or your high school girlfriend cheated on you and broke your heart, but whatever it was, it doesn’t make this okay. You can’t just kidnap a woman and hold her in some creepy cabin. Feeding me doesn’t make it better, either.”

      He didn’t move for a long moment. Just stared at me. Or at least, I assumed he stared at me. I couldn’t be sure, since I couldn’t see his eyes.

      “Whatever.” He turned toward the door. “Eat. Don’t eat. I don’t give a shit. I’ll check on you tomorrow.”

      “Wait, don’t—”

      He walked out and shut the door behind him.

      The metallic sound I’d heard earlier must have been him unlocking the locks. It was dull and barely audible. That probably meant he wasn’t lying about this place being soundproof.

      Who had a soundproof room in Tilikum? We hadn’t been in the car long enough to go very far. It seemed like we’d still be in town, or on the outskirts at least. But I didn’t know of a place with soundproofing.

      With a sense of tired resignation—I was coming down off all the adrenaline—I got up to use the bathroom and grab the food he’d brought. It probably wasn’t poisoned.

      Although I knew it was pointless, I rattled the doorknob, just in case this was all a weird prank and I wasn’t actually locked in.

      I was. And no one I knew would pull a prank like this. Not my brothers. Not the Baileys. No way.

      What was Thomas doing right now? And what about Levi? A horrible thought plowed its way through my mind. What if Levi thought I left him? That I ran off for some crazy reason and didn’t want to marry him. Logically, I knew that was ridiculous. At the very least, he’d know I’d never leave my son.

      But was he looking for me? If he was, was there any chance he’d find me? Or was I stuck here until the creepy ski mask guy decided to let me go?

      I left the food where it was. I didn’t have any appetite. The last thing I wanted to be was a damsel in distress. Being a single mom had taught me a lot about taking care of myself, taking responsibility for my own life, and being my own hero.

      But now, I felt so helpless. I really needed a hero to save me.
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      Every muscle in my body was tense. My hands gripped the steering wheel as I followed Zachary toward the Havens’ house, hard resolve flowing through my veins. We were going to find her. There was no other option.

      Asher and Grace had checked my house—leaving me grateful for once that they had a key—but it was empty, with no sign that anyone had been there. I hadn’t expected them to find her there but the tiny flicker of hope that this was all some kind of crazy misunderstanding and she’d turn up somewhere normal, with a perfectly good explanation as to how she got there, was fading quickly.

      She’d left her car. Her phone. Her purse, with her wallet, ID, and credit cards. She hadn’t even taken a coat, as far as I knew.

      And she’d never, ever leave Thomas like this.

      Gavin was off today, so he and Skylar were meeting up with Luke to search downtown. They’d check the restaurants and shops, ask around to find out if anyone had seen her, and spread the word that she was missing. Apparently Gram was with them; she’d insisted. Asher and Grace had teamed up with Theo to search the area around Tilikum College.

      I hadn’t heard back from Logan yet. Chief had released us both from duty but Mavis Doolittle had called in another dubious complaint, so Logan had to wait for our replacements to get to the firehouse before he left. Last I’d heard, Cara was on her way to pick him up and they were planning to search some of the more remote areas, like the murder cabin and the lake. Paul and Josiah were checking the Christmas tree farm and the surrounding orchards.

      The long driveway up to the Haven place was bumpy and slick with snow and ice. Fucking snow. It was still falling and any tire tracks or footprints would be long since covered up. I hoped Sasquatch would be able to find something—at least give us an idea of where to look next. He wasn’t specifically trained as a search and rescue dog, but Evan and Fiona said he was great at what they called nose work. I hoped that meant he’d be able to recognize and follow her scent.

      I parked among the other cars in front of her parents’ house. Garrett stood on the porch, in uniform, talking to someone on his phone. Judging by his concerned expression, there hadn’t been any breakthroughs.

      Fuck.

      Garrett pocketed his phone while Zachary and I got out. “No luck?”

      “No,” Zachary said. “The Baileys don’t know where she is either but they’re all searching.”

      “Evan is on his way with his dog,” I said. “I just need something with her scent on it.”

      Zachary and Garrett exchanged a look, as if deciding whether they were going to let me in the house.

      “Go on in,” Garrett said. “Her room is down the hall.”

      “Is Thomas okay?” I asked.

      Garrett nodded. “He’s been asking where she is, but Mom has him distracted with a movie. We’re trying to keep him from realizing there’s anything wrong for now.”

      I walked past Garrett and went inside. Marlene sat with Thomas on the couch. She glanced over and a look of relief softened her features.

      “Thomas, look who’s here.” She gently nudged him.

      He twisted in his seat and his face lit up with a smile. “We-vi!”

      My heart melted in my chest. I loved that kid so much. “Hey, big man.”

      He jumped off the couch and I met him halfway, scooping him up into my arms. I held him close for a long moment.

      “Go to We-vi’s house?”

      “Not right now.”

      “Mommy?”

      I had to clear my throat so my voice wouldn’t crack with emotion. I’m going to find your Mommy. I swear it. “Mommy will be back soon. I need something from her room. Do you want to come with me?”

      He nodded.

      Marlene gave me a teary-eyed smile. I nodded to her, wishing I could offer more reassurance, and adjusted Thomas in my arms. I took him down the hall and found Annika’s bedroom.

      I’d only seen a glimpse of this room from the outside, the night I’d climbed up to her balcony to kiss her. Everything was so distinctly her. From the soft colors to boxes of packed craft supplies, to the bits of glitter catching the light.

      I put Thomas down on the bed and looked around at her stuff, wondering what I should grab for Sasquatch to sniff.

      “We-vi’s house?”

      “You’ll come to my house soon.”

      “Okay. Big cock?”

      I loved that this kid could make me laugh in the midst of a crisis. “I didn’t bring the big truck. But we’ll see it soon. Maybe we’ll even take a ride. Would that be fun?”

      “Ride big cock?”

      I chuckled again. Maybe I needed to find another way to phrase that until he learned to say the word truck properly. “Yeah, big man.”

      Her pillow would be saturated with her scent. I picked it up and held it to my face, breathing in deeply. Oh fuck me. It smelled so good my eyes rolled back.

      “Mommy’s,” Thomas said, pointing to it.

      “Yep. Can I borrow this?”

      His little brow furrowed, like he didn’t understand why I needed his mommy’s pillow, but he nodded.

      “Thanks, buddy. Let’s go see Nana, okay?”

      “Movie.”

      “Yep, you can finish your movie.”

      I tucked Annika’s pillow under one arm, picked up Thomas, and carried him out to the living room.

      “I have to go back outside for a little bit,” I said. “You stay here with Nana, okay?”

      He wrapped his arms around my neck and squeezed, making my throat thick. “Bye bye, We-vi.”

      “Bye, Thomas. I love you, big man.”

      “Wuv you too.” He planted a big toddler kiss on my cheek.

      Blowing out a breath to keep my emotions in check, I handed him to Marlene. “We’ll keep you posted.”

      Fear shone in her eyes but she was doing a good job of staying calm for Thomas. “Okay. And Levi?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you.”

      “She’s going to be fine.” I put as much assurance into my voice as I could muster.

      She nodded and took Thomas back to the couch.

      I brought the pillow outside to wait for Evan. Garrett and Zachary stood on the porch, Garrett maintaining an air of calm professionalism, while Zachary paced back and forth, looking like he was going to crawl out of his own skin.

      A voice came on Garrett’s radio. “We have a report of suspicious activity on Alpine.”

      Another voice answered. “Is it Mavis Doolittle again?”

      “That’s correct,” the first voice said.

      “Copy that. I’ll swing by and see what’s wrong this time.”

      Garrett shook his head. He looked annoyed.

      “Mavis Doolittle calls you guys too?” I asked.

      “Once in a while,” he said. “There’s never anything wrong. We have an actual missing persons case and the clock is ticking, but now we have to send someone out to tell Mavis that there’s not a robber in her basement. The last time I had to answer a call at her place, she practically felt me up.”

      “No shit?” I asked. “She did the same thing to me.”

      Zachary cracked the slightest grin. “You guys both got felt up by Mavis Doolittle?”

      “Worse,” I said. “She practically offered me a blow job.”

      Zachary and Garrett both shuddered.

      “No, thanks,” Zachary said.

      The three of us turned toward the driveway at the sound of a vehicle. Evan and Fiona pulled up in his truck and parked. Fiona jumped out, dressed in a black winter coat, snow boots, and a Bailey Customs knit hat. Evan seemed to be defying the winter weather, wearing a thick flannel, jeans, and work boots. His only nod to the snow was a Bailey Customs hat that matched Fiona’s.

      Sasquatch jumped out of the truck and at a low command from Evan, sat next to his feet.

      I brought the pillow to him. “This is hers.”

      In true Evan Bailey fashion, he didn’t waste time with conversation. Just took the pillow with a short nod while Fiona stood nearby, wringing her hands with worry. He crouched down and held it for Sasquatch to smell.

      “Good boy, Sasquatch,” Fiona said. “Maybe take him away from the house to start? Her scent is probably all over the place.”

      “Yeah.” Evan led Sasquatch toward the middle of the driveway and let him smell the pillow again before handing it to Fiona. “Sasquatch, find it.”

      Responding to the command, Sasquatch started sniffing the ground. He sniffed around Evan’s feet, then over to Fiona.

      “Find it, Sasquatch,” she said.

      He kept sniffing, moving around in what looked like a random pattern. I wondered if he’d be able to smell anything in the snow or if he’d just lead us to the house.

      The randomness of Sasquatch’s path seemed to change and he headed straight for her car. He did a lap, sniffing around the perimeter, then started down the driveway toward the road.

      Holy shit. Had he found her trail?

      Evan and Fiona tailed him and I followed behind with Garrett and Zachary. The dog moved down the hill, his nose to the snow. He definitely smelled something that had his interest. A few times he stopped and circled once before continuing on.

      Our boots crunched through the snow and the sound of a car carried over the quiet of the woods surrounding the Havens’ house. Sasquatch led us all the way to the main road, then circled on the side a few times before sitting at Evan’s feet and letting out a whine.

      “Sasquatch, can you find it?” Fiona asked.

      He sniffed the ground again, moving in a circle, before coming back to them with another whine.

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “The trail ends here,” Evan said.

      A ridge of dirty snow bordered the road where plows had come through and piled it up. The side of the road itself was covered in a fresh layer of white but there were tire tracks leading from the shoulder onto the road, as if someone had parked there and later driven away.

      “Tire tracks,” Garrett said, echoing my thoughts.

      “She could have come down here and gotten in someone’s car,” Evan said.

      I looked up and down the road. “Or someone brought her down here and put her in a car.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking,” Garrett said. “The tracks lead toward town.”

      “So a car went that way.” Zachary gestured down the road. “Now what the hell do we do?”

      “I can check with Mr. Miller across the street,” Garrett said. “See if he saw anything.”

      That didn’t sound like much of a lead. Mr. Miller’s house was set back on the other side of the road, with trees in front. But if Sasquatch couldn’t track her scent any further than this, we were right back where we started—basically nowhere.

      “As usual, nothing going on at Mavis Doolittle’s,” a voice said from Garrett’s radio.

      A thought hit me. “What was her complaint?”

      “Who, Mavis?” Garrett keyed his mic. “Kade, what did Mrs. Doolittle report she saw?”

      “She claims there was someone dressed in black walking around behind her house,” he said. “But I didn’t see any evidence that anyone had been back there. And no one’s there now.”

      “Thanks, Kade.”

      Something about that wasn’t sitting right with me. Mavis did call in things that weren’t even close to real emergencies, but there was always something that prompted her. The last time Logan and I had been out there, she had seen smoke. Granted, it had been smoke from her neighbor burning yard debris, but she didn’t dial 911 out of nowhere.

      “Her neighbors are Mr. and Mrs. Willard, right?” I asked. “Don’t they spend their winters in Arizona?”

      “Yeah,” Garrett said. “They usually leave after Thanksgiving.”

      “So if Mavis did see someone, it wasn’t her neighbors,” I said.

      “Kade didn’t see anything, although it’s been snowing,” Garrett said. “Footprints would be mostly covered.”

      “And how carefully do you think he looked, considering it’s a Mavis Doolittle call?”

      “Good point. He probably glanced out back and told her everything was fine.” The wheels seemed to be turning in Garrett’s mind. “And the Willards do have a bunch of outbuildings on their property.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “I know it’s a long shot, but we should check it out. It’s not like we have any other leads.”

      “And maybe Sasquatch will pick up her scent,” Fiona said.

      Garrett glanced at Zachary and they both nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      “Sasquatch come.” Evan started back up the hill with Fiona while their dog trotted along beside him.

      I trudged through the snow toward my SUV, a heightened sense of urgency spurring me on.

      Hang in there, Annika. We’re coming.
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      The Willards’ house was dark, the curtains in the front windows all drawn. It certainly looked like they’d closed it up for the winter. The driveway was plowed but they probably paid someone to keep it clear and to check on their house while they were gone. If Mavis Doolittle had seen someone, it could have been whoever the Willards had looking after the place. They also had an adult son who didn’t live in town anymore, as far as I knew. Maybe it had been him.

      We pulled up in front of the house and parked—me in my SUV, Evan and Fiona in their truck, and Garrett and Zachary in Garrett’s police cruiser. Mavis Doolittle was already at her front window, watching our every move. Because of course she was. It looked like she was on the phone—probably ready to give a play by play of the neighborhood drama to one of her friends in town.

      I got out of the car, idly wondering what sort of rumors this was going to spark. But more than that, a burning question kept nagging at me. Why? Why would someone kidnap Annika? What were they trying to accomplish? Her parents owned Haven Timber, but everyone in town knew their company was struggling. The timber industry had been in decline for decades. She couldn’t have been taken for ransom money, could she?

      Did her family have enemies we didn’t know about? Some rift beyond the feud?

      At this point, I was convinced of two things. Someone had kidnapped her and they’d done it intentionally. They’d targeted her on purpose.

      But I didn’t know why.

      I also didn’t know why someone would have tampered with Logan’s brakes, or started a fire at the Haven House, or filed bogus complaints to get the Timberbeast shut down, or kidnapped Thomas and left him in a barn. Hell, even the attack on Gavin didn’t have an explanation. Were the same people behind all of it?

