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Enjoy some of the musical inspiration for Reclaimed

Listen now on Spotify

Angel || Camylio

Stargazing || Myles Smith

Beautiful As You || Thomas Rhett

Cozy || Jeremy Zucker, Lauv, Alexander 23

Good For You || Selena Gomez, A$AP Rocky

Beat up car || Henry Moodie

Rest || Dean Lewis, Sasha Alex Sloan

Can’t Wait || Dylan Dunlap

Betting On Us || Myles Smith

Carry You Home || Alex Warren


ABOUT THIS BOOK


After three years of dancing at the best club in Minneapolis, I’m forced to return to my hometown. Pregnant. Single. And my only skill is twirling around a pole.

I return to my old job, dancing with one goal in mind. To save enough money to provide for my child. But night after night, he becomes impossible to ignore.

Aiden Powell watches me from his front and center seat, his sharp blue eyes flickering in the strobe lights as he stalks my every move across the stage. The haunted look in his unwavering gaze isn’t the carefree man I remember.

I fight to defy the magnetic pull to dance only for him. Until one night, I let my guard down and chemistry sparks beneath his hands. Aiden pursues me with passion, while I build a fortified fence to protect myself. I’ve been burned before, and I’m not eager to feel the pain again.

But when a serial stalker begins targeting dancers, Aiden decides I’m not safe on my own. He shows up on my doorstep with a packed bag and his battle-worn cat, determined to make his presence known.

This relationship is supposed to be fake. A ruse to keep me away from the interest of a deranged man. Too bad my heart fails to receive the message as Aiden begins to show me the real him.

People in little clothing hardly catch my eye, but there’s something about Aiden in a towel that softens my defenses. And when he admits I’m the first woman he’s ever been with? He spells out exactly what he wants with no room for error—Me.

But I should know better than to let my walls crumble. Because when that stalker sets his sights on me, Aiden’s determination won’t be enough to keep me and my baby away from harm.


This one is for one of the best

Harloe Rae

If it weren’t for you kidnapping me and taking me to a farm in the middle of nowhere, this book wouldn’t be what it is.

To sours and mini tacos

And chickens.

Thank you for being the shining light of positivity in my life that you are. Love you!
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Aiden

Each of my four brothers have all found their happily ever after’s when they weren’t looking. Me? I almost died a virgin.

Stepping in front of a gun aimed at my brother’s girlfriend wasn’t a hard choice to make. 

After all, my brothers have been stepping up for me for most of my life.

But in the weeks that followed, it was all I could think about.

Sex.

And how I’m not having any.

The low lights glint off the amber liquid resting in the crystal glass in my hand, and I clench my teeth as the pulsing music crescendos. The incessant thought ceases momentarily as the curvy, blonde bombshell sashays across the stage.

A raucous cheer thunders in the humid room. Sweaty, eager men train their eyes on the beauty they only know as Stella.

Star in Italian.

Only I know her personally as Isla.

And I’ve developed an obsession.

My phone vibrates beside my hand. The screen illuminates but I flip the device upside down. I don’t bother to see which of my meddlesome siblings drew the honor of calling me this evening. Right on fucking schedule.

Four months have passed since I stepped in front of that bullet. In that moment, nothing about me mattered except making sure that my brother Jude didn’t lose the only person he allowed to freely love him. I couldn’t fathom seeing him return to the broken shell of a man he was in the decades before she came around.

And I survived with minimal damage.

With a humorless snort, I sip my drink and lean back in the padded seat. The arm I drape across the back of the booth paints a relaxing picture that couldn’t be further from the truth.

The truth is that sitting in this club night after night is the only remedy to the demons that moved in the minute I woke up in that hospital room with a bandage on my shoulder and an IV in my hand.

The carefree reality I’ve lived in ever since the Powells took me in as a kid was shattered in an instant. I went from the baby of the family, the comedic relief posed against my stoic brothers, to almost having my life snuffed out by a vengeful lunatic.

In that moment, everything flashed before me.

Things I didn’t know I wanted that before seemed like a far-off dream. A wife, a family. Stability and peace. The milestones I’d shrug and grin at, shaking off the idea of settling down like a joke. Like I had the rest of my life ahead of me to make such adult decisions.

One barrel.

One hospital bed.

I bite the inside of my cheek as my phone vibrates again.

Corjan:




Want to watch a movie?




Me:


Busy tonight




Corjan:




How about tomorrow? We could catch a late one at the East Branch theater




My fingers hover over the screen as I glance up at the woman swiveling her shapely ass at the attuned audience. This brotherly conversation fizzles into the background of my consciousness at the sight of her.

A stringy, crisscrossed contraption barely holds onto her sparkly, flushed tits that appear seconds away from spilling out of the top. The sequins glitter in the spotlight as she twirls and tips back on the pole. Her thick legs go on for miles in black thigh high stiletto boots. Images of the leather wrapped around my waist invade my mind.

Fuck.

I toss back a swallow and retrieve my phone to respond to Corjan.

Me:


Not available. Maybe next weekend




Or not. Habit dictates I’ll be sitting right in this very spot, fighting once again against my dick getting hard.

Because for some unknown reason, watching Isla up there brings me a sense of tranquility I didn’t know I’d ever feel again.

She finishes her set with a crawl across the stage while grimy, unworthy men slip dollars beneath the band of her cheeky panties. I toss a twenty up onto the raised platform and stride out the rear exit door.

I don’t like this next part. I never stay once she finishes her set.

The thought of watching which motherfucker gets a private dance fills me with such a swift jealousy that I need to leave. But the idea of buying one for myself feels so fucking invasive I can’t allow the thought to linger for more than a handful of seconds.

We’re too acquainted for a casual lap dance. Over the years our circles have overlapped. She’s best friends with my brother’s wife, after all.

A cloud of smoke billows from the outside, the acrid smell of cigarettes clogging the fresh, night air. Fighting the urge to curl my lip in disgust, I move beneath the yellowed light aimed at the parking lot. The pair beside me trade laughs before stamping out the cigarette and returning indoors.

A soothing breeze stirs a few leaves across the cement, and I glance up at the starry sky just as the door beside me opens.

I swallow down an exhale of surprise.

She doesn’t notice me beneath the light, but I’d have to be blind not to notice her. It’s as if her soft soul reaches out to mine, stroking me back to life. In fact, I haven’t been this close to her since she left three years ago, and my heart beats quicker at her unexpected nearness.

The end of her pony swishes across her upper back, now covered in an oversized gray sweatshirt, as she walks past.

“Isla Fitzgerald.” Pure grit drips from my voice, as if I haven’t spoken aloud in twenty-four hours rather than one.

She stops and throws her chin to her shoulder. I watch her gaze track to the now-closed door before returning to my face. A mask quickly covers her look of surprise.

An eyebrow ticks up her forehead. “Powell.”

“You’ll have to be more specific. There’s six of us, you know.” I push off the bricks at my back.

That pink, pouty mouth twists. “Aiden.”

“You remember me.”

“Please.” She rolls her eyes. “My best friend married your brother. You boys are really not that hard to keep straight.”

Considering only two of us are blood-related siblings, she’s not wrong. The six of us were unconventionally adopted by our mom, Nancy, and Terrance, who passed away not long after I joined the family. I went from losing my father, only to lose the guy meant to step into that role all within a few years.

“Does Juniper know you’re back in town?”

“She does.” A hesitant edge accompanies her response. “Why?”

I shrug, biting back the grin rising to the surface. The motion is unfamiliar after so many weeks without one. “Just curious.”

“Well aren’t you as evasive as ever.”

“Am I?”

She ticks up her brow again and I nearly laugh.

“What brings you back?” I ask, sinking my shoulder against the brick for support.

“Life. I missed home. Got bored of the city.”

Now that pulls a reluctant chuckle free.

“What?” she asks.

I can’t fight the way my eyes trace over her from head to shoe. “Somehow I doubt that.”

She gives me a haughty twist of her lips and flicks out a hand. “Can’t the country girl miss wide open spaces?”

“With that sparkle? You’re much too pretty for these dirty pastures. Always have been.” I slip my hands into my pockets.

Her face registers shock before she schools it back into impassivity.

“You’re an incredible dancer,” I blurt, the words falling from my tongue without a filter.

She smirks. The cocky tilt punches me straight in the chest. “I know.”

I lick my lips. “I know you don’t need me to boost your ego or anything. That’s not why I said it. I’ve just been spending a lot of time around here, and I’ve seen you.”

Her lips drop a little and her eyes scan my face. The crease forming between her brows is one of concern. “I know,” she repeats softly.

I’m not sure what to make of that, and I’m not in the place to ask. That familiar feeling slinks into my chest, something dark and inky that coats my insides with a sullying oil.

Pushing off the wall at my back, I tip the brim of my ballcap with my index finger. “Have a good night, Isla. I’ll see you around, yeah?”

She pulls her bag onto her shoulder and grips the strap in a fist. “I’m sure you will.”

Her hesitant retreat washes away a little of that oil.

I watch her walk to her car, not bothering to leave until she’s tucked safely inside and driving out of the parking lot.

Only then do I make my way through the dark to my sedan at the edge of the lot, climb inside, and drive back to the lonely silence waiting for me at home.


2
[image: ]
[image: ]


Isla

“This would look so cute on you!”

Juniper holds up a pastel pink top, cropped with long sleeves, and a slash cut out above the boobs. I smile and take the hanger from her outstretched hand.

“It would look great on the girls.” With the top flush to my chest, I give them a little bounce.

“I have boob envy,” she pouts, returning her attention to the rack separating us. The clink of hangers accompanies her eager search.

“Babe, I’m sure Lee is more than happy with what you have to offer.” I grin through the guilt souring my stomach and return my attention to the clothes.

What am I doing here?

When Juniper called me to go shopping this morning, I was all in, as per usual for our friendship. I’m an impulsive gal. I never learned how to make plans, preferring to go with the flow. After three years without my favorite person on the planet, it’d take a historical blizzard to keep me away from her. And I love shopping. I love finding new clothes to dress up my body. In fact, the only thing I love more than dressing my body is undressing it.

But I haven’t told my best friend my biggest secret yet. She doesn’t know I’m pregnant. Not only am I pregnant, but I’m about to be a single mother, so the last thing I need to do right now is spend money on clothes that aren’t going to fit properly in three months.

But I couldn’t say no to her. Not when it’s been so long since we’ve had a proper hang out. That doesn’t stop this excursion from feeling wrong.

Wrong because I’m lying to her.

Wrong because I’m spending money I should be saving for my baby.

I swallow down the emotional bubble welling inside me.

“Isla?”

“Hm?”

“I asked if you liked that shirt. You’ve been staring at it for a solid minute.”

I glance down at the red fabric clenched in my fist. I drop the shirt. “Ew, no. Red is for harlots.”

Juniper bursts into laughter. “Weren’t you just going on about the new red set you just got for XO’s?”

“That’s different.”

“How so?”

“Because at work I’m pretending to be a harlot.” I grin. “I’m done here. Let’s go somewhere else.”

We pay for our purchases and walk down the street to the local coffee shop.

The smell of freshly ground beans stops me beneath the tinkering bell. My mouth waters, and I can practically feel the jolt of caffeine rushing through my veins. I follow behind Juniper to the counter.

“My treat,” she says, turning to me and indicating I should order.

“I’ll get a decaf americano with a shot of caramel and a splash of heavy cream.”

Juniper studies me from the corner of her eye, reciting her own order before handing over her credit card.

I have to hand it to her. She makes it all the way to the secluded table in the far corner before she goes on the offensive.

“Since when do you drink decaf?” She blows on the rim of her mug before taking a cautious sip.

“Since I found out I’m pregnant,” I reply.

She must mistake my nerves for a monotone punchline because she laughs. “Yeah, right.”

I swallow a small sip and avert my gaze out the window.

“Oh my god, you’re serious.”

“I miss real coffee.” I gaze at my cup sadly as tears well in my eyes.

She pushes her cup across the table. “Have a drink of mine.”

I blow out a forceful breath. “No. It’s okay. It’s not good for the baby.”

“I’m sure one drink will be fine.”

I shake my head. “I can’t. If I start making concessions now, who knows what I’ll be doing toward the end of my pregnancy when I’m truly miserable. It’s a gateway drug.”

“I don’t think coffee is going to be a catalyst for poor decision making.”

“I have to stay strong.” I pick up my weak cup of decaf and sigh wistfully.

Her warm palm covers mine. “Are you okay?”

“I think so.”

“Is it safe to assume with this lifestyle change that you want to keep the baby?”

I blink away the remaining wetness on my lashes. “I do.” I lay a palm flat on my nonexistent bump.

She gazes at me with sincere brown eyes. “I wouldn’t be your best friend if I didn’t tell you that you do have options, and there’s zero judgment from me no matter what you choose. I’m here for you no matter what.”

“I know. Trust me, I considered all the options. Would you believe me if I said I’m a little bit excited?”

“Of course I would.”

I smile down at my stomach. “I always wanted to be a mom, but I wasn’t sure if it would happen for me. Then a condom broke or something.” I grimace and bring my mug to my lips.

Juniper wears a similar expression. “And the dad?”

“He’s not ready. That’s okay. I can do this without him.” I lick my lips to chase away the sour feeling in my stomach. I knew hooking up with a bartender at my work was a terrible idea, but I couldn’t have predicted he’d be the type to go straight to our boss when I told him I was pregnant. The minute before I clocked in for my next shift, the misogynistic ass fired me on the spot while the father got to keep his job.

Doing the walk of shame was bad enough, but getting the texts from my coworkers that he told everyone I tried to baby trap him really drove home the message that neither the baby nor I were wanted. I hightailed it back to Fairview Valley as soon as I could break my lease and reauditioned for my old job.

But I don’t tell Juniper any of that. The story is too fresh. My heart is too raw. I don’t need to actually burst into tears with residual embarrassment over my cup of shitty coffee.

“You can, and you aren’t alone.”

I look up into her sincere eyes.

“Does that mean I can give you a congratulations?”

I nod, the motion gaining momentum as she rounds the table to wrap me in her arms.

“I get to be an auntie?” she squeaks.

“You’re already an auntie,” I mumble around a knot in my throat. “From what I hear, Lee’s siblings keep popping out kids.”

“This is different.” She pulls back. “You’re like my sister. I’m going to spoil this baby rotten.”

“You spoil all the babies rotten.”

“This is true,” she hums.

“Thank you for being here for me. I was nervous to tell you.”

“Why on earth would you be nervous?” She scoops up her mug in one hand and resumes her seat.

“You don’t talk about having your own kids. I’ve wondered if that’s by choice or design.”

Juniper smiles gently. “Lee and I are happy with just the two of us. We have Lincoln, and teenage boys come with their own challenges.”

Lincoln is Juniper’s younger brother. She worked her ass off to get out from under their alcoholic father, and she refused to leave him behind.

“Maybe that’s for the best. I’m not sure if the world is ready for a mini Lee Powell.”

Juniper snorts then sighs. “Aw, but the thought of a mini grumpy Lee would be so cute.”

“Oh god, no. Drink some coffee. Cool your loins, woman. You’re contracting the baby fever. You need to think of mountains of dirty diapers, stat.”

“Yep, that does it.” She wrinkles her nose. “You’ll have lots of fun with that.”

“I’m tackling this one hurdle at a time. Dirty diapers are far down the list of things I currently need to worry about.”

“I’m here to help. And the Powell women are a force when there’s a cause. I’m sure they’d be happy to round up any extra baby clothes or supplies currently not in use.”

“How many are there now?”

“Let’s see.” Her attention floats to the ceiling as she ticks off her fingers. “Since you left, Corjan’s wife, Bree, came back and they reconciled. Jack met Whitney during that blizzard two years ago. Cortney got engaged to a guy named Sebastian. They’re getting married soon,” she makes a face that I interpret as displeasure but it could be indigestion, “And Jude recently fell in love with a woman he found wandering the woods behind the Sanctuary.”

The Powell family owns a dog sanctuary here in town. Juniper’s husband, Lee, is the owner, and his siblings all help out in some capacity. Jude has always lived alone on site but it sounds like he’s no longer isolated with all those dogs.

“So that just leaves Aiden.”

“Yep. We’re all waiting for some beautiful girl to stumble her way into town and straight into his arms. Though he doesn’t seem too receptive these days.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“You remember how I told you he got shot protecting Jude’s fiancée a few months ago.”

I nod.

“He just hasn’t been the same. The brothers are really frustrated trying to find a way to help him. They’re worried.”

Memories flash through my mind. Aiden, front and center while I dance, his intense gaze tracking me across the stage. Aiden, leaning against the brick outside of XO’s. His reddish blonde hair peeking out beneath a black ballcap, a reluctant grin sliding onto his face.

“Maybe he just needs time to heal.”

“The doctor said his wound should be all better now.”

“I don’t mean physically.”

She gives me a sad smile and shakes off the heaviness. “Yeah. You’re right. We need to give him time.”

I drain my cup. “And who knows? Maybe that pretty newcomer is closer than you think she is.”
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Aiden

“This is really what you do for fun?”

I drain the final mouthful of whiskey in my glass as Silas Stone saunters in front of me. The bulk of his police vest covering his torso blocks the view of the brunette flipping around the pole. No matter. Isla’s set hasn’t started yet. So long as he’s out of the way before then we won’t have a problem.

“What else would you recommend?” I flick my fingers in the air to flag down a waitress for another.

“What’s wrong with The Rocks?”

“Ruben isn’t as pretty to look at,” I say, referencing the old bartender at our local watering hole. I tried spending some time there, but the amount of people who knew me got to be annoying as fuck. I couldn’t take one more pitying look, one more how are you really, one more person entering my personal space just to tell me I was a fucking hero.

I didn’t feel like a hero. I felt like I was losing my grip.

Out here at XO’s, on the outskirts of town, I’m left alone with my thoughts.

Usually.

Silas laughs, tipping his chin to take in the dancer. “You’re not wrong about that.”

“What are you doing out this way?”

“Sutton and I are checking in on some things,” he states cryptically, dodging the question. As if I won’t hear it through the grapevine in a matter of days.

Silas and his brother Sutton are Fairview Valley’s golden boys. The brothers joined the force one after the other, and the town practically worships them for their charm and sacrifice.

Our families grew up together, so to say us Powells are used to the Stone siblings is an understatement. We were practically inseparable all throughout high school, and those friendships continue to span decades.

“Sounds riveting.”

“I have a night off tomorrow. We should meet at The Rocks. See if Corjan can join us for a drink.”

I eye him suspiciously, as if I can judge the authenticity of the invitation. The idea of sitting in a bar making small talk feels draining. Even this conversation feels draining.

“Maybe another time.”

“Been hearing a lot of that from you lately.” Silas rocks back on his heels. His usually charismatic smirk falls flat.

The waitress deposits my fresh drink on the table between us. I toss back a hefty sip, letting the alcohol replace the guilt coursing through my system, before letting the glass connect back against the wood with a harsh thunk.

“Haven’t been feeling up to the company.”

Sutton steps up beside his brother, and one look has Silas dropping the entire conversation. “Hey, Aiden.”

“Sutton,” I tip my chin. “Police business all the way out here?”

The side of his mouth quirks. “Police business everywhere.”

“Let me know when you do,” Silas draws the conversation back around to my last statement and knocks his knuckles once against my table.

“I will,” I answer, shifting my eyes over the brothers before locking them on the stage. The lights dim as the brunette leaves.

They depart with a crackle of their radios, muttering together and offering a couple of distracted waves.

Leaning back in my booth, I fixate my eyes on the glittering curtain. With the rise of the spotlight, Isla appears. The room breaks out into excited yells as her mere presence commands the crowd.

“Look at the fucking rack on her.”

“Dude, look at her fucking stomach. No thanks.”

“She’s fat, but with the way she moves, I bet she’d be an incredible fuck.”

“Why don’t you try to find out? I bet she’d be desperate for some dick. She doesn’t look like she gets much.”

The bachelor party to my left bursts into howls of laughter.

My fist curls where it rests atop the table and I know my cheeks are red. The flush coursing up my neck burns like a warning. I need to calm the fuck down before I hop over this partition and teach them something about respecting women.

I keep my focus on Isla, staring at the way she contorts herself around the gleaming silver pole. Those fucks don’t know what the hell they’re talking about. She’s damn gorgeous. A goddess wrapped in silver packaging any man would be lucky to unravel.

Despite the money flying onto the stage, the group to my left doesn’t shut the fuck up. Using the precious time I get to see her dance to degrade her because her looks don’t match their preferences. Only weak, insecure men stoop so low. They’re too stupid to realize there’s a reason she has a prime time spot on the roster.

Their wise cracks break through my concentration again, followed by raucous laughter.

“Allow me to pay for a private dance.”

“Dude, no.”

“I’ll throw in an extra fifty bucks for you if you can get her to take her top off.”

“Yeah man. Get a mouthful of those big tits before you’re no longer a single man.”

“I’m not a single man,” one of them laughs. “I’m getting married in the morning.”

“All the more reason to see if she breaks your legs with a lap dance.”

“Fine. But you each owe me fifty if I fuck her.”

Someone slaps the table and the boisterous hoots sound again.

“That’s my boy!”

“Don’t take no for an answer!”

I shove myself out of the booth. I fight against the urge to glare down each one of those mother fuckers as I cross in front of their table. A pulse throbs in the back of my head as I make my way to the security guard blocking the back hallway.

“I want to buy Stella’s dances tonight.”

The guy looks at me from behind his thick rimmed black glasses. “Only one.”

“I’ll sit for one but I want to pay for them all so she doesn’t see anyone else.”

“The rules say one client equals one dance.”

“This is how it’s going to go. I’m going to hand over my credit card to cover all of her dances tonight and I’m going to sit for one. Everyone gets paid and she can go home early.”

“Why would you do that?”

“You see that table of guys over there?”

He leans around me to glance at the rowdy group. “Yes.”

“They’re planning an attempt to sexually assault her. I’m going to sit for a dance to keep her occupied so she doesn’t have to see you throw their asses out and ban them from ever coming back.”

“Maybe I should throw you out and ban you from ever coming back.”

“She’s my friend. I’ve known her for a long time. I’m going to make a guess that with the crowd she pulls, your boss likes having her here. She brings in a lot of business. One word from me, and she’ll quit on the spot. All those clients that watch her shake her ass will stop coming to the mediocre replacement act.”

His blue gaze is calculating as he stares me down evaluating my bluff. “Give me your credit card.”

I effortlessly hand over the thin plastic just as I feel a presence behind me. The smell of stale whiskey floats over my right shoulder.

“Hurry it up man, I need to buy my boy a lap dance.”

The security guard holds out my card, and I slip it from between his outstretched fingers.

I turn as I slide it back into my wallet, staring down the asshole behind me as I tuck the billfold back into my jeans.

“Sorry man, there’s none left.”

The humor falls from his face as he looks from me to the security guard rising to his feet.

“C’mon, there’s got to be one dance.”

I slap him hard on the shoulder as I pass. “Better luck next time. Or maybe not, if you’re going to joke about putting women in nonconsensual situations.”

“Hey, fuck you!” he shouts as his friend puts a hand on his shoulder to hold him back.

I stare him down coldly. “You should be thanking me. I just saved you from winding up in jail.”

“You’re a prick.”

“And you’re a predator.”

I leave him with the security guard and walk to the private room down the hall.

The small room has two pieces of furniture. An armless chair sits in the middle of the space and a padded leather sofa is pushed up against the far wall. I can only imagine the sort of activities that take place in here, but I shove the unwanted imagery from my mind. Juniper used to work here, it’s where she met Isla, and both of them were adamant that the place wasn’t seedy. That doesn’t mean certain dancers don’t take it upon themselves to earn extra tips for favors. The thought of Isla in such a compromising situation sours my stomach with jealousy. It’s becoming apparent over the last few weeks that I want her to myself.

I settle onto the couch, careful not to touch it too much with any exposed skin. I’ll wait here until she shows up and explain the situation. I’d be no better than those fucking guys if I force her to dance for me just because I paid for it. Hell, I’m happy to spend the time having a conversation and making sure she’s okay. And after, I can walk her out to her car to confirm she doesn’t run into trouble.

Or I can leave now before she knows what I’ve done.
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Isla

I notice Aiden’s absence as I finish my set.

Then I hate myself for noticing.

I think I’ve started to look for him as much as he looks for me. He’s not hard to miss, sitting front and center during each of my shifts. I want to know if he’s here during the other nights of the week but I’m too afraid to ask. Too afraid of the answer telling me I’m not as special as he makes me feel.

As I exit backstage, I see Lucien and Cyril leading a group of belligerent drunks out the front. They were obnoxious during my set. Distracting, really. I’m glad to see them thrown out, but I wish it had happened sooner.

My stiletto heels click across the floor as I move to the private room. I sigh at the filled card. Another hour and a half of dancing. This is my least favorite part of the night, but the extra money is an easy way to pad up my savings account. And I only have to do it on Fridays.

I open the door and slip inside the red-light room, flipping the switch to indicate that someone’s inside. A plaque beside the door will glow red until I switch it off.

The music piped inside plays a rhythmic beat, and my hips begin to sway as I spin around.

“You—” The words die on my tongue.

“Me,” Aiden Powell grins from the leather couch.

I keep up my provocative swirl despite the flutter in my stomach and raise an eyebrow. “Getting bold, are we?”

“I can see why you’d think that.” He pats the seat beside him and then cringes.

“It’s clean,” I laugh at his expression.

“Why don’t you come sit down.”

“On your lap?”

He shakes his head. “Next to me.”

“I’m confused.” I slowly cross the room. “I think you’re the first man to not want me to straddle him.”

“I didn’t say I don’t want that,” he rasps, sending flutters to my stomach again.

I sit down beside him. “What are you doing here, Powell?”

“I bought your dances.” Dances. Plural.

“All of them?”

He nods. “There were some men sitting beside me.”

“I saw them,” I cut him off, hoping he moves onto the point.

“They were saying some shitty things about you.”

I scoff and cross my arms. “That’s nothing new. You should hear the things men shout to me on and off the stage.”

“They wanted to do things to you. To degrade you. They were going to coerce you…” he trails off. The knot on his throat bobs on a swallow.

“So you, what, paid for my night so they couldn’t get close?”

“Something like that.”

An irrational well of anger rises up within me. “Well, isn’t that noble of you, Powell.”

“Isla.”

“It’s Stella,” I hiss, rising from the couch.

“Don’t leave.”

“I’m not.” I throw my right leg over his lap and straddle him, slowly lowering until my bare ass scrapes the rough denim covering his thighs.

His eyes grow comically round as his hands flutter at his sides. “W-What are you doing?”

“What does it feel like I’m doing?” I curl one arm above my head and plant the other beside him on the back of the couch. My hips roll, grinding to the rhythm. “I’m giving you that dance you paid for.”

“You don’t have to do this.”

I shimmy my shoulders, shaking my tits near his face. “Of course I do. You paid for a dance!” I chirp.

“Really—”

I grab his hands and set them on my hips. “Keep them there.”

“Isla,” he groans, the throaty sound sizzling down my spine.

I lean into his neck and place my lips at his ear. “Stella.”

“Fuck,” he grunts, his face contorting as if he’s in pain. When he opens his eyes again, the baby blues blaze with uncontrolled lust. “One dance.”

“I thought you paid for three.”

His fingertips squeeze my fluffy hips. “I’m not going to be able to last for more than one.”

Oh.

Oh.

Holy god. A current snaps to life beneath my skin, sizzling to the tips of my finger and toes. His words alone awaken something sleeping, lying dormant in my stomach. An arousal I haven’t felt in—god, I can’t remember when.

What is this? Hormones? Or is this just him?

My heart hammers wildly at the thought of the effect I’m having on him. And that alone has an unintended effect on me.

I spin around, rising before dropping my ass in his lap and dancing the other way. Maybe some distance will help.

His groan rumbles his chest beneath my back. The vibrations there ripple through me. His legs shift, stretching out before planting back onto the ground and he grips my hips. His fingers clench, trying to hold me still, but then I feel it.

He’s hard beneath me.

Deliciously big and hard. The bulge nestles neatly between my legs, pressing insistently against that spot.

Oh, girl, what are you doing?

I shift and swirl my hips, each pass pressing closer, rubbing us together. The feel of his dick beneath me sends arousal to my core. If I’m not careful, I’m going to wind up leaving a wet spot on his pants, and that might just be the most embarrassing thing ever.

This isn’t like me. I don’t dance for clients and get turned on. Dancing is a job, and it’s as clinical as ever in this room.

Usually, I’m as dry as the desert.

Fuck. What do I do?

Do I get up and take his offer to not dance?

It’s too late for that. I started this and now I need to see it through. He can’t know I’m affected.

I frown.

There’s nothing special about Aiden Powell.

But then I shift my hips with the change in beat, and I brush against him. The ridge nudges against my clit and a whimper falls from my mouth. I bite back a whine of embarrassment and continue my dance while my body burns with the desire to feel it again.

“What was that,” Aiden growls from behind me, his raspy voice clawing against my defenses.

“N-Nothing,” I nearly pant, closing my eyes and praying this song ends soon, before I’m the one finishing prematurely in my pants.

This has to be the most tempting, arousing, humiliating situation of my life and I can’t decide if I need it to stop or if I wish it never ends. How does one guy feel so good, so perfect beneath my body? It has to be the pregnancy hormones. It has to be.

His palm splays hotly across my lower abdomen as he shifts, keeping us flush. His mouth touches my ear as his fingers glide south.

“Let me help.”

I close my eyes and drop my head back on his shoulder. My hair fans wildly around us, blonde curls a tangled mess. His touch dips lower. Lower. He skates the edge of my thong before cupping me solidly between my legs.

“Does that feel good?”

“Yes,” I whisper-pant, pulling a strand of hair from the corner of my mouth.

Feeling him there snaps the remainder of my control. The sensation is too good to resist, and Aiden is Aiden. He’s safe. He’s warm. He’s fucking sexy and his fingers are moving, stroking my clit in time to my hips. Then he’s dipping lower, knuckles nudging my panties to the side and his middle finger slides home.

“Oh, fuck.” A moan breaks free before I slap my palm over my mouth. If anyone hears what I’m doing in here, I’ll be fired on the spot.

I clench my teeth and grind as he slips another finger inside.

“You’re being such a good girl for me, Isla. Ride my fingers, starshine,” he whispers in my ear.

I whimper and grind, chasing the pleasure he’s wringing from me.

“Be quiet, beautiful. I don’t want anyone but me to hear you come.”

A shiver wracks my body as I chase that pinnacle. He makes it easy, stroking his fingers in the perfect motion to hit that spot deep inside. He works in time to my hips, speeding up and slowing down as I do.

I’ve lost the music. I’ve lost the rhythm. I dance to the steady strum of his fingers and the beat of my racing heart.

His lips touch my neck, a light graze from ear to shoulder as he samples the sensitive skin there.

“I feel how close you are.” He circles my clit with his thumb. “Fuck, you’re squeezing me. Are you going to come for me, Isla?”

“Yes,” I mumble from behind my hand.

His free hand skates up my arm, tracing its way to settle atop mine over my mouth.

“Give it up. Come for me. I’ll catch your scream beneath our hands.”

My hips rock and grind, pushing him deeper, faster, until I hit that peak—and for a second everything stops. The breath catches in my lungs. My lower half ceases to move, all except Aiden’s fingers, plunging in and out of me until I grip him and splinter apart.

Our palms silence the shriek from my lips. His breath moves across my ear, carrying words I can’t hear. My world has gone deaf. A white noise blankets the room. The only color I see is red as I crumble, held together only by Aiden’s arms and his lap.

My tits heave with labored breaths, slowing as my world rights itself.

Oh my god.

The post orgasm clarity hits with the force of an oncoming train.

What the fuck did I just do?

A gentle hand pushes a lock of hair away from my sticky forehead. “Hey,” he murmurs gently.

I scramble off him, nearly tripping on my stiletto heels. At the movement, his hand slips free, snapping my thong back into its rightful place. Ow. Shit.

“We shouldn’t have done that,” I stammer.

“The fuck we shouldn’t have.”

“I shouldn’t have done that.”

Besides the fact I could lose my job, he doesn’t even know I’m pregnant, and that makes me feel things I’m not ready to think about, let alone talk about after I just came on his hand.

I close my eyes and shudder at the memory of his fingers driving perfectly inside me. 

Gah! Get it together.

“You should go.”

“I think we should talk.”

“No, Powell,” I say forcefully. “I need you to go.” I take a steadying breath.

“Don’t call me Powell after I just had my fingers in you,” he snaps.

“It smells like sex in here!” I cry.

Aiden breathes deeply, his chest rising with the inhale. “It smells like you,” he rasps.

He’s so not helping my willpower here. “Please leave before we both get into trouble.”

“What are you so worried about? We’re two adults. There’s nothing wrong with what just happened.”

“Last I checked, prostitution is illegal.”

“The hell did you just say?” His face darkens, those lust filled eyes turning hard with irritation.

“There was a money exchange at the beginning of this little tete-a-tete, in case you’ve forgotten.”

He blanches. “That wasn’t what this was and you know it.”

“I know it, but that’s not the type of girl I want you to think I am so can you save us both the trouble of my boss finding out and just go?” I jerk my head toward the door.

He stares at me. I see words brewing behind his eyes. He wants to argue. To convince me I’m wrong, but as far as my boundaries are concerned, I’m not. And I need some time to sort my head out.