      I had a feeling the answer was yes. And now they’d taken my girl.

      The snow crunched beneath my boots when I got out. Evan and Fiona brought Sasquatch out on his leash. I hoped he might immediately catch her scent and try to follow, but he just sat near Evan’s feet, his ears rotating as he took in the sounds around us.

      As soon as Garrett and Zachary got out of Garrett’s car, Mavis Doolittle poked her head out her front door.

      “I’m so glad you men are here,” she called. “He’s going to come for my house next, I’m sure of it.”

      “What exactly did you see, Mrs. Doolittle?” Garrett asked.

      “A robber,” she said with a decisive nod. “He probably stole all Mrs. Willard’s jewelry. If she has any.”

      “Did you see him break into the house?” Garrett asked.

      She glanced away for a second. “Well, no. But I’m sure he was up to no good.”

      “If he wasn’t at the house, where was he?”

      “I caught sight of him through my kitchen window. Come in and I’ll show you.”

      Garrett and I exchanged a glance. If we went into her house, she’d keep us there forever.

      “Thanks, Mrs. Doolittle, but we’ll just go have a look around,” Garrett said.

      “I hope you do a better job than the last deputy they sent out. He hardly even looked.”

      Garrett keyed his mic. “I’m in front of the Willard house, taking a second look at the Doolittle complaint.”

      “Are we allowed to search their property without a warrant?” Fiona asked.

      “I can’t go inside any of the buildings without either a warrant or permission. But I can take a look around outside, since I’m responding to a neighbor’s complaint. The rest of you are technically trespassing.”

      “Don’t care,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      We walked down the driveway and then around the side of the house. Their property was wide open, without any fenced areas. Behind the house, they had a big shop with one tall door—probably where they parked an RV—and a smaller door. There was also an old chicken coop that didn’t look like it had been used in a while and a couple of garden sheds in varying states of repair.

      I peeked in one of the garden shed’s dingy windows but it didn’t look like there was anything in there but tools. Certainly no sign of Annika.

      Evan and Fiona let Sasquatch walk around the house and outbuildings but he didn’t seem to be picking up a scent. He circled around a few times, then sat at Evan’s feet and let out a whine, like he was as frustrated as we were.

      I looked back at Mrs. Doolittle’s house. It was angled in such a way that she wouldn’t have a clear view of this part of the Willards’ property from her kitchen window. I walked closer to her house, until I could see her window, then turned to look at what she’d see. Where had she been looking when she’d supposedly seen someone?

      The open field gradually changed to a pine forest, and just inside the first trees, there was another building. It wasn’t large, but bigger than the garden sheds—more like a small cabin or shack. From my vantage point, I couldn’t see any windows, but on one side, I could make out what was probably the door.

      Mrs. Doolittle had said she saw someone in her neighbor’s yard, not in the woods behind their house. But she wasn’t exactly known for her reliability. Maybe she had seen someone in the woods and stretched the truth when she called it in to make it seem like her property was in danger.

      “What’s that?” I pointed to the building. “Is that on the Willards’ property?”

      “I’m not sure where the property line is,” Garrett said. “But the lots out here are all five-acre minimum. It could be.”

      “Mrs. Doolittle said she saw someone out her kitchen window.” I gestured, indicating her line of sight. “She’d be looking out there.”

      As I gazed at the cabin, a strange tingling sensation swept up my spine. Without another word, I started toward it, stepping through the snow.

      My heart thumped and the closer I got, the more adrenaline poured through my veins. She was out there. I didn’t know how I knew, but I did. It was like I could feel her. Like she was reaching out to me and something inside me was responding.

      I could hear her silent call.

      “Annika?” I called, picking up my pace to a run. “Annika, are you in there?”

      Sasquatch ran past me, bounding through the snow. He got to the building and sniffed around, veering straight for the door.

      “Did you find it, Sasquatch?” Fiona asked.

      Barking, he pawed the door, then sat and let out a long whine.

      I hurried to catch up with him. My senses seemed to have sharpened, all my focus on Annika. The biting wind and deep snow didn’t matter.

      All that mattered was her.

      The door was bolted shut with a large padlock. Sasquatch pawed at it and barked again.

      I banged on the door. “Annika? Are you in there?”

      A faint voice answered, as if something was deadening the sound. “Levi?”

      “She’s here!” I shouted to the others. “We need bolt cutters.”

      “On it.” Zachary turned to head for one of the sheds.

      “Annika, we’re going to get you out,” I said, raising my voice so she could hear me through the door. “Hang in there, baby.”

      “Levi, oh my god, is that you?”

      “It’s me. Hold on. We have to cut through the lock.”

      It probably took Zachary all of a minute to find a set of bolt cutters in the Willards’ shed, but the wait was agonizing. He ran back through the snow and handed them to me, casting a wary glance at Sasquatch. I didn’t blame him. Evan’s dog was intimidating.

      I placed the jaws of the bolt cutters around the shackle of the lock and squeezed the handles. The lock broke and I tore it off, letting it drop to the ground with a thud.

      As soon as I opened the door, Annika flew into my arms.

      I picked her up off the ground, holding her as tight as I could. Her arms wrapped around my neck and I felt her body shake with sobs.

      “Shh. You’re okay. I’ve got you.”

      “Oh my god, Levi. You found me.”

      “Of course I did.” I held on tight. I never wanted to let her go. “Of course I found you.”

      Vaguely, I was aware of Garrett reporting into the station on his radio. Of Zachary, Evan, and Fiona making frantic phone calls, spreading the word that she’d been found.

      She was safe.

      “Are you hurt?” I asked, still not letting her go.

      “No, I’m okay.” Her voice shook. “Just freaked out. I’m so glad you’re here. Is Thomas all right?”

      “He’s fine. He’s with your mom.”

      I finally put her down but only because I needed to see her face. Brushing her hair back, I kissed her. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      “I’m fine now that you’re here. How did you find me?”

      I glanced back at Garrett and Zachary, standing with Evan and Fiona, while Sasquatch nudged her leg with his nose. “It was a team effort. Who did this to you?”

      “I don’t know. He wore a ski mask. Whoever he was, he grabbed me when I went to get Thomas’s backpack out of my car. He tied me up, carried me down the hill, and put me in a trunk. Then he brought me here.”

      The thought of someone tying up my girl made my blood run hot with rage. “Whoever he is, I’m going to fucking kill him.”

      “Don’t say that out loud in front of Garrett,” she whispered.

      I blew out a breath. She was probably right. But I still wanted to murder him. “Let’s just get you out of here.”

      “Gladly.”

      Annika hugged her brothers and I looked around, wondering if we were being watched. I didn’t see any cameras but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.

      Who was fucking with us?

      I was going to find out.
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      Just when I’d thought my day couldn’t get any weirder, I was surrounded by Havens and Baileys.

      At my parents’ house.

      After rescuing me, Levi had brought me home, and all our brothers had congregated here. Which meant I was sitting in my parents’ living room among the men on both sides of the feud.

      Plus their wives. Or at least, the Bailey wives. Taylor wasn’t here, because of course she wasn’t. She avoided family gatherings whenever she could.

      I’d expected to be surrounded by these people tomorrow at the wedding. But not in my parents’ living room.

      Garrett had gone outside to take a call from someone at the station. I desperately hoped they’d called to tell him they’d caught my kidnapper. I’d gone over what had happened, from the guy surprising me outside the house to being unceremoniously left in a locked shack, alone. I’d described him as best I could, which I knew wasn’t going to help very much. Between the ski mask and sunglasses, I hadn’t seen his face. And the rest of his clothes had been so nondescript.

      The sheriff’s department had set up surveillance around the shack so they’d be ready if and when the guy came back. He’d said he’d check on me and bring more food the next day, so I doubted he’d show up again before that. I wondered if he’d go at all or realize the place was being watched. It was hard to know.

      I hoped they’d get him. I hated the idea that my kidnapper was still running around free. What if he tried again?

      Levi’s strong presence kept me calm. He had his arm around me and I leaned against him, letting the warmth of his body seep into me. Dad sat on the couch on my other side. As soon as I’d seen him, he’d hugged me so tight, he’d practically squished the air from my lungs.

      Mom had put Thomas to bed, after I’d snuggled with him on the couch until well past his bedtime. He had no idea that his mom had been kidnapped, nor that his very-soon-to-be stepdad had rescued her. I’d been so relieved to see him again, it had been hard to keep from crying. But the last thing I wanted to do was scare him. Fortunately, he’d gone to sleep without any trouble.

      Now Mom sat in the kitchen with none other than Gram Bailey, sipping tea.

      So weird. Nice, but weird.

      I’d talked to both Isabelle and Marigold shortly after getting home, and told them everything that had happened. They’d both asked if I still wanted to go through with the wedding tomorrow.

      There was no way I was postponing it. I was not letting that jerk of a kidnapper ruin my wedding. And I was not going to wait to become Levi’s wife.

      Nothing was going to stop this wedding from happening.

      Josiah stepped in front of the wood stove. “I think it’s time we get everything out on the table.”

      “Agreed.” Levi gave me a squeeze, then stood.

      “No bullshitting.” Josiah’s eyes moved around the room to our other brothers, finally coming to rest on Zachary. “And no fighting.”

      Dad gave him a hard stare. Zachary put up his hands, as if surrendering to the inevitable.

      “Okay,” Josiah said. “We weren’t responsible for the fire at the Haven House. And we didn’t have anything to do with Logan’s brakes.”

      “Or the guy who gave you a black eye.” Luke gestured toward Gavin. “That wasn’t us.”

      “We didn’t get the Timberbeast shut down,” Levi said. “We didn’t kidnap Thomas and we certainly didn’t have anything to do with what happened to Annika today.”

      “What about the goats in the Caboose parking lot?” Logan asked.

      “Oh yeah, that was us,” Zachary said with a grin.

      “That was actually a good one,” Logan said.

      Levi and his brothers all nodded in agreement.

      “It was a pain in the ass to clean up,” Asher said. “But it was a good prank.”

      “Mayonnaise donuts?” Luke asked, raising his eyebrows.

      Gavin chuckled. “Yep. It’s a classic. And you guys fall for it every time.”

      My brothers shrugged and nodded, acknowledging the prank.

      “The drive-in stunt you pulled was also pretty funny,” Theo said. “Props to you guys. That was a good one.”

      “No one puts Gavin in a corner,” Logan said with a grin.

      That got a laugh out of everyone. I hadn’t been there the night the Baileys hijacked the drive-in and played their own version of Dirty Dancing, complete with Logan and Gavin reenacting the lift in the water scene. But I’d heard all about it. My brothers had acted angry, the way they always did after a prank. But I’d been able to tell they’d thought it was funny, even though they hadn’t been willing to admit it.

      “We’re also withdrawing the offer on Mrs. Bailey’s land.” Josiah looked down and cleared his throat, as if what he was about to say was going to hurt. “We didn’t mean any harm but we shouldn’t have done it in the first place.”

      I stared at him, my lips parting. Had he just apologized to the Baileys?

      Levi stepped toward him and held out his hand. “Thanks, man.”

      Josiah took it and they shook. Then Dad stood and he shook Levi’s hand, too. He returned to his seat next to me and gave me a quick wink.

      A momentary hush fell over the room, the gravity of what we’d just witnessed settling over each one of us. I glanced back into the kitchen. Mom was smiling at Gram Bailey. Gram seemed to catch Josiah’s eye and give him a solemn nod.

      “I’m not sorry for falling in love with your sister,” Levi said.

      Josiah smiled at him and everyone laughed softly.

      “This is so cute, I might cry,” Cara whispered to Grace, although she was loud enough that we all heard her.

      Fiona sniffed and wiped beneath her eyes. “I am crying.”

      Evan put his arms around her and pulled her close.

      Zachary eyed the women like he was confused by their display of emotion. “Okay, that’s… nice. So, we need to talk about the fact that someone is messing with us. With all of us. Because if we didn’t do all that shitty stuff to you, and you didn’t do the shitty stuff to us, who did?”

      “And why?” Levi added.

      “The guy who took me said there was money involved,” I said. “I told him if he was trying to get our family to pay a ransom, he’d picked the wrong victim. But he didn’t really react when I said that.”

      “We didn’t get any ransom demands,” Josiah said. “I guess it’s possible they just hadn’t come through with what they want yet. But maybe ransom wasn’t their angle.”

      The front door opened and Garrett came back in. Judging by the hard set of his jaw, he was frustrated.

      “Anything?” Josiah asked.

      “Not much. The shack where we found her is on the Willards’ property. They claim that they always keep it locked and no one has access to it, not even their son. As for him, he’s been located. He’s fishing in Alaska, so it wasn’t him.”

      “All someone would need to get access to that shack is a set of bolt cutters,” Levi said. “They replace the lock and suddenly they have the perfect place to stash a kidnapping victim.”

      “And if the only person around is Mrs. Doolittle, there’s not much chance of anybody hearing the victim,” Garrett said.

      “Plus, the guy told me it was soundproof,” I said. “Maybe he was lying to keep me from screaming, but the walls were lined with panels of some kind.”

      “That’s weird,” Levi said.

      “It’s actually not,” Garrett said. “The Willards said they built the shack back when their son was a teenager and trying to start a garage band. They soundproofed it to stop the neighbors from complaining.”

      “Wait, a garage band?” I asked.

      “That’s what they said.”

      Levi’s eyebrows lifted, like he already knew where my mind was going. “We need to find out who else was in that band. They’d have known it was soundproofed.”

      “I already know one of them,” I said. “Lorraine Montgomery’s son, Rob. She told me once that he went through a drummer phase and wanted to start a garage band and she was glad when they started holding practices somewhere else.”

      “That somewhere else could have been at the Willards' place, with their son,” Levi said.

      “It doesn’t prove that Rob Montgomery did it, but he’d be one of the few people who’d know that shack is soundproofed.”

      “Is he the same age as the Willards’ son?” Josiah asked.

      “He might be,” Garrett said. “They’re probably both in their forties now.”

      “The guy who took me could have been in his forties,” I said.

      “Just because this dude might have been in a band with the Willards’ son doesn’t mean he kidnapped Annika,” Logan said.

      “No motive,” Garrett said.

      “What if there is, though?” I asked. “Maybe I’m crazy, but what if—”

      “The Montgomery treasure,” Levi said, finishing my thought.

      “I’m not following,” Josiah said.

      Levi turned to Gavin. “The Haven House fire was right after you and Skylar found something in the basement. Something that might have been a clue to finding the treasure, right?”

      “Yeah,” Gavin said. “Who knows what else was in that chest.”

      Levi turned to Logan. “You guys were looking into the treasure just before someone tampered with your brakes. You talked to Harvey Johnston and then Cara put out that notice offering a reward for information.”

      “Holy shi—,” Logan said, his eyes shifting to the kitchen. “I mean, yeah, that’s true.”

      “And you guys had a house fire.” Levi gestured to Asher and Grace. “Wasn’t that after Grace started researching Eliza Bailey and John Haven?”

      “But the investigator ruled it an electrical fire,” Grace said.

      “I know, but it wouldn’t be the first time an arson was disguised as an electrical fire,” Levi said.

      Asher’s eyes burned with rage and he clenched his hands into fists. Grace rubbed his arm and whispered something in his ear.

      I gasped and my hand flew to my mouth.

      “What?” Levi asked.

      “Rob Montgomery is an electrician,” I said. “Lorraine told me that, too.”

      “Those are definitely some weird coincidences,” Theo said. “But no one on our side has been trying to find the Montgomery treasure. So either the Timberbeast stunt isn’t related or there’s a different motive at work.”

      “Maybe it was a distraction,” Evan said.

      “Or a way to keep us at each other’s throats,” Logan said.

      Josiah rubbed his beard. “So maybe whoever took Thomas really was trying to make it look like a Bailey prank.”

      “It’s almost like someone is trying to keep us feuding,” Logan said.

      “Answer me this,” Theo said. “Did anyone ever give you guys a little anonymous help with your pranks?”

      Levi and his brothers glanced at each other, as if silently deciding whether to reveal sensitive information.

      “Yeah,” Logan said. “Sometimes.”

      “Us, too,” Theo said.

      “Who?” Logan asked.

      Theo crossed his arms. “You first.”

      “Come on, boys, you can do it,” Cara said. “Say it together.”

      Logan and Theo locked eyes, opened their mouths, and spoke in unison. “The Montgomerys.”

      “It’s not just you,” Dad said, crossing his hairy arms over his chest. “That’s how it was in my day, too. We always knew the Montgomerys were good for a back door deal when it came to pranks, as long as we kept quiet about it. And I always suspected they were helping the other side when we weren’t looking.”

      “They’re like crooked arms dealers,” Evan said. “Supplying both sides to keep the war going.”

      “But why?” Theo asked. “Why would the Montgomerys care if we keep pranking each other?”

      “And why would they risk people’s lives to keep you guys from looking for the treasure?” Josiah asked.

      “Assuming all these things are connected, and I think they are,” Grace said, “it means the treasure and the feud are also connected.”

      “And it probably all goes back to Eliza Bailey and John Haven,” Cara said. “And the origins of the feud.”

      “Look, this is all interesting, but it’s not enough for me to go question the Montgomerys,” Garrett said. “Harold’s the mayor, if I show up at their door, the town rumor mill is going to go nuts. I can investigate Rob’s whereabouts because of the shack and the garage band connection. But beyond that, this is all sounding pretty far-fetched.”

      “I know it is,” Levi said. “But if the Montgomerys have been trying to keep the feud going, they must have a reason.”

      “Protecting the Montgomery treasure would be a reason,” Josiah said. “If it’s real.”

      “I think it’s real,” Levi said. “And we all know money can make people do terrible things.”

      “But if the Montgomerys know where the treasure is, why don’t they just find it and claim it?” Josiah asked.

      Levi shook his head. “I don’t know. There has to be something else to it. But I think I know what we need to do.”

      “What?” Josiah asked.

      “Find the treasure. I think if we find it, we’ll figure out why the Montgomerys are trying to stop us. And maybe even why they’re trying to pour gasoline on the fire of the feud.”

      “You guys do remember you’re supposed to get married tomorrow, right?” Zachary asked.

      “Aw, Z.” I tilted my head and clasped my hands in front of my chest. “You’re worried about my wedding? That’s so sweet.”

      “Shut up, dork,” he said with a grin. “But seriously, how are we supposed to find the Montgomery treasure? People have been looking forever.”

      Levi looked at me with the barest hint of a smile and winked. “Annika and I found a clue in the Timberbeast.”

      My brothers all looked at me. I coughed, trying to cover for the sudden rush of heat at the memory of what Levi and I had done that day. “We sort of broke in when it was closed down. But he’s right, we found a clue. It seems like it might point to the treasure—like a final clue—but we’re not sure what it means. I’ll go get it.”

      I went to my room and pulled the envelope out of the drawer where I’d put it for safekeeping. I brought it out and unfolded the note.

      “As long as the rift remains, your search will be in vain. But when reconciliation is nigh, look up to the sparkling prisms of light and receive my gift to those who accomplish it. One final step and the dance will be complete. Signed, Ernest Montgomery.”

      “They sure knew how to use language back then,” Grace said. “So pretty.”

      “But what the hell does it mean?” Josiah asked.

      Levi shrugged. “We don’t know.”

      “It does sound like it might be the final clue, though,” Fiona said. “I can see why you’d think so.”

      “Sounds like a bunch of flowery nonsense,” Zachary said. “It doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Yeah, I’m kind of with you there, broski,” Logan said.

      “As long as the rift remains,” Asher said. “Do you think the rift is the feud?”

      “It must be,” Levi said.

      “It makes it sound like no one will find the treasure until the feud ends,” Grace said. “But how is that possible?”

      “I don’t know,” Levi said. “But it could explain why the Montgomerys have been trying to keep the feud going.”

      “It’s a riddle,” Gram said. She tapped her chin with a fingertip. “The note is a riddle, and one that someone in Ernest Montgomery’s day would have been able to solve.”

      “What do you mean?” Levi asked.

      “Look up to the sparkling prisms of light,” she said. “That sounds like a place.”

      I gazed at her. “Where would there be sparkling prisms of light?”

      “A waterfall when the sun comes out,” Grace said.

      “A stained-glass window,” Mom said.

      “What about a mirror?” Theo asked.

      “Wait,” I said, my mind spinning. “It also says the dance will be complete. What if that’s part of the answer? If it’s a place, where can you look up and see sparkling prisms of light while dancing?”

      Levi and I looked at each other, our eyes widening.

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked.

      “The Grand Peak Hotel, where they held the masquerade,” he said. “There’s that big chandelier in the ballroom.”

      “Prisms of light,” I said. “You have to look up to see them. And you’d dance beneath it, especially in Ernest Montgomery’s day.”

      “I thought you were going to say it has something to do with glitter,” Zachary said. “But this actually makes sense.”

      “Should we go check it out?” Josiah asked.

      I looked at the clock. It was almost eleven. “I have a feeling the hotel staff won’t let us poke around their ballroom at eleven o’clock at night.”

      “If they’ll let you poke around their ballroom at all,” Josiah said.

      I saw Levi’s eyes flick to Logan’s and they gave each other a quick nod.

      “They will,” Levi said. “But she’s right, it’s too late tonight. Besides, if this is the last clue to the Montgomery treasure, there’s someone else who needs to be there when we find it.”

      He smiled at me and I knew exactly who he was talking about. The man who’d spent most of his life searching for the treasure.

      Harvey Johnston.
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      The Grand Peak Hotel was on the edge of downtown Tilikum, set back from the road with a wide circular driveway. The last time I’d been here, I’d been unsure at best—grumpy at worst. But it had turned out to be one of the best decisions I’d ever made. I’d kissed Annika that night and nothing had ever been the same.

      Annika and I got out of my SUV into the cold morning air. Logan pulled up behind me and parked. We’d both dressed in TFD jackets in case we needed to throw the fire department’s weight around to get access to the ballroom. Gavin was already here, his truck parked next to mine. I wondered if he’d sweet talked his way into the ballroom yet.

      Probably.

      Harvey Johnston got out of Logan’s SUV. He glanced around, as if riding in a car had left him disoriented.

      “Hey, Harvey,” I said. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Ms. Cara said you found another clue.” He patted his chest, as if checking his pockets for something. “Where are we?”

      “The Grand Peak Hotel.” I gestured to the entrance. “Have you been here before?”

      He narrowed his eyes at it. “Sure, sure. Long time ago.”

      “Remember the squirrel necklace you found in the Haven House?”

      “Sorry, sorry. Meant to put it back.”

      “I know you did. Don’t worry about that. Logan and I found a chest with the same symbol and it had a key inside. I showed it to Annika and she remembered an antique dressing table that’s in the ladies room at the Timberbeast Tavern. It had a locked drawer and sure enough, the key opened it. Inside, we found a gold coin with an M stamped on it, like the ones Gavin and Skylar saw in the basement of the Haven House. And we also found this.”

      I took the note out of my pocket and held it up.

      Harvey’s eyes lit up with excitement. “Another clue?”

      “Exactly. And we think it leads here. Go ahead and take a look.”

      I handed Harvey the note. His eyes moved quickly back and forth across the text. He seemed to read it several times before looking up at me. “The rift?”

      “We think that means the feud. But this part, about the sparkling prisms of light, we think it might mean the chandelier in the ballroom. Especially because the note also references dancing. And this hotel was around back then.”

      Harvey nodded slowly. “Good. Yes, good. Worth a look. The clues add up.”

      “I hope so. We’re not sure what the rest of it means, about the search being in vain. But we’ll go inside and have a look.”

      He looked me dead in the eyes, his gaze suddenly clear and piercing. “You’re a Bailey.”

      “Yeah, I am.”

      “And she’s a Haven.”

      “Yes, she is.”

      “People say you two are together.”

      I grinned. “We are. We’re actually getting married tonight.”

      A slow smile spread across Harvey’s face. “Then you fixed it.”

      “What, the feud?” I glanced at Annika. “I don’t know if we’ve fixed it but I guess it’s better than it’s been in a while.”

      He patted his chest again and glanced around. “Where’s my pickax?”

      “I don’t think you’ll need that,” Annika said.

      “Then how are we going to find it?”

      “Let’s just have a look around and we’ll go from there,” I said.

      Annika leaned close and lowered her voice. “Do you think they’ll actually let us into the ballroom?”

      “Gavin can be very persuasive. I’d bet on him every time.”

      I took Annika’s hand and we went in through the large double doors. The lobby had high ceilings with scalloped crown molding. Large windows let in light and a chandelier hung in the center of the room. I hoped we were right about the dancing reference in the note, and this wasn’t the chandelier in question. It would be a lot harder to search the lobby without arousing suspicion.

      And it wasn’t like we could admit what we were doing. They’d think we were nuts.

      To be fair, we might have been. Sparkling prisms of light did sound like it could refer to the ballroom chandelier. But we could have been way off track and dragged Harvey down here for nothing.

      There was only one way to find out.

      Besides, we’d been led this far by things like squirrel emblems, hidden keys, and an antique dressing table in a tavern bathroom. The whole thing was nuts.

      Gavin poked his head out of the huge doors to the ballroom. “There you are. Come on.”

      The woman at the front desk eyed us with confusion. I ushered Annika and Harvey across the lobby to the ballroom, trying to avoid eye contact with her.

      We went in and Gavin shut the door behind us.

      The ballroom looked cavernous without the throngs of costumed guests that had been here for the masquerade. If there had been a New Year’s Eve party last night, all remnants of it had already been cleaned up and put away.

      “What did you tell them?” I asked.

      “Oh, you know, routine fire inspection,” Gavin said with a casual shrug.

      “No wonder the lady at the front desk looked so confused,” Annika said. “Why would Harvey and I be here for a fire inspection?”

      “Yeah, they’re going to wonder about that,” Gavin said. “We should hurry.”

      “What are we supposed to do?” Logan asked.

      Harvey wandered toward the middle of the room and looked up. “It can’t be up there.”

      I glanced around, not quite sure myself. “I guess we look for hiding places. Maybe there’s a loose panel in one of the walls or something.”

      “If I were an old rich dude,” Gavin said, turning in a slow circle, “where would I hide my treasure?”

      “Let’s spread out and hope Ernest Montgomery didn’t intend for someone to commit vandalism.” I winked at Annika. “I’ll start with the supply closet over there.”

      She smiled.

      I leaned closer to Logan and lowered my voice. “We should keep an eye on Harvey.”

      We both glanced at him. He was still staring at the chandelier.

      “Yeah, I won’t let him try to put a hole in a wall or anything.”

      “Good.”

      We fanned out and searched the room, running our hands over the walls, checking the nooks and crannies in the molding, searching for hidden openings or loose pieces of wood. The closet didn’t have anything interesting, except for the memory of kissing Annika at the masquerade. It had a concrete floor and no sign of a potential opening that we could see.

      As we searched, I kept looking up at the chandelier. The note had said look up. Did it literally mean look in the ceiling?

      “What are you thinking, Marco Brolo?” Logan asked.

      “I’m wondering what’s in the ceiling.”

      “There’s only one way to find out.”

      “I’m on it,” Gavin called. He jogged over to the doors leading to the lobby and disappeared.

      “Where’s he going?” I asked.

      Logan patted me on the back. “Probably best not to ask questions.”

      “Is this crazy?”

      “Oh yeah. This is nuts.”

      I scowled at him.

      “Really though, how much longer are we going to keep this up? It’s your wedding day.”

      “I know. We’ll have to wrap it up soon.”

      “Any word from Garrett on the kidnapper?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing yet. He probably figured out Annika isn’t there. As far as I know, he hasn’t been back to the shack.”

      “Damn.”

      “I know. Believe me, I don’t like the fact that whoever kidnapped my girl is still out there. But let’s just keep looking. We don’t have much time.”

      I glanced up at the ceiling again. Were we totally off track here? Sparkling prisms of light could mean anything. Or nothing.

      Maybe Ernest Montgomery had pulled the biggest prank of them all—convincing an entire town to look for a treasure that didn’t exist.

      Annika came over and slipped her hand in mine. “We’ll find it.”