“Fine. We’ll talk later?”

I lick my dry lips. “Sure. Another time.”

“You’re heading home?”

“I’m just going to clean up here first.”

“Good.” He nods once. “I might not be able to leave if I knew someone was going to put their hands on you after what we just did.”

His hand touches the doorknob.

“I liked it, Aiden.”

His head rises, turning over his shoulder to look me in the eye.

I continue. “It won’t happen again, but just this once, I’m glad it did.”
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Aiden

I’ve gone to my brothers for advice about many things. They were the role models growing up. The ones that showed me what kind of man I could become. But through all the scuffs and scrapes and mistakes I’ve made over the last twenty years, I don’t think I could go to any of them with this.

“It won’t happen again, but just this once, I’m glad it did.”

For the last week, she’s all I can think about.

That little whimper plays on repeat in my head.

The way she felt cradled on my lap, the weight of her against my body. The moment was pure perfection.

It won’t happen again.

Like hell it won’t.

For two shifts I’ve watched her dance, sneaking out the back door the minute she exits the stage. A return to our normal. But it isn’t normal any longer. Not when I know what it feels like to make her come on my hand, and I’m done pretending it didn’t happen.

An incoming call alerts through my headset. With a scowl, I stab the retrieval button.

“Blue City Electric. How can I help you?” The rote greeting scrapes up my throat as I speak my first words of the day.

“Why’s my power out this morning?”

“Can I get your address so I can look into this for you?” I drop heavily into the rolling chair at my desk, and my orange cat, Chevy, butts against my shins. I key in the street, tuning out the sound of the man bitching in my ear.

“It appears that your location is experiencing an outage affecting approximately one hundred customers,” I respond, using the memorized script. “We anticipate your power will be restored by ten-fifteen this morning.”

The man goes off on a rant about how he pays entirely too much for this shit. I relax against the headrest and close my eyes, waiting until he wears himself out.

“Our crews are working diligently to restore your power. You will receive an update by text to the phone number we have on file. Have a nice day.”

I end the call and sink my fingers into Chevy’s bristly fur, completely unsurprised when my headset rings again.

After thirteen calls about the same outage, I’m hungry and cranky and tired of people thinking I can turn their lights back on with the push of a damn button. I find myself pacing my living room floor while the latest caller demands a full month’s reimbursement for a three-hour power outage.

I glance out the window. The overcast day heralds a welcome fall rainstorm. As the woman in my ear calls me an incompetent dingbat, a pair of headlights flash at the curb.

Ah. The brotherly brigade has arrived.

“We really do appreciate your business. You’ll receive an update by text. Bye now.” I click off and swing open my front door. “Fellas.”

Lee flicks his gaze to my headset. “You busy?”

I swiftly inventory the expressions of three of my older brothers, hardening a little at the open concern on their faces. “Working.”

“How’s the call center going?” Corjan slips beside me into my house and picks up my cat.

I shrug. “It’s a job.” I tear off the headset and drop it on the entry table beside me.

“A well-paying one, from what I hear.” Jack files in with Lee taking up the rear.

“I can’t complain.”

I went from quitting my construction job due to an old shoulder injury flaring, to being shot in the other shoulder, making my return to the business impossible. By a stroke of luck, I not only found a job at the only electric company in this third of the state, but a fast-track promotion to the top due to some timely resignations. These days, I’m making more than I did in the construction business.

The pay? Fantastic. I’d stick with it for the rest of my career if the job itself didn’t feel like it was siphoning out my soul every time I took another call. Not that there’s much left of said soul these days anyway.

“That’s good to hear,” Corjan says quietly. Of all my family, I know he’s taking my distance the hardest. With the others entering their forties, the two of us have always been close as the youngest of the bunch. He just doesn’t see we’re on completely different dimensions. He married his high school sweetheart, lost her, got her back, and has kids.

I’ve never been in love and am still a virgin.

I’ve done other things. By no means am I fumbling if the way I commanded Isla last week is any indication. Thoughts of her writhing in my lap rapidly infiltrate my head.

“What brings you around?” The casual question sounds raspy in my suddenly dry throat.

“We’re mending some fence at the Sanctuary. We needed to come into town for supplies and thought we’d stop by,” Lee answers.

I find my water bottle at my desk and use a long drink to carefully choose my response, ignoring the pang of guilt that I’m not there helping them.

“I don’t need you guys to keep checking in on me.”

“Don’t you?” Jack challenges, crossing his arms over his chest. “Because you haven’t been yourself. Not since…”

“Not since I was shot?” I fill in for him.

“Exactly,” Jack returns.

“I’m fine,” I mutter.

“Are you?” Lee adds, the concern in his eyes forcing mine away. I focus on Chevy in Corjan’s arms.

“What a shitty question to ask.” I return my fortified stare at my oldest brother. “Why is it that the rest of you were allowed to be a bunch of grumpy assholes until you got your shit together? What’s so special about me that the minute I decide to take a backseat from providing you all with comedic relief that you act like you’re already planning my funeral?”

Corjan visibly flinches, revealing I’ve gone a smidge too far.

“That’s not fair,” Lee admonishes, slipping into the paternal role he’s played far too many times in the course of my life.

“I didn’t die in those woods.”

“I think part of you did,” Jack says. “We’re just trying to establish which part so we can help you fix it.”

“I don’t want nor need your help with this,” I hiss. “In fact, I’d appreciate that whenever you think you can do something to help, you do the opposite.”

“Pushing us away isn’t going to get you the result you want.” Jack fiddles with the key ring on his finger.

“It sure seemed to work out well for Jude. Seems like I need to be a bigger asshole to get what I want.”

Jack’s face pinches with a scowl at my mention of his twin.

“Or maybe I should be like Corjan and just pretend everything’s all right when we all knew how broken up he was inside.” I level my gaze on him. “For ten years you hid what losing Bree did to you. And we let you have that. Why can’t I fucking have that?”

The three others share a look.

“I don’t think I’m asking a lot for you all to back off.”

“We just want you to know we’re here,” Lee says.

“I know you’re here. You’ve been here since I was twelve and Nancy found me with two black eyes and a broken nose. You think I grew up with all of you and didn’t learn you have my back? Just give me some time to figure my shit out.”

Lee looks like he’s going to say something else, but then lets out a breath and nods. “Okay.”

Jack stops fidgeting with his keys and looks at our oldest brother.

“Okay?” I ask. “No more check-ins, no more pushy texts, no more obligatory invites to hang out?”

“If that’s what you want, we can give that to you.”

My shoulders sag with a weight I didn’t realize I was carrying. “Thank you.” I pick up my headset. “Now if you don’t mind, I have work to do.”

“You’re kicking us out?” Corjan smirks as he moves toward the door.

“Don’t text or call unless it’s an emergency. I’ll reach out to you.”

“What about Sunday dinner at Mom’s?” Jack asks with one foot out the door.

“I’ll be there soon. When I’m ready.”
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The club is crowded when I arrive later that evening. Isla’s set has brought in increasingly more people. Week after week, more chairs fill. At this rate, I wouldn’t be surprised if the club hits capacity soon.

I think back to the first night I saw her here. It must have been her return audition. A man dressed in a sharp black suit sat near the front right of the stage with an appraising look on his face. There were only a few men present during the late afternoon hour. It was only a couple weeks after I had found myself seeking the quiet place away from those who knew me well.

The second the music started, I could tell she was different than the other dancers. Her skills were more refined. Her moves tighter. Effortless. She threw her body around as if the pole was an extension of herself.

Before she was finished I tossed back my drink, threw a hundred-dollar bill on the stage, and walked out. It was the first time since I left the hospital that I was entirely captivated by something external.

She quieted the noise.

I went back the next night and the next, seeking the reprieve, until three days later I found her again.

And again I found myself sitting in blissful silence.

With a wave, I flag down the server and order my standard drink. A scowl slips into place as I find my usual seat occupied. I should have arrived earlier, but I lost track of time thinking about what my brothers said. I was trying to do better by not spending the entire evening in a stripper bar, and all I managed was to slip into a shitty mood and lose my preferred seat.

Now some other asshole will get to sit front and center. After what went down between Isla and me last week, the timing couldn’t be worse. I don’t want her to think I’ve lost interest. That I got my fill now that I made her come with only my hands. Nothing could be further from the truth.

I find a spot near the back and stand dead center, leaning against a short partition. With a drink in one hand and the other stuffed in my pocket, I wait for Isla to take the stage. The woman before her collects her tips with a flirty wink and wave.

My pulse kicks up, the beats tapping a swift rhythm in anticipation. The lights change and lower, casting the room in shadow. Just as suddenly as my heart sped up, it slows as Isla sashays across the stage.

I’m captivated during her set. The fifteen-minute show doesn’t sound like much, but with the way the audience roars, they’re eating her up. After working the first song on the pole, she moves into floor work for the next two, and the dollar bills are flying. She rolls from her front to her back, eating up her seductive role when our eyes finally lock across the expansive space.

Her red bra sparkles beneath the spotlight, glittering with every move.

I’m equal parts proud and jealous as she twists and spreads her legs, collecting money beneath her garter belt. Our eyes lock again. Her hand trails from her neck, tracing across her tits, down her stomach. She palms herself in the same way I did just a week ago, staring intently at me as she grinds against her hand.

I lift my glass to my lips, tossing back a tight swallow as I watch her finish her dance. Despite the crowd chanting for an encore, she leaves the stage.

Stella never returns for an encore.

But I’m hoping Isla will.

I find the spot to pay for a dance. Same security guard. Same bored expression.

“Which girl?”

“Stella.”

He shakes his head and looks at me blankly. “Sorry, she’s not taking dances tonight.”

I give him my back while my mind works. She always dances extra on Fridays. Did something happen? I think back to that bachelor party and feel a rush of anger heat my chest.

Hushed voices to my right raise above the music from the main stage. Argued whispers draw my attention around the corner that leads to the back exit.

“Please, Lucien.”

The man I presume to be Lucien scoffs and waves his hand. “You’re fine. What do you think is going to happen?”

I round the corner to find Isla arguing with another security guard. She’s wearing a black oversized sweatshirt and a short pair of light gray shorts, indicating she’s done for the night. Her face is pinched and a thread of fear enters her tone. “This is part of your job!” she hisses.

The sight of this five-foot-nine built man chuckling at her sends my blood boiling. Is this part of the reason she’s called off dancing the rest of the night?

“No, sugar. My job is out there, making sure nobody puts their hands on your pretty little ass. Once you step off that stage, you’re no longer my problem.”

“I’m taking this to Manny.”

“Go ahead. The boss will tell you the same thing. You’re safe here. I don’t know why you’re bitching at me about this.”

“That’s enough.” I move swiftly down the dim hall.

“Who are you?” Lucien asks, blocking my way as if he wasn’t just telling Isla a second ago that she’s not his problem.

“We’re friends,” she says to Lucien, putting a hand on his arm to redirect his attention. Her gaze hits mine before flicking to the floor in… is she embarrassed?

“Ah, well that’s impeccable timing. I’ll leave your friend to help you out.” Lucien smirks before passing me in the hall.

I turn my chin to my shoulder, watching him go. He disappears around the corner with a flick of his fingers.

“Are you all right?” I step closer for privacy without crowding her personal space.

She slings an arm across her chest, and settles the other on her stomach. “I’m okay,” she says quietly.

“You aren’t dancing tonight.”

“You watched my set.” She meets my gaze, confusion swirling in her hazel eyes. They clear and the corner of her mouth twitches. “You tried to buy onto my card.”

I tilt my lips in return. “Is it just me or the whole place can’t get access?”

“It’s not just you.” A heaviness settles over her again. “I—I don’t want to talk here. Can you walk me out?”

“Of course.” I step around her to pull open the exit door. “Does this have anything to do with what you and the security guard were arguing about?”

“I asked for an escort to my car,” she says flatly.

My hand on her elbow stops us beneath the yellow glow of the outside light. “Is someone bothering you?”

The tense line of her shoulders does nothing to alleviate my suspicions. And when she flints her gaze around me, I find myself on high alert.

“Isla,” I urge louder, shaking her elbow.

Her eyes are huge when they return to mine. “Come with me.” She locks our fingers together and tows me behind her. My long strides easily catch up to hers and I follow her quietly to her car while my mind works to solve a puzzle I’m missing pieces to.

The headlights flash on a small two-door sedan, and she tosses her duffel bag in the trunk. Her arms lock protectively across her chest.

“The club got a visit earlier this week from the sheriff. Five women have been murdered in the last two months across the state. All five were strippers,” she says in a rush.

“You’re worried.” I state, reading the tense lines of her face.

“The sheriff says it fits the profile of a serial killer.” The wobble in her voice pierces me in the fucking heart.

“Hey, nothing is going to happen to you.” I tense my fingers where they still wrap around her elbow, wishing I could yank her into a tight hug. Anything to reassure her and wipe that distressed look from her face.

“I know. They just told us today before it hits the general news, so I don’t get why Lucien has to be such a massive dick about it.”

“Forget him. If you need someone to walk you out, you come to me.”

“I didn’t know if after last week…”

“I’ll always be here to walk you out, even if you give me the silent treatment the entire time.”

“I’m not too good at staying silent,” she quips.

I bite back a grin. “Let’s get you home. I don’t like standing out here talking about this.”

“Thank you for walking me out.”

“Get in the car, Isla.”

She shakes her head. “I’ve got it from here, Powell.”

“I know you do. But I’m going to make sure you can walk back in safely too and that means following you home.”
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Isla

“You really didn’t have to follow me home.” I wrap my fingers around Aiden’s open window. The wind tosses a strand of hair across my cheek, and I watch his eyes track the movement.

“No use in arguing now since we’re here.” He flashes me a soft grin, the humor falling just short of his eyes.

As the quiet night stretches around us, a shiver prickles my spine. “I’m glad you had the time to waste. Truly, Aiden. Now get out of here before my neighbor Julie notices you and starts asking questions.”

“I think I can handle a nosy neighbor.”

“It’s not you I’m worried about.”

That puts another smile on his face. “Are you afraid of little old ladies?”

“I’m afraid of little old ladies who size up men like she wishes they would spank her with her wooden baking spoon. Seriously, you should hear the way she talks about our mailman.”

His face twists in horror. “I’ve heard enough.”

“She’d like to see what his package can deliver.”

Aiden fakes a gag. “I get the picture.”

Our bubble of humor vanishes as I straighten and take in the dark night. This part of the street isn’t well lit. “I suppose you’re going to watch me walk inside.”

“Won’t leave until you’re securely behind the locked door.”

“Thank you.” I muster sincerity despite the tickle of worry. The confidence is a front I don’t entirely feel. “I know it’s silly.”

“Your safety is never worth taking lightly.”

And I’m not the only one I’m protecting. But he doesn’t know that.

I fight the impulse to rub my palm over my belly and pick up my duffel near my feet instead.

“Goodnight, Powell.”

“Goodnight, Isla.”

The first step away from him sends adrenaline dumping into my system. The muscles in my legs protest the leisurely pace. Signals race to my brain urging me to run to my front door, but I force myself to stay calm.

A concrete sidewalk leads to a wooden staircase at the front of the four-plex. Nosy Julia and myself are on the front facing the street while the other two face the alley in the back. I hop up the three stairs and fit my brass key into the deadbolt, all while feeling Aiden’s eyes on my back.

The crank of pins unlocking feels heavy and the interior door swings free with an ominous creak.

Hyperawareness replaces all other thoughts as I stare into the pitch-black darkness. I throw out my hand blindly and swipe up, hitting all the switches at once. The audible clicks shatter the quiet. The front of my house is illuminated in a golden glow, chasing the shadows back into the recesses.

With one lingering look at Aiden’s car, I kick the door shut and lock it.

I sag against the solid wood at my back.

From my spot in the entryway, I don’t need to move to look into the living room. My red couch with the gray throw blanket beckons me inside. On any given night when I come home from the club, I curl up in the deep cushions and binge watch reality tv until I can shut my brain off. But tonight, I’m having trouble uprooting from this spot.

It isn’t just me I need to look out for. The logical part of my brain says that I’m not actually in any danger, but the irrational side is running through every scene of every horror movie I’ve ever consumed in my thirty years.

I have to be smart. If there’s truly a serial killer targeting strippers, then my unborn baby deserves a mother who’s willing to put aside comfort for every possible precaution.

My spine tingles as I step away from the door and peer out of the curtain covering the window beside the door. Aiden remains parked across the street, his headlights illuminating the long stretch of darkened road.

Just go inside and go to bed, I tell myself unhelpfully.

I move a few steps out of the entryway and pause with my toes brushing the beige, high-pile carpet.

A creaking sound from inside the house halts my slow advance.

I stare at the wall on the far side of the living room as if I’ll suddenly develop x-ray vision and be able to see beyond the nails and wood and plaster.

God, this is stupid.

My fingers flutter toward the curtain at my left, and again, I brush it aside to peek outside.

Aiden hasn’t left. Why isn’t he leaving? Surely if he saw something, he’d be knocking at my door. Or he’d text me or…

He doesn’t have my number.

Which means I don’t have his.

I don’t need his number. I’m a strong and capable woman, and if I want to make a real run at this single mom business and not fuck up my kid, I need to dig deep and find some independence too. I’ve never had issues living alone; in fact, I’ve been alone since I left high school over a decade ago. I’ve made it this long without relying on anyone but myself—

A thud sounds from down the hall.

The doorknob is tight in my fist before I even consciously decide to grab it, and I’m running barefoot out into the night.

I nearly trip down the three rickety steps as I find Aiden standing outside of his car with his arms crossed over his chest. I don’t give myself proper time to ogle the way his biceps bunch nicely beneath the sleeve of his short-sleeved tee, or the way his ballcap sits backward on his head before I start moving again and hustle down the sidewalk.

“Missed me already?” he says with a cocky lilt, but the crease between his brows gives away his concern.

“Will you stay? Just for tonight. I think I’m a little spooked and I just don’t want to be alone,” I say in a breathless rush. “Please,” I tack on the end.

Pushing off the car, he rises to his full six-foot height, and drops his arms to his sides. “You never have to say please.” His headlights flash as he hits the lock on the fob. “Let’s go.”

“You’ll stay?”

“You don’t have to ask me twice.”

“Honestly, I thought I was going to have to beg.”

“I’d never make you beg.” His hand hovers protectively over the small of my back as we climb the steps. The heat of him settles some of my restlessness. “Not tonight anyway,” he murmurs.

When I enter my house for the second time, I shiver for an entirely different reason.

Aiden grabs my hand and tows me gently to my couch. He palms my stomach, and with a gentle push, eases me back.

I suck in a sharp breath through my teeth at the unexpected contact. His hand is warm where it rests against my baby bump.

Can he feel it? Surely not, but I don’t have an easily recallable memory where a man has ever touched my stomach so openly, pregnant or not.

Aiden doesn’t even know about the baby, so his placement is an interesting choice all things considered. The fact he doesn’t shy away from my size, and my most noticeable area, is a welcome surprise.

“You wait here,” he says slowly, drawing the fuzzy throw blanket from the backrest and laying it over my lap. “I’ll give the house a walk-through.”

“Thank you.”

He rakes his gaze over me, looking as though he wants to say more.

“I’ll be right back.”

The sound of his footsteps gradually dampens until I can’t hear them at all. Embarrassment creeps in, edging out the irrational fear.

Aiden returns a few minutes later and guides a tall glass of cool water into my hand.

“Tell me what you’re thinking about.” He settles his long frame into the seat beside me.

“I just got scared.” I stare down at the water between my hands. “I let that fear control me, and now I’m super fucking embarrassed.”

“You have nothing to be embarrassed about. You’re safe, the house is clear, and I’m happy I could check that out for you so you could sleep soundly tonight. But I still want you to talk to me.”

“What about?”

“Tell me what the sheriff said.”

I roll the glass between my palms. “He told Manny, my boss, that there’s been five strippers murdered in the last two months across the state. They were all between the ages of twenty-five to thirty-five, and they all were single females who lived alone.”

“Were any of them killed close to here?”

I deposit my glass on the coffee table and curl under the blanket. “The closest was about a hundred miles away.”

“So not in the immediate area.”

A swift bubble of irritation wells inside my chest. “Sorry for acting so irrational.”

“Hey, stop.” His hand finds mine over the blanket and he gives it a gentle squeeze. “You aren’t being irrational. The news is scary and surprising. It’s easy to let that fear overtake you. I’m not judging you.”

“Yeah right,” I mutter and look away.

“A few months ago I was shot in the woods behind the Sanctuary. Despite the guy going to prison, I haven’t been able to walk the property since.”

Surprise softens my tone. “Is that really true?”

“It is.”

My heart sinks at his guilty expression. “I’m sure you’ll make it back there when you’re ready.”

“Doesn’t make me feel any less irrationally worried about it.” He lifts a knowing eyebrow. “Your reaction is normal. Healthy even. We all need a good dose of our own mortality every now and again. How else are we supposed to determine what in life is worth taking the risk?”

“I think you’re comparing apples to oranges. You were very much in danger in your situation and could have died. I’m not even on this guy’s radar.”

“I didn’t have to step in front of that bullet, but in that moment, it was worth the risk.”

I remove my free hand from beneath the blanket and squeeze his fingers still tucked around mine. “I’m glad you’re still here.”

“Me too.” Aiden shakes off the heaviness first. “Feeling better?”

“I think so,” I answer honestly, followed by a loud yawn. The cloud of anxiety has dissipated some.

“Good. Get off to bed, beautiful. I’ll take the couch.”

“Are you sure? I’m feeling better now. I think I can manage—”

“If it gives you one night of peaceful sleep to know you aren’t here alone, it’s no problem for me to stay. I’m happy to.”

“I owe you one, Powell.” I rise to my feet and dump the blanket in his lap. “In the morning, I’ll make you blueberry pancakes from scratch.”

“Something you should know about me,” he catches my wrist before I can scamper off, “I’ll never say no to food, Isla. Especially if it’s a home-cooked meal.”
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Aiden

I lick my lips and wipe the bead of sweat from my upper lip with the back of my forearm. The remnants of blueberry pancakes sweetening my tongue bring back the morning in vivid color. Specifically, Isla in a short cherry red silk robe, prancing barefoot around her kitchen while I rouse from the deepest sleep I’ve had in the last four months.

Any man would be lucky to wake up to the scene she gifted me.

I could feel my welcome wearing out. Isla’s shields hummed between us like an invisible force. The reverberation of her late-night vulnerability felt like too much for her to handle in the morning sun so after breakfast, I cleaned up and headed out. The daylight most likely chased all the scary scenarios back into the corners of her mind. We exchanged numbers so I can check her pulse this evening when night arrives again. After her scare, she called her Saturday shift off, so at least she’ll be out of the club until Monday.

“For fuck’s sake, Sutton, you had to pick the hottest damn day all year for this shit,” Silas bitches from my left. He’s holding the other end of the large plank I grip in my hands.

“I’m a cop, not a damn weatherman,” Sutton grunts around the screws held between his lips.

“If I didn’t love my niece so much you’d be on your own, old man,” Silas says.

“Hardly. I would have called in a favor. Aiden isn’t the only Powell in my debt.”

I roll my eyes and glance across the yard with a squint in the blinding sun. Silas isn’t wrong. It’s an uncharacteristically hot day for September in Minnesota. “If you think responding to a call when I had a bullet in my shoulder means I owe you something, you’re a bigger asshole than I thought.”

“I don’t. But I do remember pretending to slap a pair of handcuffs on you when that drunk chick at The Rocks was getting a little too handsy last year. Is that not worthy of a favor?”

My cloud of irritation clears some. “I forgot about that.”

“Clearly,” Sutton snorts. “It’s not every day I fake an arrest.”

“Where was I?” Silas wipes a bead of sweat from his forehead onto his shoulder.

“Where else? On his other side flirting with her friend,” Sutton answers. The sudden whirr of the drill halts the conversation.

The memory is fuzzy. One of hundreds I have with these two. It’s not often I spent time with Sutton, but Silas, Corjan, and I have been frequenting The Rocks together since high school. Sutton tends to spend the most time with Lee, Jack, and even Jude, when he can be coerced into leaving the Sanctuary property where he lives.

Sutton brushes the sawdust away from the newest anchor. Silas and I drop our hands after holding that wooden beam for far too long.

“A few more planks to go, boys, then I owe you both a beer.”

“I call dibs on pushing Nellie first on the swing.” Silas grins at his older brother.

Sutton scowls. “We’ll let her decide.”

“In that case, I’ll be up first. She loves me,” I goad.

Sutton, ever the protective father, turns that glare on me and clenches his jaw.

“Regret asking me for help?”

“Considering it,” Sutton mutters.

Silas and I heft up the next beam overhead.

“Either of you happen to hear anything going on up at XO’s recently?” I flick my gaze over the two of them while I wait for a response.

Sutton and Silas exchange a glance.

“We heard the sheriff made a visit,” Sutton says.

“And I saw you there at the club last week.”

“What do you know?” Silas widens his stance and shifts to face me head on.

“Isla said there’s a potential serial killer targeting dancers.”

“A likely serial killer,” Sutton intones around the silver screws in his mouth.

My fingers tighten around the wood. “Is she, I mean, are the dancers in danger?”

“It’s best everyone stays alert. We don’t have anything to go on. The profiler thinks he’s taking his time choosing and stalking his victim. Nothing suspicious was captured on the security cameras at any of the victim’s clubs, so we don’t have so much as a basic description to go on,” Silas sighs. “Hell, the suspect could be a woman.”

“No fucking way it’s a woman,” Sutton supplies.

“Well we don’t know that, do we, brother?” Silas fires back. “Could be a disgruntled employee.”

“Going around killing random people?”

“Or someone’s vindictive ex-girlfriend.”

“That’s extreme,” Sutton argues.

“All murder is extreme.”

“I still think it’s a man.”

“How’d they die?” A knot sticks in my throat. “Isla said there’s been five of them?”

“Strangulation.” Silas kicks a rock across the grass. “No other injury except one weird mark left on their thumb like a calling card of some sort.”

“What’s it look like?” I ask.

Sutton answers, “A long line, ‘bout two inches long with an X at the end of it.”

“Shit.” My stomach sours at the new information. “What else do you know?”

“Like I said, not much,” Silas answers. “They’re all female entertainers between the ages of twenty-five to thirty-five. They all lived alone, which gave this person,” he glares at his brother, “ample opportunity to attack. Oh, and they’re all blondes.”

Isla’s a blonde.

Sutton gives a sharp whistle. “Nix the serial killer talk. Nellie’s coming.”

Our heads swivel in the direction of the house to find Sutton’s seven-year-old daughter skipping across the lawn.

“Is my playground done?” She puts her hands on her hips as she surveys the work we’ve done with a squint.

“You’d make a good boss someday, kiddo. We’re almost finished,” Sutton answers.

Silas and I crouch to lift the final beam into place.

“Your daddy has to test it out first,” I announce as Nellie bounces closer. Her purple princess gown twirls around her knees.

“Why can’t I test it out?”

“Because if it breaks, we want it to break on him, not you.” Silas taps her nose as he walks by.

“Daddy’s big butt is going to break it for sure,” she pouts.

Sutton grunts.

I smile.

Silas laughs.

“Nobody’s ass is going to break it,” Sutton grumbles, looking skyward as if he’s sharing a silent prayer with the heavens.

“Damn it,” Nellie shouts.

Silas and I snap our heads in her direction.

“Nell-bell,” Silas chastises. “That’s a bad word.”

“Daddy said he’s too broke for a swear jar, so if he says a bad word I get to say one.” She grins, her pearly white baby teeth sparkling in the sun.

“That’s what you’re teaching her?” Silas replaces his soft expression with a glare for his brother.

“It was Grammy’s idea,” Nellie admits.

I bite back a sudden bark of laughter. Mrs. Stone is an unwavering, unpredictable force, and if she’s Nellie’s current influence, Sutton’s in deep shit.

“Where is Grammy?” Sutton’s tone shifts into one of a doting father. “She’s supposed to be watching you.”

“She’s playing ball with Merit.”

Merit is Sutton’s German shepherd he adopted from the Sanctuary when Nellie was just a toddler.

Sutton stares hard at the house as if he can conjure his mother with sheer willpower. “Of course she is. She still thinks it’s 1992 and kids can come and go as they please and not check in until the streetlights come on.”

Silas fails to disguise his laugh with a cough. “Heli. Copter.” He hacks into his fist.

“If anyone is ever dumb enough to procreate with you, you might understand. Until then, kindly f—eff off.”

I drop my chin to my chest and smile at the grass. This feels strangely normal after the last couple of months of living in my head. I have Isla to thank. If I hadn’t woken up in her presence, primed with those blueberry pancakes, I might not have accepted Sutton’s invitation to come over today.

And I think I have the perfect excuse to have more days just like this one.
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Isla

My fingers tremble slightly where I grip the black and white photo. It’s still hard to comprehend that this little bean shaped blob is inside of me. I’ve been blessed that at nearly fourteen weeks along, my symptoms have been minimal. A week of nausea and a missed period is what prompted me to first take a test two months ago, but other than some mild fatigue, I’ve felt fine. Normal, even.

I’m sure once my belly begins to show and the baby kicks keep me up at night that this will feel more real. Most days it still feels like it’s all a dream.

I stifle a yawn with the back of my hand and drop the photo back into my purse on my kitchen table. Okay, so recently, vivid dreams have made sleep sparse. Pregnancy nightmares are real, and add in the threat of a stalker and my imagination has run wild.

At least I know this little one is healthy and growing just as he or she should. I tuck that knowledge close and remind myself that we’re both safe for what feels like the thousandth time.

A knock on my front door sends a spike of adrenaline through me. I huff a laugh at my ridiculous nervous system, shutting down my thoughts before they take a rogue turn.

“Aiden.” I step back in surprise.

“Hey, Isla.” His voice is casual, but his expression is a careful mask. From the black, backward cap on his head, to the soft-looking cotton tee, and even his jeans, he’s the picture of comfort and relaxation. Only the tense lines of his shoulders give him away.

And the suspicious bags by his feet.

“What are you doing here?”

“I have a plan.”

“A plan for what?”

“I think we should date,” he blurts suddenly.

“I’m sorry?” My brows pinch as I try to decipher what the hell he’s trying to say while standing on my doorstep.

“I want to date you.”

“I’m not interested in dating.”

“Are you already seeing someone?”

“No, and I’d like to keep it that way.” I shut the door on this strange conversation.

“Wait!” His palm slaps against my door before it can latch.

“Honey, if she don’t let you in, my door is wide open.” My neighbor, Julie calls, her weathered voice sounding all kinds of wrong over the seductive invitation. “I’m single!”

Aiden’s face is a mask of horror. He widens his eyes as if to beg, “please let me in!”

I giggle and push the door open enough for him to enter. Once he’s safely inside, I poke my head outside.

“He’s not available, Julie.”

She winks. “You get him, girlfriend.”

I offer her a small wave, ignoring the way my belly tingles, and retreat into my house.

“You have five minutes. That’s just enough time for her to go back inside so you can sneak back out to your car. But you better be quick. The mail comes soon and she’ll be stationed out there until Will finishes his route on our street.”

“You know the name of your mailperson?”

“You don’t?” I cross my arms.

“Um, no?” He scrubs the back of his neck. “Should I?”

I lean a shoulder against the door at my back. “They are a person providing a service to you. It doesn’t take much to ask for their name.”

“Jesus,” he shakes his head.

“I know the name of my garbage men, too.”

“Shit,” he mutters.

“I bake them all cookies.”

“Shut up, Isla.” He scrubs his palms over his face.

“Excuse me? I just saved your ass from Julie. You can go back outside if you’re going to talk to me like that. She should spank the rudeness out of you with her wooden spoon.”

“I said…” He steps into me, his chest nearly bumping mine, and gazes down into my startled eyes. Goodness, from this close, his eyes are so blue. Like glacial blue. They’re distracting. “Shut. Up.”

“Why?” I whisper, my voice swallowed by his nearness.

“Because for this to work, I’m not supposed to actually want you, and you’re making that damn hard.”

I swallow against a lump in my throat. “For what to work?”

“Dating you.”

My shoulders tense. “I already said—”

The mere act of his gaze dropping to my lips has me shutting up. So much for not having any pregnancy symptoms. I feel my hormones kick into overdrive and suddenly, I’m clenching my thighs.

Kiss me. Kiss me. NO. Don’t kiss me.

He cups my chin and his thumb touches the center of my lips. I still.

“Just listen.”

I nod once, the only part of me not frozen.

“This serial killer is targeting dancers who are single and live alone. So you lie low and for a while we pretend like we’re together to keep you off of his radar. It’s that simple.”

“What if I don’t want to spend that much time with you?”

“I can’t speak for you, but I’m thirty-two and single. Not a lot going on these days that’d make this a much of a hassle.”

“Seems almost too easy.”

Aiden shrugs and the corner of his mouth quirks. “There’s nothing else connecting these women together. I already spend a lot of time at the club. So we pretend like we’re a couple. I drive you to work and bring you home. For anyone watching, it’ll seem like you’re off the market.”

“Then what’s with the bags?” I flick out my wrist at the black bags.

“I need to move in.”

“What?”

“it’s temporary.”

“No.”