      “What if there’s nothing to find?”

      “There has to be.”

      “We don’t really think there’s a chest of gold hidden in the ceiling, do we?”

      She looked up. “I don’t know. It would be pretty cool if there was, though.”

      It would be pretty cool. Putting aside all the questions that were inevitably going to arise about the ownership of whatever we found—and those were big questions—if we actually did locate the treasure, I hoped it would be enough to save Gram’s land. And that it somehow gave us the answers we were looking for.

      Although, standing here in the middle of a hotel ballroom with Harvey Johnston wandering around muttering about needing his ax, I was starting to think Logan was right. This was nuts.

      Gavin opened the ballroom door again. “Got it.”

      “You got what?”

      He pushed a blue hydraulic lift into the room and positioned it beneath the chandelier.

      “Where’d you get that?” Logan asked.

      “Basement. They have to replace those light bulbs somehow, so I figured they’d have something that can get a guy up there.”

      “Let me guess,” I said. “You left a note?”

      Gavin grinned. “Nah. I asked the maintenance guy. He said it was fine.”

      Logan and Gav locked the wheels in place. I gestured for Harvey to get on the platform with me.

      “How are you with heights?” I asked him.

      He got on the lift. “I ain’t scared.”

      I got on after him and pushed the button to engage the hydraulics. It raised us slowly, just to one side of the chandelier, so we could get all the way to the ceiling. When we were close enough that I could easily reach, I stopped the lift.

      “Be careful up there,” Annika called.

      I pushed on the ceiling, expecting it to be solid. But it moved. “I think this panel is loose.”

      “Makes sense,” Logan said. “They’d need a way to access the wiring.”

      I pressed against the panel and shifted it to the side, leaving a gap in the ceiling. Harvey crouched while I raised the lift high enough that we could look through the opening.

      “We’re dying down here,” Gavin said. “Do you see anything?”

      I put my head through the gap and looked around. There were thick bundles of wire attached to large beams and metal ducting for the heat and air conditioning. I pulled my phone out and turned on the light, squinting to see. But there wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. No envelopes, keys, or squirrel symbols. And certainly no chest full of M-stamped gold coins.

      Nothing.

      “I don’t see anything,” I called down. “It’s just a big attic space. Wires, metal ducting. That’s it.”

      “Really?” Logan asked. “Nothing?”

      I crouched and shook my head. “Nothing.”

      “Can I look?” Harvey asked.

      “Yeah, man. Go ahead.”

      I moved out of his way so he could look, feeling like an idiot. What was I doing up here? People had been looking for this supposed treasure for a hundred years. Annika and I were getting married tonight. She should have been with her friends, doing whatever brides did on their wedding day to get ready. Not wandering around a hotel ballroom, looking for something that might not even exist.

      “Squirrel!” Harvey yelled and started scrambling up through the hole in the ceiling.

      “Wait! Harvey, stop.”

      The old guy was stronger than he looked. His feet disappeared through the gap.

      “Shit,” I muttered and climbed in after him. “Careful where you step.”

      “Squirrel!” he shouted again.

      I got my feet under me and stood. The surprisingly large attic space had been lined with plywood, probably so workers could have easy access to the ducts and wiring. Harvey darted away, still yelling about the squirrel.

      “Harvey!”

      I followed but he disappeared behind a large post. Logan, Gavin, and Annika yelled questions from below, their voices increasingly faint the further I went.

      “Harvey, where are you?”

      I rounded the post and found him. He’d stopped, thankfully, and had his back to me.

      “I knew it,” he said. “I told everyone they were thieves.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He pointed at something in front of him. “Look.”

      I took a few more steps and aimed my phone light. “Holy shit.”

      A pile of junk sat in a heap in the corner of the attic. Most of it looked like garbage—candy and chip wrappers, chewed up boxes, and other bits and pieces of refuse. But among them I could see what looked like someone’s wallet, a set of keys, and various toys and stuffed animals. It was like a tiny dragon’s hoard.

      “It’s their stash,” Harvey said, his voice awed. “I knew it. I always knew it.”

      “A squirrel stash? You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      He crouched and started digging through the pile, muttering to himself.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Looking for my ax. The squirrels took it. Little buggers, I know they did.”

      I glanced around, wondering how they were even getting in. “Um, Harvey, I don’t think squirrels could lift an ax to get it up here.”

      “They work together.” He kept digging, tossing wrappers, newspaper, a chewed up magazine, and a faded Tilikum College brochure behind him. “They’re organized.”

      “Seriously, man, we should get out of here. I don’t think you’re going to find your ax.”

      He kept digging, muttering furiously.

      I didn’t want to try to yell through the ceiling so I called Logan.

      “What the hell are you guys doing up there?” he asked.

      “Harvey saw a squirrel and I think we found their stash.”

      “The squirrels have a stash?”

      “Yeah. There’s a pile of crap up here. Most of it’s garbage.” I picked up the wallet and flipped it open. The ID said Joel Decker and it still had money in it. “Although I just found Joel Decker’s wallet.”

      “Gav, don’t climb the lift. Oh shit, here comes the manager.”

      “Buy me some time. Harvey’s still digging.”

      “Got it.”

      I ended the call and pocketed my phone. “Harvey, we need to go. The hotel manager is down there and I don’t think he’s going to be happy to have us wandering around up here.”

      “Gotta find my ax.” He tossed an old sock over his shoulder.

      With a resigned sigh, I crouched next to him and started moving the stuff in the pile. If I could show him his ax wasn’t buried under all this crap, maybe I could convince him to come down.

      The squirrel collection of random junk was rather impressive. Among the trash, I found another set of keys, Christmas ornaments, pens, torn and faded notebooks, pieces of mail that had never been opened, and a small plastic tumbler that might have once had a logo on it. But no ax.

      Because of course there wasn’t an ax. Squirrels could carry all this little stuff. How the hell would they have gotten an ax into the attic above the Grand Peak Hotel ballroom?

      I was about to try again to convince Harvey that we weren’t going to find what he was looking for when something in the pile caught my eye. It wasn’t his ax but it was a wooden box.

      How had the squirrels gotten that up here?

      It was about the size of a shoe box, so it wasn’t particularly large. But unless there were mutant squirrels with super strength, or unnaturally long arms, I couldn’t imagine them carrying this up and fitting it in whatever hole they were squeezing through to get in.

      I pulled it closer and brushed the dust and dirt off the top. My heart felt like it skipped a beat and I stared at it in disbelief. The top was engraved with a squirrel.

      Holy shit.

      I got out my phone and took a picture. “Um, Harvey?”

      “Where is it? I know it’s here.”

      “Harvey, you might want to take a look at this.”

      He stopped and looked at the box, his eyes widening. “Is it locked? I don’t have a key.”

      I flipped the latch up. No lock. “It’s not.”

      “He didn’t even lock it?”

      “Honestly, Harvey, it’s not that heavy. This might not be anything.”

      “We should take it down where there’s more light.”

      “Yeah, agreed.”

      I grabbed the box and we made our way back to the lift. Harvey climbed out first, then I followed.

      “Find anything?” Gavin called as I maneuvered the lift down.

      “This box has a squirrel on it, just like the other stuff.”

      “No shit?” Gavin asked.

      We got to the bottom and climbed out of the lift.

      “Where’d the manager go?” I asked.

      “He got an important phone call,” Logan said. “A former guest who had some serious complaints.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Cara?”

      “Yeah. She’ll keep him busy for a while.”

      “Thanks.” I held the box out in front of me while the others peered at it.

      “Open it.” Harvey gestured, his eyes still wide. “Open it.”

      “No, you do it.” I set it on the ground at his feet.

      He rubbed his hands together and cracked his knuckles, then crouched down and lifted the lid. I held my phone out, ready to take a picture and record the moment of Harvey’s triumph.

      “What the shit is this?” He pulled out a sealed envelope.

      My shoulders slumped. Was it just another clue? “Open it.”

      He popped the seal and took out a folded piece of paper. It looked like the one we’d found in the Timberbeast. That was a good sign at least.

      “What does it say?”

      “Novak Family Law,” Harvey said. “With an address in Echo Creek.”

      “Is that it?”

      “No. Here, you can read it.”

      He handed me the note. “My associates at Novak Family Law have what you seek. But the terms have been set and cannot be changed. Ernest Montgomery.”

      Harvey snorted and I couldn’t tell if it was in amusement or disgust. Maybe a bit of both.

      “What the hell does that mean?” Logan asked.

      “No idea.”

      “There’s more in here.” Harvey turned the envelope upside down and shook something out into the palm of his other hand.

      It was an oval shaped piece of metal, like something that might be worn on a necklace. It even had a loop at the top for a chain to go through. He handed it to me and I turned it over. Engraved on the front was a squirrel, just like the other ones we’d seen before.

      “Does it open?” Harvey asked, pointing to a little clasp on one side.

      “I think so.”

      I pressed the latch and it opened on tiny hinges. It was a locket with a faded photo on one side and something engraved on the other.

      “Who is that?” Harvey asked.

      The photo was a portrait of a couple. It looked like it could have been from the nineteen twenties, but I couldn’t tell for sure. I ran my thumb over the other side to see if I could read what it said.

      “John and Eliza Haven,” I read. “This says San Francisco. And there’s a date.”

      There was something about that date. I flipped through the photos on my phone until I found the pictures I’d taken of their death certificates.

      The date on the locket was after the dates on the certificates.

      “They didn’t die,” I said. “I mean, they probably did eventually, but not the way everyone thought. John Haven didn’t kill Eliza Bailey, he married her. In San Francisco, apparently.”

      “They ran away together,” Annika said, awe in her voice. “But why was that in the same envelope with a note from Ernest Montgomery?”

      “The law firm is still around.” Logan held up his phone. “They have a website. Different street address but still in Echo Creek. Says they were founded in 1901.”

      “So they would have been around during Ernest Montgomery’s time,” Annika said. “They might actually have whatever the note is referring to.”

      “Is there a phone number?” I asked.

      “Do you think they’re open?” Annika asked. “It’s a holiday.”

      “Probably not but I can at least leave a message.”

      Logan read it to me and I dialed. It rang and surprisingly a woman picked up. “Novak Family Law, this is Teresa.”

      “Oh hi, I didn’t expect you to answer. Is your office open today?”

      “It’s actually not but I answered out of habit.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m the only one here, but I can take a message.”

      “I’m actually not sure who I need to speak with. This is going to sound weird but my name is Levi Bailey and I found a really old note from a man named Ernest Montgomery. It says to call your law firm.”

      “Does it say what it’s regarding?”

      I glanced at Annika. I couldn’t believe I was about to say this out loud.

      She gave me an encouraging nod.

      “Um, I think it might have to do with what people around here call the Montgomery treasure.”

      “A treasure?” she asked, her voice filled with skepticism.

      “I know, I said it would sound weird. I’m from Tilikum and—”

      “Never mind. That explains it. I’ll let Mr. Novak know you called.”

      “Give her my number too,” Annika said. “Just in case.”

      “Yeah, thanks. He can call me or my fiancée, Annika Haven.” I gave Teresa our numbers but I wondered if she was actually writing them down or just humoring me.

      Not that I blamed her. It probably sounded like a joke.

      I said goodbye and ended the call. “Well, that was weird.”

      “Do you think she believed you?” Annika asked.

      “I don’t know. I guess we’ll see if this Novak guy ever calls back.”

      “We can call him next week if he doesn’t,” she said.

      “Or just drive over there,” Gavin said. “Maybe the Novak Family Law offices will be due for a routine fire inspection. I know some of the guys in the department down there. They’ll help us out.”

      I touched Annika’s face and tucked her hair behind her ear. “This has been kind of anti-climactic. Sorry to waste part of your day.”

      “It wasn’t a waste. We might have found something.”

      “Still, I should get you back. Marigold must be blowing up your phone.”

      “Yeah, she totally is.”

      I stepped in closer and placed a soft kiss on her lips. “We’re getting married today.”

      She smiled. “I know. I can’t wait.”

      I couldn’t wait either. I still wanted to find out the truth about the treasure, but today, this was what mattered. Me, Annika, and Thomas, becoming a family.

      Today was going to be the best day of my life.
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      My whole body tingled with excitement as Grace’s sister-in-law, Zoe Miles—head of events at Salishan Cellars Winery—led me down the hall from the bride’s room. She had the cool confidence of someone accustomed to wrangling a million details on the most important day of her clients’ lives.

      It was hard to believe that just twenty-four hours ago, I was being rescued from captivity in a soundproof shack in someone’s backyard. Or that just this morning, I’d been poking around a hotel ballroom, searching for a treasure and the answer to a hundred-plus-year-old mystery.

      Almost harder to believe was that a Haven was about to marry a Bailey.

      The last couple of weeks had been a whirlwind of craziness. But in mere moments, none of that was going to matter. Because I was about to become Levi Bailey’s wife.

      Mom and Dad stood near the door with Thomas between them, holding his hands. He looked absolutely adorable in his little black tux and characteristic brow furrow. He was not so sure about this wedding thing.

      “Hi, honey.” I crouched down and brushed a tuft of hair off his forehead. “Will you walk up the aisle with Mommy or do you want Nana to carry you?”

      “With Mommy.”

      “Okay, good.”

      “Go see We-vi?”

      I smiled. “Yes, we’re going to go see Levi. Mommy and Levi are getting married, remember?”

      “Mommy’s pwetty dwess.”

      “Yes, I’m wearing a special dress today. I’m glad you think it’s pretty. Thank you.”

      I stood and smoothed out my dress, then took his hand.

      Dad stepped closer and leaned in to kiss my cheek. Then he cleared his throat. “You look beautiful.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      “You really do,” Mom said. “Absolutely perfect.”

      “Thank you for everything,” I said. “Both of you. I know this hasn’t been easy.”

      Mom waved her hand. “Just because this isn’t what we would have guessed doesn’t mean it isn’t right. We love you and we want you to be happy. That’s all that matters.”

      “And he’s, um…” Dad cleared his throat again. “A good man.”

      Coming from my dad, that was about as high a compliment any man could get, let alone a man who was a Bailey.

      “Okay, are we ready?” Zoe asked gently.

      I nodded. “Yes, ready.”

      “Great. By the way, I apologize in advance, but I’m pretty sure my entire family is crashing your wedding. They decided since the groom is Grace’s brother-in-law, that means you’re all family, which means they’re all invited. Don’t worry, we won’t charge you for the extra food.”

      I laughed. “It’s totally fine. You guys have been so accommodating.”

      “It’s our pleasure. I’m glad this worked out.” She picked a piece of fluff off my dress and adjusted my veil. “Perfect. Okay, Mom and Dad, we’re opening the doors. You two are first.”

      The doors opened and I looked down at Thomas. He eyed the room full of people with skepticism. I wondered if he’d walk in willingly or decide to put his obstinate toddlerness on display for all our wedding guests.

      If he did, I’d just have to pick him up and carry him. It wouldn’t be the end of the world.

      Mom took Dad’s arm and they walked up the aisle together. When they reached the front, they stepped to the side to take their seats.

      I was vaguely aware of the photographer, who had been discreetly taking pictures. And of all the wedding guests, rising from their chairs and looking back at me.

      But mostly, I saw Levi.

      He stood at the front in a sleek black tux, looking more handsome than I’d ever seen him. We stared at each other for a long moment and it was as if everything else in the world melted away. It was just us. Secret friends turned lovers who were about to dedicate our lives to each other.

      Every text, every stolen kiss, and every silent longing of my heart had been leading to this. To Levi.

      “We-vi!” Thomas exclaimed. His hand slipped out of mine and before I could grab him, he took off at a run up the aisle.

      Levi’s smile melted my heart—and my ovaries—as he crouched down to scoop Thomas into his arms. He picked him up and settled him on his hip, then turned that incredible smile on me.

      With tears in my eyes, I made my way up the aisle toward the two most important men in my life.

      Everyone smiled at me as I walked and the enormity of what was happening wasn’t lost on me. Both our families were here. Havens and Baileys. And they hadn’t seated the guests based on the bride’s side and the groom’s side. At our request, they’d seated people as they arrived. Not only were there Havens and Baileys in attendance, there were Havens seated right next to Baileys. And no one was fighting.

      In fact, everyone looked happy.

      Even Zachary.

      My brothers sat in the second row, right behind Gram Bailey and some of Levi’s family. Zachary winked as I got closer, the corner of his mouth twitching in a subtle smile.

      Okay, maybe he wasn’t such a big jerk after all.

      Marigold and Isabelle sat together with none other than Elias on Isabelle’s right. They’d defied odds almost as big as me and Levi to be together again. And I was so thrilled for her.

      But that was another story.

      I reached Levi and Thomas at the end of the aisle. The plan had been for Thomas to sit with my parents but I doubted he’d willingly part from Levi. His forehead had smoothed out and he looked back at the crowd with interest but no worry or distress. He felt safe and secure in Levi’s arms.

      Just the way it should be.

      So when the officiant began the ceremony, the three of us stood at the front. Together. A family.

      I faced Levi and from the corner of my eye, I could see the guests. I darted a quick glance at my brothers. They all looked so handsome in their suits—such a difference from their usual jeans and flannels.

      There was a big group of faces toward the back that I didn’t recognize. They must have been Grace’s family—her sister and brothers and their spouses. And across the aisle was—

      Wait.

      My heart felt like it caught in my throat and a wave of fear swept through me.

      Why were Lorraine and Harold Montgomery here?

      And who was the man sitting with them? Was that their son, Rob?

      I looked at Levi, my eyes wide.

      “What’s wrong?” he whispered.

      “The Montgomerys. In the back. Last row.”

      Levi looked.

      The man stood up.

      Chaos erupted in front of me. Levi yelled something to his brothers as he set Thomas down and stepped in front of both of us, using his arm to keep us behind him. His brothers reacted, flying out of their seats, while my brothers did the same.

      The man, who I could only assume was Rob Montgomery, strode up the aisle, pulling a handgun out of his pocket. Screams rose up from the crowd. A few people went for the door, but Harold Montgomery stood in their way. Did he have a gun, too? I couldn’t tell.

      Oh my god, what was even happening?

      “Whoa.” Levi held his hands out. “There’s no need for that.”

      “This would have been so much easier if you had stayed put,” the man said, apparently talking to me. “I told you, if you cooperated no one would have to get hurt.”

      Where was Garrett? Did he have his gun on him? Was Sheriff Cordero here? I couldn’t see what was happening. I stayed low and pulled Thomas close.

      “Big cock, Mommy?” Thomas asked.

      “Shh, baby. Not right now.”

      “Put the gun down,” Levi said. “Then you can tell us what you’re doing here.”

      “Oh for god’s sake, Rob,” Lorraine said. “We aren’t here to have a chat with the neighbors. Get them outside.”

      “Come on,” Rob said. “Bride and groom, let’s go. The kid can stay.”

      His voice. It was him. He’d kidnapped me.

      “We’re not going anywhere,” Levi said.

      Rob pointed the gun at Levi. “You can come with me or I can shoot you in the leg and drag you outside. Your choice.”

      “Mommy, fire cock man,” Thomas said. “See big cock.”

      I held Thomas close, unable to keep from shaking. “Shh, buddy, not now.”

      “Ca-wee me.”

      “I’m holding you, honey,” I whispered. “Just please be quiet.”

      I couldn’t believe this was happening. I didn’t know whether I wanted to run or scream or cry or pass out. I’d never been so terrified, not even when I’d been kidnapped and stuffed in the trunk of a car. Then, I’d been in danger, but I’d known my son was safe. This was a new level of terror.

      For an agonizing moment, no one moved.

      I felt Levi react before I could see anything. I clung to Thomas, trying to cover him with my body, as Levi lunged toward Rob.

      Screams and shouts rang out through the room. I watched in awe as Josiah and Logan grabbed Rob from behind just as Levi reached him and wrested the gun from his hand. The gun hit the floor and Levi kicked it away, then unceremoniously punched Rob in the face.

      Luke and Theo, along with Gavin and Evan, dashed toward the back, joining what looked like several of Grace’s brothers in subduing Harold. In seconds, he was on the ground with his hands tied behind his back.

      I had no idea how they’d done that so fast. Or who had rope handy.

      Grace and Cara held onto Lorraine while Garrett took charge of the situation, confiscating weapons and ordering the three Montgomerys to be brought to the back.

      Levi rushed over and helped me to my feet. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded, still feeling shaky. “I’m not hurt. Are you okay?”

      He picked up Thomas and flexed his fist. “Yeah, fine.”

      “Ca-wee me,” Thomas said. “He go see big cock.”

      “He is holding you, buddy—” I stared at him, my mouth falling open. “Wait. Go see the big truck. Thomas, is that the man who carried you to see the big truck at Christmas Village?”

      Thomas nodded, his face serious. “Ca-wee me. Go see big cock. Say bye bye.”

      “I think Thomas just ID’d his kidnapper,” Levi said.

      “We need to tell Garrett. And he’s definitely the one who took me. I remember his voice.”

      My parents came over to see if we were all right. After assuring them we were fine, they took Thomas back to their seats with them. The rest of the guests milled around, speaking in low murmurs.

      Zoe approached, her expression full of concern. “Is everyone okay up here?”

      “We’re fine,” Levi said. “I’d apologize for all that but I have no idea what’s happening.”

      “It’s okay. The police will be here any minute. I’m sure they’ll sort it out.” She glanced toward the back of the room. “My husband and his brothers are taking the – I guess we’ll call them suspects – out to the lobby. They’ll stand guard over them out there until the cops arrive.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Of course,” Zoe said. “I’m just glad no one’s hurt. Let’s be honest, that was fucked up, there’s no other way to say it. What happens next is entirely up to you two. If this was all too much, we can reschedule. Or if you want to move forward now that there don’t appear to be any armed psychos to interrupt the proceedings, we can do that too. No rush to decide anything though, and if you want me to address the guests, let me know.”

      “I can say something.” Levi shifted so he was facing the guests and raised his voice. “Excuse me. Hi, everyone. Can I have your attention for a minute?”

      The low hum of chatter died down.

      “I’m not really sure what to say about what just happened. But thanks to everyone for your quick thinking.” He reached out and took my hand. “I wish I could tell you why someone just tried to stop our wedding at gunpoint, but I honestly don’t know. Apparently there were more forces against a Bailey-Haven marriage than we realized.”

      That earned him a quiet chuckle.

      “If everyone wouldn’t mind taking their seats, we’re just trying to regroup and decide whether to continue.”

      A man in the back of the room raised his hand. I had no idea who he was. “Excuse me. I apologize for interrupting, but might I suggest you go through with the wedding?”

      “Who are you?” Levi asked.

      “I’m Brian Novak with Novak Family Law. You left a message at my office earlier today.”

      “What does that have to do with our wedding?”

      “Legally, I can’t tell you until either the wedding takes place or at midnight on January third, whichever comes first. But I would like to strongly advise that you proceed.”

      I looked at Levi and laughed. What else could I do? “Let’s get married.”

      “Yeah?” One corner of his mouth hooked in a grin. “You sure?”

      “Absolutely. We’ve come this far. Let’s not stop now.”

      “Okay. Well, friends and family, you heard the bride. Let’s have a wedding.”

      Zachary started clapping. A second later, the rest of my brothers joined him, and pretty soon, the whole room had erupted in applause. Someone in the back whistled and despite how crazy this had been, I couldn’t stop smiling.

      Levi turned to the officiant. “Sir, if you’d be so kind.”

      The officiant’s face was rather pale, but he gave Levi a grave nod. “Perhaps we get right to the vows.”

      Taking my hands in his, Levi faced me. Our eyes met and the chaos fell away.

      It was time to become husband and wife.
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      “I now pronounce you man and wife.”

      They were the most beautiful words I’d ever heard. Or maybe the second most beautiful. First were the words I love you, every time Annika said them to me.

      Now, she was my wife.

      I hauled her against me and took her mouth in a kiss. Was it a wedding kiss? Hardly. Did I care? No, I did not. I was going to kiss the hell out of Annika in front of everyone.

      Cheers and applause rose from the guests. I didn’t stop kissing her.

      We’d done it. We’d defied the odds by defying the feud. A Haven had become a Bailey.

      With our guests still applauding, we walked down the aisle together, hand in hand. Zoe ushered us out and into the groom’s dressing room so we could have a moment to ourselves.

      As soon as the door shut behind Zoe, I kissed Annika again. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      She smiled up at me, her blue eyes bright. “I’m fine. No, I’m more than fine. I’m amazing. I just became Annika Bailey.”

      I touched her face. “You look incredible.”

      “Thank you. Did all that just happen? Did the Montgomerys actually threaten us at gunpoint?”

      “That actually happened.”

      She blinked, as if bewildered, and shook her head slowly. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know, but I feel a hell of a lot better knowing all three of those assholes are in custody.”

      “Me too. And I guess it does make for a good story. One day we can tell our kids about the time three crazy people tried to stop our wedding.”

      I leaned in and brushed her lips with mine. “Our kids?”

      She smiled against my soft kiss. “Yeah. I think Thomas will make a great big brother, don’t you?”

      It was hard to imagine anything better than marrying this woman. But growing our family together? That just might have topped the list.

      “He’ll be the best big brother. I love you so much.”

      “I love you too.”

      There was a quiet knock at the door and Zoe peeked her head in. “Hi. Sorry to interrupt, but your presence has been requested.”

      I took Annika’s hand and we followed Zoe to another room. Both our families were congregated there, including all our brothers, Annika’s parents, and Gram. Standing at the head of a large conference table was Brian Novak.

      “Don’t worry about your guests,” Zoe said. “Our staff is getting everyone settled with wine and appetizers. And the police are handling the rest of the situation.”

      “Thanks, Zoe,” I said.

      She left, shutting the door behind her.

      “I apologize for yet another interruption,” Brian said, garnering the attention of everyone in the room. “But there’s a legal matter I need to attend to.”

      “How did you know we were here?” I asked.

      “I got your message from Teresa in my office earlier today. I heard the names Bailey and Haven and you wouldn’t believe how excited I got. I called an associate in Tilikum who pointed me in the right direction. But I’m getting ahead of myself. This is something of a long story and I should start at the beginning.”

      “Please,” I said. “Fill us in.”

      “Over a hundred years ago, my family’s law firm was retained by a gentleman named Ernest Montgomery to make some significant changes to his estate plan. Some of his wealth was to be distributed to his next of kin, particularly his stocks, bonds, and cash holdings. The rest of his wealth consisted of real estate. He owned a significant portion of the area surrounding the town of Tilikum, and said property was put into a trust with some rather unique stipulations as to its eventual inheritance. That’s why I’m here.”

      “Wait, are we talking about the Montgomery treasure?” Logan asked.

      Brian smiled. “Indeed. I believe the story grew and changed over the years, but at its heart is the Montgomery fortune.”

      Logan glanced at me, his eyebrows raised—we actually found it.

      I shrugged—did we?

      “Sorry,” Logan said, gesturing to Brian. “Continue.”

      “As I said, the trust has some unique stipulations. In a nutshell, the instructions state that no one will inherit the property until one of two things happen. Either the trust expires, or someone from the Bailey family weds someone from the Haven family. And upon such a legally binding, valid marriage, the couple themselves receive the property held in trust.”

      “I’m sorry,” Annika said. “What?”

      He smiled and tapped the leather folder. “I know, it sounds implausible. But my family’s firm has been in charge of the trust since its creation. It’s all here. The trust was set to expire at midnight on January third, which is why I suggested you move forward with the ceremony. Technically you could have gotten married anytime between now and then, but I had a feeling if you postponed it, you’d miss the deadline.”

      “What would have happened?” Josiah asked.

      “The property would have gone to the next living heirs.”

      I shook my head. “Let me guess. Harold and Lorraine Montgomery.”

      “Indeed,” Brian said.

      “Is that why they were trying to stop our wedding?” Annika asked. “They knew?”

      “And it must be why Rob kidnapped you,” I said. “He was going to hold you in that shack until the trust expired.”

      She looked at me, her mouth dropping open. “Those jerks.”

      “Then they must have a copy of the trust,” I said. “They had to have known.”