“Isla, stop and think for a minute. If someone does decide to set their sights on you, don’t you think they might try to find out where you live? To really sell the idea of us being together, I need to stay here for a while.”

As much as I don’t want to admit it, he does have a point.

And wouldn’t I feel that much safer having him sleep in the house with me?

A tingle races down my spine at the thought.

No. Nope. No way. He doesn’t even know I’m pregnant. I open my mouth to tell him when the bag at his feet moves. On its own. Rather than spilling my secret, I let out a shriek.

“What is that?”

“That’s Chevy.”

“Who’s Chevy?”

“My cat.”

“You brought your cat?”

“Yeah.” Aiden kneels down and unzips the black bag. Two orange legs poke out in a long stretch before a ball of fluff follows. “Couldn’t leave him alone by himself.”

Aiden rises with his furry companion held tight against his chest. His rumbling purr is audible.

“Isn’t it a requirement of the family to be a dog person?”

“What, like we’re a mafia or something?” he lets out a small chuckle. “We’re animal people, Isla. As long as it has fur, it’s welcome.”

I reach out and scratch Chevy between his ears. Or what’s left of them. The tops are flattened almost like someone cut them off. The cat leaps from Aiden’s arms, giving a long stretch on the floor before prowling across my living room as if he’s making himself at home.

Not only are his ears damaged, but he’s missing tufts of fur, his tail is docked, and he only has three legs.

“What happened to him?”

“I found him in the engine compartment of Silas’s truck after we had a night out at The Rocks. He was trying to keep warm. He lost his ears and tail from frostbite and his leg was amputated due to an injury.”

“That poor baby!”

That explains the name.

“Well, I’m much more inclined to let him stay than you.”

“I’m sorry to inform you that we’re a package deal.” He walks over to Chevy on the couch and picks him up.

I study the two of them as I work over the proposed solution.

“What’s in it for you?”

Aiden clenches his teeth and holds a neutral, unreadable expression.

“Because if you think I’m going to just fall into your lap and sleep with you in exchange—”

“I don’t want that.”

My chin jerks back at his rapid response. “You don’t?”

He looks at the ceiling, his shoulders rising with a deep breath. Chevy leaps from Aiden’s arms, freeing them, and he settles his palms on his narrow hips. Those startling blue eyes meet mine.

“Woman, what do you want?” he rasps, running his tongue over his lower lip. “Because you’ve backed me up into quite the tight corner here with your mixed messages.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“Do you want me to admit that the mere idea of you squirming beneath me makes me really fucking hard or would you rather I keep that to myself? Your choice. But choose wisely, because if I say I don’t want to sleep with you to protect us both and you respond again like I just kicked your dog, I’ll have to fuck you just to prove a point.” He lets that moment linger for a second before adding with a smirk, “with your consent of course.”

Oh.

“I’ll make it enjoyable for the both of us.”

Oh. My thighs clench.

“I had my fingers buried inside of you because I find you highly desirable. Just to clear things up.”

I throw my palm up between us. “Stop talking, Powell.”

He grins, and despite his cocky attitude, I find that stupidly hot.

“What’s in it for you?” I ask again in a measured tone.

“I need my family to get off my back. You pretend to be my girlfriend, I bring you to one of our family dinners, they’re all reminded of what it felt like to fall in love, and they stop asking if my ongoing demand for space is a form of crisis.”

His words remind me of something Juniper said when we went out for coffee.

“He hasn’t been the same.”

“They’re worried.”

“You’re serious?” I don’t know why I seek confirmation when the evidence is in front of me, but the words leave my mouth before I can stop them.

“I am. If everything goes well, hopefully they can catch this guy and we can part ways in a few weeks. You’ll be safe, and my family will be relieved to see me dating. But it’s worth repeating, most importantly, you’ll be safe.”

“Maybe we’re overreacting.”

“I’ve seen enough women in my life scared shitless because of a man. I’m not about to let you be another one when there’s something I can do about it.”

What do I have to lose besides a bit of personal space for a few weeks? I glance down at my stomach, and the answer becomes crystal clear.

“Okay. I’m in. But I draw the line at a blood pact. We can shake on it.” I hold out my hand.

Aiden glances at my palm, my face, then back at my hand again. He slips his large fingers around mine, squeezing. “We have a deal.”

“Now what?” A smile tugs at my lips at the sight of his cat kneading my couch cushions.

“What color do you prefer?”

Aiden pulls some boxes from his duffel bag and I snort. “What’s the matter? Don’t date blondes?”

He lines the four boxes of hair color on my coffee table. “I actually prefer blondes, but it sounds like this guy does too. It’s semi-permanent color so we’ll touch up as needed.”

My stomach pitches. “Where did you hear that?”

“Silas.”

A tense silence fills the air. His head snaps up and he rises to his feet. His large palms cover my elbows and draw me a step closer while those searching blue eyes meet mine.

“I take it you didn’t know,” he murmurs.

The tiny shake of my head is all I can muster. “Manny didn’t say anything about that.”

“Come on.” Aiden links our fingers and, after swiping the boxes into his other arm, leads me down the hall until he finds my kitchen. “Sit.”

The room feels small with him in it rummaging around my cabinets. The old wooden doors creak and clatter as he moves through the room. He drops a stained, red towel and two chip bag clips on the table beside the hair dye.

“Hang tight.”

He leaves the room, only to return a moment later with my hairbrush in his hand.

“You seem like you’ve already got the lay of the land,” I quip.

“I saw the brush when I did a walk through after your shift the other night.” It joins the other items. “Now you just sit back and relax.”

He picks up the towel and snaps it in the air between us. With a smirk, he wraps the cotton around my neck.

“Have you ever done this before?”

A peek over my shoulder reveals him holding his chin in one hand and regarding his supplies.

“Of course. Who hasn’t? Pick your color,” he hastily moves passed the subject.

“Black is out. I don’t want to be too dark. You should have grabbed something fun like pink or purple.”

“I didn’t know if you’d take to the idea, even less if I showed up with the entire rainbow of colors.”

“If this perv is stalking blondes, give me literally any other hair color on the planet.”

“I can go back to the store if you’d like.”

A tiny smile plays on my lips as I shake my head. “I’m teasing you, Powell.” I lean forward and swipe the red box off the table. “This is out. Too close to Juniper’s color.”

“Brunette it is.”

The color on the box calls it light brown, but it’s darker than the cool brown beside it. The other is too similar to a dirty blonde for comfort.

The plastic gloves from the box crinkle as Aiden slips them on his hands. “Good enough,” he mutters, reaching for the hairbrush.

My laugh serenades us. “Those look a little small.”

He scrapes the bristles gently against my scalp. “You know what they say about hand size.”

“Mm.” I close my eyes as the rhythmic tugging lulls me. “I think they say that about feet.”

“Got big ones of those too.”

He has a big something else that I felt between my thighs, but I keep that comment to myself. That once-in-a-lifetime memory is going to stay locked up tight.

He parts my hair with a thick fingertip and clips half of it with a bag clip. The heat of him leaves my back and I crack open my eyes to find him crouching beside me. His tongue peeks out between his teeth as he carefully pours the color into the developer. Noticing me staring, he winks and covers the tip to shake the bottle.

“You sure about this? I know it’s impulsive, so if you need a minute—”

“This entire thing is impulsive. Half an hour ago you showed up on my doorstep telling me to date you. It’s temporary dye and a fake relationship. I’m sure I can manage. Now if you start picking out rings next week, I might have to put my foot down.”

I don’t miss the way Aiden’s eyes drop to my hand or the way he runs his tongue over his bottom lip before he rasps, “Yeah.”

A second later, the heat is gone, replaced with a distant air.

“Our relationship might last as long as this dye job, so I hope you’re ready for me.”

Ready for Aiden Powell to invade my life? Not a chance.

The man proves in minutes that he does, in fact, know what he’s doing with those hands. He works section by section, coating each patch thoroughly before moving onto the next. The gentle pull erodes the nervous edges until complete relaxation invades my body. My limbs grow heavy and I slump lower in the chair.

“Falling asleep there?”

“Maybe,” I hum. “How can I stay awake when I’m in such capable hands?”

The way he massages the dye into my strands sends a shiver down my spine. I swear I quiver with a mini orgasm, just barely keeping a moan inside my throat.

“Almost done.” He moves around my chair to get to the front, checking my hairline for any missed spots. His thigh brushes against mine. The undivided attention does something to me. I feel more cared for than I’ve ever felt in my entire adult life. His cologne wafts over me, drowning out the scent of dye with something undeniably Aiden. A masculine mixture of citrus and spice, woodsy and warm. Without even trying, I’m transported back to the lap dance beneath the red light.

The upward tug of my hair encourages my heavy eyes open, snapping me free of the memory. Aiden piles the strands in a twist on top of my head.

“Fifteen minutes and we can give you a rinse.” He plucks the gloves from his fingers, tearing them in the process.

“Are you hungry? I need to do some shopping but there should be a frozen pizza in there somewhere.”

“We can go together. It’ll be our first official outing.”

“How romantic,” I tease.

“It’ll be just like high school.”

I meet Aiden at the fridge and retrieve a bottle of water, offering him one. “I wouldn’t know.” I take a refreshing sip.

“You didn’t walk around the only store open past ten o’clock with your boyfriend?”

The small of my back meets the edge of the counter. “I didn’t have a boyfriend.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Girlfriend?”

I laugh. “Not until after I graduated.”

“Wait, you date girls?”

“I like to keep an open mind, but it’s been a few years now.”

“That’s cool.” He twists the cap off his own water bottle. “Why didn’t you date anyone in high school?”

“My parents were strict and I wasn’t interested. I was kind of a nerd.”

The conversation pauses while Aiden throws in the pizza and discards the wrapper in the trash. When he turns around, he rubs the back of his neck.

“I didn’t date much either. I was kind of a shy kid.”

I squint my eyes. “I don’t see it.”

“You wouldn’t now. I grew out of it.”

“So what you’re saying is you’ve since dated lots of girls. There’s enough threats going around, I don’t need some unrequited ex showing up to reclaim her long-lost lover.”

Aiden pulls a face of horror. “What I’m saying is I’ve never had a serious relationship and that scenario is never gonna happen.”

The timer on his phone rings out, effectively ending the conversation.

“Time to rinse.”

Aiden drags one of my kitchen chairs to the sink and I plop down onto the seat. “You know, I can manage. I could have hopped in the shower.”

“But then we’d miss getting to know each other better.”

“We’re about to spend the foreseeable future together. I’m sure there will be plenty of time to trade embarrassing stories.”

The faucet runs as Aiden adjusts the temperature. “Well now I can’t wait to pull them out of you.”

“Ha! Good luck with that, Powell. My lips are sealed.”

The warm water hits my hairline from the handheld sprayer in Aiden’s grip. He gently rinses my scalp, and I can’t help but notice the way his gaze flicks over my face every few seconds as if he’s checking that I’m still okay.

His tenderness twists something in my chest.

I’m content to enjoy his ministrations, confident I won the argument, but Aiden steals the last word.

“We’ll see about that.”
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Isla

After tossing and turning the entire night, I finally give up and drag myself out of bed at seven a.m. The smell of coffee percolating down the hall reduces my emotional bandwidth to near zero. My exhaustion and the fact I can’t actually drink caffeine has my pace quickening, a scolding forming rapidly in my thoughts.

Rounding the corner with a complaint on the tip of my tongue, I stutter to a halt. The kitchen is annoyingly empty.

“Figures,” I mutter to myself.

The carafe is nearly full and a bag of my decaf grounds sits beside it. I busy myself with fixing a plain cup since Aiden went out of his way to start a pot and let my irritation subside.

Chevy winds his long body around my legs, his purr filling the room.

“Good morning to you, handsome.”

He meows and sits at my feet, staring at me as if I should be able to read his mind.

“Where’s your human this morning?”

Chevy meows again in answer.

“I’ll have to get used to having you around. I’m sorry to say I don’t speak cat.”

“He’s just pissed because Cortney said he needs a diet, and I won’t give him more food.”

“Why do you have to listen to your sister on her opinions of your cat?”

I glance up, feeling my earlier irritation spike at the sound of his voice, but my mouth runs dry.

“Because she’s his vet.”

“Where are your clothes?” I stutter, frantically attempting to wet my dry lips. The words hover between us in little more than a whisper.

The towel draped around his hips is dangerously low and incredibly unstable looking. One little trip or catch against his toe, and I’m going to become a peeper in my own damn house.

“I was just on my way to get some.” His smirk is cocky if not a little cold.

“From where?”

“My bag.” His brow furrows.

“You didn’t bring it with you into the bathroom?”

His shoulder lifts in a shrug. “You weren’t awake yet.”

“Well I’m awake now!”

“No thanks to that shitty coffee. It’s so weak I had to brew two pots because I thought I didn’t do it right the first time.”

“It’s decaf!” I fire back, hands settling on my wide hips.

“It’s coffee flavored water. I’m not even trying to be funny. It tastes like the pot just ran the water passed the grounds to get a hint of flavor.”

“It’s fine.” If only he knew how badly I wanted real coffee. The strong bitter bite of a freshly brewed sip. The jittery jolt of caffeine I haven’t felt in over a month.

Tears prick the corner of my eyes.

Oh fuck.

I am not going to cry over fucking coffee. Not in front of Aiden Powell, at the very least, but preferably not at all.

To my great misfortune, Aiden doesn’t miss the shift. He steps unwisely closer.

“Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to insult you. Just the coffee. I still think you’re a great person.” The corner of his mouth twitches.

I bite back a choked whimper. “Shut up, Powell.”

His brows snap together. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” A shudder runs through me as I fight to keep it together. This is the most irrational I’ve felt in my entire life.

“Seriously, Isla. You’re freaking me out a little. What happened?” He closes the gap between us. Chevy turns and bats at the edge of his towel.

“Nothing happened. It’s been a heavy few days, and I’m protective about my choices.”

The worry lines ease on his forehead. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“You didn’t.”

“But I have to say that I’m going to buy some real coffee or else I won’t survive this arrangement.”

“No. I’ve changed my mind. I can’t do this with you.”

He gives me a look somewhere between amused and confused. “You draw the line at coffee?”

“Yep. I’m sorry. I thought it was a good idea, but I can’t get past this.”

Aiden bites his lower lip and raises his palms toward me. “I can see you’re really having a hard time with this. I’ll compromise and will only get my morning cup in the drive through.”

My body gives an involuntary sniff. “You promise?”

“I swear.” He holds out his pinky.

I wrap my pinky around his.

“Anything other hard limits I need to know?”

“No other girls. This might be fake but I won’t be made out to be a fool.”

He scoffs. “That’s a given.”

“No coming home drunk.”

He groans. “Obviously. At least make it something worth pinky swearing on.”

“You can’t cook anything with onions.”

“For real?”

“I hate the smell.” I actually love onions, but since getting pregnant they make me nauseous. I don’t tell him that.

“Hmm. Now you’re getting tough.”

“Deal breaker?”

Aiden grins. “Not a chance.”

“What would be a deal breaker?”

“Anything to do with not seeing my family. Not accepting Chevy.”

My pinky twitches where it’s still hooked with his. “I’d kick you out long before I’d ever kick out Chevy. He’s the sweetest boy.”

He grins and takes a glance at the boy, who’s nudging hard against his leg. “He can get feisty, I’m not going to lie.”

“I don’t believe you.”

My phone rings on the counter beside the coffee pot. After what feels like an eternity, we unlock our fingers.

“It’s Juniper.”

“Have you told her about us?”

“There isn’t an us, Powell.”

“She’s going to have to find out for this little situation to work.” He rolls his eyes and spins around, glancing over his shoulder. “I’d say there’s enough to consider us an us.”

“In your dreams,” I mutter, fighting back a smile.

“Absolutely.”

I shake my head as I direct my attention to the phone ringing in my hand.

Chevy demonstrates his displeasure at Aiden’s departure with a low warble.

“Ah, fuck!” Aiden bellows.

A high-pitched meow accompanies Chevy’s lunge. His claws sink into the back of Aiden’s towel, dragging the loose cotton to the floor as he lands and giving me a spectacular view of Aiden’s bare backside.

My god. He has a glorious ass.

The muscle is round and taut, covered by smooth, tan skin. Not a coiled hair or pluckable whisker marring the real estate. There’s famous marble statues in museums with asses that pale in comparison to Aiden Powell’s butt.

I’ve been surrounded by mostly naked people for around a decade. I’ve seen a lot of bare bodies both on and off the stage. I’d consider myself quite the expert on the male and female forms.

And I don’t judge. I love all bodies of all types. But that? Might as well call me a man for the way I salivate over his literal piece of ass.

“Oh my god,” I giggle, not displeased in the slightest at the turn of events.

“Chevy, you bastard.” Aiden retrieves his towel with a squat, cognizant enough to not flash me his balls between his legs.

The cat licks his paw.

Aiden hops around the corner, before peeking back in with a red hue to his cheeks. “Sorry about that.”

“Oh, not a problem at all. I can’t say I hated it,” I tease, and his blush deepens. “I gotta take this.”

“If you tell her—”

“What? That I just got a front row seat to her brother in-law’s bare ass before I finished my first cup of coffee?”

“Isla,” he warns.

“Don’t worry. She’d have too many questions that I’m not ready to answer.”

With that, I swipe my screen before the call goes to voicemail.

“Good morning,” I sing-song, my mood much improved from a few minutes ago.

“Did I wake you?”

“Nope. I’ve been up for a while.” Wide awake now after that little peep show. I mentally replay the incident and let a smile tilt my lips.

Chevy butts up against my legs again. I reach down to pet the affectionate cat. Snagging my cup of coffee, I sit down at the kitchen table.

“Did you see the news?” The tone of her voice shifts to a serious one.

In all the years I’ve known Juniper, I don’t think I’ve ever heard her voice take on that tone. Not even when she was telling me the abuse she suffered in secret at her father’s hand.

I don’t need a map key to spell out exactly where this conversation is going. A lump forms in my throat, uncomfortably tightening the muscles.

I work on a swallow, once, twice, before I finally find my voice. “I haven’t watched anything, but we had a meeting at work on Friday about it.”

“You knew on Friday and you didn’t tell me?” Her accusation is all the confirmation I need that I’m on the right path. The county sheriff told Manny the story was about to hit the news this weekend.

“I didn’t want to worry you. It’s probably nothing.”

She makes a strangled sound. “I don’t care if it’s nothing. I’m your best friend. You’re obligated to tell me everything that’s going on in your life down to the nail polish you choose at the salon.”

Guilt slithers its way into my veins. “I know. I’m sorry, okay? My life has been a little crazy lately and I’m having a hard time getting it all sorted.”

Her sigh is filled with compassion rather than irritation. “I know. I’m sorry too. I’m just worried. Lee made me take a bath before I could call you because I was so upset.”

“Lee’s a smart man. I’m not sure how I’d feel about you blowing up my phone at six in the morning.”

“Who said anything about calling? I was sitting in the driver’s seat cursing about to come bang your door down when he stopped me.” I can hear the grin in her voice.

“I’m glad you’re keeping him on his toes.”

“It’s one of my favorite hobbies.” Juniper laughs. “What are you going to do?” She asks in a sobering tone.

I run my fingertip over a deep groove in the kitchen table. The light-colored wood appears weathered from decades of use.

I search for something to come clean about, not wanting to add more secrets to our friendship. “I dyed my hair. Apparently this psycho is attracted to blondes, so I ditched the light hair.”

“That’s smart. I know the likelihood of anything happening to you is slim, but keeping you and that baby safe is priority number one.”

I swallow around the tightness. “I think so too.”

“Will you quit dancing?”

“No. Not yet anyway. I need to save up a bit more.” I glance over my shoulder to make sure I’m still alone, and lower my voice. “I’ll have to tell Manny once I start showing so depending on what he says…”

The thought of getting fired a second time for this pregnancy is nauseating. Yes, it’s illegal. But clubs like Eve’s and XO’s don’t exactly have HR departments to submit complaints to. They run on an internal set of rules. I also don’t have the thousands of dollars it’ll take to hire an attorney for a wrongful termination lawsuit. There’s also the fact that a lawsuit means a discovery period, and letting them drag my personal history in open court isn’t something I’m eager to do.

Not that I have anything to hide, but my past is just that—mine.

“The second you’re over it, you let me know. I’m sure we’ll have no problem finding you something else, even if you have to come work with me at the Sanctuary for a while.”

“Thank you. I promise I’ll keep you in the loop.”

The sound of footsteps coming down the hall speed up my heart. “Anyway, I should get going. I have to get to the grocery store.”

“Hey, Isla?” Aiden’s deep voice rumbles from behind me.

“Did I just hear a man?” Juniper asks in my ear.

Fuck.

“It’s new,” I mumble.

“Isla, who is that?” she asks again, her tone nearly shrill.

“Oh, sorry, you’re still on the phone.” Aiden widens his eyes and mouths, tell her!

I turn around and slap my index finger perpendicular to my lips with an expression that says shut the hell up.

“I’ll tell you later. Promise. Got to go!” I stab the red button and my phone clatters to the table. My shoulders slump in defeat.

“I take it you didn’t tell her?”

The glare I send his way is heated. “You take it I didn’t tell her that her brother-in-law is at my house at seven in the morning? What do you think?”

He shrugs. “I think it’s fine.”

My groan gets lost in the screech of my chair legs as I stand. “This is fake. We haven’t even kissed yet, and you want to let your sister in-law think we had a sleepover? One that would lead her to believe that we’re fucking?”

Aiden leans his shoulder against the wall at his back. “People tend to fuck in relationships.”

“But we aren’t.”

The irritation I feel inside consumes me. The emotion is safe. Much safer than the other things I feel when I’m in the same room as Aiden Powell. If I don’t keep him back with anger, I’m liable to do something I might regret.

Like kiss that stupid, arrogant smirk off his face.
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Aiden

Fucking hell, my shoulders hurt. I roll the joints, wincing at the way they pop in the tense sockets. Sleeping on the couch with two fucked up shoulders isn’t for the weak, I’ll say that much. The gunshot might be healed but the lingering ache isn’t something I expect to be rid of anytime soon.

The loud music at XO’s throbs in my skull, and for the first time in months, I’m not enjoying my visit. Don’t get me wrong. Isla is sexy as always strutting her sweet ass on that stage, but I’m not here to watch her dance.

I’m here to keep her safe.

And part of that job means that I can’t focus solely on her three-song set and the way she shimmies and works that pole between her curvy legs, no matter how much I want to devour her heart-stopping performance.

My attention remains on the sea of faces in the crowd, watching for anyone who’s paying her the wrong type of attention.

I’ve reclaimed my center front row table, now complete with a reserved sign until I come in during each of her shifts. The story I was told is Isla threatened to quit if Manny didn’t honor the accommodation, and since her boss isn’t eager to see his prime dancer walk out on him, he obliged. Begrudgingly.

If he hadn’t been a total ass I would have paid a hold fee, but I like Isla’s way a lot better. Her method is easier on the wallet.

I toss back a swallow of the vodka neat. The chilled drink leaves a ring of condensation on the table. It’s my only one of the night. A token to ease my overactive sense of awareness.

The usual crowd fills the space. Eager old crusties, as Isla calls them. The typical bachelor party getting their last hurrah before one of the boys is off the market. Men still wearing their wedding rings claiming to their wives they’re working late, sipping drinks with colleagues after a long day at the office. This is the only joint in the county, so most of these guys drive in from out of town, which makes finding someone who doesn’t quite fit in a difficult endeavor. If we were at The Rocks, I could name every person in that bar. Out here, most everyone is a stranger.

They didn’t even bother to increase security. The usual guard stands watch at the front door and the back hall. The shithead Isla was arguing with last week, Lucien, prowls around the main floor spending equal amounts of time flirting with the waitstaff as he does keeping an eye on things.

I don’t like that guy. There’s something off about him, but I can’t put my finger on what it is.

A thunderous applause snaps me from my scrutiny. The dimming of stage lights alerts me to the end of Isla’s set. Calls of Stella have me out of my seat, tossing back the remainder of my glass.

I breathe out sharply at the bite of vodka, toss down a tip, and slide on my leather jacket over my white tee. Minnesota was gifted with a week of dipping temperatures, heralding the return of fall. I flip the bill of my cap forward and adjust the fit on my forehead. Then I position myself at the mouth of the hall to wait for Isla to change her clothes.

She walks out a few minutes later pulling the long curly cascade of brown hair over her shoulder.

God, she’s gorgeous.

Blonde, brunette, or whatever, she can pull it off with ease. The new color only draws the golden desert hue of her eyes out against her light complexion.

“Ready?” she calls out to me with a straight face.

Relieving her of her duffel, I wince internally. To say this week has been a bit awkward is an understatement. It isn’t only the weather causing the chilly air. The house we’re staying in together has been nearly arctic and it isn’t the old windows and doors to blame.

“Ready,” I drawl with a slight sarcastic bite. The look she sends my way could freeze water.

I follow her out the rear exit, keeping my gaze firmly averted from the sensual swing of her round hips.

The headlights on my sedan flicker as I unlock it with the fob. She climbs into the passenger side without waiting for me to secure her bag in the trunk. I slip into the driver’s seat beside her and can practically feel the wall she’s erected between us.

The hum of the engine starting cuts through the quiet.

“You know, for this to work, we have to actually pretend to like each other in public.” I say as I point the car on the highway in the direction of home. “Otherwise the creep might think he’s doing me a favor.”

A stinging slap lands horizontal across my chest.

“Ow!”

“That’s not funny,” she nearly growls.

My fingers twist around the leather. “You’re right. It was insensitive.”

I feel her eyes on me but keep mine on the dark road.

“I didn’t expect you to actually admit it.” The shock in her tone is undiluted.

“I’m not a total asshole, Isla. I can apologize without getting defensive.”

She harumphs and leans back in her seat.

To fight the smile teasing my lips, I keep the conversation going. “You didn’t fill your dance card tonight.”

Her head rolls on the seat to face me. The sound of her swallow is poorly concealed. “I told Manny I’m not taking private dances anymore.”

“If it’s because of this arrangement, you don’t have to do that.” My heart ticks faster in my chest. I can’t say that I’m not pleased I don’t have to drive her home smelling of other men, knowing she just got done grinding in their laps, but that has to be solid money she’s walking away from.

“I don’t feel safe being alone with strange men. He understood. Said it’s my cash I’m leaving on the table, as if I didn’t already consider that.”

“Is it going to be a hardship?” I ask softly.

“Maybe at first, but I’ll adjust. As long as I can keep working Friday and Saturday nights. I make more those nights than most people make in a week. Worst case scenario, I pick up an extra shift.”

“That’s good. Hey, and your new roommate is taking care of half, so you can save what you’d normally pay until you figure out your finances.”

“I don’t need you paying my bills, Powell.”

“Same,” I bite, putting enough intention behind the one word to clearly convey my meaning. I’ve been single so long that I have a hefty savings account. A single guy in his thirties doesn’t have a lot to spend money on. Besides Chevy. And my sister is the vet, so even that work was done at a steep discount.

“Okay, I won’t argue,” she capitulates around a yawn.

I give up any further disagreements, no matter how playful, in order to let her rest. When a glance over at the stop sign before her house, her eyes are closed.

She doesn’t startle when I throw the car in park on the street across from her four-plex. I quietly kill the engine, and keep the jingling of the keys to a minimum as I remove it from the ignition. They fall to my lap in my hand as I take her in.

The steady rise of her shoulders are a sure sign she’s fallen asleep. Those petal pink lips are slightly parted, allowing even breaths a quiet escape. My chest squeezes as I look at her.

A wrinkle forms between her brows, and her shoulders twitch before she startles herself awake.

“Hey.” I gently touch her shoulder, and her head whips to me. “You fell asleep.”

She squeezes her eyes closed and pushes disorderly strands of hair off her face. “Sorry. It’s been a long week.”

“Bad dream?”

She closes her eyes heavily and shakes her head. “I don’t remember what I was dreaming about.”

“Let’s get you inside.”

Exiting the car heightens my focus again as I scan the darkened street. She really needs to contact someone about the lack of streetlights all the way out here. Even if there wasn’t a serial killer on our minds, this can’t be safe for anyone walking around after dark.

I retrieve her duffel bag and follow her up the old, wooden stairs.

“We should make you a key.” She shoves open the door and drops hers on the rectangular entry table.

“I’ll take care of it first thing tomorrow.”

“Good. I want to sleep in.” She toes off her sneakers and leaves them by the door.

I lean a shoulder against the corner of the wall and cross my arms as she wobbles her way across the room. I can’t fight my smile as she plops herself onto her couch and buries her face in the soft blanket she keeps on the back.

“I thought that was my bed.”

“Just five minutes,” she groans.

“Take as long as you want.” I start removing my shoes as Chevy jumps into her lap. Without moving the rest of her body, her arm darts out to pet my cat. He snuggles in close, giving me the direct feeling that I’ve been replaced.

I drag the blanket off the back without disturbing her position and tuck it loosely around her body.

“What do you need?”

“Sustenance,” she mumbles. “Don’t worry. I can get it.”

“Don’t you dare move.” My rumbled command halts her movements. “Let me feel like I’m good for something around here.”

“Fine.” She follows the word with a good-natured huff.

“What do you like to eat after work?”

“I have taco salad prepped. And a sparkling water, please.”

Sure enough, the right side of the fridge is stacked with containers. I’m not sure how I didn’t notice.

I set the items down on the coffee table. “When did you have time to make all this?”

“When you were working.” Isla sits up and pushes her hair out of her face. Even with the tired purple rims beneath her eyes, I’m not sure she’s ever looked more beautiful.

That explains why I didn’t notice. I’ve been taking my calls at my place so that I didn’t have to move my equipment. We agreed that unless the threat moved closer, we’d be okay to be apart during the day. I’m only a phone call and six-minute drive away.

I guess when I saw the containers I just assumed they were leftovers and not my business.

“It’s really smart. I’m sorry for all of this.”

She pauses with the lid in her hand. “For what?”

“You really have a good thing going. You’re independent and organized. I’m sorry I’m intruding on what seems like a really nice, quiet life.”

“Yeah, well…” she crushes a handful of tortilla chips on the top of her meal. “Sometimes I crave a bit of chaos.”

The grin she sends my way is more than a little heated.

“I’m glad you’re finding the positives in this situation.”

She swallows down a bite. “I am now that I’m no longer starving. I’m not liable for my hangry attitude.”

I flip the baseball cap around on my head. Isla pauses with a forkful halfway to her mouth as she watches my hands.

“Noted.” I wink.

She shoves in a flustered bite.

“I have something I’d like to run by you.” I settle into the opposite side of the couch and rest my arm across the back. “We’ve laid low this week, and I’m not complaining. For the first time in months, I had some peace and quiet. But I was thinking it might be time to make this public.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“My family does this weekly dinner on Sundays. It’s sort of a tradition. Once my siblings started to grow up and move out, one by one, they’d stop in on Sundays until it just became the thing we all did together. Anyway, I’ve been avoiding them for the last couple of months.”

“And you want us to go together,” she surmises.

“Yes.” I twist the hat around and back again. “We don’t have to stay very long, but it would get it over with all at once so long as everybody shows up. All the spouses and kids come. Juniper will be there, so that’s one less person to tell.”

Isla rolls her lips between her teeth and scrunches her nose. “I haven’t told her yet.”

“We tell them all together then.”

“She’s going to hate me.”

“I don’t see how that’s possible.”

Isla suddenly hops up from the couch and marches her dirty dishes into the kitchen. She raises her voice above the sound of running water. “I’ve been keeping a lot from her lately. It’s not that I want to keep secrets, but I’m trying to keep her from seeing how much of an absolute mess I am.”

Her cute rant has me frozen in place on the couch. Maybe that’s the key to getting her to open up. Keeping my own mouth shut.

Before I can get a word in, she announces, “I’ll be right back,” and walks down the hall.

Chevy turns a glare on me, then butts his head against my arm.

“Sour patch,” I mutter, scratching him beneath his chin. “You’re rubbing off on her. Or maybe she’s rubbing off on you.”

Digging my phone from my back pocket, I scroll to the family group text and type out a message.

Me:


Dinner on Sunday?




Frankie:


You’ll be there?




Jude:


It’s on. Usual time




Me:


Yeah, I’ll be there and heads up I’m bringing someone




Cortney:


WHO




Corjan:


Is it a girl?




Jack:


No, it’s a turnip




Cortney:


TELL ME WHO




Mom:


Can’t wait to see you sweetie




Lee:


Mom, why are you still awake?




I shove my phone away while a barrage of messages continue to vibrate the device. They can talk amongst themselves and try to solve this unsolvable riddle. It’s not like they have to wait long. It’s already after midnight Saturday, so another twenty-four hours won’t hurt anybody.

Isla comes out of the bathroom a moment later. She’s tied her newly-dyed strands on top of her head in some sort of knot. It’s a little crazy looking, but the style is cute.

A nervous energy follows her as she sits beside me.

Her back is straight and she holds her chin high as if she’s been sorting through a decision and finally settled on one.

“I think there’s something we need to do if we really want to sell this thing.”

I run a hand over my hat and settle it along the back cushions. “What’s that?”

She pulls in a full breath. On the exhale, she says, “practice kissing.”

Fixating my gaze across the room, I slowly blink. Of all the things I thought could come out of her mouth, practice kissing didn’t even make the top twenty—scratch that—top fifty of that list. My heart gives a wild thump against my ribs as if to say, answer her idiot!