      “I’m not sure what documents survived, outside of the ones on file in our office,” Brian said. “But it’s clear that the Montgomerys were aware of the terms and actively trying to keep it secret. They attempted to challenge the trust in court a number of years ago. But considering they aren’t the first ones to do so, the judge wouldn’t even hear their case.”

      “Other people tried to challenge the trust?” Annika asked.

      “Absolutely,” Brian said. “It goes back generations. Someone pops up every couple of decades, thinking they can nullify the trust and claim the inheritance. My family has been dealing with the Montgomerys for a long time.”

      “They really were trying to keep the feud going,” Josiah said, his voice slightly awed.

      “And trying to keep them from getting married,” Logan said. “Not to mention keeping the truth of the treasure a secret.”

      “Can you imagine if that had gotten out?” Luke asked. “Havens and Baileys would have been falling all over each other to get married, just to claim the inheritance.”

      “But what about the clues?” Annika asked. “Did Ernest Montgomery really leave those notes? What was that all about?”

      “According to the supplemental documentation we have, Mr. Montgomery was particularly aggrieved at the family rivalry that had broken out in Tilikum. After the death of his granddaughter, he decided to form the trust with the intent of bringing the two sides back together. But, to avoid any kind of sham marriage, he kept the details a secret, and planted clues that would lead someone to our firm.”

      “But what if someone had followed the clues and contacted you but there wasn’t a Bailey-Haven marriage happening?” she asked.

      “We were furnished with copies of a letter from Mr. Montgomery in case that ever happened. They essentially say nice try, although in more eloquent language.”

      “Montgomery-bro sounds like a smart-ass,” Logan said.

      Brian grinned. “That’s been the consensus in my family for about a hundred years.”

      “But what if there was a Bailey-Haven marriage but they didn’t find the clues first?” Annika asked. “Would you have just popped out of the woodwork with a copy of the trust?”

      “No, someone would have had to contact us to claim the trust. If you hadn’t called my office, I wouldn’t have been able to distribute the trust to you, even if I knew about your wedding. It would have gone to the surviving heirs.” He opened the leather folder, pulled out a yellowed envelope, and held it out toward me. “This is the letter that Ernest Montgomery wrote to accompany the trust paperwork.”

      I took the envelope and broke the seal—a blob of brittle red wax with an M stamped on it, just like the one we’d found in the dressing table drawer, although this envelope was larger. Everyone in the room seemed to hold their breath as I took out the letter and read the contents.

      “To those in possession of this letter, let me first offer my congratulations. It is my sincere hope that your union accomplishes what I, myself, was unable to manage. Namely, the end of the Bailey-Haven feud.

      “I must confess to the part I played in the feud’s beginning. When my granddaughter, Miss Sarah Montgomery, came to me and confided that she did not wish to continue her engagement to Mr. John Haven, I found myself in a difficult position. As her guardian, it was up to me to guide her into a suitable marriage. But her insistence was firm and I am a man of soft heart. I could not force her to marry against her will.

      “She also confided that her dearest friend and childhood companion, Miss Eliza Bailey, was in love with Mr. Haven and the two wished to wed. It is here that I erred and here that the story takes its dark turn.

      “Instead of immediately consulting my longtime friend, Mr. Arthur Haven, about the matter, I helped Sarah arrange for the young couple to conduct their love affair in secret. I was reluctant to announce the breaking of the engagement between my granddaughter and Mr. Haven, lest the ties of friendship that had bound me to the Haven family be strained. I felt that time was necessary before this announcement was made.

      “Unfortunately, fate intervened, and the young lovers were discovered. Mr. John Haven, being a man of great passion, declared his undying love for Miss Bailey in front of the whole town.

      “Initially, Sarah was elated, believing that her dear friend could now become engaged to her lover, and her unwanted engagement would be canceled. But it soon became clear that great offense was taken on both sides. The Haven family blamed the Baileys for ending their son’s engagement to Sarah and thus keeping him from one day inheriting my estate. The Bailey family took offense at the implication that Eliza was unfit to wed Mr. Haven. In the end, greed and pride infiltrated what should have been an uncomplicated matter, and the situation escalated beyond anything I could have imagined.

      “No one was interested in listening to this old man who tried to tell them the truth. Nor were they interested in the testimony of my granddaughter, who tried so hard to set things right.

      “In the end, Eliza and John chose to leave Tilikum, and their families, believing there was no hope of reconciliation or acceptance of their union. Although I made every attempt to dissuade them from their plan, they were of one mind. They chose to leave all they knew, secretly, leaving no trace as to their whereabouts. Such was the violence and anger between their two families.

      “As I write this, I am nearing the end of my natural life, and my biggest regret remains the rift that plagues the town I love. The town I founded in concert with the Bailey family and the Haven family. My one comfort is knowing that Mr. Haven and Miss Bailey—now Mr. and Mrs. Haven—were able to leave this place and start anew, living a good life together in San Francisco.

      “They send their best regards and give their blessing to my plan. A mad plan, it may be. But the mutterings about my inheritance have only added fuel to the fire of the feud. So here, I declare, that no one shall inherit my fortune until such time as a Bailey and a Haven join together in matrimony.

      “As for those who twiddle their greedy thumbs awaiting my death, hoping for a share of my estate, I’ve hidden a series of clues. In many I have used the emblem of a squirrel, a sign of Sarah and Eliza’s friendship that they wore on matching pendants. Other clues are trickery, designed to lead seekers astray.

      “But no one will claim the treasure I leave until the feud has come to an end. Sincerely, Ernest Montgomery.”

      I lowered the letter. “Ernest Montgomery really did play the biggest prank of all time. He convinced an entire town he’d left a treasure that just anyone could find.”

      “But the feud had to end before anyone could claim it,” Annika said.

      I looked around at the people gathered in the room. The Haven brothers. Paul and Marlene. My brothers and their wives. Gram. All here in one place to celebrate our wedding. The biggest defiance of the feud that had ever taken place.

      Gram smiled at me, her brown eyes shining. “You never gave up, Lynx. You knew that love was worth the fight.”

      “Can we get back to the part where Levi and Annika just inherited the Montgomery treasure?” Gavin asked.

      Skylar nudged him. “Shh.”

      “Sorry, this has just been a really exciting day.”

      “The property in the trust is worth…” Brian paused as if choosing his words carefully, “a considerable amount. I’m going to have a lot of paperwork for you, but it can wait. Congratulations, and you should go enjoy your wedding reception.”

      “Thank you.” It seemed inadequate, but I didn’t know what else to say.

      “Wait, I just have one more question,” Annika said. “If Levi and I own the property, does that mean we can do whatever we want with it?”

      “Within the bounds of local ordinances and zoning laws, yes,” Brian said.

      She looked up at me. “Do you realize what this means? We can sell it and use the money to save Gram’s land.”

      A low murmur spread through the room.

      I gazed at her. My beautiful wife. “You’re right. And help your family too.”

      Logan raised his arms, like a ref declaring a touchdown. “I called it. I knew the treasure was real and we’d find it.”

      I met his eyes and tipped my chin to him—hell yeah, you did.

      He tipped his chin back—thanks, bro.

      I looked out over everyone in the room again. Gram’s eyes brimmed with tears.

      We’d done it. Somehow, we’d done it all. Gram was going to be okay. Annika was my wife. Baileys and Havens were in a room together, getting along.

      It was nothing short of a miracle.

      I pulled Annika close and kissed her. “Okay, family. Let’s go celebrate.”

      Once again, cheers erupted. I held Annika close, a huge grin on my face. She was the biggest miracle of all. She’d brought me out of the depths and given me something to hope for. Her love had healed me in ways I was only starting to understand.

      And it was only the beginning of our happily ever after.
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      It was remarkable how much Tilikum had changed in just six months. An outsider probably wouldn’t have noticed, but to those of us who’d grown up here, it seemed like a different town.

      The lines that had divided our community were growing fuzzier by the day. Havens played pool and ate onion rings at the Caboose. Baileys had a beer at the Timberbeast. My brothers, and Annika’s, had led the way, showing people that we didn’t need to take sides anymore. We could eat, drink, and shop where we wanted. Granted, there were plenty of holdouts. And I doubted I’d ever trust Bruce Haven, the owner of the Dame and Dapper Barber Shop, with a set of clippers anywhere near my neck. I’d stick with Gerald at The Art of Manliness.

      But things were changing for the better.

      Although the squirrels were still little thieves. One had snatched a lollipop right out of Thomas’s hand just the other day.

      And we were still going to put beards on Lola, the big pinup girl statue in the middle of town. That was just tradition at this point.

      In fact, the end of the feud hadn’t put an end to the pranks. They’d come back with a vengeance. But there wasn’t animosity behind them anymore. The truth was, we were two big families with a lot of boys who’d grown up perfecting the art of pranking each other.

      Now it was just fun.

      And today, we were going to get them good.

      I held Annika’s hand with my left and Thomas’s with my right as we walked through town toward Lumberjack Park. The summer sun was pleasantly warm and flowers bloomed in barrels on every street corner. Someone had put up a Bailey Way sticker on the sign that should have said Main Street. Someone else had replaced the cross-street sign with a sticker that said Haven Avenue. I smiled and shook my head. Some things never changed.

      Thomas stopped and pointed. “Daddy, big cock.”

      Every time he called me that, my heart melted. We hadn’t told him to. He’d started on his own after we’d read him a picture book about a boy and his stepdad. He was such a smart kid, he’d made the connection instantly, realizing that the man his mommy had married was now his stepdad. He’d been calling me daddy ever since.

      It was the best thing ever. I loved this kid so much.

      It was also going to be a legal reality soon. I was in the process of officially adopting Thomas as my son.

      The fire engine was parked outside Lumberjack Park. It was still one of Thomas’s favorite things. I’d taken him for a ride once and he hadn’t stopped talking about it for weeks.

      “Yep, there’s the big truck.”

      “Go ride in big cock?”

      I laughed. “Not today, big man.”

      “Okay, Daddy.”

      “At least he added the word in to that sentence,” Annika said quietly. “It sounds better than when he used to say ride big cock.”

      “I can’t decide if I hope he outgrows the way he says truck or not. It’s funny every time.”

      We’d sold the land we’d inherited from the Montgomery trust. Or some of it, at least. There had been so much acreage, we’d been able to divide it up. Some we converted to a designation of forest land, so it would remain undeveloped. Some went to the Havens, under the ownership of a new company they’d formed. Josiah had plans to develop it for recreation and tourism, giving his family a new source of income and helping secure his parents’ retirement.

      The rest we sold and the proceeds were more than enough to pay Gram’s debt. In fact, there was enough left over that we created a new trust to take care of the taxes and insurance on her land. She’d never have to worry about that again.

      She was secure.

      The last of the proceeds went to Harvey Johnston. He’d tried to refuse, claiming he didn’t need it. He hadn’t been searching for the treasure to get rich. He’d been in it to prove that his grandfather had been right and for the satisfaction of being the one to find it.

      But we’d insisted. He’d kept the story alive and paved the way for us to find it. The Montgomery treasure had indeed been real, and despite the fact that it hadn’t been a chest of gold, it had done incredible good for both the Haven and Bailey families. It was only fitting that it do some good for Harvey Johnston too.

      Our only stipulation was that he couldn’t use the money to try to exterminate all the squirrels in Tilikum. He’d agreed.

      Reluctantly.

      As for the Montgomerys, they’d planned to flee the country once they’d stopped our wedding and the trust had expired. They’d hired a lawyer to handle the transfer of ownership of the property, promising him a cut of the proceeds once it sold. They’d planned to use the rest to fund their permanent vacation in Mexico.

      Instead, they were on their way to prison.

      Their son Rob had thrown them under the bus, confessing to starting the fires at Asher and Grace’s house and the Haven House Museum, as well as the kidnappings of both Thomas and Annika. He’d admitted to attacking Gavin and claimed his dad had been the one to tamper with Logan’s brakes.

      The sheriff’s department had searched his house, and that of his parents, and found the ski mask he’d worn when he’d kidnapped Annika, as well as an old TFD jacket he’d worn when he’d kidnapped Thomas.

      But the mastermind had been Lorraine. Both her husband and son said she’d been the one to plan everything. Maybe she was just arrogant or maybe she was a little bit crazy, but according to Garrett, she hadn’t denied any of it. She’d proudly told Jack that her plan should have worked, and she blamed her husband and son for screwing it up.

      Fortunately, the Montgomerys weren’t our problem anymore.

      We got to the park and both of our families were already there, spread out in small groups. Some sat on blankets with picnic baskets and coolers. Others had brought folding chairs. Asher held Charlie’s fingers while he walked on unsteady legs. He’d turned one about a month ago and was so close to walking. Grace joked that his legs were too chubby to use yet but he’d get there. He was still one of the happiest babies I’d ever seen. To the surprise of no one, a few months ago Asher and Grace had announced they were pregnant with their second baby.

      Then, to the surprise of everyone, Cara and Logan had followed that announcement with one of their own. They were having another baby and they’d actually done it on purpose this time. Broderick was nine months old and crawling all over the place. We all had a feeling he was going to be the next generation’s Gavin. The kid didn’t seem to have an ounce of fear. I’d wished my brother a lot of luck with the second kid. He was going to need it.

      Evan and Fiona sat toward the outskirts of the group. Whether the distance they kept between themselves and others was for Evan’s sake, or because they had Sasquatch with them was anyone’s guess. Their baby boy was due in less than a month and despite how pregnant she was, Fiona seemed as happy and pleasant as ever. Both Evan and Sasquatch eyed the rest of the world as if they were ready to tear out throats if anyone approached Fiona.

      Completing the Bailey baby explosion were Gavin and Skylar, who’d also announced they were pregnant a few months back. She was due this fall and Gavin was convinced it was a boy. So was Gram, so we all pretty much assumed they were right.

      Plus, Baileys always had boys. It was a thing.

      Although the dividing lines in our town weren’t nearly as strong, Annika’s family had congregated on the grass together, next to mine. Her nephew Owen had already bridged the feud gap by making friends with baby Charlie. He duck-walked in front of Charlie, making him laugh as Asher helped him along. Owen’s mom, Taylor, was nowhere to be seen, but Garrett was here. Josiah, Luke, and Theo sat in folding chairs, each enjoying a beer. Zachary stood nearby with Paul and Marlene. He glanced at me as we approached and gave me a chin tip. We’d come a long way since I’d married his sister. We’d even gone out for a beer together a few times.