“Uh,” I clear my throat and lick my lips. “I think I’m familiar with how to do that.”

Shit. She doesn’t know I’m a virgin, does she?

There’s no way.

“But we haven’t kissed each other.”

She’s not wrong about that.

Not that I haven’t imagined it.

“Come on, stand up.” She’s all business as she pops up from the couch and puts her hands on her hips, oblivious to my internal predicament. “We need to see if there’s chemistry.”

I rise at a much slower pace.

Standing at my full height, I’m at least a head taller than she is. I steady myself and look down, and the sight of her trusting desert-colored eyes gazing up at me nearly does me in.

Does she have any idea how fucking pretty she is?

“Okay, so, how should we do this—oh!” She squeaks when I grab her wrist.

I drag her hand up between us and flatten her palm on my chest. The heat of her sears through the thin layer of my cotton tee. I fight to keep my eyes open. To hide how fucking affected I am by this.

Blindly, since her eyes remain locked on mine and I’m not going to be the first to break that connection, I find her other hand hanging limp at her side. I drag her arm upward until I settle her other palm over my leather jacket against my hip.

“Keep those there,” I order in a raspy growl.

God, if she were to move them, to roam places on my body that haven’t been touched, I’m afraid of what might happen. I’m certain I’d embarrass myself. There’s a high probability she’d call this entire thing off.

For a minute, I just gaze down at her. And she looks up at me. Her eyes open and trusting. Patiently waiting for me to lead us down an untraveled road we more than likely can’t come back from.

Her trust is heady and foreign. The last thing I want to do is fuck this up.

“Hold still,” I murmur, my lips barely parting to release those two words. I stare at her like she’s a puzzle I’m trying to solve but I’m a few pieces short.

I feather the fingers of my right hand over the side of her neck. Her pulse jumps, dancing rapidly against the digits. My thumb strokes around the other side as I marvel in how smooth her skin is.

Her breath catches, the hitch driving through my chest and straight to my cock. I haven’t kissed her yet and I’m already fucking hard, throbbing, pressing against the zipper of my jeans like it’s trying to break through the restrictive fabric.

Time slows to a crawl as I lower my lips to hers.

The first brush is tentative, testing the invisible boundary between us. Isla gasps a few seconds in, as if she was holding her breath and forgot she needed air. My hand slides from her neck into the back of her hair, slipping into the strands beneath her bun and tilting her head back to deepen it.

My tongue slips into her mouth. A groan vibrates through my chest and I know she can feel it beneath her hand. She curls her fingers tight into my cotton tee as if she needs to be closer and can’t get close enough.

She tastes like mint and raspberry from her sparkling drink, the combination reminding me of a crisp summer cocktail on a summer day. The loose strands of her hair tickle my cheek, and I reach back to untie her crazy bun. The curls tumble down her shoulders and back. While I devour her, I bury my hands in the soft mess.

I’ve kissed other girls and fooled around a handful of times, but for some reason this feels different. It feels like I’m kissing the person I want to kiss for the rest of my life.

She releases my leather jacket to wrap her hand around my lower back. Her touch ignites a fire, and when she yanks us flush, a shudder races down my spine.

Fuck.

I don’t think I’ve been this hard in my entire fucking life and the unmistakable bulge behind my zipper is now pressed into her soft belly.

It’d take an act of god for her to miss it.

The kiss concludes slowly, a testament that neither one of us wants it to end.

Isla regains her voice first.

“What was that?”

I clear my throat and swallow. “Practice kissing.”

Her eyes widen adorably. “If that’s practice kissing, I can’t wait to see what real kissing is.” She swipes her index and middle fingers across her swollen lips.

“Me either.” A shocked chuckle escapes. Hearing it, Isla laughs too.

God help me.
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Isla

“You’d think I’d be calmer. It’s not like your family are a bunch of strangers.” The button on my open flannel shirt is crookedly sewn on. I’ll have to fix it when we get back home. I force my attention away from the fabric and wipe my damp palms on my thighs, feeling the denim lightly chafe my skin.

“It’ll be fine. The second you walk in the door the secret will be out.” Aiden scratches the side of his nose with his thumb. “Earlier, actually. They’re probably going to be watching out the front window for us to pull up.”

“I should have told Juniper before today.”

“We’re almost there, so she’s going to know in a few minutes.”

I rattle the container of Carmelitas in my lap. My super sensitive pregnancy nose can smell the caramel and chocolate through the lid. “I’m hoping to win her over with dessert.”

“She better be quick because I’ve had my eye on those things since you made them this morning.”

“And you’ll keep your hands off of them until everyone else has had their fair share.” I fixate Aiden with a glare.

He glances at me then returns his attention to the road as he slows to make a right-hand turn. “I’d like to see you stop me.”

“You have no idea what you’re inviting, Powell. I’d be careful if I were you.”

He flashes me a signature grin. Something softer. Less forced. For the first time in a while, he looks like the Aiden I’d see cracking jokes at the baseball games I went to with Juniper. Being that my family lived one town over, we didn’t run in the same circles growing up. But everyone around here knows the Powell family, and the youngest brother always stood out as a friend of almost everyone.

“Maybe I know exactly what I’m asking for.” The sedan stops smoothly at the curb of a modest rambler.

The driveway is double parked with cars, signaling we’re probably the last to arrive. The lawn is neatly tripped and flower boxes line the curved sidewalk to the front door. It won’t be long before the petals wilt and the freezing temps force Nancy to stow them away until next year.

“Ready?” The question is breathless.

“Shit, now I’m scared.” Aiden laughs. “Your nerves are rubbing off on me.”

“Just remember this was all your idea.”

“No take backs?”

When I roll my lips between my teeth, I taste the strawberry lip gloss I applied this morning. “No take backs.”

Without another word, Aiden frees the key from the ignition and hops out his door. He rounds the hood, and I admire the fit of his dark wash jeans over his ass and the way his biceps flex as he cracks the knuckles of his left hand with the right one. The sleeve of his white tee shirt rides snug around the curvature of his broad shoulders.

Then, my door clicks open, and he’s holding out a hand for me to take.

“It’s time for your best performance.”

“Do you think they’re actually watching?”

“I noticed at least one head turning as I got out of the car, so the safe answer is yes. Act like you love me.”

My teeth sinking into my lip stifles my laugh. “This is new. We aren’t in love yet.”

“Speak for yourself.” Aiden yanks me flush against his chest. I squeak and steady myself with my palms flat against him. The warmth of his torso is grounding, chasing away some of the earlier nerves. “For all they know, I’ve already fallen madly.”

“I suppose that would be the case if you’re already taking me to meet your family.”

Aiden nods seriously, those sparkling blue eyes conveying a deeper feeling.

“Maybe we should have done less practice kissing and more practicing our lines,” I quip, linking our fingers together and moving out of the way so Aiden can close the door.

He leans down to place his mouth at my ear. The breath ghosting across my skin sends a shiver across my neck. “There’s never enough practice kissing.”

I concur quietly. A girl has to keep some secrets for herself.

The sun shines down between a few fluffy clouds as we meander up the driveway. Summer is over, but this week of fall is uncharacteristically warm. The black and gray flannel I threw over a white tank top is perfect for the shifting temperature, and the length draws attention away from my stomach. Not that I’m showing yet anyway, but I feel more comfortable keeping it partially hidden under these circumstances.

Aiden lays his hand on the brass knob. “Ready?”

“Yep.” I whisper back, straightening my chin and flashing him an exaggerated smile. The way his attention falls to my mouth has the smile fading from my lips.

I should not have brought up practice kissing.

He shoves the door open and tows me inside…

To an empty living room.

“Anticlimactic,” I mumble out of the corner of my mouth.

“And here I was expecting a welcoming committee.” His voice bounces around the room.

We toe off our shoes while Aiden keeps a firm grip on my hand. The sounds of an argument breaking out around the corner draw our attention.

“I’m glad there’s something else to take the attention off our grand entrance.”

“We could sneak back out.” The heat in Aiden’s glance sends butterflies to my stomach. This man needs to stop being so attentive before I melt into a puddle.

“And go through the build-up all over again? No. Come on, lover. Show them your lucky catch before I get cold feet.”

On the teasing endearment, his hand tightens fractionally around mine.

The opportunity to study his reaction vanishes as Aiden tugs me determinedly across the room and into the overcrowded kitchen.

For a couple minutes, nobody notices us newcomers. The conversation is impossible to follow, but I catch the words ‘wedding’ and ‘fiancé’ in the mix.

My attempt to find Juniper in the fray is fruitless. I can see Lee. He stands above most of his siblings, so she must be close to her man but cloaked by the others.

Near the back, Nancy Powell calmly sips from a coffee mug with a small smile on her lips. I accidentally catch her eye and that smile grows into one of recognition.

“Isla!” She exclaims and sets down her cup behind her. “It’s so good to see you.” Her greeting is nearly swallowed in the commotion.

“You too, Mrs. Powell.”

At the sound of my voice, the conversation halts.

“Isla?” Juniper steps out from around Jack. “What are you doing here?”

“Surprise,” Aiden rumbles from my left, lifting our conjoined hands. As the attention turns on us, his shoulders tense.

Her brow furrows as she watches us. Aiden brushes his index finger across the back of my hand as if he can feel my nerves firing to life.

“You two are together? For how long?”

“It’s been a few weeks now,” Aiden says before I can interject.

“Wait.” Her gaze bounces between us before she settles on me. “Is he the dad?” Her question carries clear across the room, and the rest of the conversation comes to a screeching halt.

Oh my god.

I feel myself pale. I hear movement, but I can’t unlock my eyes from my best friend as she slowly covers her mouth with her hand as if she just realized what she said.

Aiden’s fingers tighten, squeezing mine not enough to hurt, but enough to send an unspoken message.

“Oh my god, Isla, I’m so sorry,” she mouths silently so only I can see.

“Aiden’s going to be a dad?” asks one of his brothers. I think it was Jack, but I can’t pull my attention away from Juniper long enough to discover who said it. Not that it matters. If the rest of them didn’t hear Juniper, Jack was loud enough to clue them in.

“We weren’t ready to say anything, but yes,” Aiden says.

That gets my attention to move.

I crank my neck to find him looking down at me. His expression is unreadable, but I can see his mind working behind his eyes.

Oh god. Why did he do that? He didn’t have to say anything or cover for me. I can survive the embarrassment. Maybe he thought his family wouldn’t accept me. Maybe I’m absurd for accepting this arrangement, fake as it is.

I don’t realize there’s a problem until Aiden turns me into him. My body doesn’t feel like mine. Mechanically, my fingers unlock from his as my forehead collides with his chest.

“Give us a minute,” he commands above my head.

Bodies move around us but their words are lost in the shuffle. A hand gently touches the center of my back, but I don’t bother to turn around. I can’t physically move.

Holding me tight against him, Aiden pushes me back until we’re around the corner in the kitchen away from prying eyes. This isn’t the right direction. I need the door. We should be making our way out. Somewhere with less people.

“You aren’t breathing, baby. I need you to breathe.” The callouses on his palm brush against my cheek as he lifts my head.

His words work like a key, unlocking something in my chest. The lungful of air I drag in is loud.

“There you go,” he murmurs. “Caught you off guard, hm?”

I suck in another deep breath and faceplant against his chest. His arms wrap easily around my shoulders in a steadying hug.

“Sorry,” I croak.

“It’s okay.” His fingers trail soothingly through my hair. The motion feels too good, too calming. I don’t realize I’m gripping the sides of his tee until I start to reluctantly pull back.

“Better?” He searches my face and brushes a loose strand of hair off my cheek.

“I’d say yes if I weren’t so embarrassed.”

“Don’t be.” He steps back and locks his arms across his chest, almost as if he’s holding himself back from touching me. I can practically feel his attraction to me vanish into thin air.

This was supposed to be fake and somehow he wound up claiming my unborn baby as his in front of his entire family.

What a mess.

What single guy wants to be tied to a woman, let alone a woman who’s pregnant with another man’s child? I fully expect him to call the entire thing off when we get back to my place. No, he’ll call the entire thing off the minute we get back into the car.

I’d set the record straight myself but I’m not sure he’d appreciate that after the last ten minutes. We need to come up with a plan to extract him and clear his name.

“So we’re having a baby,” he says cautiously.

“I—” My mouth falls open and slams shut again.

Aiden looks like he wants to say more, but Juniper rounds the corner and interrupts.

“I’m so sorry.” She looks absolutely contrite, wringing her hands as she approaches the two of us. Her gaze bounces from Aiden to me. “I was so shocked to see you here, and I was trying to put things together quickly in my head, and it just came out.”

“It’s okay.” I pull her into a tight embrace as the numbness leaks from my fingertips. “I know it was an accident.”

“I just feel like you’re keeping so many secrets from me. First the pregnancy, then the man I heard at your house this weekend.” She looks at Aiden. “That was you, wasn’t it?”

Aiden raises both hands with his palms out. His mouth remains in a firm line. “Guilty.”

“And then to not tell me he’s the father of your baby even when I asked.” The sadness in her voice guts me.

“Juniper.”

She steps back. “I know that it’s been three years since we lived in the same town and we got used to not talking every day, but I want you to know that you can still tell me things. You’re still my best friend. And he’s practically my brother. I obviously want the both of you to be happy.”

My shoulders shake as I fight back tears. Even on a good day, her emotional speech would move me. I don’t stand a chance with these pregnancy hormones hijacking my emotional bandwidth.

I want to say a thousand things. I want to explain everything and clear the air. But for some reason, the only thing that comes out of my mouth is, “I brought bars to smooth things over.”

Juniper cracks half a smile. “What kind?”

“Carmelitas.”

“Done.” She encases me in another quick hug. Pulling away, she holds me by my arms. “Just don’t keep the truth from me again. Please.”

“I promise I won’t.” The words sit like sawdust on my tongue, knowing there’s still truths I’m holding back.

“Now where are those bars?”

“I think I left them on the dining room table before all hell broke loose.”

She pauses to look over her shoulder at me before opening the lid and grabbing one. “Honey, all hell broke loose way before you showed up. You actually saved the family from an all-out brawl.”

Aiden clears his throat. “Speaking of that, I need to go check in on my family and find out what that was all about.”

“Good luck,” Juniper huffs.

“What was that all about?” I move to her side and select a bar for myself. The caramel and chocolate mixture is exactly what I need to rebuild my defenses.

“Cortney’s wedding,” she says quietly. “The boys, they just don’t think Sebastian is right for her. Never have. They tried to stage an intervention.”

“No,” I gasp around a sweet bite.

She grimaces. “I told Lee it was a terrible idea. Besides, Sebastian isn’t that bad.” She glances away and bites her lip.

“You’re lying.”

“He’s absolutely terrible!” She hisses beneath her breath. “The only thing he has going for him is his good looks. Otherwise, he’s as exciting as a moldy sack of potatoes.”

“That’s pretty dull,” I deadpan.

“You haven’t been here, but you’ll see once you witness the two of them together. He doesn’t care about her the way that he should. I’ve never seen him be affectionate or put her needs above his own. He never shows up for these family outings consistently and leaves at the absolute earliest time with the lamest excuses.”

“It sounds like she can do so much better.”

“She can. I don’t see what she sees in him, and at this point, I fear it’s become this thing. Like she’s going to marry him out of spite because her brothers keep pushing her so hard about it.”

“What does Nancy say about it?” I pull out a chair from the dining table and collapse into it. Juniper follows suit.

“You know Nancy. She believes everything will work itself out. She just smiles and watches her children bicker like it’s the most entertaining thing in the world.”

“It probably is. She spent their teen years in the trenches. She’s probably more than happy to sit back and watch it unfold. And she probably isn’t wrong.”

“I don’t know.” Juniper snags a second bar.

I lay my hand on her forearm before she can pop it into her mouth. “It will work itself out.”

Whether I’m saying that for her or speaking aloud to my own predicament, I can’t be sure. Either way, the words are true.

“What are you two talking about?” A woman I don’t recognize appears at the end of the table.

“Cortney and Sebastian. What else?” Juniper supplies and pushes the container toward her. “Have some before I eat them all.”

“Don’t mind if I do.” She selects a bar with her left hand, then holds her right out to me. “Hi, I’m Frankie. I’m Jude’s girlfriend.”

“I’m Isla. Aiden’s.” At the mention of Aiden, her eyes soften. And it dawns on me. “You’re the woman he stepped in front of the bullet for.”

“Is he doing okay? These last few months have been a bit hard.”

“He is. I think he just wants to feel like his old self and not be constantly tied to the thought of what could have happened, you know?”

I hope I’m saying the right things. We didn’t discuss this part of our deal, but this is his side of it, right? To get his family to back down? No matter what happens when we leave here today, I need to try to ease this burden for him. It’s the least I can do.

Frankie sits down in the chair to my right. “You’re right. I didn’t even realize we’ve been doing that.”

“You went through the same thing he did, but the difference is you have Jude. Aiden now has me. If anything seems off, I’ll tell you. But in all the time we’ve been spending together, he seems fine. I don’t think you have to keep worrying.”

“It’s not just us who worry.” Juniper turns to watch the discussion in the other room. I follow her eyeline to Lee and Jude on the couch. Lee’s attention is locked on Aiden like he’s studying him.

“They’ll probably come around. But it wouldn’t hurt if you two give them a little nudge,” I reply.

“I’m done talking about this!” Cortney marches out from the other room, her path veering as she sees us sitting at the table. She drops into the chair on Juniper’s left. “Please help me.”

“Here.” I push the container of bars in her direction. “Best cure for annoying brothers. Not that I would know. I was an only child.”

“You’re lucky,” she growls and pops one in her mouth.

Corjan’s wife Bree and Jack’s fiancé Whitney, cautiously join our group.

“I think it’s best if we give them some time alone,” Whitney says with a grimace.

“Are you okay?” Bree asks Cortney as both of the girls take seats at the opposite end.

“I know they’re my brothers and they’re just on their same annoying brotherly bullshit, but I need them to know that I’m happy with Sebastian. And I’m going through with this wedding.”

Happy, she says. But I clock the absence of the word love. If I can pick up on it after five minutes of conversation, I’m not surprised her family isn’t convinced in this romantic match.

But it’s not my place to say anything, considering my own relationship is fake after all.
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Aiden

“You didn’t have to cover for me like that!”

We just got back to Isla’s after spending most of the day with my family, and after a silent car ride, this is the first thing out of her mouth. I flip my ballcap around and cross my arms over my chest, bracing for what’s about to come.

“From where I was standing, it felt like the right thing to do.”

“From where I’m standing, you just made this into a cataclysmic problem.”

“How so?”

She widens her eyes at me and drops her hands to her hips as she kicks off her shoes. I tense, wanting to steady her so that she doesn’t take herself out and fall on her ass but know the move would be unwelcome.

Not while she’s this riled up.

“You aren’t the father.”

“Yes. And?”

She blinks. “And you just told your entire family that you are.”

I raise my eyebrows at her. “Yes. And?”

She throws her hands up and moves to the kitchen. “You’re being obtuse.”

I’m hot on her heels. “I fail to see how this is cataclysmic. Enlighten me, starshine.”

“How can’t you see that this is a problem? When this relationship has run its course, I assumed we would just ‘break up’,” she makes air quotes, “and move on with our lives. Now it won’t be that simple.”

“It’s still exactly that simple. I’ll just tell them I lied. They’ll understand.”

“Then what was the point?” She spins toward me and the distress on her face is like a tether leading me into the room. “Why not just tell them the truth now?”

“You didn’t see the look on your face when Juniper spilled your secret. Half of me thought you were about to run out the door and call the entire thing off. The other half was trying to figure out how to stop you. She should have never outed you like that. Even if I’m upset you didn’t tell me yourself, she still had no right to let that slip.”

“I shouldn’t have had to tell you,” she argues, and by the tremble of her lower lip, I can tell this conversation is going nowhere.

“Yes you should have,” I say gently, holding my ground a few feet away. “But you should have been able to wait until you were ready. I’m sorry that didn’t happen. I’m not sorry for reacting how I did.”

Words gather on my tongue. Fifty things I want to say and ask that I haven’t earned the answers too. This is too new for me to demand the details I want to hear.

Besides the revelation Juniper shared about my new girlfriend, tonight couldn’t have gone better for me. I could see it on the faces of my brothers and even Mom, that bringing around a girlfriend calmed their worries some. And not just any woman, but I got lucky enough to land one they know and respect. The payoff here will be huge, no matter how we decide to end it.

Isla crosses to the freezer and pulls out a carton of ice cream. Silverware rattles as she yanks open the drawer to the right of the fridge. A second later, a spoon clatters across the table in my direction.

She plops into a seat and tears off the lid, sinking her own spoon into the creamy concoction.

“The dad was a bartender at my old job. He was nothing special.”

I yank my gaze away from the way her pink lips wrap around the dollop of peanut butter cup ice cream and settle in an adjacent chair. Beneath the table, my long legs accidentally bump into hers. If she cares, she doesn’t show it. The heat of her calf pressed against mine gives me something else to focus on.

Something other than her licking that goddamn spoon.

“What did he do?”

She goes in for another scoop before pushing the carton in my direction. “We went out one night with a group of coworkers. A few drinks later and one thing led to another. You know how it goes.” A frown steals over her face. “Anyway, the condom must have broken or expired. I didn’t notice at the time and he didn’t say anything if he did but a few weeks later...” She circles her belly with her spoon.

Digging into the ice cream, I come away with my own scoop. Stalling until the you know how it goes comment can fade into obscurity. No. I don’t know. I’m a thirty-two-year-old virgin. The logistics are clear, but as for experience, I have none. “I can guess by the fact you’re here and not there that he didn’t take it well.”

“He pretended to.” She pauses to chew on her bottom lip. “I called him the night I found out and gave him the news. He fed me some crap line about how he’s there for whatever I need but when I clocked into my shift at Eve’s the next day, I was fired on the spot.”

The sweet ice cream sits heavy in my gut.

Christ. He didn’t have to be thrilled about getting her pregnant after a one-night stand, but he didn’t have to lie to her either.

“That’s bullshit, baby.” The drop in my voice exposes my displeasure.

“Oh, I know.” Isla stabs her spoon into the ice cream. “But I had enough on my plate, I really didn’t want to take on club politics as well. So I left. Here I am. I haven’t heard from him, but based on texts from my old coworkers, he hasn’t asked about me since I left.”

“It sounds to me like he did you a favor. Getting clear of a guy like that before the baby is born is probably the best thing you could have done.” Not for the first time, she shows me just how strong she is. Whatever happens in the next couple weeks, I have no doubt Isla is going to come out on top.

“I definitely feel like a weight was lifted. This place has always been home.”

“How far along are you?”

“Just over fourteen weeks. I’ve hit the second trimester and I finally feel a little less tired.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“It means I’m about a third of the way through.”

“Ah. No morning sickness? I remember Cortney was in bad shape when she was pregnant with Ollie.”

The smile she graces me with is filled with relief. “Thankfully no. I had some nausea in the beginning, but besides an aversion to onions, I’ve been lucky.”

I go in for another bite but she knocks my spoon out of the way for her own.

“Ladies first.” She smirks.

I lift an eyebrow. “By all means, princess. Help yourself.”

“I am eating for two.” She laughs. “God, it feels good to say something like that out loud. I suppose since you now know, I can stop hiding the baby books and my stockpile.”

“Stockpile of what?”

Isla crosses the room to a door along the back wall and throws it open.

“I thought that was a basement,” I say as I lean forward in my chair to peer inside. “It locks from the outside so I didn’t check it when I did the walk-through.”

“Just an extra-large pantry.”

She’s not exaggerating. And her stockpile is pretty big too. There’s a stack of diaper boxes that nearly reaches the ceiling, and a car seat is on the floor near the door. Some other unopened boxes are pushed near the back.

“You’re really prepared.”

“I don’t think that’s actually possible, but I’m making a solid attempt. I’m trying to get as much stuff as I can before I’m forced to quit dancing. Eventually, I’ll get too big for it to be possible, but my doctor said as long as I’m feeling good it’s safe enough for now.”

My midsection tightens like a fist wrapped around my torso and squeezed.

Shit.

The reason is abundantly clear. I don’t want her to dance.

Nothing has changed except now I know that she’s carrying a baby, and suddenly the idea of her on that stage being leered at by strange men feels suffocating.

Or maybe it’s the fact there’s now two people to protect.

I once stepped in front of a gun. But now it feels like there’s a hundred faceless, nameless guns aimed at her from every direction and I don’t know where to stand to defend them. We don’t have enough information.

Not noticing my internal departure, Isla shuts the door and repackages our late-night snack.

“If you don’t mind, I think I’m ready for bed.”

I don’t turn around until I wipe the relief from my expression. I could use some time to process this. “Sounds good. I could use some rest too.”

“Thank you for standing up for me. And for not freaking out.”

“What is there to freak out about? The threat will be long over before your baby is born and by then, everyone will understand why we did what we did.”

Everyone but me.

Because when I stood up today and said that baby was mine, I don’t think I was faking it.

The thought of Isla and I doing this together makes me feel like I’m right where I belong.
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Aiden

I tear the headset off my head just in time to take Isla’s call on my cell.

“Hey.”

“Hi,” she says curiously. “I wasn’t sure if you would pick up. I was just going to leave you a message.”

“I work from home. It’s not often I’m away from my phone.”

“I wanted to ask if you could stay away for a bit tonight? I won’t be alone.”

Flicking the cap off my bottle of water, I guzzle down a mouthful while she speaks. “I was planning to stop by the diner and bring dinner over once I’m done here, do you want me to drop something off and leave you to it?”

She hesitates. “No, that’s okay. I’m having the girls over and we’re making homemade pizzas.”

I halt my trek across the room. “What girls?”

“The Powell women,” she huffs a laugh. “I managed to keep them at bay for a week, but Juniper said their patience has run dry.”

“Patience for what?” The words crawl out of my throat on a dry rasp. The plastic bottle in my hand crinkles as I chug more water.

“I’m their newest cause. Frankie said I need to roll with it.”

Frankie.

“Is she coming too?” I ask as an onslaught of images rip through my head. Frankie’s pale face in the woods as she ignores me telling her to run. Her flinch as he aims the gun at her head. Squeezing my eyes shut does little to ease the assault.

“Um. I think so. Juniper said they’re all coming. Even your sister managed to get the evening off. Said Sebastian is on a work trip.”

Cortney. Frankie. Juniper. Bree. Whitney. Nearly all the women in my life that I love are going to be packed into her small house, and I’m not allowed to protect them.

“Anyone else?” Like my brothers? I fight to keep my voice casual.

“A couple girls from the club. Juniper used to waitress there so we’re all friends.”

“That sounds like a nice evening, starshine,” I say softly. “I’m a little concerned about staying away.”

“You don’t have to worry. A serial killer isn’t going to break into a house with eight women in it.”

I lick my lips. No, but if he’s watching the place he could attack someone as they leave. Or once she’s all alone.

“You’re right,” I force a smile in my tone. “Just let me know when they’re packing up and I’ll head on over for the night.”

“Thank you. I owe you one.”

“I won’t say no to another batch of your blueberry pancakes.”

“I’ll make raspberry ones this time.”

“Deal. Later, starshine.”

A pause. “Later, Powell.”

My thumb moves immediately from the red button to the call list and I tap on the first sibling I see.

“Hey,” Corjan answers in surprise.

Somehow I find myself in the kitchen without even realizing I was moving. The fingers on my free hand wrap around the edge of the sink, gripping the stainless steel basin in an iron grip.

“You okay with Bree going to Isla’s tonight?”

“Only because I’ll be sitting down the block from seven to eight.”

My head pops up.

He continues. “Lee will be there from eight to nine.”

“What?”

“Jack from nine to ten.”

My lips twitch in a small smile. “Got it all covered, do you?”

“Jude’s there before me from six to seven, and if they kept going, Jack was going to call you and have you take over at ten until the girls leave, but we don’t expect them to stay all night.”

A strong unnamed emotion clogs my throat. “That’s good. A little overprotective but I think the girls would understand.” Not that I’m one to talk about being overprotective. I moved myself into Isla’s place to keep her safe from the unknown threat lurking about.

He snorts. “After the trouble these women have found after the last few years? We might all be a little on high alert. But that’s what we do. Good men have to be the buffer between women and bad men. We’ve all got your back, little brother.”

The fingers on my left hand loosen their grip on the basin. “It’s been a long time since any of you could refer to me as little.”

“You’ll always be that kid with two black eyes who looked at the rest of us like you’d just been given everything you ever asked for on Christmas morning.”

I cough. “I sort of was.”

“Yeah. Me too,” he says quietly.

We don’t hash out our childhoods, even less now that we’re all grown adults, but we know. None of us started with warm upbringings. It wasn’t until Nancy and Terrance took us in did we experience what true family was about.

The events of the last few months have pushed that to the forefront. I want that. More than anything, I want a family of my own to nurture and cherish and love.

“I should let you get back to work. If any of you need anything later, let me know.”

“Will do. I’ll pass the message along,” Corjan replies.

“I appreciate it. Later, Corjan.”

“Yup. Bye.”

I end the call.

My phone clatters against the countertop. Bracing my hands against the sink again, I let my head fall and blow out a relieved breath. The strain of late nights tossing on the couch is catching up to me. With nothing else to do, I finish my mandated hours at work and set my eyes on taking a mid-afternoon nap in my own bed.
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The sun beats against my face, uncharacteristically hot. I reach up to twist my hat around for some shade when a strong wind knocks it off. The invisible force feels like a taunting fist, catching my hat in the breeze and flinging it across the grassy field.

“What the fuck,” I mutter.

Leaving the path, I chase after it. The black cap rolls across the terrain. Rocks hidden beneath dead leaves and brown grass snag the toe of my shoe. I stumble. Righting myself, I curse again, and turn in a confused circle. Where the fuck did my hat go?

Something moving closer rustles the leaves on a nearby bush.

Then a twig snaps.

“Who’s there?” I call. Two dogs from the Sanctuary appear on my left. Ashe and Remy stand with their ears flat against their heads, growling in the direction of the bush. Leashes drag behind them as if they ran away mid-walk. I crouch down and secure them both in my grip.

Something is wrong. We don’t let the dogs roam out here unattended.

A man steps out from between the trees like an apparition, a gun barrel glinting in the sun as he aims at Frankie to my right.

Where did she come from?

“Don’t fucking move,” the man orders.

“Whoa…” I raise my hands, palms out toward the threat and step carefully in front of Frankie.

Fuck. Where’s Jude? Doesn’t he know his girlfriend is in mortal danger?

“Hey man, put the gun down.”

“Step away from her,” he demands.

My heart slams against my ribs as I stare him down. “Like hell I will.”

She eases away from me, and I have half a mind to reach out and grab her hand. I need her closer so I can protect her until Jude gets here. I can’t… I can’t let anything happen to her.

“What happened to you?” Frankie speaks, her voice distorted like she’s underwater. I watch her from the corner of my eye, keeping any large movements to a minimum.

A conversation takes place in a bubble. Their mouths move, but the words don’t reach my ears. Even the sound of the growling dogs has gone quiet.

I shift closer to Frankie and catch her eye. Run, I urge silently. A certain death sentence for me, but a possible escape for her. That’s all that matters. Keeping her safe for Jude.

She shakes her head.

I pinch the back of her shirt and touch her hand, pushing the leashes into her palm. She needs to take the dogs so I can fight back. They’ll protect her when I no longer can.

I blink, readying myself for what’s to come when the scene changes. Frankie’s gone and the man is pointing the barrel at my head.

“Aiden!” A scream, but isn’t Frankie’s voice. It’s Isla’s.

Then the gun goes off.

I bolt upright in the dark. My shoulders heave beneath the strain of heavy breaths.

A dream. Fuck, it was just a dream.

I groan and cover my face with my hands.

I knew I wasn’t sleeping well at Isla’s, but I haven’t ever had a dream like that. Even in the nights that followed the incident. The attack itself isn’t what’s haunted me, but the inadequacy of my life that it brought into stark clarity lingers like a stubborn storm cloud.

This… I don’t know what this is, but I know I don’t fucking like it. I haul my legs over the edge of my mattress and sit on the side with my head in my hands.

Frankie is safe. Isla’s safe. My family’s safe. I’m safe.

It was only a dream.

The red numbers of my alarm clock glow in the dark. 9:27. I slept the entire evening away. Digging my phone from the front pocket of my jeans, I check for messages. A few in the group chat between my brothers checking in and switching places, but nothing urgent.

The idea of keeping someone safe again, two someones, must be fucking with my psyche. It’s the only way I can explain what just happened.

I spend some time freshening up and repacking my bag for Isla’s before I hit the road. After an expedited grocery shop, I pull up outside of Isla’s at ten on the dot.

Jack’s black SUV idles along the curb two houses before Isla’s. His headlights cut through the darkness of the road in front of him. I park behind him and exit, leaving my groceries on the backseat.

His window is already rolled down by the time I reach him.

“Nice night,” he comments, a small smirk on his face.

“Quiet, I hope?” I tuck my hands into the front pockets of my jeans and lean against his door. My gaze fixates on the road in front of us, staring into the nothing beyond the yellow beams.

“Not a peep.” He turns his attention toward Isla’s house.

“Do the girls know you’ve been out here?”

“Nope. Jude dropped a van-load of them off and circled the block until they were all in the house. They’re supposed to be riding home with me and Whitney, so my presence is expected.”

“I’m surprised you guys pulled that off.”

“There’s not much we take more seriously than keeping an eye on our women.” He turns his face to me. “I suspect you know something about that.”

Whether he’s talking about what went down with Frankie or what’s happening with Isla now, I can’t be sure.

“I appreciate you all helping out. She didn’t want me to stick around.”

“I imagine that wouldn’t have been too fun for them,” he laughs.

“Hey. I know how to have a good time.”

“I might not have seen you around lately, but if I recall, you have too much of a good time.”

“I’ve only wound up in Sutton’s cuffs once.” I defend my position, not telling him that was a sham arrest.

“Haven’t we all.”

The wind blows the fringe of hair around my ears and I adjust my hat. “They tell you when they’re done?”

Jack checks his phone, his sleeve riding up his arm enough to reveal the dark ink of his tattoos. “Whitney said they’d be ready in three minutes. That was fifteen minutes ago.”

I chuckle. “Here they come now.”

Isla’s door swings open, bathing her front porch in a golden glow. The girls chitchat in the entry, exchanging last-minute smiles and hugs.

“I’ll get my things. Thanks again, Jack. Tell the others.”

“Anytime.”

As I move back, he exits his car, his smile broadening as his wife bounces down the stairs and into his arms, her swollen belly keeping him from pulling her fully flush against him. She’s due next month, adding a third to the two kids she already had before they met. But those babies were so young, they only know Jack as their father. And now he’s about to have one of his own.

His happiness is infectious, most of the time. But tonight, after that dream, watching him have everything I want, but didn’t realize I wanted, I feel absolutely foul. By the time I haul the two paper bags and my duffel onto the porch, my mood hasn’t improved.

The rest of the women filter out, anyone with the last name or a partner with the last name of Powell jumping into Jack’s SUV while the two girls who must be Isla’s coworkers climb into their own hatchback and drive off.

The porch is empty. No Isla.

She isn’t in the entryway either.

After locking up behind me, I toe off my shoes and carry the paper sacks into the kitchen. She’s bent over the sink, furiously scrubbing a black pizza pan. At the sound of my bags hitting the wooden table, her head flies up.

“I’m almost done.” The red hue of her cheeks has me crossing the room.

“Almost done what?”

“Cleaning up.”

My eyebrows race up my forehead. “They didn’t help you clean up?”

“They did, but this pan got all gross from going in and out of the oven so many times. We had it soaking, but I was hoping to finish before you got back.”

I slowly close my eyes and inhale through my nose, reining in my irritation. “This is your house. No need to scrub it spotless on my behalf.”

“I just didn’t want to leave you a mess,” she whispers.

Easing my fingers into her grip, I extract the green sponge. “Out. You’re off duty, starshine.”

“But—”

“No buts.”

She takes in the straight set of my lips and the wrinkle I feel between my brows. A headache forms from the tense expression.

“Okay,” she mumbles then rinses her hands. “Can I see what you got?”

I drop the sponge into the sink and move to the table. “You can sit your cute ass down and watch me unpack what I bought.”

“I can’t help?”

“On a scale of one to ten, how sore are your feet right now?” She doesn’t know it, but I’ve been doing some reading up on pregnant women. Swollen feet, sore backs, and exhaustion are big symptoms I know Isla will play off as normal.

She scrunches her nose. “Like a three.”

I fixate my eyes on hers until her cheeks pink even more.

“Okay, like a seven,” she admits.

I yank out the chair. “Sit.”

She sinks her teeth into her lower lip as she concedes.

“You can take things out of the bag and set them on the table, but I’ll be in charge of putting them away.” I cross the room and roll up my sleeves. “I’m just going to finish this pan first before you go crazy.”

A glance over my shoulder has me discovering her eyeroll.

“I’m not going to go crazy.”

“You’re practically bouncing in your seat.” I find the green sponge in the sink and resume scrubbing her pan. The motion is the perfect outlet for my mood.

The rustle of paper precedes her retort. “Am not. Ooh. Pickles.”

For the first time all day, I laugh. “I’m glad those are a hit.”

“You discovered a craving I didn’t even know I had.”

“Must be some solid intuition.” I rewet my sponge and resume my task. “Did you have a nice time tonight?”

“I did. Your brother’s wives are all really nice and welcoming. I even gained some deep insight.”

My head pops up. “Into me?”

Isla laughs. “Unfortunately, no. We mostly talked about babies. Don’t worry, your deep dark secrets are safe. For now.”

“Good luck finding any. I’m squeaky clean.”

“Like that pan?”

I grunt in response.

A particularly rough spot requires my focus. After two straight minutes of scrubbing, the stubborn stain finally comes free. I rinse and drain the water, happy to help her complete her final task.

“Dishes are done—My god, starshine, are you putting ice cream on your pickle?”

She catches a drip on the corner of her mouth with the side of her thumb. “It tastes so good. You should try it.” She adds another dallop and holds out the pickle like it’s an ice cream cone.

I bite back a gag. “No thanks, babe. It’s all for you.”

“Please?” she pouts.

“Isla, no.”

“Please?” she tries again, this time her lip wobbles. “You’ve shamed me. Now I feel like I’m doing something gross.”

I grimace. “It’s a little gross, but it doesn’t make you gross.”

“Please try it.”

She actually looks like she might cry. Oh, what the hell. It’s not going to kill me. I move cautiously closer.

“One bite. That’s all.”

She nods.

With one hand on the back of her chair and the other braced on the table, I lean in and bite her weird ass ice cream cone.

“Ugh. What the fuck, Isla.” My mouth twists as the sweetness and vinegar taste coats every inch of my mouth. I seize a napkin left over from the party and wipe my tongue. “How can you eat that?”

Gone is the sad face. She outright cackles. “I can’t believe you actually tried it. Is it that bad?”

“Shouldn’t you know?” I yank open the fridge and find a can of Diet Coke. The lid cracks loudly and I dump in a hasty swallow. My mouth tastes marginally better.

She shrugs. “It tastes good to me.”

“Any other weird cravings I should know about?” I ditch my soiled napkin in the trash and put away the groceries.

“Not yet. I’ll let you know when the next one strikes. Who knows, I could be onto something.”

“I think you can safely keep pickle ice cream to yourself.”

“We’ll see.” She pops the last bite into her mouth and stands. “Don’t forget, pancakes on me in the morning.”

“After that little episode, I’m not sure if I want to trust your cooking anymore.”

“I promise if I create any inspired concoctions, yours will still be normal.”

I hold out my pinky. “Promise?”

She wraps her finger around mine. “I promise.”

The warmth of her finger wrapped around mine settles my mood some.

“I’m off to bed.” She yawns and scratches Chevy on his head. “Goodnight, Powell. Thanks for letting me have the house tonight.”

“Anytime. Goodnight, starshine.”

Her soft footfalls disappear down the hall. Once her door clicks shut, I let my shoulders sag with a sigh.

I brush my teeth and strip off my shirt, tucking the cotton into my bag. I swap out my jeans for a pair of soft flannel sleep pants and plug my phone on the charger. I keep it on the end table near my head, just in case I need to call someone at a moment’s notice. As I click off the lamp and lay down on the couch, I slip my hand into my bag on the floor and wrap my fingers around the grip of my gun, feeling the weight of the cool metal beneath my palm.

Only then do I let my eyes slip closed.

The sound of a gunshot startles my eyes open. Sweat gathers in my palms, and my fingers curl back around the grip still touching my hand. My pulse thunders hard against my ribs.

What the—

I listen. The house is quiet and calm. Chevy purrs against my side, kneading his paws into my abdomen.

I blow out a harsh breath. The sound was entirely in my mind.

Leaning up, I punch the pillow beneath my head and fall back down on my side. My shoulder screams beneath my weight, but I ignore it. Instead, I let the ache spread. The couch creaks under my movements, the only sound in the room besides my heavy breaths.

I lie there. And wait.

My eyes drift.

Pop!

It happens again.

Pop!

And again.

Pop!

And again.

I flip over the other way, my left shoulder protesting the position change, and stare at the back of the couch.

“Aiden.”

Fuck.

“Can you come here, please?” Isla calls.

“What did I tell you about saying please?” I retort.

“Come here, Aiden.” Her response is firm.

I’m off the couch and down the hall in ten seconds. My fingers wrap around the silver knob, pausing as the gravity of the moment hits. Besides the walk through, I haven’t been in her room in the entire time I’ve stayed here.

My molars grind together and my hand tightens on the knob.

“I know you’re outside my door, Aiden.”

The door creaks loudly in the quiet night as I push it open. The room smells like her, something warm and floral. The first step over the threshold has nerves firing to life in my stomach.

I’ve fooled around with a few women in my life, but not once have I been inside their bedrooms.

Isla looks like a goddess lying in her bed. She has one elbow shoved in her pillow, her hand propping up her head as she watches me step into her room with only a sliver of moonlight providing light. A puffy duvet is tugged to her waist. I follow the fabric upward and nearly choke on my own spit.

Good god, she wears that to bed?

The black lacy nightgown is held up by two thin straps on each shoulder, and a plunging neck dips deep between her breasts. The satin bodice appears to be both sexy and comfortable as it flows loosely around her stomach. How short is it? What does she have on underneath? Is this her normal sleeping attire or did she put it on just for me?

“Can’t sleep?” she asks, and I realize that in the dark, she probably can’t read my face very well, or the way my heated gaze sweeps her from head to toe. I blink to clear it.

“I’m okay,” I mumble, pissed at myself for bothering her.

“I can hear that you’re not. Come here.” She scoots over and pats the empty side of the bed.

I stiffen, my shoulders rising toward my ears as tension creeps into my body. “I’m fine on the couch, starshine.”

“Please,” she whispers.

The seriousness etched into her features is only highlighted by the moon. A shudder courses down my spine as I ease myself onto the edge of her mattress and slide beneath the covers.

She finds my hand at my side and slips her fingers through mine. A bit of the tension leaks out of me. “You’ll sleep better here.” Then she rolls over while still holding my hand, pulling me until I’m flush against her back.

Something in me splinters, jagged shards pricking my insides and shredding all the flimsy pieces holding me together.

With a groan, I bury my face in her hair, the brown strands still smelling faintly like the dye, as a tremor jerks my body. I throw my thigh over both of hers and wrap my arm snug around her middle, dragging us as tight as two people can possibly be. The rise and fall of her back is steady, an anchor, as I breathe her in.

“I needed this, starshine. More than you could ever know.”
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Isla

A warm heat presses along the length of my back. My eyes flutter open, greeted by the sliver of sunlight streaming through the cream, gauzy curtain covering the singular window in my bedroom. The intoxicating mix of citrus and spice reminds me Aiden is still in my bed. By the steady rise and fall of his chest, he’s fast asleep.

My heart squeezes. Good. He needed a good nights’ rest. For days, I could hear him out on my couch, tossing and turning, sometimes keeping me awake as I’d try to find the courage to invite him in, while at the same time searching for a way to keep him at bay. Last night I had enough. That couch isn’t made for sleeping on long term, and add in his shoulder injury, he had to be in incredible pain. But in true Aiden Powell fashion, he’d grin and not say a word. Always sacrificing himself so the people around him can be comfortable.

It doesn’t have to mean anything, him sleeping in my bed. Even though I can’t remember the last time I woke up like this. Contented. Warm. Wrapped in a strong arm. His fingers lay limp against my soft belly, against the still unnoticeable growing bump. And for a moment, I let myself picture what it could be like if the baby were really his.

I close my eyes and snuggle back into his heat, feeling his thighs crooked behind mine. His hips give a sleepy thrust and I freeze.

My breath hitches, and I let out a tiny gasp.

His erection is pressed up against my ass. And he’s hard, so incredibly hard. A steady pulse begins between my thighs, so close to where he’s touching me.

Extricating myself from the situation takes herculean strength because his morning wood sent my hormones into overdrive. The throb is so incessant that I need to bite back a needy whimper and palm my clit to relieve the ache. The brush of the heel of my hand nearly trips me into an orgasm, and I rip my fingers away. Not here. I can’t do that next to him.

I throw on my cherry robe from the back of my door and slip out into the hall. The cool morning air sends a shiver through me and thankfully chases away some of my arousal. I focus on the feeling of the cold hardwood beneath my bare feet as I make my way into the kitchen.

Chevy greets me by the coffee machine, butting into my hand for his good morning pets. I can’t say I’m thrilled about a cat walking all over my counters. If I truly cared, I’d move the stool in the corner so he couldn’t reach with his three legs, but I make an exception for the little gentleman. I didn’t grow up with pets, mostly because my parents didn’t believe in the concept, but that doesn’t mean I never wanted one. If I had to choose a pet, Chevy would be my number one pick.

I give him a scoop of his food and refresh his water before I start the pot of decaf. True to his word, Aiden’s kept his caffeinated cups out of my house. Something I’m grateful for. I still mourn the taste of a morning cup and the jolt it brings. Though this natural waking up bullshit is growing on me.

I’m gathering ingredients for this morning’s pancakes when I pause at the sound of my bedroom door opening. A second later, the bathroom door clicks closed. I roll the tension from my shoulders, and set out my utensils. Focus on cooking. Ignore Aiden Powell getting wet and naked down the hall.

It’s not like last night has to mean anything. It was just sleeping. I was doing both of us a favor. Me, to stop hearing him rolling around all night. Him, a better place to sleep that won’t hurt his shoulder as much. That’s it. It means nothing.

Even with his erection pressed against my ass this morning, it means nothing. Biology and all that.

As the shower runs in the background, I blow a strand of brown hair from my eye and get started measuring and whisking. When the pan sizzles, I portion out the batter into perfectly round circles, and flip when the bubbles begin to pop.

I whip up a second batch just to keep myself busy. By the time I hear Aiden’s footsteps down the hall, I’m mixing the raspberries, lemon, and sugar for the raspberry compote to go on top.

“Smells delicious, starshine,” his deep rumble sounds from behind me.

“It’s almost ready.” I glance over my shoulder and drop my spoon.

He’s in his towel—again. His muscled chest glistens with missed droplets, and the way his wet hair is slicked back on his head makes me want to run my fingers through it. As if he can hear my thoughts, he leans forward and shakes his head, dragging his fingers through the soaked strands.

“You’re dripping,” I protest.

“So are you.” He flashes me a crooked grin.

“I am not,” I bite out, feeling the slickness as I clench my thighs beneath my robe.

“Your raspberry sauce.” He points behind me, his voice filled with humor. “It’s running down the side of your pan.”

I flush the color of my sauce as I spin back around and retrieve my spoon, throwing it in the sink. Utensils rattle as I yank open the drawer on my left and find a new one.

“It’ll be ready once you’re dressed.”

“Can I do anything to help?” He leans closer. The scent of his body wash overtakes the sweetness of the raspberries.

“No,” I mumble as I close my eyes and breathe him in.

“Thanks for cooking breakfast, starshine.” His mouth touches the top of my hair and then he departs down the hall.

The chaotic rhythm of my heart doesn’t slow until I have the food plated and waiting on the table. Only once I sit do my shoulders sag as the tension leaks from my fingertips.

Just in time for Aiden to return. Fully clothed.

His stare is heavy as he waits patiently for me to fill my plate. I feel like he’s studying me, but what he’s looking for, I can’t be sure.

“Do you think we jumped into this a little too quickly?” I stab my fork into a slice of pancake and chase my question by shoving it into my mouth.

Aiden wipes his mouth on a napkin. “Jumped into what too quickly?”

“This. Us.” I twirl my fork between us.

“I think your safety is worth what we’re doing.”

“We don’t even know if I’m in any danger. It’s been two weeks and nothing has happened.”

Aiden sets his fork down and leans back. “I knew I shouldn’t have gone into your room last night.”

“It’s not that. I want you in my room. I think that’s the problem.” I can’t look at him while I’m working through this. He has a face made for falling in love.

“Spell it out for me, starshine, because it sounds like you want me to pack my things and go. And I’ll be honest, I’d do that for you because you asked me to, but not because I want to. I’d just have to find some other way to keep you safe until we know there’s no longer a threat.”

“Why do you have to be so sweet?”

“I’m not trying to be sweet, but if you think so, then I guess that’s just who I am. Now why don’t you tell me exactly what’s going on in your head so I can help you sort through it.”

I glide my tongue over a raspberry stain on my lip. “I don’t want you to hurt me, and when this is over, no matter how much I try to keep you at a distance, I think it’s still going to hurt.”

His expression falls as if I slapped him. “I’d never intentionally hurt you. What did I do to give you that impression?”

“A history of crappy men set the standard, I’m sorry to say.”

His eyes darken. “In what way?”

Shaking my head, I spear another bite. “Nothing like that. Just the typical cheaters, losers, and uncommitted types.”

He runs his tongue over his lower lip as his eyes light with agitation. “I’m not those men.”

I nod. “I know. You have to understand how vulnerable I am right now. My emotions are all over the place because of the pregnancy and this murderer, and then I wake up to you in the morning and it feels like the most natural thing in the world while at the same time like it’s going to disappear like that.” I snap my fingers for emphasis. “And the longer you stay, the more it feels like I won’t be able to handle it when you go.”

“So don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t let me go.”

“That’s not really an option right now. I have this baby to think about.”

“You’re in charge here, Isla. I’m just along for the ride. You tell me what you want and I’ll do it. Don’t be afraid to ask.”

“Thank you. I’m sorry.” I smile sadly and spear some more pancake on my fork. “I woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning and let my thoughts get away from me.”

Aiden reaches across the table and taps my hand with his index finger. “We can trade sides if that’ll help.”

I roll my eyes.

“In all honesty,” he picks up his own fork, “even though it doesn’t seem like it, I do still think this is the best course. We can reevaluate whenever you want, but until I hear more about this guy being found, your safety isn’t something to take lightly.”

“I know. With the baby, I agree with you. If it was just me, I’d manage on my own, but I can’t gamble with this little one.” I curl my arm protectively around my belly.

“Then don’t. I mean it when I say being here is no hardship.”

“Do you promise to let me know if it ever becomes one?” The thought of hurting him on accident twists a knot around my organs.

Aiden smiles softly as he chews and swallows. “I promise you’ll be the first to know.”


15
[image: ]
[image: ]


Aiden

Three days later we’re back at the club for Isla’s Friday night shift. As a special favor to her boss, she’s working the bar section after her regular set. It’s mainly pole work away from the main stage. The purpose is to give the drunkards across the room something to look at while they rack up their tabs, and she’ll end up with a little extra cash in her wallet.

I know she’s been worried about money since she stopped doing the private dances. If she wasn’t so stubborn, I’d offer to help, but I know she won’t accept it. I just barely won the argument to let me cover half of her utilities and the groceries. So while she’s been busy, I’ve been sneaking extra baby supplies into her closet. A package of wipes or diapers here or there that she isn’t likely to notice.

As I sip my vodka, a shadow casts across my sightline. A man in a crisp black suit and that annoying prick of a security guard, Lucien, stop in front of my table.

“I’m Manny,” suit guy says.

“Nice to meet you, Manny.” I recognize the name of her boss.

The dimming stage lights steal his attention. He appraises Isla as she sashays across the platform. The three of us watch her twist her calf and pull herself up the gleaming silver before he reverts his focus back on me.

“I remember you. From her audition. You’re the reason I hired her back.”

I regard him coolly.

“You gave her a hundred dollars. That much money for a body like that? I knew she’d be special.”

My fingers curl into a tense fist on my thigh. “Her body is not something I’ll be discussing with you. Ever.”

“You like her.”

“I’m dating her.”

“It’s funny,” he goes on as if I didn’t speak. “Not many of my girls are… taken. Most men don’t have the ability to watch their girlfriends get naked for so many other men.”

I flick my tongue out over my bottom lip, an unrestrained tell of my agitation. “I’m not like most other men.”

“Would you be the reason Stella isn’t taking private dances?”

“Not that it’s any of your business what we discuss in private, but Stella is capable of making her own choices without my interference.”

“She said she’s afraid.”

“Then you should listen.” I lock eyes with his dark ones.

From what I’ve been told, Manny isn’t usually an ass. He takes good care of his dancers. This is probably him thinking he’s looking out for her, but he’s going about it with the wrong guy.

“She’s well cared for here.”

“Keep it that way and we won’t have a problem.”

Lucien chuckles beside him.

“Something funny?” I ask the short, dark-haired man. I’ve got at least four inches on him but his biceps are the size of my head. My temper rises as they continue to monopolize Isla’s set.

His lips turn down and he shakes his head. “I didn’t say a thing.”

Antagonizing bastard.

“Is there anything else I can do for you?” I bite out, ready for them to get the fuck out of my space.

Manny smiles. “No. I just wanted to formally meet my star entertainer’s… boyfriend.”

Fuck. This. Guy.

“And now you have.”

“Indeed. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

I shift my glare from him to the stage. Isla’s working the floor now, but her attention is on the three of us. I lift my glass to my lips and give her a subtle nod.

She slides down onto her back, arching, spreading her knees and grinding against the pole. I’m so enthralled, I hardly notice when her boss and his shadow finally walk off.

Like magic, my irritation evaporates. Just as she’s done since the first time I saw her dance, my problems vanish only to be replaced with a calm peace. But there’s something new here too. A warmth. Spreading through my veins and settling that part of me that felt directionless for so long.

I want her.

I want to claim her.

And I think I might be falling in love with her too. Now that’s a wild thought to have at a strip club.

I toss back the rest of my drink as she finishes her dance. We already decided I’ll remain here while she goes to work on the bar. The glass-encased pole is in my direct line of sight, and I’ll have a broader view of the room from this seat. I flag down the passing waitress for a fresh glass of water, and when Isla emerges from the back hall, I wave her over.

She smiles at me with pink, flushed cheeks. The way she ignores every set of eyes on her except mine does something to me. Stokes my possessiveness yet quells it at the same time.

“Here.” I push the glass across the table.

“Thanks. I only have a couple of minutes before I need to get up there.”

“Are you feeling okay?”

“I’m just a little out of breath. It’s fine. Normal, um, you know,” she says quietly.

“If it starts to not feel normal, you let me know.”

“Thanks, Powell.”

“Did you eat?”

She shakes her head. “I’ve been busy.”

“Order something from the bar before you dance. We can grab it on the way out.”

“Do you want something too?”

You. I want you.

“Just double it and I’ll pay the tab.”

“Pickles and ice cream?” She giggles at my horrified expression. “I’m just kidding. I’ll get us burgers. No onions.”

“Sounds good, starshine. Good luck.”

As she saunters away, she smiles at me over her shoulder. I ignore the way my cock twitches in my pants in response to the way she shakes her ass.

My phone lights up. After checking she made it onto the bar area, I read through the texts.

Silas:


We’re having a night out. You’re coming, Aiden




Sutton:


We won’t take no for an answer




Lee:


I’ve found demanding he show up somewhere isn’t all that successful




Corjan:


Aiden, please meet us for a night out




The corner of my lip twitches. Despite how shitty I’ve been to all of them, over the last four months, not one of them has given up on me, and for that I’m eternally grateful. It’s why I don’t feel a hint of resistance when I text back:

Me:


When and where?




Lee:


Has hell frozen over?




Jack:


Are pigs flying?




Jude:


Is it a cold day in July?




Corjan:


Must be a blue moon




Me:


Very funny




Jude:


We’re driving out to Sunset bar next Sunday in lieu of Mom’s. Isla’s invited too




Me:


Are all the girls coming?




Lee:


Better brace yourself. Those women can be a handful




Jack:


She can drink virgins with Whitney and swap pregnancy stories




Jude:


And Frankie. She’s not pregnant but she doesn’t drink




Silas:


Jeez, I’m feeling left out




Sutton:


Me too.




Silas:


You could bring Nellie. I could bring mom




Corjan:


Please don’t bring your mom. She’s more of a handful than Bree and Juniper combined




Lee:


Agreed




Silas:


She’s a hoot




Sutton:


She’s liable to get the cops called on her




Me:


You are the cops




Sutton:


Exactly




Chuckling at my screen, I blindly find my drink. Time and place secured, I tuck my phone away and let the boys banter. The humor dissipates from my mind as a commotion across the room catches my attention.

I’m out of my seat before I’ve even ascertained what’s happening. All I know is it involves Isla and a man at the bar. He appears to be fifty or so, his black hair streaked with gray but it’s the lines creasing his face that really define his age.

His chair flips over as he suddenly stands and screams something at her that I can’t hear. She stops moving, her heel catching as she takes a step back as far as her box allows her to go.

A security guard—someone other than Lucien, thank god— reaches him first, holding him back as he waves his finger around and yells at Isla.

“You dumb dirty little bitch! I want my dance!” he screams, spittle flying from his mouth.

She looks equal parts scared and pissed as she stands beside her silver pole.

As I reach the bar, I don’t stop, vaulting myself over the top.

“You can’t be back here!” someone shouts, but I don’t stop moving to see who it is.

“Let’s go, darling,” I hold out my hand for her to take.

“Aiden,” she whispers, and I know what she’s thinking. She’s worried about how this looks and she’s worried about her job. Her fingers find mine anyway, curling tight like I’m a lifeline.

“I’ve got you.” I tighten my grip as she walks down the hidden stairs behind the bar.

“I should strangle you just like those other whores!”

My head whips around so fast my neck muscles clench. I start to release Isla’s hand.

She buries her free hand in my shirt, twisting taut around the fabric. “Aiden!” The thread of fear in her voice pulls my attention. “Don’t! Don’t leave me.”

Palming the back of her head, I yank her into my chest. I search the faces around me until I spot one I recognize.

“Manny.”

He nods. “The police are on their way. Take Stella home. She’s finished for tonight.” For being such a pretentious fuck, at least he takes care of his business.

I adjust my grips my arm is around her shoulders and she’s tight against my chest. “Let’s go, baby.” She follows without a fight.

I bang on the door to the dressing room. “Is everyone covered?”

“You don’t have to do that.”

I look down into her wide, fearful eyes. Tipping her chin with my index finger, I study her. “Yes, I do.”

The door swings open and one of the girls I recognize from the other night stands in the crack. “Who’s asking?”

“Aiden Powell. Stella needs to get changed.”

At the mention of Isla, her face changes.

“Girl, what happened?”

“Rude customer.” Her shoulders deflate with the weak description. “This is my boyfriend. He’s just helping me get my things.”

“Are you hurt?” The girl throws her shiny black hair over her shoulder and cups Isla’s cheeks, inspecting her face.

“No. I’m okay. Just spooked. He said he should strangle me like the other whores.”

My gut clenches at hearing the sentence a second time. I don’t think for one second that he’s the one murdering these women. Just some disrespectful piece of shit trying to scare someone who he thinks owes him her body.

“That sick motherfucker!”

My sentiment exactly.

She snags Isla’s wrist and drags her in. “I’ll have her changed and back out to you in a second. We’ve got a strict no men rule and that includes hot overprotective boyfriends.” She looks me up and down with a pout. “Unfortunately.”

Isla flashes me a tight smile and lets her friend pull her through the door. “Be right back.”

“Be right here.”

The door opens five minutes later and I take Isla’s hand on the way out to the car. Her smooth palm infuses mine with warmth and chases away some of the lingering anger.

“You okay?” I ask her.

She adjusts the hood on her gray sweatshirt with one hand and pulls her long, brown hair out from underneath.

“I’m okay. It’s not the first time I’ve been screamed at by an entitled customer. He’s bought a dance before and was pissed I’m no longer filling my card.”

“Isla!” The back door to the club swings open hard enough to bang against the wall. We both turn to see the same bartender that yelled at me hustling out into the night. “You forgot your food.”

“Thanks, Benjamin.” She releases me to meet him.

“Are you all right?” He echoes my concern from a moment ago. A sinister quiver of jealousy awakens in my gut.

“I’m fine.”

“Is he….” Benjamin lowers his voice for the rest of the question. His words are swallowed in the wind.

“That’s my boyfriend.” Isla flashes me a quick smile, some of the light returning to her eyes. A heat blooms in my stomach at hearing her mention it so casually, so easily, in a way that feels right and not fake at all.

“Okay. Good. Kelly’s been asking about you. We haven’t seen you out since you moved back.”

“Things have been a little crazy.” Isla shrugs. “Tell your girlfriend to give me a call and we can set up lunch or something. She can bring Carter.”

I don’t catch what he says next, but his parting statement is clear. “Say hi to Juniper for me.”

“I will. See you Monday.”

Isla waves as she returns to my side. She holds up the two Styrofoam containers. “Dinner. Thank goodness he remembered, because I’m starving.”

“Sorry.” I clear my throat. “I forgot.” The headlights flash on my sedan as I unlock the car for her and open her door. She slides safely in, and I close her inside.

“Good friend?” I ask as I crank the engine.

“Used to be. Juniper and I would go out with Benjamin and his girlfriend Kelly a lot before I moved three years ago. I haven’t been out to the bars since I came back. For obvious reasons.” She waves a hand holding a fry over her stomach.

“I hope she calls you to set up lunch.”

“Me too. They have a small kid together, so it’d be nice to have an experienced mom in my circle of friends.”

While my mind whirls over tonight’s situation, she gabs and snacks on her fries the entire ride home.

I’m glad she isn’t rattled by the events. Either that or she covers her fear well.

Something I find deeply concerning.
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Isla

“Ready for another performance, starshine?” Aiden’s hand tightens fractionally around mine. He holds the door open to the Sunset bar about thirty miles outside of Fairview Valley where almost all of his family and friends are waiting for us to arrive.

“I make a career out of entertaining, Powell. You can follow my lead.”

“Oh, really,” he smirks as I start to slip past. At his challenging remark, I change course.

Releasing his hand, I flatten my palms on his shirt, fighting to ignore the way his hard pecs flex and tense beneath my touch. For how much swagger Aiden has, he sure seems shy whenever I get my hands on him. Which isn’t often. Much less than my hormonal self would like.

He’s been sleeping in my bed ever since the night I invited him in and I think his proximity is having a rather… invigorating effect on my dreams. I woke up the other night nearly in a full-blown orgasm from a dream starring my attractive fake boyfriend. Only the fact that it was seven in the morning had me climbing out of bed instead of on top of him like I wanted.

My flowy black skirt swishes around my ankles as I press into him, tilting my head so that my hair cascades down my back. He gazes down heatedly, his blue eyes glittering in the light from the bar. His jaw clenches and I feel him fist his hands at his sides.

“You can touch me,” I whisper seductively, leaning further into him. “It’s okay, lover. Put your hands on me.”

His large hands span my hips so quickly I squeak before I regain control. His fingers tense, clenching the softness on my body.

“You’re playing a dangerous game, starshine.”

“Am I?” I ask innocently and beat my lashes at him.

I gasp as he casually thrusts forward, pressing the evidence of his statement against my stomach. The reaction is instant. My thighs clench, my core tightens, everything below my belly button responds to the knowledge of what I’m doing to him. We’ve barely touched and I’m wet, and somehow I feel like I lost the upper hand.

“Yes,” he grits out between his teeth.

“Do you think they’ve noticed us yet?”

Aiden flicks his gaze to the corner of his eye. “Yes.”

“Then we need to keep on selling it, don’t you think?” I smile at him. Sliding my hands from his pectorals, I trace the planes over his collar bone until I cup the sides of his neck. My thumb strokes the light stubble on his cheek.

“Do you want me to kiss you?” he murmurs, his eyes zeroed in on my lips.

My tongue darts out, tasting the strawberry gloss. Inhaling deep, I’m surrounded by his citrusy cologne. “Yes.”

He dips, his eyes fluttering closed so hard a crease forms between his brows. I watch until the very last second, where the warmth of his breath ghosts across my lips, the spice of the mints he ate in the car tickling my nose as his mouth softly touches mine.

It’s quick. A sweet peck, but the effect rips through my torso like a bomb. Tingles erupt from my stomach, racing down my limbs to the tips of my fingers and toes. His tongue sweeps out just long enough to taste my gloss before he’s pulling back.

“Convincing enough?” His voice is rough.

“Mhm.” I act unaffected as I swipe my finger beneath my lip to fix my gloss. “I think so,” I answer breathlessly.

Aiden smirks and retakes my hand.

“Enough games, starshine. Before you give me a heart attack.”

My own heart beats a wild rhythm. “Don’t worry, Powell. I’ll make sure you get out of here in one piece.”

“Aiden.” He leads me around him with his hand still clenched around mine. The table of our friends is dead ahead.

“What?”

His mouth hits the shell of my ear. “Call me Aiden after I kiss you.”

“O-okay.”

Lips touch the side of my hair before he raises his head. “Hey, everyone.”

Refocusing on the group in front of us, I blush. The attention is heavy and every female is staring at me from one half of the twenty-person table.

“Girl,” Juniper says.

“What?” I hiss as I hug her with one arm.

“Girllllllll,” she repeats, raising an eyebrow.

“Shut up,” I mutter. Aiden yanks out a chair beside Juniper and I ease into it. He slips into the empty one beside me and rests our clasped hands on his thigh.

This is fake. This is fake. This is fake.

“How are you doing?” Bree leans across the table. “I heard about what happened at the club last week.”

“I heard about that too,” Whitney pipes in.

Aiden’s thumb brushes across the back of my hand. He’s engaged in a conversation with his brothers, but the small act lets me know he’s paying attention.