      And sitting right in the middle of everyone was Gram.

      Her hands were folded serenely in her lap and she seemed to bask in the communal energy of her grandsons, their wives, and her growing brood of great-grandchildren.

      The fact that she was in the literal middle posed a slight logistical problem. I glanced at Annika. She looked concerned but I decided not to worry about it. Gram was tough. She’d be fine.

      Thomas’s hand slipped out of mine. He ran to Gram and climbed into her lap.

      “About time you got here.” Logan deftly grabbed Broderick before he could knock over someone’s drink and picked him up.

      Annika squeezed my hand. “We were just taking our time. It’s such a nice day.”

      I squeezed back to get her to stop talking. She sounded too nervous. They were going to suspect something.

      Gavin narrowed his eyes. Too late.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” Annika said, her voice going high pitched.

      “I bet they’re going to make an announcement.” Gavin’s attempt to whisper to Skylar was heard by everyone.

      All eyes flew to us.

      Yep, they thought we’d suggested a picnic in the park for both families so we could announce we were pregnant. It was the perfect prank setup.

      “We do have an announcement,” I said and there was a collective gasp. “But it’s not what you think.”

      “Come on, Annika, join the club.” Cara winked and rubbed her belly.

      Annika laughed nervously.

      “Yeah, yeah.” I waved them off. “We’re not here to tell everyone we’re pregnant. Actually, I’ve been working on a little project in Grandad’s shop and we figured we’d unveil it here.”

      “What is it?” Gavin asked.

      “It’s over there.” I gestured to a stand of bushes behind me. We’d set things up early this morning, before anyone was around, and crossed our fingers that none of our nosy brothers—or other townspeople—would notice and mess with it. “It’s just something I made. I don’t know, maybe it’s dumb, but I’m pretty proud of it.”

      “Aw, Levi, that’s so cool,” Grace said. “Let’s see it.”

      “Thanks, Grace.” I let go of Annika’s hand and went around behind the bushes, to the wheelbarrow covered with a large drop cloth. Without uncovering it, I moved it in front of our families. “Ready?”

      I looked at Annika and winked. She bit her lip and smiled.

      We grabbed the drop cloth and ripped it off. But it wasn’t a project I’d made in Grandad’s shop. It was a bunch of oversize squirt guns.

      And we’d filled them with whipped cream.

      Before anyone could react, Annika and I each picked up a squirt gun and started unleashing all over everyone.

      It took a second for them to react but as soon as they realized what was happening, chaos erupted. The girls screamed, Sasquatch barked, Charlie and Broderick squealed with laughter, and Owen jumped out in front of the stream of whipped cream. I did my best to avoid hitting Gram directly, but she and Thomas both got splattered.

      “Reload!” I shouted, dropping the squirt gun and picking up another out of the wheelbarrow.

      Logan and Gavin ran straight for me. I got them as best as I could before they tackled me to the ground. I looked up at the sky and Asher appeared in my field of vision.

      He’d grabbed one of the other squirt guns.

      Uh-oh.

      I laughed and tried to roll away, but Logan and Gavin held me fast while Asher covered me with whipped cream.

      Annika’s laughter came from somewhere to my left. I caught a glimpse of Luke and Zachary wrestling the squirt gun away from her. She had whipped cream in her hair. Thomas jumped around on the grass in front of Gram, tossing handfuls of whipped cream into the air. Most of it seemed to be landing on his head.

      Gram hadn’t even moved. She was such a badass.

      Eventually, the squirt guns were emptied. No one had been spared. Even Paul and Marlene had whipped cream on their clothes. Annika’s brothers had been annihilated, as had mine. Charlie and Broderick sat in the grass, licking their fingers and hands, and everyone was laughing.

      Asher reached out a hand to help me up. I got to my feet, and he patted me on the back.

      “Well played.”

      I slapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks.”

      Annika’s smile was as bright as the summer day. She had whipped cream everywhere—in her hair, on her clothes, even splattered across her face.

      I kissed the whipped cream off her nose and darted my tongue across her lips to lick more off.

      She giggled. “By the way, I have a surprise for you too.”

      I pulled her closer. “Do you? I can’t wait.”

      “I can show it to you now.”

      “Here?” I glanced around. “In front of everyone?”

      “It’s not that kind of surprise.”

      “What kind of surprise is it?”

      “You know how everyone expected us to make an announcement today?”

      “Yeah.”

      She pulled a square envelope out of her back pocket. “I have a tiny announcement for you.”

      “What is this?”

      “Open it.”

      I took the envelope and pulled out what at first glance looked like a photo. I turned it over and it took me a second to process what I was looking at.

      An ultrasound picture.

      “Wait, is this?”

      Her lips turned up in a smile and she nodded. “I went in this morning when you were having breakfast with Thomas. I didn’t want to tell you until I was sure.”

      “You’re pregnant?”

      She nodded again. “It’s early but yeah. Definitely pregnant.”

      I stared at the ultrasound, a profound sense of awe surging through me. We were going to have a baby. Thomas was going to be a big brother.

      “I love you so much.” I grabbed her and picked her up off the ground, holding her tight. “We’re going to have a baby.”

      “We are. But Levi, you need to look closer.”

      I set her down. “Look closer at what?”

      “At the ultrasound picture.”

      I looked again, not quite understanding what she meant. “What am I missing?”

      “Well, you can see the shape of the baby.” She traced the outline. “And right here is the heart. I saw it beating, it was amazing.”

      Now that she pointed it out, I could see the baby. A tiny head and a little spot where she’d seen the heartbeat. It was blowing my mind. This was my baby. Our baby.

      But why was there another shape next to it? If this was the baby—

      And then I saw it. My breath caught in my throat and despite my best efforts to maintain manliness, tears sprang to my eyes. Because at the very top, next to Annika’s name and the date, was a word I’d never dreamed I’d see in this context.

      Twins.
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      With a ding, the elevator doors opened. Thomas gasped as if this were some new wonder of the world he’d never seen before. He had, but maybe elevator doors just didn’t get old when you were three.

      I looked down at him. “Pretty cool, huh big man?”

      He nodded, his expression serious. “Cool, Daddy. I wike ewevatos.”

      “I know you do. Let’s get in and go up.”

      “Can I pwess the button?”

      “You bet.” With his hand still in mine, I led him into the elevator. “Can you press that one?”

      He stuck out his little finger and jabbed the button.

      Thomas was just a few months away from his fourth birthday and his vocabulary had exploded. It seemed like he’d gone from broken phrases to complete sentences—even paragraphs—overnight. He didn’t quite pronounce everything correctly just yet, but it was all normal for his age.

      And he could say Daddy perfectly, which I thought was pretty freaking awesome.

      I picked him up, noting his weight—he was getting so big—and settled him on my hip. I didn’t need to carry him, and he hadn’t asked, but sometimes a dad needed to be close to his son. And Thomas was my son in every sense of the word.

      Annika and I had easily settled into life as a family. Once we found out she was pregnant with not just one but two babies, we’d decided to move to a bigger place. The house I’d once shared with my brothers wasn’t bad, and we loved living next door to Asher and Grace and their growing family. But we were about to go from a family of three to a family of five. We needed more space.

      Luckily, we’d found the perfect house just up the street. It was still walking distance to Asher and Grace’s, plus it was close to Annika’s friend Marigold. It had more than enough space for us—and any other tiny people who might come along in the future.

      My wife had literally just had twins and I was already thinking about having more babies someday. Was I crazy? Probably. But we were on the same page. We both wanted a big family.

      The elevator opened and we stepped out into an empty lobby. That wasn’t going to last long. I knew I didn’t have much time before a hoard of Baileys and Havens descended on the childbirth wing, all anxious to get a look at the new members of the family. Thomas had gone over to Nana and Papa Haven’s last night when we’d realized Annika was in labor. Now that the babies were here, I wanted to give him a chance to meet them first, before the chaos of his many uncles, aunts, and cousins took over.

      “Daddy, where’s the babies?” Thomas asked.

      “They’re with Mommy, right down this hallway.”

      I walked with him to the room where I’d left Annika to get some sleep. She’d worked her ass off last night, delivering twins, and I hoped she’d been able to rest.

      We went in and I peeked around the curtain. Annika was awake, although still lying down. She gave me a tired smile.

      “Hey,” I whispered.

      “Hey.” Her eyes flicked to the hospital bassinet next to the bed.

      And there they were. My two daughters.

      They were the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

      We were the first of our generation so far to have girls. Asher and Grace’s second baby was a boy. Logan and Cara had also given little Broderick a baby brother. Evan and Fiona had a boy, as had Gavin and Skylar. Gram had predicted them all.

      And of course she’d predicted both that we were having twins and that they’d be girls.

      Gavin had too, which had been weird.

      “Baby sisters?” Thomas asked, pointing at the two little bundles in the bassinet.

      “Yes, those are your baby sisters. Do you want to meet them?”

      His brow furrowed and he leaned a little closer. He wasn’t so sure about this.

      “It’s okay.” Annika shifted so she was sitting up. “You can just look from there.”

      “Can we name them fire man?” he asked.

      I laughed. “That’s an interesting choice. You want to name them both fire man?”

      He nodded.

      “Do they wike fire twucks?”

      “They’re so little, they don’t know about fire trucks yet,” Annika said. “You’ll have to teach them.”

      I had to admit, I kind of missed Thomas’s fire cock phase. It was less awkward now that he could say truck more clearly. But it sure had been funny.

      At least Gram still called her chickens 'peckers'. We’d always have that to fuel our immature senses of humor.

      “What are we going to name them?” I asked, gazing at their tiny, sleeping faces.

      We had lists of possibilities but we hadn’t settled on their names. We’d decided to wait until they were born to look at them and see if something jumped out at us. But now it seemed like such a huge responsibility. What if we chose wrong?

      “Honestly, I think baby A’s name is Emma,” Annika said. “I think of it every time I look at her.”

      “After Gram? I love it.”

      “Good. I love it too. I think it suits her.”

      Thomas started to squirm, so I put him down on the edge of the bed next to Annika. She scooted him closer and kissed the top of his head.

      “Baby Emma?” Thomas asked.

      “That’s right,” Annika said, beaming at our son. “One of your sisters is Emma.”

      I moved closer to the bassinet and leaned down to kiss Emma’s head. “Hi baby Emma. You’re right, it’s perfect.”

      “I think so too.”

      Leaning over again, I kissed her sister. I gazed at her for a long moment when it hit me. “I know what her name is.”

      “What?”

      I lifted my eyes to my wife and smiled. “Juliet.”

      Annika laughed. “Oh my goodness. Yes. Of course her name is Juliet.”

      There was a soft knock at the door and Gram came in. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

      “No, please come in,” Annika said.

      Gram smiled. “Thanks, Dove. I hope you’re feeling well.”

      “I’m tired but I feel fine, all things considered.”

      “Good. Little Lynx, what do you think of all this?”

      “I have baby sisters,” Thomas said.

      “Yes, you do. What a lucky little man you are.” She moved closer to the bassinet. “And here they are. Such beautiful babies.”

      Annika and I looked at each other. This was a big moment.

      What names would Gram give to our little girls?

      My brothers and I had grown up with our animal names. It hadn’t occurred to me that there had been a moment when she’d first given them to us. But now that we were all having babies of our own, the giving of the names had become almost akin to a spiritual experience in our family.

      Sometimes Gram’s animal names were the same as the parents. Asher and Grace’s son Charlie had been Bear since birth and Gavin and Skylar’s son, Lincoln, had inherited his dad’s name, Otter. But other times, Gram came up with something else, and yet each name made perfect sense. When Asher and Grace’s second baby, Austin, was born, Gram had named him Badger. Logan and Cara’s son Broderick was Bobcat and their second baby, Carson, was Coyote. Evan and Fiona’s little boy, Calvin, had been dubbed Moose, and we couldn’t imagine him being called anything else.

      She’d long since named Thomas, Lynx, the same as me. Crazy, considering she’d called him Lynx before she even knew Annika and I were friends.

      Then again, this was Gram. Maybe she’d always known.

      “They are a pair of sweet little birds, aren’t they?” Gram said softly. She picked up Juliet and cradled her for a long moment. “Blue Jay. I wondered if we’d see another one.”

      My mom had been Blue Jay. My throat felt thick just hearing Gram say that.

      “Here you go, Lynx.” She handed Juliet to me and I made sure her head was supported in the crook of my arm. “Your little Jay.”

      Next, she gently lifted Emma out of the bassinet and settled her into her well-practiced embrace.

      Emma squirmed in her arms and blinked her eyes open.

      “Oh,” Gram said, as if something had surprised her. “Look at this.”

      Annika and I glanced at each other.

      A slow smile spread over Gram’s face as she gazed at the tiny girl who bore her name. “A sweet little owl.”

      My mouth dropped open. Owl was Gram’s animal and we’d just named her Emma, after Gram.

      But Gram didn’t know that.

      How?

      I decided not to question it.

      “We’d like to name her Emma,” Annika said. “If that’s okay with you.”

      Gram smiled down on her great-granddaughter. “It’s a lovely name. Always served me well. I’m honored, Dove.”

      “And this is Juliet,” I said, cradling my sweet girl in my arms.

      “Beautiful names for beautiful girls,” Gram said. “Well done, you two. It’s about time someone had girls in this family.”

      “I know,” Annika said with a laugh. “I was so surprised they were girls. I figured Baileys always make boys.”

      “They often do,” Gram said. “But these two are special. Sweet little birds, indeed.”

      “Gram, did you make pie?” Thomas asked.

      She smiled at him. “As a matter of fact, I did, little Lynx. Apple pie. Do you want to come with me to my house and have some?”

      Thomas’s eyes widened and I winked at him. “Our favorite.”

      He turned his face up to look at Annika’s. “Mommy?”

      “If Gram doesn’t mind.”

      “Not a bit.” She gently set Emma back in the bassinet.

      “Thanks, Gram.” I put Juliet in the bassinet next to her sister and helped Thomas down from the bed. “I can pick him up later.”