“I’m okay. It was scary at the moment, but I’ve almost forgotten about it at this point.”

“Has there been any more news about the…” Cortney looks around and leans closer. “You know.”

Aiden’s hand squeezes mine. “No, unfortunately. I haven’t heard anything else.”

“That sucks.” Frankie’s eyes are sympathetic. “I hope they find him soon.”

“Me too,” I answer.

A server stops by, so I order a mocktail and the others refresh their drinks.

“How much longer do you have?” I ask Whitney on Juniper’s right. She’s also drinking a virgin margarita, and it must be good because the black straw hasn’t left her mouth since I sat down.

She pats her swollen belly. “About five weeks, give or take a couple. Both Lucy and Bennett were early by about two and a half weeks, so I won’t be surprised if this one comes a little sooner.”

“You could end up with a Halloween baby.” Juniper bumps her shoulder against Whitney’s.

“Jack’s already making all the pumpkin jokes.”

“I planted my seed with pristine timing,” Jack shouts across the table.

“Help me.” Whitney makes big eyes and groans, dropping her head back to stare at the ceiling. “I love him to death, but this third trimester has me wanting to slap him and rip his clothes off at the same time.”

The girls all laugh, except Cortney who makes a gagging face.

“Please nix the sex talk about any of my brothers while I’m here. I already had enough witnessing their little entrance.” She twirls her finger at Aiden and me.

“Aw, give the new lovebirds a break,” Bree says around her straw. She hiccups and sets down the glass hard enough some sloshes up the side. “Oops.”

“How are you already so messy?” Frankie slaps some napkins down.

Juniper and Bree giggle.

“I don’t get out much anymore.” Bree tucks her blond hair behind her ear. “Scarlett is a fantastic babysitter, but she’s extra busy with her senior year of college. I’ve turned into a lightweight.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being a cheap date, baby,” Corjan replies.

The fakeness of my relationship is stark in contrast to the amount of love floating around this table. These men are so gone for their woman. Guilt squeezes my heart, and I nearly drop Aiden’s hand. He deserves what his brothers have. He shouldn’t be wasting his time hanging around someone who can’t give him what he needs.

But what if you could?

I can’t. Not pregnant. Not while I need to figure out how I’m going to take care of a newborn and work and live. I have a comfortable amount in savings but it isn’t enough. I don’t think it ever will be.

“Excuse me.” The legs of my chair scrape across the floor. My fingers slipping through Aiden’s feel like an emotional loss as much as a physical one.

I burst into the bathroom, grateful to find it empty. I run cool water over my hands and blot them across my neck. The coolness helps chase away some of the anxiety creeping through me.

Approximately three minutes pass before the door opens and I brace for whoever is on the other side.

Whitney emerges with a kind smile. “Pregnancy bladder is a bitch, isn’t it?”

“It sure is.” I force a laugh.

The stall door bangs behind her and I crank on the faucet to give her some privacy. When she’s finished, she moves directly to the sink. Her eyes meet mine in the mirror.

“He’s really happy with you.” She twists off the faucet and lets her fingers drain in the sink. “I suspect you came in here to escape our craziness, which I can understand, but I didn’t want you to think you’re totally alone. Whatever it is you’re dealing with.”

“Were you scared? The first time?”

“We don’t know each other that well, but I was married to the biggest douchebag to ever exist. No, seriously. If I ever get around to sharing that story with you, your jaw will hit the floor, he was that bad. All that to say, at the time, I didn’t know just how bad of a man he was, so while I was scared, I wasn’t alone. I was just naïve thinking I had a partner when I really didn’t.”

I twist my fingers together. “I’m sorry you went through that.”

“For a while I was too. Then I met Jack.” She fights a smile, but she can’t hide the light in her eyes. “I think he fell in love with my kids first. The most shocking thing was experiencing how a real partner should act. I never have to ask that man for anything. He just knows how to care for us.”

I wouldn’t know what that’s like. I’ve never been cared for by anyone except for myself.

Except…

Aiden’s been doing just that, hasn’t he? When was the last time I had to go out of my way to ask for something? I mean, he even has water waiting for me when I finish my set. Nobody’s ever done that. I don’t even do that for myself.

“He really loves you.” Her statement shocks me out of my inner thoughts.

“We haven’t been together long enough for him to love me.”

Whitney looks at the door, then swings her gaze back to mine. “I’ve seen a couple of these boys fall and I’m telling you, the way he looked at you after he got done kissing you in the doorway went beyond a basic crush.”

“I think he could find better.” The vulnerable words fall out in a mumbled rush.

She crosses her arms and rests them on her bump. “Aiden doesn’t. Why don’t you let him tell you what he wants?”

I raise an eyebrow. “That easy, huh?”

“More times than not. Come on, let’s get back. Before they start to worry I went into labor and break the door down.”

I manage a short laugh. “Please don’t. I’m not equipped to deliver a baby in a bathroom.”

“I could walk you through it,” she winks. “Besides having done it twice myself, I also work at the hospital emergency department.”

I hold the door open for her to precede me to the table. “I take it you’re not squeamish?”

“Once you start dealing with diaper blowouts and baby vomit, that tends to disappear.”

I wrinkle my nose. “Good to know.”

Aiden’s attention is fixated on the mouth of the hall we emerge from. Even at a distance, I can see the tension ease from his shoulders. He runs his index finger absentmindedly along his mouth, nodding at something Lee says.

“Seems like someone missed you,” Whitney gloats, bumping my hip with hers.

“Yeah well the feeling is mutual,” I admit. She quietly squeals.

As I sit, rather than taking my hand, Aiden lays his arm across the back of my chair. The heat of his chest entices me closer.

“Everything okay?” He studies my face and tucks a loose lock of hair behind my ear.

“Everything’s great.” I lean into him.

He drops his chin and touches his mouth to mine. “Good,” he murmurs against my lips. Way too soon for my liking he’s pulling away and answering a question from Lee, completely unaffected. He’s way too good at faking this. Unless Whitney is right and he isn’t.

“I’m really happy you’re with him,” Juniper says quietly from my other side.

“Me too.” There’s nothing fake about my answer. Even though our time together has an expiration date, I’ll never, ever forget these last several weeks with him.

There’s a commotion at the other end of the table. Aiden straightens in his chair, taking me with him.

“Slow down, Ma,” Sutton orders into his phone. Silas to his left looks on with concern. Sutton’s head snaps to his brother. “We’ll be right there.”

“Is it the kids?” Silas stands to throw on his leather jacket and shove his cell into his pocket.

Sutton shakes his head, and a pause lingers. “It’s Spencer.”

Spencer? Spencer… I flit through dusty memories. “Who’s Spencer?” I ask Juniper.

“I’m not sure,” she whispers back.

A quick glance around the other women shows similar confusion on their faces. All except Cortney. Her expression is a careful blank mask.

“What happened to Spencer?” She asks, slowly rising from her chair to see the Stone brothers better.

“He’s been injured. Mom didn’t say how, just that it’s pretty bad.” Sutton locks his eyes on hers and a silent conversation passes between them.

Cortney slowly sinks back into her chair. “Let us know when you find out.”

“We will. Sorry to cut this short.” Sutton doesn’t even bother to uphold the prior dynamic. He’s all business. “See you guys later.”

Silas bids his farewell and follows after his older brother.

“Who’s Spencer?” I ask Aiden as conversation slowly resumes around the table.

“He’s Sutton and Silas’s brother.”

“They have another brother?”

Aiden pushes my hair off the back of my neck. His gaze fixates on the motion. “Mhm. Middle brother.”

“He didn’t join the police force like his brothers?”

A crooked smile stretches across his face. “Giving back wasn’t really ever Spencer’s thing.”

“Why haven’t I ever seen him?”

“He’s older. Younger than Lee and Sutton. He graduated with Cortney. Actually, as soon as they graduated, he took off. As far as I know, he hasn’t been back since. Not even for a holiday.”

“Oh. That explains that, I guess. Not that I know everyone in town. You and I didn’t cross paths all that much except when I spent time with Juniper.”

“Shy kid, remember?”

I roll my eyes and fiddle with the button at the top of his button down. “I still don’t see it.”

His lips touch my temple. “That just means I hide it well.”
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Aiden

“Lucy! Bennett! Why don’t you see who’s at the door?”

The little blonde races toward my front entryway with her brother hot on her heels. I wave at Jack through the half-circle window he’s peeking through, sure he can hear the little footsteps headed his way.

She uses both hands to twist the knob and stick her head out. “Daddy!”

“Hey, Luce.” Each arm snags a child and he scoops them up for a quick hug. “Did you have fun with Uncle Aiden?”

Whitney slowly walks in behind Jack, gripping her stomach.

“Mommy! Can we get a cat, Mommy?” Bennett asks, bypassing Jack. The little ones spent the afternoon waving lasers and stringy toys for Chevy. I brought him back home with me temporarily to give him a dose of his normal surroundings, and he made a lasting impression on Bennett.

“You’re supposed to wait in the car,” Jack gently reprimands his wife, taking her hand and leading her to my sofa. She groans as she sits down.

“Momma, can we get a cat?” Bennett tries again.

“Can I get you anything?” I ask.

“A water would be great. They refused me anything in case I was actually in labor. Thanks again for watching them.”

“I’ll get it.” Jack hustles to my kitchen.

I kneel down and catch Bennett before he can crawl on top of Whitney. “Be gentle with your mom, kiddo. The baby’s making her tired.”

“Is my brother ready to come out?” He twists his hands in my shirt.

“Not yet. But soon,” she replies to the eager kiddo.

“You don’t know if it’s a brother, Bennett. It could be a sister,” Lucy argues.

Jack returns and hands his wife a bottle of water. “We’re all going to find out together.”

“Hey, any word on how Spencer’s doing? I haven’t bumped into Sutton or Silas since we were at Sunset.”

“I saw Sutton at the store yesterday. He said Spencer received some burns from a work accident and they flew him to Regions Burn Center.”

“Shit, that bad?”

Jack’s mouth forms a grim line. “It’s not good, but he’s alive. His buddy wasn’t so lucky. Sounds like the bills are going to be a problem too so the family is working on putting an auction together.”

“Let me know what I can do to help.”

My phone dings with a text. I keep a hand on Bennett while I retrieve it so he doesn’t go jumping on the couch and jostling his mother. The boy is a bruiser. I think he fell no less than five times in the four hours since his parents dropped him off.

Isla:


Where are you?




Me:


At my house still. Jack and Whitney are here getting the kids




Isla:


She’s okay?




Me:


Seems that way. Either that or she broke out on her own




Isla:


Don’t go anywhere. I’m coming to you




Me:


Is everything okay?




Isla:


No. I’m fine, but I’ll explain when I get there




Me:


I’ll be waiting, starshine




Isla:


Thanks, lover




“Isla’s on her way. Something’s up, but she didn’t want to tell me over text.”

His gray eyes study mine. “Need me to stick around?”

I’ve never felt that I deserve this family. Not once since they took me in when I was twelve. “Nah. I’ll let you know if there’s anything I need, but maybe it’s best if the kids aren’t around to hear what she has to say.”

“Good idea.” He claps me on the shoulder. The brotherly touch eases the nerves some. Anything left lingering I shove down with everything else. “Kids, grab your stuff. Uncle Aiden has to see his girlfriend now.” He smirks.

Whitney struggles to push herself out of the couch. “Is she coming over?” I grab her hand. Her smile is grateful. “Thanks. Can’t wait until I’m no longer the size of an orca.”

“You’re beautiful.” Jack gives her a pointed look and a secret conversation passes between them. He takes over helping his wife, and I lead the kids out to Jack’s SUV.

The sound of tires on the pavement has me looking up from Bennett’s seat buckle. Isla’s car jerks to a stop at the curb. I straighten, and Jack and I exchange a glance over the top of the vehicle.

“Here, Luce. Help him.” I maneuver the buckle into little hands and jog down the driveway to meet her.

Isla slams into my chest so hard I go back a step, but I’m solid as she faceplants. Trembling limbs wrap around my torso, clutching my shoulders from the back. “I’m okay,” she mumbles into my shirt. “I’m okay, I’m okay, I’m okay.”

“Talk to me, starshine,” I order.

“The serial killer,” she gasps. The fight to keep herself together cracks my heart into two. “He killed someone else.”

“Okay. It’s okay. I’ve got you.” I stroke the back of her head, sifting my fingers through the soft brown strands.

“I knew her.”

My blood runs cold.

“LaLa was a friend, Aiden. I just talked to her a few weeks ago.” Her voice cracks. “We met at my old club, Eve’s. She wasn’t working there anymore, she moved around the same time I did to go to school.”

“Let’s get you inside. Hang on. I’ve got you.”

The danger isn’t anywhere near us but that doesn’t stop me from feeling exposed in the middle of my driveway.

Jack closes his SUV and approaches as we reach my porch. “You good?”

Isla keeps her face buried in my shoulder, no doubt hanging onto her emotions the best as she can.

“Yeah. I’ll text you with an update later.”

“Thanks again for the help.”

“Anytime.”

With that, he departs and I usher Isla inside.

“Sit.” I press her into the couch, the same spot Whitney vacated not even ten minutes prior. As I turn to get her some water, she wraps her fist around my shirt. The solid tug stops me in my tracks.

“Don’t go.”

“I won’t.” There’s not a hesitation to be found as I sit beside her and draw her close. Her body shakes in my hold but surprisingly, she doesn’t cry.

“I can’t believe she’s gone. She just started a nursing program. She was going to school to be able to take better care of her sick parents.”

“I’m so sorry, Isla.”

“I should’ve talked to her more. I should have gone to see her. She isn’t—wasn’t even that far away from here.”

My heart stops beating. “How far away?”

Isla picks up her head. “She was working at a gentlemen’s club in Yellow Creek.” That’s forty, maybe forty-five miles from here.” She sits up straighter. “He’s getting closer.”

I tighten my hold. “There’s still a lot of open space between there and here.”

“But not a lot of clubs. Depending on which way he travels, XO’s could be his next spot.” The way she caresses her growing belly twists a knife in my chest. “I need to think about this. I think maybe it’s time I put in my notice.”

“You’re going to give up dancing?”

Her eyes are heavy with guilt. “I don’t want to. I love dancing. It’s part of who I am as a person. But it’s not safe right now and I have more than just me to think about.”

“I don’t think you have to give up dancing. You’re just putting it on hold for a little while.”

Her brow creases. “What do you mean?”

“We can set up a pole at your house. Then you can do all the dancing you want.”

“I’m not going to put a pole in my living room, Powell.”

I scowl at her use of my last name. “Why the fuck not? Everyone who cares about you already knows you’re a dancer.”

“Right, and if I leave the curtains open, I can give the street a free show.”

I catch her chin between my thumb and index finger, holding her gaze steady on mine. “The only one who’s going to get a private show is me, starshine. Whether it’s free or not is up to you.”

“Hm.” She leans over and kisses the tip of my nose, shedding off the heavy atmosphere. I can’t help but smile at the unexpected move. “I think it’s cute when you’re possessive.”

I level her with a glare.

“Are you going to give me a tour?” She glances curiously around my living room.

“You want a tour?”

“I’ve never been here before, and as your fake girlfriend, I think I should at the very least, see your bedroom.”

The suggestive comment sends blood rushing to my cock. I swallow twice to unstick my tongue from the roof of my mouth. “Sure, I can give you the short tour. For starters, this is my office.”

Isla hops off my lap and does a slow spin. I take in the room with her. The sleek, dark hardwood floors and the sterile white walls. The framed picture hanging above my desk of a landscape painted by Cortney during her art phase a few years back. The small black alarm panel next to the front door that I had installed after the incident last spring. My leather couch and recliner are much less comfortable to sleep on than Isla’s furniture, but not by much. My shoulder still aches a little from all those nights I abused it on her couch.

The pain was worth every single night she had peace. I’d still be there if she hadn’t invited me to share her bed.

“I like it,” she announces, inspecting my desk and cradling her belly. “It’s clean and crisp, but has a little more flavor than your average bachelor pad.”

If by flavor she means an area rug and a throw blanket, then sure. I have flavor in my living room.

“Where to next?”

“The kitchen is through there.” I point at the obvious doorway straight ahead and follow her lead.

It’s a standard kitchen, decorated in white cabinetry and stainless steel appliances, including a dishwasher that I’ve only run once in the entire time I’ve lived here.

The other side of the kitchen opens to a hall with three bedrooms and a bathroom.

“Which one is yours?”

“The one on the end.”

She looks over her shoulder at me as she skips down the hall, her flowy, floral skirt swishing around her ankles. She peeks into the open doors of the mostly empty bedrooms before laying her hand on the brass knob to mine.

“If you have three bedrooms, why is your office in the living room?”

“Ah.” Stalling, I run my hand over my hair. “I had it in this empty room for a week but the space felt too isolating.” It didn’t matter if the door was shut or open, I already felt like a shut-in. The confining space grew my world until it felt like nothing more than a pinprick.

She nods as if she understands.

“Can I go in?”

I run my tongue over my lower lip. “Of course you can,” I rasp. I’ve never had a woman in my bedroom and the one about to cross the threshold is the only one I want to step foot in there. Ever, if I have my way.

A little squeal leaves her mouth. The latch is loud as she twists the knob and pushes open the door.

“Ooh,” she praises. “Now this looks comfortable.”

I step up to the doorway and lean my shoulder on the jamb. My heart hammers hard at the sight of her in my personal space.

The room is large compared to the rest of the house. It takes up the entire back third. Two large windows stream sunlight in through white, gauzy curtains on a black curtain rod. The walls are a dark gothic green, and the same hardwood running throughout the rest of the house covers the floor.

She runs her hand along my light gray duvet. “I love it in here.” Her skirt billows as she turns. “Why aren’t we staying here?”

My careful mask slips. “What?”

“Your house is way bigger. You should have said something instead of sleeping all those nights on my couch.”

“You want to stay here?”

Visions of Isla twisted in my bedsheets manifest in my head.

“Why not?”

“I didn’t know if you’d agree to date me. I wasn’t about to push it by forcing you to move in with me too.”

The casual way she shrugs trips my heart. “You moved in with me, so it isn’t much different.”

I forgot in the chaos of the last few weeks how down-to-earth she is. Isla’s always been a free spirit. Going with the flow is second nature to her. She makes decisions as they come to her and not a moment sooner. My mistake was not asking in the first place.

“Do you want to stay here, starshine?”

My pulse thunders as I wait for her answer.
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Aiden

Keys rattle in the door and the alarm panel beeps slowly. At the sound of the code being keyed in, I scramble up to gather the trash littering the floor and head out to the living room. Each step drawing me closer has me fighting to keep my pulse under control.

“How’d it go?”

Isla kicks off her shoes and hangs her keys on the hook by the door. Juniper pets Chevy twining between her feet.

“Manny wasn’t too happy, but I did it,” Isla says. She just returned from putting in her two weeks’ notice. The second week in November will be her final shift. The timing couldn’t be better. We’re about to start getting snow, and not having to drive all the way to the club during the winter while she’s pregnant will be one stress we can take off the table.

“I think it went okay.” Juniper rises with my cat in her arms. “God, I love this little guy.”

His loud purr fills the room.

“I still can’t believe you don’t have a dog.” Isla moves into my side and plants a convincing kiss on the underside of my jaw. A hot flush hits my cheeks.

“The cat distribution system reached out first. If the dog distribution system ever gets in touch, I won’t say no.” I squeeze Isla’s hip.

“Your family runs the dog distribution system. I’m pretty sure you can take your pick.” Juniper rolls her eyes.

Forcing my gaze away from Isla’s is a difficult endeavor. “That’s not how the distribution system works. The pet picks you.”

“So you’re saying that if I believe in good conscience that a dog chose me, I can just show up with it and you won’t kick it out?” Isla bats her lashes up at me.

As if we’ve done it hundreds of times rather than only a handful, I lean over and kiss her. “Now you’re getting it, beautiful.”

Isla looks at me a little dazed, and I laugh. I run the pad of my thumb beneath her lower lip to fix her lip gloss. “Want to see your surprise?”

“You got me a surprise?”

I thread my fingers tight with hers. “Check this out.”

I tow her down the hall with Juniper on our heels. Chevy is taken hostage for the ride as my sister-in-law refuses to put him down. He’ll be meowing up a storm later once she leaves and he wants someone to hold him like a baby. With Isla now staying here, he’s going to be extra spoiled.

The first door to the right stands open. Evening light from the window filters into the hall. Fighting my smile is hard as I tug her inside.

“Oh my god, you didn’t!” Isla releases me to step further into the room and wrap her hand around the chrome pole. She walks in a circle with her arm outstretched, her black skirt swirling with the motion.

“You two are getting freaky.” Juniper gripes from the doorway. “Lee and I weren’t this bad, were we?”

I throw my chin to my shoulder and smirk. “You tell me where the two of you disappeared that day we played paintball with the family and I’ll tell you if you compare.”

The blush coloring her cheeks reveals I accurately hit my mark.

“That’s probably my cue to leave.” Juniper lowers Chevy to the ground with a final scratch underneath his chin. “I think the two of you need some time alone and Lee and Lincoln are waiting on me for dinner. We’re going out with Cortney and Oliver to celebrate him passing his drivers’ test.”

Ollie is my nephew and Lincoln’s best friend. Those boys have been inseparable since elementary school. We watched them grow up playing baseball together and the family knew Lincoln long before Juniper and Lee became a couple. Her brother is part of the reason she and Lee slot together so nicely. Lee coached Lincoln’s little league team before he hit high school and they were forced to see each other at games and practices. “I can’t believe they’re going to be driving.”

“Me neither. I told Sutton and Silas they better keep their eyes out for those boys.”

“They probably stand a better chance dealing with the Stones than dealing with you or Lee.”

“That’s exactly what I said.” Juniper grins. “Anyway, bye you guys. Will I see you this weekend?”

Another week, another dinner at Mom’s. Though having Isla by my side makes me less interested in ignoring the invitation. The overly sympathetic stares and remarks have practically ceased since we publicized this fake relationship.

The simple act of not having my existence constantly tied to that awful day has eased the darkness some. For the first time in months, I feel like I’m actually starting to move on.

I smile, and it’s genuine. “We’ll be there.”

Juniper beams at the two of us. “Great! I’ll let everyone know.”

“I’ll walk you out. I need to check the alarm.” Isla still isn’t used to setting it and sometimes she fully arms it rather than setting it in daytime mode. Juniper and I exchange a quick hug goodbye, and I wait until she’s safely on the road before moving back down the hall.

“Want to get takeout for dinn—” I slam to a halt in the middle of the hall. “I’m so sorry. I’ll go.”

“No!” Isla frantically beckons me closer, not a shy bone in her delectable body. “I want you to stay.”

My tongue feels swollen as I ease myself back into the room. In the few minutes I was gone, Isla dropped her flowy skirt and kicked it into the corner. She’s wearing nothing except a skintight white bodysuit that cuts high across the cheeks of her ass, biting just a little bit into the plump skin to reveal how soft she is. The top hem is edged in lace that showcases just enough cleavage to cross the line from sassy to sexy.

“I thought you’d like to see my debut run.” With a hand above her head gripping the pole, she walks sensually in a full circle. The tips of her toes are painted in a shimmering gold. Fuck, even her bare feet look sexy. Lifting her leg, she fits the pole in the crook of her knee and effortlessly picks herself off the ground. The pole slowly spins, twirling her in a full circle before she straightens her legs into another three-sixty.

This is nothing like the dozens of times I’ve watched her on stage. The intimate performance breaks through the barriers I kept in place while we were in public. Blood pumps intensely through me, a fair amount rushing south, tightening my jeans.

“Take a seat, lover.” She throws her arm out in the vicinity of the love seat shoved against the wall. Evening light streams into the otherwise dark room, casing Isla in her own personal spotlight as she dances.

I drop heavily, bracing an arm across the back. With an ankle crossed over the opposite knee, I rest my other arm on my thigh. My attention is riveted on the beauty in the center of the room.

Music pipes in from her cell phone on the floor. I’m so awestruck I failed to notice it. The white static in my ears recedes enough for me to hear the quiet strains of a moody pop song she rolls her hips to.

I wish I had a drink. I wish I had something to chase away the strong feelings flooding my system. No matter how hard I try to fight them, it’s clear how badly I want her. How I’d do just about anything to have her. She performs a well-practiced choreography from memory with an ease that reminds me this isn’t as special to her as it is to me.

I don’t even care about her career or the men who’ve sat in a room while she danced for them just like this. I’ll have her any way I can. That doesn’t stop me from hoping, if only for a moment, that this could be what it’s like between us. Something real only the two of us share.

With one hand above her head and the other below, she inverts herself, her legs spreading into a V as the pole spins her around. The concentration on her face gives away her professionalism as well as her passion.

I fix my jeans over my cock, the material unnaturally tight. My fingers tingle as I watch her sway and grind against the metal between her legs. When she drops to her knees and imitates a crawl, those cinnamon-colored eyes locked on mine, I bite my tongue to stifle a groan. She pops back up and lifts herself back onto the pole, moving into a sort of flow of different moves that demonstrate her strength and sexuality.

As the strains of the song slow, Isla gracefully lowers herself back to her feet. She twerks a little with a giggle and a smile spreads across my face.

I clap at her enticing performance. “Well done, starshine.”

“Oh, I’m not finished with you yet.”

I watch curiously as she sashays closer and straddles me on the couch. My hands immediately find the beautiful crease where her thigh meets her hips. Fuck. If only she knew how hard I was just inches away. Nothing but the strip of her bodysuit separates me from the little piece of heaven I’m dying to experience again.

“No touching.” Her small fingers circle my wrists and pry my hands away. I relax and let her guide my limbs until my hands are on the back of my head. “Keep them there.”

“You let me touch you last time.”

Lust flares in her eyes. Her pink tongue swipes across her lips. “I remember.”

With her access unhindered, Isla slides forward until she’s pressing her pussy directly over my cock.

“Fuck,” I grunt, arms twitching above my head, but I keep them there. By the flush on her chest, she’s getting as much out of this as I am and I’m curious to see where this goes.

Her little gasp goes straight to my cock. Her hips roll, running her center over the ridge she can surely feel beneath her.

“Isla,” I warn. My arms lower halfway before she pushes them back without missing a sensuous beat.

“Be a good boy, Aiden.”

A tremble runs through my body. I grip the strands of my hair. “Baby, please let me touch you.”

She leans in so close, the scent of her flowery perfume surrounds me. Our faces nearly touch, her lips an inch away from mine. The heat of her breath fans across my mouth. “Like here?” She closes the gap.

The kiss explodes with passion. I surge upright, my hands leaving my hair to wrap tight around her. She rocks against me, going backward before fighting me for the upper hand. One of my hands slips down to grip her ass, and at her gasp, I taste her. The velvet feeling of her tongue against mine nearly has me coming in my pants. I’m needy and desperate with lust flowing through me, and it’s never been clearer.

I want her. In all the ways a man can have her.

The way she grinds on my lap, I think she wants that too.

“Please,” I pant against her luscious lips, diving back in, not wanting to be long without. I’m so dizzy I want to drown in her. “Let me touch you.”

At her nod I’m pawing at her clothes. My hand dives between us, wedging into the incredibly tight space between her pelvis and mine, and I yank open the snaps. The tension of her bodysuit falls away and the fabric springs up around her hips, exposing her entire lower half.

She’s naked.

Oh my fucking god. Her entire pussy is naked on my lap.

I suck in a sharp breath and with a twist of my wrist, I drill two fingers inside her. I swallow her shrill gasp and moan down her throat. She’s warm and oh, so fucking wet. My thumb strums across her clit, and she convulses in my lap.

The muscles of my lower stomach jerk, hollowing as her fingers dip beneath the hem of my tee shirt. Her slender digits dance across the ridges of muscles, tracing the valleys between them. She slips a finger beneath the waistband of my jeans. I twitch so hard I nearly throw her off like an ornery bull.

“Sensitive, lover?”

“You could say that,” I grunt against her mouth.

The click of the button and slow crawl of the zipper has goosebumps skittering across my skin. “I want to touch you too,” she pants.

I watch myself finger her, focusing on something other than the anticipation of her touch. I haven’t had a hand that wasn’t my own wrapped around my dick in a couple years, and even then the incidents were few and far between.

A few drunken encounters that I thought could go all the way but pulled back. Every fucking time.

But this is different. With her, everything is different. We’re a roller coaster cresting the peak without breaks, about to enter a devastating freefall.

Her hips undulate on my hand, taking me deeper with each forward stroke. I crook them and rub against the front wall, feeling the way she tightens and the liquid pooling in my palm. I relish at the way she trembles from my touch alone.

Cool air hits my cock as she parts my jeans and rolls down the band of my underwear.

“Oh my god, Aiden.”

My gaze shoots to her face, only to find her staring intently at my lap. “What?”

“What do you mean what? You didn’t tell me you were carrying an actual Maglite in your pants.”

A sharp huff of laughter breaks free. “It’s not that big.”

“Your fingers are buried in my pussy right now. Does it feel like you’re going to be able to fit this in there?”

On the next inward glide, I add a third finger. “If you’re worried, I’ll just have to prepare you a bit more.”

Her head falls back and she bites her lip as she rocks on my hand. “That feels so good.”

“I have something that will feel even better.”

“Yes.” Her cinnamon eyes find mine in the waning light. “Please fuck me. Sleeping next to you has been literal torture.”

The bottom falls out of my stomach. This is happening.

Fuck!

Sweat beads on my upper lip, and with one final swipe against her clit, I withdraw my fingers from between her thighs.

“You’re sure?”

Her palms curl around the sides of my neck as she strokes her thumb along the light stubble covering my jaw. “I’ve never been more sure.”

“This isn’t a random fuck for me, starshine.” My heart hammers a staccato rhythm in my chest. If she were to move her palms any lower, she’d feel it thunder beneath her hands.

“It’s not for me either, Aiden.”

I lift my hips as she curls her fingers into the top of my jeans and yanks them beneath my ass. This is going so fast. Oh, god. She wraps her palm around my shaft and strokes me long and firm, the tight grip making me impossibly harder. I should tell her. Before. She deserves a chance to back out before I reach the point of no return. Or come on her hand if she keeps stroking me like that.

Rising on her knees, she positions herself over me. The heat of her dripping cunt radiates against the tip of my dick. A mere inch separates us.

“Isla.” I squeeze her hips and she stops with her lips opening above the crown. For the first time in my life, my dick is touching a wet pussy.

I whimper.

Her gaze snaps to mine, a feral lust present that I feel within my own.

“I’ve never—fuck,” I moan as she sinks down a torturesome inch.

“You might be too big, Aiden.”

“It’ll fit, starshine,” I bite out. “It was made to fit.”

She flattens her palm to the center of my chest.

“Wait.” I grip her wrist and try to tell her again.

“I can’t.” Her lashes flutter. “You feel too good. I’ve been dreaming about this.”

I move so fast my hand is a blur as I catch her chin between my thumb and fingers. “I just need you to know that I’ve never done this before.”

She blinks. “You’re a virgin?”

“Was. Because unless you say stop right now, this is happening. I need to feel you.”

Redness spreads across her chest and she nods. It’s all the confirmation I need to grip her hips and drive home.

A full shudder wracks my body, and my eyes roll back. “Fuck, baby.” My moan is loud, bouncing around the room. I couldn’t hold it back if I tried.

“You feel so good,” Isla pants above me.

“So do you,” I grunt. She’s full of my cock. My balls press against the crease of her ass. Nerves spark to life in places I’ve never experienced before this moment. That I didn’t even know existed. My heart hammers as her tight pussy keeps me warm. I reach behind my head and drag my shirt off by the collar, throwing it to the floor.

“Are you okay? Can I ride you?”

I grit my teeth. “You can move, baby, but I have to warn you, I’m not going to last.” I could come already. My swollen balls draw up tight.

Her white teeth flash in the dim room. “I understand.” The sound of her proud, husky murmur sends a tingle down my spine.

She picks her beautiful ass up and drops it in my lap. I moan again, completely out of control for this woman. Her pace picks up, mimicking my urgency. The sound of skin slapping together fills the room. The symphony a soundtrack I could replay for the rest of my life.

I curl my fingers into the bottom of her bodysuit and drag the light cotton over her head. “Need to taste these,” I growl and take one of her tits into my mouth.

“Oh!” She gasps as I tongue her tight nipple and roll the bead around in my mouth. With a palm flattened on her lower back, I urge her back and forth.

“So close, baby, so close. I’m going to come,” I babble deliriously between playing with her tits. The sensation in my balls is otherworldly, unlike anything I’ve managed to produce with my own hand.

“Please, Aiden,” she whines.

I roll my thumb over her clit. I don’t have time to get her there, but I can bring her to the edge.

“Ah, ah, ah! Fuck!” I shout. A blinding orgasm shrouds me in pleasure. My cock pulses so hard, so deep in her pussy I guarantee she’d get pregnant if she wasn’t already. The spine-tingling sensation makes my eyes water.

Chest heaving, I recline against the back of the loveseat, catching my breath as Isla threads her fingers through my hair. Opening my eyes to half-slits, I find her watching me with her own haze of lust written in her expression.

“Welcome back,” she teases.

Leaning forward, I lick her nipple, pulling the tight tip into my mouth. It’s her turn to grit her teeth and moan.

“You’re a goddess, starshine.”

A layer of goosebumps erupts on her arms.

“That’s it? No love declarations?”

I roll my tongue once more around her nipple before releasing her with a final lick. “I’m not a fifteen-year-old church boy. I’m a thirty-two-year-old man. I can separate love and sex.”

The corner of her mouth tilts up.

I blink, softening my gaze. “Did you want one?”

Her shoulder lifts in a shrug. “No, I suppose not. I wasn’t sure what to expect. I’ve never taken anyone’s virginity before.”

“I hope it exceeded your expectations.”

Heat flares in her eyes. “It did, Aiden.”

“Good. I hope that means you’re willing to take it again.”

“You want to do it again?” The surprise in her tone is like a thorn in my thumb. “When?”

“How about…” I sit up and flip her over so her back is on the couch. I push her legs apart. One rests on the ground. I hook her other ankle on the back of the loveseat. Her bare pussy is red and leaking, begging for my touch. “In about fifteen minutes. After I’m done making you come with my mouth.”
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Isla

Aiden watches me through hooded eyes. Soft and satisfied, his expression is one I’ve never witnessed on his face before. With unhurried movements, his fingers slip between my thighs, and he runs the tip of one along my slit.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he murmurs.

My neck is crooked against the arm of the couch and my chin rests on my chest. I look down at him between the valley of my heaving breasts. Our gazes lock over the modest swell of my stomach. Hot anticipation sweeps through me as he lazily leans forward and runs his tongue over the path his finger traced. My eyes flutter shut and my chin tips back with a moan.

“Eyes on me, starshine.”

Returning my vision to him is a struggle. I’m hanging on the edge. His cock felt amazing inside of me, so stretched and full, that despite the short duration, I nearly reached the peak. His finger on my clit was the perfect addition, and I have no doubt with a little more time Aiden could get me there. It didn’t happen this first time, so now I’m hot and bothered, my pussy aching with the incessant throb begging me to find release.

His baby blues blaze with lust as his tongue circles my clit. I gasp and writhe, thrusting my hips toward his hot mouth. Not needing any more direction, he wraps his lips around the little bead and sucks.

“Yes, Aiden. There,” I pant. I take my nipple in one hand and thread the other through his hair.

“Tell me what you like.” The words vibrate against my clit, sending intense shocks through me.

“Put your finger inside me.”

Aiden follows my lead, adding a second when I ask. “Like this?” His husky words send a tingle down my spine. The warm liquid pool in my abdomen turns molten.

“You already know how to do this part,” I pant.

“What about this?” He dips his head again, adding his tongue into the mix. While his fingers drive steadily into me, he laps around them.

My stomach hollows as he strokes my g-spot. “My clit. Lick my clit.”

He hums his agreement against me, the vibrations only heightening the mix of sensations. With my grip on the back of his head, I hold him on the spot I need him most to come.

“I’m almost there.” A moan rips through me as he doubles his efforts. This man might lack experience, but his eagerness to please is more of a turn-on than any cocky chatter could ever be—especially when most of those talkers lack the moves to back it up.

Aiden doesn’t have to pretend. His honesty and openness is refreshing and sexy. He’s not afraid to fess up to his skills and where he lacks. That just means he could use some practice, and I’m more than willing to let him use my body to figure things out.

“You taste so good,” he grunts between licks. “Like smoke and sugar.”

“Keep going.”

“I want you to come on my tongue, Isla. I want to drink you.”

“Yes,” I pant. I grip him tight and pull him closer.

“Mm,” he breathes. His blue eyes blaze with a fire that mimics what I feel inside. “Are you going to come, beautiful?

“Yes, yes, yes.”

“You’re squeezing the fuck out of my fingers.”

“Don’t stop.” My thighs twitch around his ears. My foot on the floor lifts, and I wrap my knee around his shoulder. I arch and writhe, pressing as close as I can to where he works me over.

He doesn’t quit. I fight to keep my eyes on his as pleasure rips through me. His tongue circles my clit before he sucks and his fingers thrust in the perfect rhythm. I explode around them, coming apart beneath him. My breasts quiver with uneven breaths as I scream his name into the quiet.

Aiden slows but doesn’t stop. He works me over the edge with gentling motions until his fingers cease moving and his tongue draws light and lazy over my swollen skin.

“Can I kiss you?”

Words stick in my throat. I nod.

His grin is satisfied as he slowly unlatches my knee from his shoulder and slips it around his waist instead. He watches me as he kicks his way out of his jeans.

The ascent is slow. Measured. He stops every few inches to worship my body with kisses. He finds the newly acquired stretch marks mixed in with the old ones on the underside of my stomach and hips. His tongue licks along the worst of them. He dips into my belly button, drawing from me a breathy gasp. His lips against my stomach with the knowledge I’m growing a baby inside of me gives me butterflies. It’s an experience I never expected to have with this pregnancy, and he’s providing it so freely.

He bypasses my breasts. Instead, he kisses up my sternum. Each press of his lips is punctuated with a smile against my skin. Aiden radiates pure happiness. His stubble scrapes the underside of my jaw as he kisses up my neck, finally finding my lips.

He takes them sweetly, that crease forming between his eyebrows as he kisses me deep.

When he pulls away, he’s smiling again. He looks at his watch, then flashes me the face. It’s nearly eight at night. “Fifteen minutes. Am I good or what?”

I comb my fingers contentedly through the back of his hair, scraping my nails along his scalp. He closes his eyes and groans as a shudder wracks his body. His shoulders roll forward, and he drops his forehead to my chest. The warm weight is grounding. Like it’s meant to be there.

“You’re definitely good. Better than good,” I murmur.

He picks his head up. “Ready for me again?”

I nod eagerly. “Yes.”

We kiss again, this time slow and lazy as he fits himself between my thighs. His tan muscles are a sharp contrast to my pale softness. I reach between us. My fingers don’t quite touch as I circle his shaft and stroke him. He groans into my mouth.

“Everything you do feels so fucking good,” he murmurs between kisses.

“Just wait until I get you in my mouth.”

“Fuck,” he grunts, his body tensing above mine. “Later. I need to be inside you now.”

He engulfs my hand in his where it’s wrapped around his cock. Together, we guide him to my pussy. The blunt head splits me open. I’m so wet he slips in easily, and he sinks down an inch.

“Hang on.” He closes his eyes and grits his teeth. “Shit. I don’t know how this feels even better than the first time.”

“It’s okay, Aiden. We have plenty of time to practice.”

“No.” His blue eyes shimmer with determination. “I’ve got it.”

As if proving a point, he thrusts, sinking deeper.

“God, you fill me so good,” I babble as he stretches me. He doesn’t stop until he’s fully sheathed and our hips are flush. I can feel his cock throb. “I could stay here just like this.”

“Yeah,” he echoes. His eyes find mine and he threads our fingers together, planting them above my head. “Tell me what to do, Isla. Teach me what you like.”

His words are empowering. Sobering. Nobody’s ever asked me what I wanted before. Not like this. Not so earnestly. So perfectly.

“Start slow. Move your hips. Mm. Just like that.” I curl my free hand up beneath his arm to grip his shoulder from the back. Aiden starts to build a steady rhythm. “Good. We already did this once, but if this was the first time of the night, this helps to, mm, rev things up.”

“You’re gushing all over my cock, starshine.” His tone is a satisfied grunt.

“Because it feels good.”

“What else?”

“M-my clit,” I moan. “Your thumb. Like you did before. Gentle.”

“Like this?” He rolls the pad over the sensitive zone.

I jolt at the arousing touch. “Yes. Soft and smooth. A little slower. I like an up and down motion with an occasional circle thrown in.”

“Got it, baby. Tell me if it’s too much.”

My head tilts back and my eyes close. “Mm. It’s perfect. When you speed up your thrusts, mm, yes like that.” I heave in a breath. “Your thumb will follow the up down motion. Just make sure you don’t press too hard.”

Some women like it fast, others slow. Some like it hard and others can’t stand barely more than a graze over the hood. I don’t bother telling him what other women may like. He can figure that out if when the time comes. Right now the only person I care about him pleasing is me. Any other woman can fuck all the way off. Aiden’s mine.

My eyes fly open to find him studying my face. His brow creases at my expression. His hand holding mine squeezes my fingers.

For now. He’s mine for now.

Aiden runs his tongue over his bottom lip. “This good?”

“So good.”

He kisses me. Our bodies move together as his confidence grows. Praise falls from my lips. The muscles in his back ripple beneath my palm. “Keep going. Just like that. You’re going to make me come.”

Hot, wet lips trail down my jaw, my neck. He finds a nipple and laves his tongue over the tight tip. A jolt of arousal sizzles straight to my clit. When he drags his teeth over it, a high-pitched whimper falls from my mouth.

“Need you, Isla. Need you to get there with me.”

“I’m going… I’m going to.”

“Now, baby girl. Need you messy on my cock.”

He circles my clit, and a quick up-down strum has me splintering apart, my mind blanking with a white, hazy bliss. My pussy pulses around him, squeezing him, and a second later, I feel him swell.

“Fuck!” With a gritty shout, he shoves deep and comes. The hand in mine squeezes tight, gripping my fingers like a lifeline. His neck strains before his head falls forward onto my chest. The steady pulse of his cock sends me rippling with aftershocks.

Lifting his chin reveals strands of hair sticking to his sweat-dampened forehead. I push them off. He lays an open-mouthed kiss along my breastbone.

“Is it too late for that love declaration? Because that just rocked my world.”

Ruined vocal cords make my laugh husky. “Save it for someone worthy, lover.”

“That was real sex, right?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well if that was practice sex, real sex might just kill me.” He collapses against my chest, keeping just enough weight on his elbows to not crush me or the baby.

“That was real sex, Aiden.” I stroke my fingers through his hair.

There’s nothing fake about what just happened.

That was definitely real.
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Isla

Steam billows out behind me from the bath. Cool air hits my ankles as I step out into the hall with only a towel wrapped tight across my breasts. Not that it matters after what we just finished. I’d prance around naked if the air wasn’t so chilly. I’m afraid my nipples might fall off if I drop this towel.

The door at the end of the hall is ajar, a gold light streaming out from the crack. The smile on my face freezes the second I step over the threshold, and it has nothing to do with how delicious Aiden looks lying in his bed. He has his left arm cocked, the bicep a tight ball and the back of his head resting on his hand in the pillows. The light gray duvet is bunched low on his hips. His adonis belt draws my attention for only a moment before I return my gaze to what’s in his hand.

My mouth dries suddenly because he’s reading one of my baby books. By the amount of pages in each hand, he’s been reading it for a while.

“Hey, how was your bath?” He smiles softly and tosses a bookmark into the crease.

“How long have you been reading that?” I climb onto my knees atop the bed, the knot of the towel secure in my fist.

“A few weeks now.” A blush stains his cheeks.

My mind works over the dates. He must have started reading it right after the secret was out. I lick my lips. “Anything interesting?”

“Probably nothing you don’t already know.”

“I actually haven’t been reading them as much as I should have.”

He lays his right arm flat against the bed. “Come here, starshine.”

I release the towel and wiggle my way beneath the blanket and into his arm. His smile sends warmth through me as he rolls me tight against his torso. My breasts smash against his bare chest, and the swell of my growing baby bump presses against his naked side.

“Did you know you’re not supposed to eat lunch meat without heating it up first?”

I wrinkle my nose. “No. But I don’t like the stuff anyway.”

“Good. It can contain a bacteria that’s dangerous to you and the baby.”

The news sends adrenaline into my system. Suddenly invested, I whisper, “What else?”

“It says here…” He draws his finger across the page and then pauses. “Wait. I just put it together. This is why you drink decaf.”

I sigh wistfully. “Yeah. That’s one rule I knew about, and after a quick internet search, it seemed like it’s best to avoid it all together.”

His blue eyes find mine from the corner of his eyes. “You’re going to be such a good mom,” he murmurs.

My heartrate ticks up. “Why?”

“Because you care. You’re already making sacrifices. I can only imagine how attentive you’ll be once the baby is here.”

I slip my hand beneath the duvet and settle it on my bump. “I’m just trying to do my best. We already have some odds stacked against us.”

“How so?”

“I’m not exactly wealthy. And I’m a stripper. I can only imagine what the other preschool moms will think.”

“Babe.” Aiden smiles. “You’re just proving my point.”

“I see nothing wrong with my concerns.”

“You’re about five years too early to be thinking about preschool moms.”

“Well maybe the nurses at the hospital will judge me.”

“Whitney will take care of them.” His soft, kind smile deflates my apprehension some.

“What if the baby doesn’t like having me as a mom?” My lower lip wobbles. “What if I embarrass them?”

Aiden grips my chin in his index finger and thumb. His gaze is serious. “Impossible.”

I study his lips, the thought of kissing him filling me with so much warmth that I lean forward and do just that. The feel of his tender kiss erases some of my irrational fears.

“What was that for?” he murmurs, eyes still closed.

“You’re being too nice.”

“I could be nicer, if that’s what it gets me.” One half of his lips tip up.

I scoot my pillow closer and lie back down with my head on his shoulder. “No, no. This is nice enough.”

Our attention returns to the book in Aiden’s hands. He flips the page.

“Have you felt any kicks yet? It says here by nineteen weeks you might be able to, but some women mistake them for gas.”

“How do you know I’m nineteen weeks?”

He taps his temple. “Math, starshine. I’ve been keeping count.”

I’m struck speechless by how attentive he is. It takes a moment for me to formulate a response. “I haven’t yet. At least none that I recognized as movement.”

“Week nineteen. Your baby is about the size of an heirloom tomato.” Aiden flips the book upside down on his torso and holds his hands in the air with his thumbs and index fingers forming a large circle. “About this big.”

“I sure feel like I’ve grown a lot more than that over the last five months.”

“You’re creating a new life. Your baby needs room to grow.”

“They sure do.”

Aiden crooks his elbow and tucks his left arm back behind his head. “Have you scheduled your twenty-week ultrasound?”

“It’s next Wednesday. I’ll have my visit with the doctor after.”

“Good. Are you going to find out the gender?”

“I think so. I need to know what clothes to stock up on.”

“What’s wrong with gender neutral?”

I frown. “It’s not the colors, Aiden. It’s about style. I need to know if I’m buying dresses and bows or tee shirts with little trucks on them. My baby will rock brown, green, and yellow.”

“I don’t doubt it. They’re going to rock brown, green, and yellow all over the place.” He makes a face. It takes me a minute to catch on that he’s joking about diapers, and I laugh so hard I snort.

“Ugh,” I groan, covering my eyes. “I’m not ready for that.”

Aiden turns his head on the pillow and laughs lightly. “It won’t be so bad.”

“How would you know?”

“You think I haven’t changed a few dirty diapers in my time? When Ollie was a baby, I bent his legs back to wipe his butt and he fired mustard-yellow poop across the wall like a little BB gun.”

His story makes me snort again.

“So you’re saying I can call you when I need an extra pair of hands?”

His eyes seem to flash. “Keep me on speed dial, starshine.”

Aiden tucks his bookmark back into the book and rolls over to place it on his bedside table. Just like when we were staying in my house, the two of us have been sleeping together in his bed. This is just the first night he’s left the book out after he’s read it. Seeing it on his side, clearly more than a piece of decoration, sends my stomach swooping with emotion.

The click of the lamp plunges us into darkness. Aiden’s skin against mine is warm and thrilling. I splay my palm on his chest. His heart thunders beneath my hand.

“Are you nervous?” The darkness requires a soft murmur.

Aiden quietly hums a laugh. “This is another first.”

“Because we’re naked?”

“I’ve never slept with anyone. Not in my bed. Not naked. Not just sleeping. Only with you.” The raspy confession lingers after he’s finished.

A thrill races through me. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“How did you stay a virgin for so long?”

“Well, starshine.” He rolls into me and kisses me long and sweet. “I didn’t find anyone worthy of having sex with.”

My heart enters into a free-fall. “I mean, I know the mechanics, Aiden. I’m asking why.”

He kisses the tip of my nose and falls back onto his back. “I know. It’s not exactly warm pillow talk material.”

“I don’t need every conversation sanitized. I’m capable of listening to some raw truths.”

“Do you have some raw truths?”

I prop myself up on an elbow in my pillow. “I haven’t spoken to my parents since I moved out after high school, but a part of me still wants to name this baby after my dad if it’s a boy.”

His thumb skates across my cheekbone in the dark. “That’s a pretty raw truth.”

“Your turn.”

“From the ages of zero to nine, I grew up with loving parents. Not only did they love me, but it was obvious even to my childish eyes how much they loved each other. I remember that last summer my dad and I were building a deck. I mean, I was denting the wood every time I missed a nail, but you get the picture. He let me help.”

His chest rises and sinks with a slow, deep breath. “My mom was hanging freshly washed sheets on the line. Dad, god was he ever a goner, he looked over at my mom and just stared. I remember he stared for a long time so I asked him, “Dad, how do I get a wife someday?” And he said, “You wait, Aiden. I want you to wait for the one who makes you feel like you’re invincible. Because if you do it right, you’ll only have to find her once.”

Aiden clears his throat. “I didn’t know what the hell he meant at that age, and I don’t know why he said it, but I looked up to him so I took those words to heart. Two months later they were both killed in a car accident on their way home from dinner.”

Sorrow tightens my throat. “I’m so sorry.”

Aiden speaks his raw truths into the darkness. “I was sent to live with my dad’s brother. And for about a month, I thought it would be okay. He seemed nice. At least, he pretended to be.”

I find his forearm atop the duvet and grab his wrist. “You don’t have to tell me anything else.”

He flips our hands and laces his fingers firm with mine. The tight grip holds me to him like a lifeline. The pillow rustles as he turns his face to mine in the dark. “I want to,” he rasps.

I wrap my arm around his waist, anchoring him to me as he continues.

“He was a drunk. Spent nearly every night at the bar and more often than not, he brought home a woman. The house was small and in poor condition, so I could hear them through the walls. Sometimes they’d still be there in the morning and the way he’d look at them was so unlike any expression I ever saw on my father’s face. I was confused.”

His swallow is loud in the silence.

“For three years, I endured the scraps of food and the worn-out clothes. I later learned he used my parents’ estate to support his drinking problem while I went without. One morning, I walked out on my way to school and found him hurting one of the women he brought home. And I snapped. Got right in the middle of it and while she was able to crawl away, I took the brunt of his attack.”

“Aiden,” I gasp, covering my mouth too slow to dampen the sound.

“I never went back. Skipped school that day and started walking. By the time Nancy found me, I could hardly see, my eyes were so swollen. As I grew up, and hormones kicked in, I tried. Believe me, I tried to have a normal experience but I was always held back by the fear that I didn’t want to grow up to be just like him. I wanted to be like my dad.”

“You are nothing like that man. I hope you know that.”

“I do now.” He squeezes my hand. “I built it up into such a big thing in my head that the few times I tried, I couldn’t even get hard. After a while, I stopped trying.”

Emotion clogs my throat as I think of the broken little boy who grew up and just wanted what his parents had, but was too afraid to find it.

“But not with you.” He kisses my knuckles. “You broke the spell.”
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Aiden

“Come on. I don’t need to take your money.”

Corjan slips back onto his stool after handing Ruben his credit card at The Rocks. He picks up his beer with a smirk. “You’re about to be inundated with diapers and baby clothes. Take the help where you can get it. Trust me.”

The accompanying guilt has me picking up my own drink. The rusty brown liquid sloshes slightly against the sides of the beer stein.

“How’s she been doing?”

At mention of Isla, I pick up a spare coaster to fiddle with. “She’s good. Hanging in there, all things considered.”

Corjan’s stare feels heavy. I’ve been trying to spend more time around my family, but the anticipation of what they’re going to say has me on edge. The comments and questions have shifted from how I’m holding up to how am I doing with becoming a dad. As well-meaning as they are, at times the concern is a bit suffocating.

Isla is the breath of fresh air I’ve been craving and dragging her into my lungs each day is the sweetest addiction. I don’t know how I’m going to move on once this is all over.

“How are you?” There it is. The question he’s held onto for the first twenty minutes of our visit.

I level him with an even stare. “I’m good too.”

His brow cocks. “I would have expected something more than good with all the happy news you’ve had to share lately.”

I sense the underlying tone. “Do you have something to say, Corjan?”

“No.” He straightens on his stool and downs a mouthful of beer. “I’m happy for you. I can see that she’s good for you.”

“Wow.” The sarcastic bite falls from between gritted teeth. “Anything else?”

He shakes his head and grins. “Nope. That’s it.”

“Good.” I study the bottles behind the bar and sip my beer.

“What?”

Words tumble through my head like marbles rolling through an empty space. Too many. The wrong ones. I finally settle on something honest. “I get that I’m the youngest here, but I know what I’m doing.”

“I know,” he says earnestly. “I do know that. You’ve changed, is all. And I can’t say that it’s been bad.”

“It seems like you’re all just waiting for me to fail.”

“We’re just trying to figure out where this new version of you lands. From where I’m standing, you’re doing all right for yourself.”

“Why don’t I remember you doing this with anybody else?”

“We did.” He wipes the condensation, clinging to his hand from his glass, on his jeans. “The difference is none of them were recovering from a bullet wound.”

It’s all emotional damage from where I’m standing.

“Where was I?”

“Where you always were. Aloof. Hanging around. Just living your life.”

He isn’t wrong. Up until the incident, I did my own thing. Sure, a phone call would drag me back home to help at the Sanctuary or do a favor for Mom, but otherwise I marched to my own tune and all that.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been around much.”

“You’ve been around just as much as we needed you to be.”

It’s funny how everything can change in an instant. One minute you’re moving through life, making jokes without a care, and the next, it feels like the weight of the world is crushing you without a lifeline in sight.

Until Isla came along. She’s my lifeline.

“Hey, Powells!” Silas’s greeting booms through the bar.

“Here comes trouble,” Ruben says as he stops to top off Corjan’s glass.

“I didn’t get to congratulate you at Sunset. We have a new father in our midst.” Silas claps my shoulder, sending me forward half a foot. My beer comes dangerously close to spilling over the rim and all over my hand.

“How’s Spencer by the way?” I set my drink down before it becomes a casualty of Silas’s playful mood.

He hooks his thumbs into his police vest. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him yet.”

“What do you mean you haven’t seen him?”

Silas runs his hand over the back of his head. “Ah. It’s been a little strained. I’m trying to give him time, but Sutton is on him like a K9. Doesn’t know when to back off.”

A brief smile splits my face at the similarities to my own situation.

“How’s the auction planning going?” I ask, scooping a handful of warm, salty popcorn from the dish on the bar.

“I don’t know a whole lot about that. Ask him.” Silas nods at Corjan.

I turn a sheepish look on my brother. “How’s it going?”

“We have some pretty steep donations. I think it’s going to be a huge success. We could use you for the adoption portion of it that day. Lee and I decided that we’ll donate 100% of the profits from the dogs to Spencer. We got a new pregnant momma on the last transport. We should have a litter of Catahoulas that’ll be about nine weeks old then if all goes well with her.”

“I’ll be there.” I flick a kernel in his direction.

“Didn’t doubt you wouldn’t be.”

“I’m sure Isla would want to come too.”

“She could donate a lap dance to the highest bidder.” Silas waggles his eyebrows.

I scowl, shove back my stool, and push up the sleeves of my Henley. “You take that fancy vest off and say that again.”

Silas holds his palms out toward me. The shit-eating grin on his face remains. “I get it. She’s off limits.”

“You keep her name out of your mouth and don’t speak of her dancing again.”

“Even if it’s in regard to the serial killer?”

Corjan groans and drops his head back between his shoulders. “Dammit, Silas. You always say the dumbest shit. One of these days, you’re going to get knocked the fuck out. Almost did it myself,” he grumbles.

“What can I say? I’m a ladies’ man.”

“More like a fucking playboy,” I growl. “What do you know about the serial killer?”

“Nothing since the last time I talked to you.”

I rest my foot on the rung of Corjan’s chair. “Another woman’s been murdered since the last time I talked to you.”

His eyebrows almost disappear beneath his long hair. “How do you know that?”

I glance quickly between Silas and Corjan. “Because Isla knew her.”

“Shit,” Silas says.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Corjan adds.

“So spill. You have any leads at all? A description? A motive?”

The stool to my left screeches loudly as Silas pulls it out. He straddles the top, and sits, resting his sole on the bottom rung. “I told you, there’s nothing. Either this guy knows how to evade cameras or he disables them. The girl fit the profile of the others. Single, young, blonde, and a stripper. You said Isla knew her?”

“Yeah. Old coworker but she moved on from Eve’s around the same time Isla did.”

Silas scratches his chin. “I should talk to her. See if there’s anyone from her old club that she thinks could be capable of this sort of thing. I’m not investigating of course, since it’s outside my jurisdiction, but it wouldn’t hurt to chat and see if anything comes up.”

“I can ask if she’d be up for it.”

“You should ask her if she’s ever seen this before. This isn’t supposed to be public.” He yanks out his notepad and pen from his breast pocket.

The image is a short line ending with an X.

“Is that an arrow?” Corjan asks. “Or maybe like X marks the spot?”

“It’s the only mark he leaves on them. He’s been carving it into their thumbs.”

“You mentioned this before.” I lift a shoulder in a shrug. “It could just be a calling card.”

Silas tears the sheet from his notebook and hands it to me. “I know I did, but she might have a different idea.”

“It looks like a magic wand.” Corjan furrows his brow and squints at the drawing.

“What, you think he’s pretending to be a fucking wizard?” Silas jests.

Corjan doesn’t stop staring at the drawing. “It has five points, like a star.”

A star.

Stella.

Star.

My mind works over the possibility. No. It’s too far out there. “I don’t think so. Why would it be so big on one side if he was going for a star?” I immediately dismiss the notion.

Corjan shrugs. “I’m just trying to help.”

Silas flips his notebook a few pages and jots something down. “It’s not bad. You might be right, Aiden. It might be just his way of leaving his mark on the victims. Something personal to him.”

“Let’s hope it’s nothing more sinister.” I swipe my beer from the bar.

Silas’s radio crackles to life, spitting out a familiar sounding street address.

“Looks like duty calls.” He kicks his stool back beneath the bar.

“What was that?” I half rise as if I’m about to follow him out the door. And if I heard what I think I did, I’m about to do just that.

“Break-in. Cloverleaf Lane.” Silas mutters something into his radio.

“Fucking hell. That’s what I thought you said.”

“Whoa, hold up, Powell. I can’t take you for a citizen’s ride. You haven’t passed a background check.”

“I’m not going with you, Silas. I’m following you.”

“Why?” Corjan stands, ready to run out the door with me.

“Because that’s where Isla lives.”

“Ah, shit. Ruben!” Corjan calls, I assume to close the tab, but I’m already out the door. Hot on Silas’s heels.

“You’re going to get me in trouble, Powell.”

“You afraid of your big brother?” I yank my phone from my pocket and hit Isla’s name from the call list.

“No. I’m afraid of yours though.”

Lee is someone to fear when his family is in trouble. He’s been looking out for me since he was twenty and I was twelve. “Shut up and drive, Silas.” I hit the red button when her voicemail picks up.

“I can’t order you to stay behind, can I?”

Me:


Where are you?




My headlights flash when I hit the fob. “Nope.” My phone clatters onto the dash where I toss it. “See you there.” The slam of my door suppresses his response.

Halfway to Isla’s house, my phone vibrates on the dash. A quick glance slows my heart back to normal levels.

Isla:


I’m on my way to my ultrasound appointment.




Fucking hell. That’s today? Of all the days for something to go sideways. I step on the gas. I need to get there before someone tries to get in touch with her. I’m not going to let this ruin what should be one of the most exciting milestones of her pregnancy.

Six cruisers line the street in front of Isla’s fourplex. Silas screeches to a stop behind me, his red and blue lights still flashing overhead.

“I should cuff you,” he snarls as we meet on the sidewalk.

“Go ahead. After I get to my girlfriend’s ultrasound appointment.”

“Shit. Is it soon?”

I don’t fucking know, but I pretend like I do. It struck me on the way over that my family and friends will find it odd I’m not there with her, and they’ll be doubly pissed when they find out I missed it to spend time in a bar.

“Soon as I can get out of here.”

“We can handle this.”

“I need to know what happened so I can give it to her gently once her scan is over. If anyone calls her before that, you’re going to have me to deal with.”

Silas nods, the usually laidback cop turning solemn at my tone.

“Got it. Let’s go.”

I follow him along the concrete walkway and up her rickety wooden steps. I need to refinish these for her. It’ll be dangerous to carry the baby up and down them, and the railing could use a tightening too.

Two officers stand in Isla’s living room. From my place in the entry, the room looks untouched. I breathe a sigh of relief that this room isn’t trashed. Hopefully the rest of the place is in similar shape. Her older neighbor—June, Jill, Julia?—gives a tearful statement to one officer while the other snaps photos.

“Hot boyfriend!” she cries, pushing Silas out of the way and plowing into my chest.

“Oh, okay. Hi.” I awkwardly pat her back as her shoulders shake with her sobs. Her graying tendrils tease the edge of my mouth. I grimace. An old wooden spoon is clutched tight in her fist, and every few seconds it hits me in the back of the head. “What happened here?”

“Who are you?” barks the cop closest to me. Officer Nelson if I remember correctly. I’ve seen him around town over the years, but we’ve never spoken.

“He’s the boyfriend.”

His brows jut inward sharply. “Hers?” he jabs his pen incredulously at the old women clinging to me, currently feeling up my biceps.

“No. I’m with the woman who lives in this unit.”

“I wish,” Isla’s neighbor murmurs.

I ease her back into her own space. She dries her eyes on the bottom of a stained apron. The edges are checkered red, frilly in the style of a maid’s outfit. The black front has white lettering that says, Don’t kiss the cook…. Bend me over!

I snap my gaze back to her face.

“Oh it’s those damn kids. I called about them in the alley last week but by the time a cruiser got out here, they were gone.”

“Did you see them?” The officer asks, jotting down more notes.

“I saw two of them. Medium build, muscley. They had on black ski masks. They must have been casing the place. She’s been gone so much, you know, spending time with hot boyfriend here. They must have noticed her house has been empty.”

“Maybe, but they hit a couple on this road.”

“How many?” I ask.

“Four total. Some worse than others.”

“What’s the damage here?”

Officer Nelson slips back through his notepad. “Kitchen drawers open. Bedroom took the worst of it. The mattress is flipped. Drawers ransacked. Closet torn apart. I’d guess kids looking for money or valuables to pawn. You want to walk through and see what’s missing?”

“I wouldn’t know what valuables she keeps hidden. I’ll have to bring her by.”

“Let’s do that.”

“It’s going to have to wait. I actually have to take off.”

A heavy hand falls on my shoulder. A glance back reveals Silas behind me. “Go ahead. Let me know when you’re finished.”

Thank god for good friends. My stomach feels heavy after the shit I was giving him earlier. “Will do. I’ll give her the news too, yeah? She’ll take it better coming from me.”

“The honor is all yours.” Silas steps back to give me room to leave the house. Before I’m out the door, Isla’s neighbor has already cozied up to him. Despite the eventful afternoon, I find myself leaving with a smile.
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Isla

Me:


How many dogs live at your dog rescue?




Aiden:


Currently Jude has fifteen. We have twelve more that are looking for their forever homes




Me:


I should get a dog




Aiden:


You can get a dog any day you want, starshine




Me:


Can we go this weekend?




Aiden:


typing




Aiden:


typing




Aiden:


typing




Aiden:


Of course




The device feels heavy in my hand. My leg bounces at an unnatural speed. I run my thumb over the screen, trying to come up with another question.

This clinic waiting room feels suffocating. They’ve turned off the air for summer and with all the windows shut tight, it’s hot and uncomfortable. My skirt sticks to my thighs against the chair, surely to leave a visible crease when I stand. Despite the falling temps, I still like wearing the flowy fabric. The stretchy waistbands are perfect for accommodating my growing baby bump and the occasional breeze between my legs keeps me cool. Nobody warned me pregnancy is this hot.

I cross one ankle over the other and sigh. I should have asked Aiden to be here. I thought about it this morning but my stubbornness won out. Even though we’ve told his entire family that he’s the dad, he is, in fact, not the father. When he signed on for this fake dating thing, he had no idea there was a third wheel hanging around. One that’s nearly impossible to ignore.

He's managed with ease, of course. He’s Aiden Powell. That carefree, easygoing man I remembered. His family might think they need to keep an eye on him, but I’ve been in his presence often over the last six weeks, and I don’t see the cause for concern.

That might be because I find the little bit of melancholy extremely attractive. The recent plunge into a sexual relationship isn’t helping the cause.

I tighten my thighs. Shit. Not now.

But sitting here alone, seeing the women with their partners whispering excitedly about what’s to come, I miss him. His presence is a grounding force I could use during this anticipation.

I still haven’t felt the baby move, and I’m terrified that the minute that wand touches my stomach, they’re going to deliver horrible news. News I don’t know how I’d endure alone.

I just wish I had his hand to hold. His warmth. His touch. His scent. His whispered words of reassurance.

But like I told myself this morning, I have to do this alone.

The door across from the receptionist opens, the slow click and whirr of the automatic function making it feel like forever passes before a woman in maroon scrubs steps into the room.

“Isla Fitzgerald?”

A lump swells in my throat. Slinging my purse strap over my head, I hesitantly approach. “Hi.”