      “Take your time.” She clasped Thomas’s hand. “We’ll have a nice visit and I can send him over to Gavin and Skylar’s if it gets too late.”

      “Or just call my parents,” Annika said. “Or any of my brothers. They’re all around.”

      “See? Plenty of family to be had.” Gram took Thomas’s hand. “Ready?”

      He nodded with enough enthusiasm that his dark blond hair flopped around on his head.

      “Be good and listen to Gram,” Annika called out as they left. “Love you.”

      “Wuv you too, Mommy,” Thomas said. “Wuv you, Daddy.”

      “I love you, big man. Have fun.”

      He stopped and turned. “I wuv you baby Emma. I wuv you baby Juliet.”

      Annika swiped beneath her eyes. “Wow.”

      I had to clear my throat before I could answer. “Yeah, that hit me right in the chest.”

      She gazed over at our girls. “This is going to be wild, isn’t it?”

      “Are they really going to let us keep them?”

      “They really are. I think we should enjoy this moment when they’re both sleeping so peacefully. It’s not going to last.”

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, I took her hands in mine. “I love you so much.”

      “I love you too.”

      I gently touched her face and kissed her sweet lips.

      I wasn’t her Romeo. Turns out, I was something better. Romeo and Juliet had died tragically. But star-crossed lovers we were not. We’d rewritten the stars. Annika and I were going to live happily ever after, together with our beautiful children. And yeah, they were going to grow up in a crazy town with nosy neighbors, tall tales, and ridiculous pranks between the two sides of their family.

      But it was also a town where they were surrounded by people who knew their stories and loved them fiercely. By Gram’s peckers and thieving squirrels and uncles and aunts and cousins. So many cousins with more to come—and most of Annika’s brothers weren’t even married yet.

      Tilikum was our home. Our place. Eliza Bailey and John Haven had fled this town to be together. Annika and I had stayed and fought. And I liked to think the entire town was better for it.

      Love had officially won.
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      All your shit’s gone, and I’m just trying to figure out what the hell happened.

      ~Text from Roland, four years ago

      

      They wanted a damn miracle. I looked over the email again, already formulating a strategy. What my boss was asking for was tough. But, as the saying went, that was why they paid me the big bucks. I was the youngest CFO in Dimension, Inc.’s history for a reason.

      I was a goddamn miracle worker.

      Glancing at the time, I had to do a double take. It was already after nine. I hadn’t realized it was so late. But I worked late most nights, and it wasn’t like there was anyone around to bitch at me about it. I didn’t have plans with Farrah tonight; she was out of town. And even when we did have plans, she got it. She worked as much as I did, and she understood what it took to make it at this level. I never had to worry about that with her.

      My cell buzzed, vibrating on the desk next to my laptop. Looking down, I winced. My parents’ number. Their business number, to be specific. Which meant it could be either one of them calling. I didn’t particularly want to take the call, but if I didn’t answer, I’d have to call them back. Better to get it over with.

      I picked up the phone and answered. “Yeah.”

      “Hey, it’s Leo.”

      That was odd. My younger brother never called. An occasional text, maybe, but it wasn’t like we were close. This probably meant bad news.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “You need to come out here.”

      “Why? What’s going on?”

      “Mom and Dad are on the verge of losing the winery,” he said. “It’s a mess.”

      I sat back in my chair and pinched the bridge of my nose. You’ve got to be kidding me. “What do you mean, lose the winery?”

      “The business is in debt up to its eyeballs,” he said. “Dad’s been hiding shit. It’s bad.”

      “What do you expect me to do about it?”

      “Don’t be an asshole,” Leo said. “Do you think I would have called you if it wasn’t a big deal? This is serious. You need to come home.”

      Fuck. Home? That was the last place I wanted to go.

      “Now?” I asked. “I can’t just drop everything. I’m sure Dad will figure it out.”

      “Roland,” Leo said, his tone sharp. “Dad’s the one who fucked everything up. He’s not going to fix it. We need you out here, man. If this is about Zoe…”

      “It’s not about Zoe.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose again. Just thinking about Zoe gave me a headache. Why my mom had hired my ex-wife to work at the family winery was beyond me. Although, normally I didn’t give a shit. I was in San Francisco, almost a thousand miles from my hometown in central Washington. It’s not like it had any impact on my life if she worked there.

      “Because we can, I don’t know, find ways to keep some distance between you two or whatever,” he said.

      “I already said it isn’t about her. I’m an adult, I can be in the same room with Zoe.”

      “Good,” he said. “Then get your ass home.”

      “Leo—” I stopped because I heard the click of the call ending. I tossed my phone back onto my desk. “Fuck. Fuck you, Leo. And fuck you, Dad.”

      I checked my calendar. Tomorrow was out, but if I flew out early on Thursday, I could get to the winery and finish up my day from there. I sent my assistant, Danielle, a text, telling her to book me a flight to Seattle and reserve a rental car.

      My concentration was shot to shit. I wasn’t going to get any more work done tonight. But it was late anyway. I closed my laptop, grabbed my things, and went home.
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      I’d bought my condo for the view. During the day, I could see all the way to the water. At night, the lights of the city twinkled in the darkness. It had cost me a shit-ton of money, but every night when I stood looking out the floor-to-ceiling windows, I knew it had been worth it.

      I went to the kitchen and took a bottle of Glenlivit out of the liquor cabinet. Poured a glass and took a long swallow. It burned going down, spreading warmth through my chest.

      Danielle texted me back with my flight details for Thursday. I blew out a long breath and took another drink of Scotch.

      Home. I’d grown up in Echo Creek, a small town in the Cascade Mountains. Growing up on a winery sounded idyllic, but I’d been glad to leave it behind.

      How long had it been since I’d been there? Eighteen months? More? That didn’t sound right. But I hadn’t gone back for the holidays last year. It probably had been that long.

      I felt a twinge of guilt at that. It wasn’t that I disliked my family. True, my dad and I butted heads, and my siblings liked to give me crap for having moved away. But I knew my mom would like it if I came home more often.

      I was just so damn busy. It was hard to carve out the time for a trip that wasn’t business related. And I’d have to endure the inevitable guilt trips. Why don’t you visit more often? Can’t you stay longer? Don’t you want to come back and join your brothers in the family business?

      No, I fucking didn’t. But none of them had ever understood why I hadn’t fallen in line. Why I hadn’t taken up my proper place at the winery.

      I was made for bigger things than running a goddamn wine business in a small town out in central nowhere. There was no challenge to it. No risk. And the potential rewards—particularly financially—were much too low for me. Money wasn’t everything, but honestly, it was most things. And I was good at making money. Great, even. I’d made my company a hell of a lot of money in the last several years.

      I was respected here. People deferred to me. Trusted me with millions of dollars. I had my own office, an assistant, a penthouse condo with a priceless view. Enough money that I could have more or less anything I wanted.

      I was living my dream, and I didn’t understand why my family couldn’t just be fucking happy for me. Why they had to harp on the fact that I wasn’t there all the time. My brothers had stayed. My sister would probably wind up back home after college. They even had my ex-wife. What the hell did they need me for?

      I took another sip of Scotch and wandered over to the window, wondering what my dad had done that had Leo so riled up. Leo and I rarely saw eye to eye. He wouldn’t have called me over nothing. The big question was, did my dad know he’d done it? Were they expecting me to ride in with my MBA and save the day? Or was Leo going behind their backs to drag me into their mess?

      I guess I was about to find out.

      Thinking of home brought my thoughts back to Zoe. I went into the bedroom and set my drink down. With a glance over my shoulder—as if half-afraid someone would catch me—I pulled a small box down off a shelf in the closet.

      There was only one thing inside. Zoe’s wedding ring.

      I’d found it sitting on the kitchen counter of our old apartment the day she’d left me. The rest of her things had been gone. Her side of the closet, empty. Her drawers in the bathroom, cleaned out. She hadn’t taken much that had been ours—the things we’d accumulated together. I’d brought some of it to her later—the things I’d thought she’d want to keep—and given away the rest. But not her ring.

      Keeping it was the stupidest thing. I didn’t know why I still had it. It wasn’t even very nice. We’d eloped when we were twenty—just a couple of poor college students. I’d saved for months to get it, and at the time, I’d been pretty damn proud of myself. Looking at it now, it was rather pathetic. Just a plain gold band with a tiny excuse for a diamond. Zoe had loved it when I’d given it to her—said she hadn’t expected a ring at all.

      But we’d been different people, then. Young. Rebellious and wild. Idiots, really. We’d thought teenage hormones had been the real thing. Maybe they had, in their own way. But that hadn’t been enough.

      It hurt to look at it, and I wondered why I did this to myself. I didn’t pull it out very often. Once when I’d randomly remembered it was her birthday. Another time on what had been our anniversary. Occasionally, thoughts of her would creep into my mind and refuse to let go, and I’d find myself right here. Nursing a glass of Scotch and staring at the cheap piece of shit I couldn’t bring myself to throw away.

      I closed the box and put it back on the shelf. Maybe I’d get rid of it for good someday. A colleague of mine had proudly flushed his ex-wife’s ring down a public toilet. Another guy I knew had taken his ring off and dropped it in a garbage can in a park near his office.

      I didn’t have my ring anymore. I’d lost it a few years after we’d gotten married. Zoe and I had been visiting my family for Christmas, and it had snowed. We’d been outside, embroiled in an impromptu snowball fight with my brothers. None of us had been dressed for the cold—no coats, hats, or gloves. Just a bunch of dumbass kids tossing snow at each other until our bare hands hurt. Back inside, I’d realized my ring had come off. We’d looked, but never found it.

      It had been prophetic, in a way.

      But I was past that now. Zoe and I hadn’t worked out. She hadn’t been happy, so she’d left. Moved back to Echo Creek. Started working for my parents. She was fine, and so was I.

      In fact, I was more than fine. I was at the top of my game. Whether or not my family could appreciate it, my life was pretty fucking good.

      I would do what I had to do. Spend a few days at home, look at their books, probably find a few errors. Argue with my dad. Talk shit with my brothers. Let my mom fuss over me a little. Then I’d be right back here, where I belonged.
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      Dear reader, 

      This was, hands down, the hardest book I’ve ever had to write. Not because the storyline was challenging (which it was) or because it was the final book in the series and there were so many loose ends to tie up (which is true).  

      I wrote this book in the midst of the hardest and worst experience of my life. 

      On June 2, 2021, I lost the love of my life, my beloved husband, David. 

      I won’t go into all the details but it was sudden, unexpected, and traumatic.  

      David and I started dating when we were just fifteen. We dated through high school and through college. At twenty-two, I became his wife. It was one of the best days of my life. A number of years later, we had three children together.  

      He was my best friend, confidante, and protector. We were really, really happy together. I love him more than words can say. 

      Losing him shattered me. I’m still awfully broken, but I’m a woman of faith, and God has gently held my pieces together. He gives me the strength I need to get up and show up, every single day. Even when I don’t want to. 

      I’d written about a third of this book when my life fell apart. Obviously, finishing it wasn’t at the top of my priority list for a while. But I struggle when I’m not busy or being productive. As the haze of early grief began to clear, I realized I needed something to do. My kids went back to school, providing routine and structure to my days, and I couldn’t leave this book to sit any longer. My brain needed to be busy and Levi and Annika needed a story. 

      But here’s the thing. It was a challenging storyline and it was the final book in the series with a lot of loose ends to tie up. Under normal circumstances, this would have been a hard book to write. With my life the way it was, I honestly didn’t know if I’d be able to finish.  

      Could I still write a love story when mine had been tragically taken away? 

      Family, friends, loved ones, and supportive readers all offered their love, support, and belief in my ability to do just that. There were absolutely days when I was convinced this was it. This was the moment of failure. There was no way I could pull this off.  

      But I kept at it. Little by little, word by word, line by line. When you’re deep in grief, taking things one day (or sometimes one hour, or one minute) at a time can be lifesaving. I applied the same idea to my writing. I didn’t know how I was going to finish, but I opened the manuscript each day knowing I didn’t have to write it all now. I just had to write a little more. If I did that enough times, eventually I’d have a book. 

      And what do you know, it worked. 

      There’s still a part of me that can’t believe I finished. There were aspects of this story seemed so daunting. How would I pull it off? What was the answer to this burning question or that part of the mystery? I’m a big picture planner but a detail pantser, in that I don’t plot books (or series, for that matter) in a lot of detail. There’s so much I discover as I write. It’s just how my brain works. 

      For example, I didn’t know where the final clue to the treasure was until close to the end. I kept hoping I’d figure it out, but for a long time, I really didn’t know how they’d find the treasure or where it would be. 

      I did know what it was, though. That much I knew from the beginning.  

      And I knew the squirrels were involved. Pesky little stinkers. 

      Finishing and releasing this book has been an incredibly bittersweet experience. I know I’m doing exactly what David wants me to be doing—living. He’d want me to finish this book and release it into the world. And he’d want me to keep on writing. Before the end, he told me, in no uncertain terms, that if he didn’t make it home, he wanted me to keep living. To keep writing and loving and moving forward. 

      So I am. 

      I wish he were here to see it. I wish we could go out for dinner to celebrate the launch and strategize over advertising campaigns and talk about the next book I’ll write. Of course, I could fill a library of books with all the things I wish for and won’t ever have.  

      But that’s life. It isn’t all comfort and happy days. Sometimes it’s hard. Sometimes it’s not just hard, it’s wretched and miserable. It’s bone-wearying and too heavy to carry. And still, we go on. 

      If that’s you—if you’re having the worst day of your life—please know that you’re not alone. We all suffer heartache and pain. It’s a universal human experience. 

      But so is love. I’m still not exactly sure what I’m meant to do here on this rock we’re living on, but maybe one thing is to spread some love around. Maybe shine a little light and spread some hope. Because even in the midst of my greatest sadness, I have hope. Love is real and it’s the most powerful force in the world. It’s what we’re made for. 

      I hope you enjoyed this book. I hope it gave you a needed escape and left you with a smile. And I even dare to hope that it meant a little something to you, beyond a few hours of entertainment. It gave me something I needed during an incredibly rough time. I hope that it did the same for some of you. 

      Lots of love, 

      Claire 
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