“Looks like you’re here for a twenty-week anatomy scan?” She smiles kindly and gestures me through the door.

“I am.” The shake in my voice stops me from saying more.

“Right this way. We’re down the hall and on the right.”

The doors whirr shut behind us. Several steps away a sudden loud thud has me turning around. A hand attached to a tan arm wedges between the doors, pulling them open a crack enough for the rest of the person to slip through. My breath leaves me in a whoosh, relief rippling through me.

Aiden’s here.

“Sorry I’m late,” he rumbles. Catching up to my frozen state, he slips his fingers through mine. Those blue eyes blaze with an unveiled message. “Almost missed it.”

“Is this the dad?” the tech interrupts, her tone both surprised and suspicious.

I plaster on a too-bright smile. “Yep, this is him. I thought he had to work.”

“Surprise.” Aiden murmurs against my shoulder. The kiss he presses there has heat flowing through me that has nothing to do with the pregnancy hormones and everything to do with hormones of a different kind.

Like a gray cloud after a rainy day, my earlier apprehension melts into the background.

We’re led into a dim room with a bed in the middle beside the ultrasound machine. A white sheet covers the top and a folded blanket sits near the foot.

“Isla, you can lie down. Daddy, feel free to take a seat or you can stand beside her, whichever you prefer.”

At the word daddy, Aiden’s fingers contract around mine, almost involuntarily. “Where do you want me?”

I lick my lips. “Standing. Please.”

“I’m just going to tuck this towel into the band of your skirt to protect it, and if you could roll your shirt up above your stomach, yes like that.” The tech issues instructions and gets straight to work. The goo she squirts on my stomach is warm, yet I shiver. She picks up the wand, and I twist my neck the other direction.

“I’m scared,” I whisper urgently to Aiden. My heart feels like it’s going to pump straight out of my chest. His eyes meet mine, those beautiful blue irises shimmering in the dark. I can’t help but stare and some of my distress eases.

“Hold my hand, starshine.” His grip tightens around mine. “Don’t let go.”

“Will you watch?”

“I’ll tell you when to look.”

I squeeze my eyes shut. Strong fingers slip through my hair, combing through the strands. The rhythmic tug is soothing to my nerves.

“Ready?” the tech asks.

“Go ahead,” Aiden instructs. Unwavering attention follows the tech moving the wand to my skin. The second I feel the cool instrument touch, he reverts his gaze back to the screen.

“Whoa,” he says quietly. “That’s so cool.”

“What is it?” I whisper urgently.

Keeping his hands where they are—one on my head and the other gripping mine—he crouches at my side.

“I can see the baby.” His voice is filled with awe. “It actually looks like a baby.”

“Is it… is it moving?”

In the bright glow of the machine, I can easily see the glisten in his eyes. He sniffs and clears his throat. “Take a look for yourself, starshine.”

The gentle prod is all I need for confirmation. Aiden wouldn’t tell me to look if it wasn’t safe for me to do so. The trust I feel for him in this moment is immense and all-consuming. I just catch him brush a brief knuckle under his eye before I turn my head in the other direction.

At the image of my baby on the screen, my breath catches.

“Here’s baby’s fingers.” The tech moves the wand and a full hand comes into view. “All ten fingers and toes.”

The machine clicks and beeps at my side, but I’m no longer paying attention to her. I’m enthralled at my sweet baby rolling and waving on the screen.

“Did it just hiccup?” I ask excitedly as the image gives a little bounce.

“It did,” she confirms. “And this here is the baby’s heart.”

A hole in the middle of the chest flickers on the screen. The tech turns some dials, and then a galloping, whooshing sound fills the room. I’ve heard it once before at my fourteen-week ultrasound, but it feels louder now. Stronger somehow. Even more real than before.

“Nice strong heartbeat,” the tech announces.

I grip Aiden’s hand impossibly tighter. “Did you hear that? Our baby has a strong heartbeat.”

“I did,” his voice is gruff. And it hits me then. I said our baby. I’m acting, I tell myself. It’s for the technician’s benefit. Deep down inside, I know with how blurry the line has become, it’s a lie.

“Do you want to know the gender?” The moment is broken by her question. More goo is added to my skin, and she spreads it around with the wand.

“Yes. Please.”

“Let’s see if this little one cooperates.”

I crush Aiden’s fingers in a bruising grip. Part of me is attempting to cover my blunder. Really, I’m just excited to find out what I’m having.

“There.” The wand stops moving and she points at the screen. “These are the legs and right here in the middle—”

“That’s a boy,” Aiden murmurs.

I turn to face him, my smile stretching my cheeks high. “It’s a boy.”

He leans down and presses his lips to mine. “It’s a boy,” he repeats against my mouth. Sliding my hand into his hair, I pull him back down. Emotion explodes from me and tears leak from the corners of my eyes. They land in my hair and drip down the curve of my nose, falling onto Aiden’s lips.

“Baby…” he hums. “Happy?”

“More than I could have ever imagined.”

That’s all I need to say. Our audience is oblivious to our arrangement, but I know Aiden captures the gist of my words. I expected to do this alone, and fake or not, I’m fortunate to have him here.

His thumb brushes the wet trail from my skin. “He’s going to be the luckiest boy in the world.”

I hope so. And I’m starting to think maybe I won’t have to do this by myself. There might be a chance for us after all.
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Aiden

Isla holds the roll of black and white pictures in one hand and my palm in the other. Our grip is tight, maybe a little bit with disbelief as we walk out of the clinic together. The sun shines down from a cloudless October sky. Halloween is this weekend. Before we know it, November will be here, and the holidays will follow. I feel like her due date will be here before we know it.

And what that brings along the way? I’m tired of the uncertainty.

We haven’t exactly broached the topic since we started sleeping together, but after today, this is definitely starting to feel more real. She called the baby ours. I wasn’t going to correct her, not with the way it made me feel inside. The way my chest tightened and released like my body was trying to tell me something. That I liked it. That hearing her call him mine doesn’t fill me with fear, but the opposite.

It fills me with hope.

“What are your plans for the rest of the day?”

We stop walking beside her car. Mine is a few spots over. “I was going to figure out how I wanted to share the news with Juniper. I also need to swing by my place to swap out my dance outfits for this weekend.”

At the mention of her place, I rock back on my heels, the earlier events of today knocking the wind from my chest. I fight to keep my face neutral. “Um. There was a break-in at your place today. A couple of kids, nothing more.” I rush to stymie her fears. I hate the immediate look of alarm. I want to snap my fingers and erase it.

Her light brown eyes widen. “What?”

“I was out to lunch with Corjan and Silas was there when he got the call. I recognized your address. I already went with them to check it out. It looks like petty theft. They want you to come back to document anything that’s missing but your neighbor said it was some kids she’s seen hanging around recently.”

She snaps from fearful to outraged. “Oh my god. Julie. Is she all right?”

“She’s fine, starshine. By the time I got there, she was still wielding her wooden spoon and cozying up to the officers.”

Isla’s shoulders relax from her ears. She holds her free arm tight around her growing stomach. “What the hell, Aiden?”

“What?”

Waiting for her gaze to meet mine again feels like an eternity. Eventually, she gives me those gorgeous toffee eyes. “Are we sure this was just kids?”

I cup her shoulders, fighting the urge to drag her tight to my chest. “They hit four houses on your block. That, and Julie’s statement, makes it the most likely scenario.”

She gives a hesitant nod.

“Hey. I know what you’re thinking. If anything, this tells us we’re doing the right thing trying to keep you safe. We’ll just have to keep up this ruse a little longer.”

“This was your plan all along, wasn’t it?” The corner of her mouth lifts, easing my tension some. “I think you have an ulterior motive here.”

“No,” I gasp, clutching a hand over my heart. “This is all for you, starshine.”

“Mhm. I think you wanted me to fake date you so you could trick me into falling in love.”

I snag her wrist hanging limp at her side and yank her into my torso. Her cute little bump sits between us. “Is it working?” I murmur in her ear.

She rises onto her tiptoes and kisses me softly on the cheek. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
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Silas got tied up with work, but he sent Officer Nelson back to Isla’s to assist us with a walk-through and statement. Besides a few pieces of cheap jewelry, Isla doesn’t seem to be missing anything. Her house was the least ransacked of the four. The fact that she doesn’t own many possessions, and the ones she does own are baby-related and stored in a closet, might have something to do with it.

Still. The worry on her face reveals she’s shaken and I’m even more grateful we moved her to my place last week, where she’s safe behind an alarm panel and I can keep an eye on her.

I wait by my car with my arms crossed over my chest. The move is vaguely familiar to that very first night when she was scared to be alone. With a small smile, I watch her chat with her neighbor, Julie, and ascertain she’s comfortable being alone.

This girl is so strong. So brave. My chest warms when I think about all the good things wrapped up in Isla. All the good things she’s brought to my life over the last couple of months. Without even trying she singlehandedly helped pull me out from a hovering dark cloud I thought I’d be under forever.

The thought sparks an idea. One that causes my palms to sweat and my returning confidence to deflate just a little.

With a wave to Julie, she departs her front porch. My heartbeat seems to match her steps closing the distance between us.

“Is she good?” Knowing we have an audience, I draw Isla into my arms. Knowing I want her there regardless, I pull her tighter than necessary.

She tilts her chin and the sun catches in the light brown of her eyes. “She’s insulted I even asked her that question. Says the detective gave her his personal cell number to call if there’s any trouble.”

“Pretty sure he didn’t mean for her to use that in lieu of 9-1-1.”

The chorus of her laugh is soothing. “Do you think she listened when I told her that?”

“I doubt it.”

“You’d be correct. Poor Officer Nelson is going to regret giving her his number when she calls him later because she’s lonely.”

I grimace. “Should I warn him?”

“Nah. She’s harmless.”

“It’ll make for an interesting bar story later.”

“You’d be right about that.” Isla smiles warmly, with an infectious happiness I can’t help but return. “What should we do now?”

“I thought maybe we could take a trip to the Sanctuary if you’re up for it.”

“Are you kidding? We can go right now?”

I lift my shoulder in a shrug. “Why not? We both have the rest of the day off. I see no reason to wait until the weekend.”

The press of her lips against my cheek almost convinces me I’m doing the right thing.

Almost.

Because I have to make it through the rest of the evening before I can deliver that final judgement.

“I’ve always wanted to come here.” Isla breaths against the passenger window twenty minutes later.

“You’ve never been?”

“No. By the time Juniper started working here, I was getting ready to move. I never made the trip out. Didn’t have a reason to seeing as I couldn’t take a dog with me.”

“It’s not really the type of place people show up to unless you’re family or make an appointment. We usually hold adoption events in town. We’re having one in a couple weeks to raise some money for Spencer Stone.”

“Do you need any help?”

I glance over at her from the corner of my eye. “I’d love to have you there,” I say, reverting my gaze to the gravel road.

A silver gate up ahead blocks the rest of the long driveway. I hop out to key in the code in order to get moving again. Isla’s excitement in the passenger seat is palpable. Her energy invades the small cab, chasing away my insecurities some.

Her carefree attitude reminds me how I used to feel. Where I hope to get back to. I wish I could harness her positivity to imbue myself during some of those darker days.

Though they’re becoming less and less the more she’s around.

“Here’s my home away from home.”

“There they are!” she squeals and points to the excited dogs pacing around on the front porch.

“That’s Jude’s pack.”

“Those are all his dogs?”

I shift the car into park and kill the ignition. “They are. Those are the ones deemed unadoptable for one reason or another. They’re pretty special. He’s had to rehab most of them and grew pretty attached.”

She turns to me, tears shimmering in her eyes. “That’s so sad.”

“They don’t think so. He, and now Frankie, take really good care of them.” My tone softens.

“I’m just sad they started out in poor conditions.”

“Us Powells understand a thing or two about that.”

“And look at you all thriving now.”

The compliment slips into my heart for safekeeping. “Come on. They’re eager to meet you.”

We hop out. My shoulders tense as I step onto the familiar grounds. I haven’t been here in months. In some ways, nothing has changed. It’s like I’m here dropping off another stray or helping to process some intakes. But in other ways, I don’t even feel like the same person. That version of me doesn’t exist any longer.

As I take Isla’s hand and lead her up to the porch, I hope she can’t feel the sweat in my palms.

The enthusiastic yips and barks greet us on the front steps. The porch is gated to keep the dogs from running off without supervision. I slip the black latch through the hole, and guide Isla in front of me into the group of dogs.

“Down, down.” The gentle reprimand falls on stubborn ears. I block Isla’s belly with my arm. “You good?”

“This is heaven.” Her face flushes with excitement. “I’m okay. They aren’t jumping hard.”

Toyota puts his front paws on her thighs and licks her arm.

“That’s Toyota.”

“Hey, big boy.” She scratches him between his ears. “Another animal found in a vehicle?”

“Close. Dealership,” I laugh. “We have to get creative. Otherwise every dog would wind up named Bear and Cooper and Luna and Bella.”

“I thought you’d see more Busters and Maxes.”

“Oh we have. This is Ramona.” I pick up the small French bulldog. “Ashe is the big white one. She’s Jude’s favorite. That’s Grizz. Loofah. Saint. Dottie. Willow.” I point at each dog as I name them, faltering at the medium sized pepper colored heeler. “Remy.”

Isla clocks the change in my tone. “He’s beautiful.” She crouches and holds out her hand.

The guy is wary after the events earlier this year. He was with me when the gun went off, but thankfully neither he nor Ashe was harmed. With ears pinned flat, he slinks closer, his eyes never leaving Isla’s outstretched fingers.

The cautious Heeler sniffs her hand, and nudges it with his snout. After a moment, he butts his head underneath in a clear signal for affection.

“I think he likes you.”

She scratches him beneath his chin and he completely melts until his chest touches the ground. “I like him too. Can we take him for a walk?”

My chest tightens with a swiftness that should be alarming. “Of course,” I mumble. “Let me grab a harness.”

I slip inside the building, knowing that I’m walking into Jude’s house without a prior text. As if he were waiting for me, my older brother appears at the gate separating the entrance from the rest of the house.

“Hey.” His arms cross over his chest.

“Just wanted to walk one of the dogs.” I unhook a leash from the wall and pull out a harness. “Frankie around?”

“She’s babysitting for Whitney.” His gaze moves over my head and out the window. “That your girlfriend?”

“Yeah, she wanted to visit.”

“I suspected that was the reason.”

I flip off my ball cap and run my fingers through my hair. Righting it on my head, I twist the bill around to the back. “I’m sorry. I’ve been meaning to come by—”

“Don’t mention it.”

“It’s not right. That I haven’t been here for the two of you, it isn’t right.”

Jude gives me a puzzled expression. “You saved Frankie’s life, and by extension saved mine. The only thing that isn’t right is you not letting us be there for you.”

I nod at my feet. “I know.”

“I’m glad you’re here. I’m glad she’s helping you.”

“She doesn’t even know it.”

Jude’s lips twitch. “That’s what makes it even sweeter.”

I follow his line of sight out the window. Isla’s ass is planted fully on the ground with Remy in her lap. His head is angled across her chest almost like he’s giving her a hug. I look back at my brother, noting the softness in his body language and tone. So different from the man he was just a few short months ago. “Love looks good on you.”

“You too.” His chin lifts. “You keep her waiting much longer, she’s going to ditch you for the dog.”

“I think she’s going to do that regardless.”

“She want one?”

“I think that’s why we’re here.”

Jude smirks. “Good luck with that. Check back in before you run off with one of them.”

“Will do.”

Isla glances up as I approach. The harness and leash swing by my waist. “Look at this guy,” she croons, running her fingers over Remy’s neck. “Isn’t he the sweetest?”

The dog cracks an eye, but otherwise remains content in her lap.

I lift an eyebrow. “Getting attached?”

“It’s impossible not to!”

With slow, careful movements, I fit Remy with the harness and clip the leash on the back. “You take him out, and I’ll lock up so no one else follows.”

“I need some help getting up.” Isla’s bashful smile erases some of the doubt lingering for why we’re here. Getting to see her smile like that makes all my discomfort worth it.

I nudge Remy from her lap and wrap the leash around my hand before offering her both of mine. “Grab on, starshine.” With a tug, I assist her to her feet.

“It was a lot easier getting down there.” As she turns through the gate, I put my hand on her stomach to protect her from bumping into the sharp corner. The door clicks shut behind us. “Where to?”

“Wherever you want.” A slight tremble enters my voice. I pray she can’t hear it as we meander down the path leading to the trees on the edge of the meadow.

“There’s a lot of land out here.”

“The property is huge. We mainly stick to the trails except when we’re checking and fixing fences.”

“Do you come out here often?”

I rub a sweaty palm along the thigh of my jeans. “I haven’t been out this way for a while.”

Remy doesn’t seem to have the same problem that I do. His gait is sure and eager as he tucks his nose close to the dirt and leads us along the trail. My feet falter. My strides become unsteady as the path grows long and narrow.

Without a second thought, I wrap my hand around hers and hang on. “Let’s go this way.” Every cell in my body begs me to turn right around the loop, but I know I need to go left. There’s no better time than right now to walk that trail.

Isla doesn’t question my sudden command. With a twitch of the leash, Remy aims left.

“Is this where…” she trails off. I feel her quizzical stare on my face.

“A little up ahead.”

“And you haven’t been here since?”

Words stick in my throat. I shake my head. Swallow over the unmovable lump. “No.”

“Aiden, you don’t have to do this.” Her fingers tighten around mine. I squeeze back.

“I want to.”

“Will you tell me about it?”

My heart skips a beat. I inhale slowly, releasing the breath into the cool October air. It rises like a puff of smoke before vanishing into the sky.

“Frankie and I were walking dogs that day. We’d been out for hours taking them two at a time, enjoying the exercise and the fresh air. We were on the final two, Ashe and Remy. We took the left at the fork.”

I close my eyes, hearing the rustle in the distance. They pop open and scan the trees before I remember the sound is only a memory.

Isla’s quiet as we walk. My attention heightens the closer we get to that spot. Just ahead. Through the trees. I tense as a shudder runs through my body, sure she can feel it in my hand.

“A few more feet.” I direct us closer, ignoring the way my chest tightens. My next exhale chases the last, coming quicker. Scanning the ground, I look for signs of a struggle. Blood. Casings. Anything. But a summer of rain would have washed away any evidence the police didn’t collect long ago. The reminder only exists in my memory.

The helplessness comes rushing back. So much that I wish I hadn’t left my gun secured in the car. I don’t need it here. Logically I know that to be true. The man is in jail, and the situation was too unique to repeat. That doesn’t stop my mind from conjuring scenarios. From feeling unsafe out here alone with another woman and one of my brother’s dogs.

I protected Frankie out of sheer fucking luck. But what if that luck runs dry when I need it a second time?

Twigs snap between my shoes as I release Isla’s hand and step forward. X marks the spot.

“Here.” The word is forced out on a breath. Wind pushes my hair around my ears, tickling my already heightened nerves. Rolling my shoulders, the collar on my leather jacket blocks some of the cold air teasing my neck.

I can stand here. I can reclaim this part of my life. My second home. Myself.

A little of the tension leaks from my fingertips.

Without looking, I sense her presence beside me. That warmth from just being near. Isla moves into my side, close but not touching. She leaves the gap just small enough that I’ll have to reach out to eliminate the space between us.

I waste no time doing just that.

I stare ahead, between the trees where the man stepped out with the gun, and close my fingers around her palm. The reciprocating squeeze eases a little more of that tension from around my heart.

“He came from there.” I point out the narrow gap between an old birch and a maple. “And I fell right there,” I rasp. The words scrape through my dry throat. My finger draws a straight line to the spot in the grass.

We both look to our left, and I’m glad. Glad she isn’t watching my face anymore because it rises in me like a sudden tide. The desperation to get Frankie and me out of that situation. The moment I knew I was going to sacrifice myself. It all comes rushing back from the box I haphazardly tucked it into the moment I looked around at my family in that hospital room, the grip of it all a suffocating ring around my throat.

How close I was to failure.

“Aiden.”

A few inches, and I would have died.

“Aiden.”

I don’t realize I’ve shut my eyes until Isla touches my face.

“Aiden!”

They snap open, locking onto her worried ones. “I need you.” Palming the back of her head, I bring our lips together. The second we touch, a fire zips through my veins. “Fuck, Isla. I need you.”

She cups my cheeks, pulling back a fraction to mumble against my lips, “You have me.”

Her words alone extinguish the doubt. Quiet the relentless waves battering at my crumbling shell.

“You have me, Aiden.”

In that same spot I nearly lost my life five months ago, I make a new memory. One that’s golden and impenetrable.

Anchoring her with my hand in her hair, I slip the other between us. My fingers splay against her bump. She gasps into my mouth, opening for me to taste her. The strawberry gloss I love and the mint she chewed in the car on the way over. We kiss so long that our warm breath heats our frozen noses and our lips become numb. Until the riotous feeling is chased away by something only Isla gives me.

Peace.

Isla giggles and drops her forehead against my collarbone. She fingers the buttons on my jacket. I rest my chin on her head, holding her close with my arms around her shoulders until our breathing calms.

“Thank you,” I murmur into her hair.

She hums against my neck. “You never have to say thank you.”

She’s wrong. I’d thank her a million times for the calm she brings to my storm if she’d let me. Knowing she won’t, I vow to get creative. Starting now.

“We should probably head back if you’re still interested in finding a dog. There’s more to look at.”

She traces the loose leash with her eyes, stopping on Remy where he sits calmly a foot away. “I think I like this one.”

Remy’s ears flick forward like he can understand English. His front feet tap happily against the dirt.

“Then we better get back so I can convince Jude to give you one of his dogs.”
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Isla

Something thumps against my abdomen. I stretch sleepily, shifting my legs and bumping into something warm behind me. Aiden’s arm tightens around my middle, and he lets out a quiet snore.

There it is again. My eyes pop open. The thump hits my stomach and I realize it’s coming from inside.

“Aiden!” I shake his arm, moving his palm down my stomach. “Aiden, wake up!”

“What’s wrong?” His head pops up behind me, gazing over my shoulder toward the door. “Is it Remy?”

“It’s the baby.” The excitement coursing through me chases away the remnants of sleep. “I think he’s kicking.”

Aiden presses a soft kiss against my bare shoulder, his stubble tickling the sensitive skin. I feel him smile there. “You felt him?”

“I think so. It woke me up.” I move his hand around like it’s a stethoscope chasing a heartbeat. “Can you feel anything?”

Seconds tick by in silence while he feels. “No. I can’t feel anything. But if this is only the first time you’ve felt it, it might still be awhile until I can. He’s still so tiny. He’s only the size of a banana.”

Ignoring him, I push his hand harder against my lower stomach. “Still no?”

“Mm, no. But I love where this is going, starshine. Push me just a little bit lower.” His gritty voice is filled with humor and warmth as he kisses a trail from my shoulder to my neck.

“Like this?” I slide the tips of his fingers into the elastic band of my underwear. His rough callouses send electricity through me. Opening his mouth, his teeth graze the skin at the edge of my jaw.

“That’s good, Isla. I can take it from here.” His hand beneath mine becomes a forearm as he advances further into my underwear. His middle finger runs south along the crease, pressing until he splits me open. “So wet this morning.”

“I’m wet every morning I wake up beside you.”

“I know,” he murmurs huskily in my ear. The warm breath accompanying his words sends a shiver down my spine. “You’re always ready for me to fuck you.”

The pillow cradles my head as I tip back at his confident touch. He sucks my neck, slipping his middle finger inside of me. I clench at the intrusion. At the blissful heat pooling deep in my pelvis.

He gathers some of the wetness and smears it over my clit.

“I love the way your fingers feel, Aiden.” They’re thick and strong. The ministrations skillful and sure.

His knee cocks beside me, and I lose his fingers as he shifts my leg over his, spreading me and holding me open. His chin rests on my shoulder as his gaze pins on the place his fingers disappear again between my thighs. “Like this?” he growls in my ear. The guttural sound sends a tremor racing through my limbs. He drives two fingers deep, curling to touch the spot that makes me pant, and his thumb swipes my clit.

“Yes, there,” I croon, clenching the pillow beneath my head.

“Do you want my cock?

My hips jerk, lifting, pressing back against his lap.

“Say it, Isla,” he orders. The soft cotton of his sleep pants rubs against my bare ass cheek as he drags them down his thighs. “Tell me you want my cock, baby,” he nearly begs, his voice that needy desperation that only turns me on more. He wants the pleasure only I’ve ever given him.

“Be a good boy, Aiden, and give me your cock.”

“Fuck!” he swears harshly, yanking my underwear to the side, baring me to him. “You don’t know what you fucking to do me. You make me crazy, baby.”

I whimper at the loss of his fingers. He smears the wetness on my thigh as he wraps his arm around my leg. Yanking me higher, closer, tighter against him, his tip bobs against my pussy.

“Put me in you, woman.”

Curling my fingers around his shaft, he pulses against my palm. I run his thick tip through my wetness. He growls and gasps as I use him to circle my clit. “Isla,” he grunts.

My eyes fall shut as I repeat the process, dipping him in half an inch before teasing my clit again.

“Isla, fucking hell. Stop teasing me, baby. I’m going to blow in your hand.” His desperation makes me throb. His hips flex against my ass as he thrusts in my hand, reminding me I’m the one with all the control.

He kisses up my leg, begging me between each one. “Please.” Kiss. “I need you.” Kiss.

I take mercy and notch him at my opening.

“Thank you,” he grunts, and in one slow thrust, he sinks home.

We groan together at the intrusion, the steady stretch and glide of his cock against my walls. He pauses once I’m full.

“So perfect. Like you were made for me.”

He steals my breath as he starts to move, the steady rhythm picking up speed. His gaze is fixated on the place we’re joined together as he still holds the gusset of my underwear out of the way.

I lie on my side, one palm planted in the bed for balance, the other clenching into the sheets as pleasure races through my system. Aiden feels so good, so big, the delicious stretch sending a jolt through me with each deep thrust. Twisting my torso so my back lies flat, I reach up and cup his neck. His heated gaze is intense as he finds my eyes.

“Fuck me, Aiden.”

His hips snap in response, and he tucks my leg behind his waist. “Like this?”

“Faster, honey.” My eyes slip closed as his thumb finds my swollen clit.

Aiden growls, leaning over to take my lips. His tongue invades my mouth, and I swallow his groan of satisfaction.

When I lose his lips, he also pulls out.

“Where do you think you’re going?” I sass.

He stacks his pillows in the middle of the bed and slaps them. “Need that ass.” His hands grip my waist and turn me onto my hands and knees, cushioning my belly with the stack. “Want to try something else.”

A thrill shoots through me as he curls his fingers into the elastic of my cheeky panties and drags the satin down my thighs. They wind up on the floor before he’s back, his mouth exploring the newly bared skin.

“You have a fantastic ass, starshine.”

“You’ve seen it before.” I think back to the number of dance outfits he’s seen me in, stubbornly denying how this could be such a novelty.

“Not like this,” he growls, sinking his teeth into the supple cheek. He shifts behind me, and then he’s spreading me. “God, you’re gorgeous.”

His warm breath fans over my dripping pussy followed a second later by his tongue. He licks a sturdy strip from my clit straight through the crease of my ass.

“Aiden!” I squeak, shocked at the zing of pleasure reverberating in my clit from the unexpected move. I rock forward against the pillows.

“Hold still, baby. I’m having breakfast.”

I groan loudly as he repeats the motion, swirling his tongue around the unexplored area. My fingers grip wildly at the sheets as he eats and eats and eats. The wet sound of his tongue fills the room.

“Oh my god.” I bury my face in the pillows as a red flush races up my neck.

“You gonna come?”

“Yes.” I whimper and rock back into his face. The earlier shyness vanished, only to be replaced by unhindered pleasure. My muscles shake with the tension gripping them as he hurtles me toward an earthshattering orgasm. “Don’t stop. Just like that. Keep going. I’m—I’m coming.”

He sinks two fingers inside of me just as I splinter apart. A spasm grips my core, squeezing him in pulsing shocks, and I scream his name into the pillow.

With a final kiss on my ass cheek, Aiden slips his fingers free and replaces them with his cock.

“You’re still twitching, baby.”

“I think I’m coming again,” I mumble deliriously into the pillow. I’m wrung out, my limbs limp from the pleasure.

“You feel good from this angle too.”

“You’re really deep.”

A cell phone rings from somewhere in the room, the sound unnatural to our sex-filled bubble.

“That me or you?” Aiden grinds out.

“Think that’s you, lover.”

Aiden’s fingertips dig into my plush hips, gripping me tight as he plows into me from behind. “They’ll call back.”

One of his hands skates along my spine to the nape of my neck. His fingers dance there, kneading into the overworked muscles before tracing back down the path they came.

When the phone starts ringing again, Aiden swears. “Dammit.” He slaps his cell from the nightstand without missing a beat.

“Hello?”

“Aiden!” I squeak as his dick slides deep. He swivels his hips against my ass, brushing against a spot inside that makes my muscles quiver.

“Really? Right now?” he grunts, resuming a leisurely glide. Shoving my hand between my body and the pillows, I strum the pad of my middle finger over my clit.

Aiden hides his grunt with a cough as I tighten around him. “Yeah. An hour? That sounds good.”

I rock back against him, chasing another orgasm. He shudders behind me, and his voice is unnaturally tight as he says, “Everyone’s okay though?”

The question stalls my movement.

Before I receive any verbal confirmation, Aiden chucks the phone onto the bed. Snaking his arm beneath mine, he gently grips my throat and yanks me upright onto my knees. His mouth hits my ear, low and urgent. “Bounce on my cock, baby. Help me finish.”

“Everything okay?”

His other hand dips between my legs and rubs my clit.

“Whitney’s having her baby. Jack says we’ve got an hour or so, and we’ve got to take care of Remy. But before we do that, I need to come, and I need you to come again.”

“I might not have another one in me.” The moan he rips from my throat belies the statement.

“I’m going to have a hell of a lot of fun trying.”

My thighs burn in the new position, spread wide with my calves outside of his. I play with my nipples as he surges into me, using the motion I showed him I liked on my clit. In two minutes flat, he proves me to be a liar as he rips another orgasm from me.

“That’s it, Isla, squeeze me. Fuck, you’re incredible.”

“Fill me, Aiden, please.” I tip my chin and kiss the stubble on the underside of his jaw. My hand curls around and cups his other cheek before sliding into his hair. “Come in my pussy.”

My words set him off and he comes with a guttural groan. The feeling of him throbbing sends mini shockwaves through my system.

“This feels like it should be illegal,” he pants, twisting my chin to kiss me sweetly. The contrast to the dirty things we just did is comical.

“Not behind closed doors, it isn’t. Now if you take me out in the street, we might get arrested.”

Aiden flips us, taking me carefully to my back in the bed. “We are never, ever testing that theory.”

My smile wavers. I hide it by kissing him.

He thinks we won’t test it because he’s possessive.

But I wonder if we’ll be together long enough for it to even matter.
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An hour later, we’re walking hand in hand into the Fairview Valley Hospital maternity ward. It strikes me as I step foot off the elevator that in a few short months, I’ll be in this same exact place delivering my baby. There won’t be a waiting room full of eager family members and friends waiting patiently to meet the new little one.

More than likely, I’ll be totally alone.

That’s not right. I’ll have Juniper. My eyes meet hers across the room where she sits with Lee on one side and her brother Lincoln on the other. And maybe she’ll bring along one of the other girls. Surely, Whitney will be too busy with her kids, and so will Bree. Frankie might not want to support me after she learns that this entire relationship with Aiden was a ruse. Those two seem to have a special bond. Same with Cortney, being that she’s Aiden’s actual sister. I can count Nancy out. The reminder of the mess we made when Aiden claimed my baby as his hits hard. This family that has been nothing but kind to me over the last couple months is going to feel so blindsided and betrayed by the truth.

Aiden tugs my hand, my faltered steps holding back his advance. The fake smile I plaster on feels brittle. “Sorry, I got lost daydreaming.”

He scans my face, and I clock the moment he notices my mouth. He lingers there for a beat before returning to my eyes. “You good?”

“All good here, lover.” I bump my elbow against his. We appear to be the last to arrive, and our little private discussion is creating a spectacle.

Reaching the group sends a swirl of nausea in my gut. One of the first times this entire pregnancy.

“You guys made it,” Lee says, rising from his chair to give Aiden a brief clap on the back.

“Any news?” Aiden asks.

“Jack popped out about fifteen minutes ago to tell us she was starting to push,” Nancy replies, also moving in to give Aiden a hug. He doesn’t let go of my hand as he wraps his free arm around his mom.

“I don’t know what that means.” Aiden laughs as he pulls back. The smile is bright and genuine.

“Could be anywhere from now until a couple of hours,” Bree pipes in from where she’s snuggled into Corjan’s side. She waves a Kindle in the air. “I brought entertainment just in case it’s the latter.”

“Me too.” Juniper grins and waves her own Kindle. “We’re buddy reading.”

“What’s that?” I ask, allowing myself to get pulled into the conversation. I unlink my fingers from Aiden’s and move a step away.

“It means we’re reading the same book at the same time so that we can stop and discuss all the juicy parts,” Juniper replies.

“Cortney’s supposed to be reading with us, but she isn’t here yet. We have an unofficial book club.” Bree adds.

“That sounds like fun. I want to join this book club.” The ache between my thighs from this morning makes itself known as I sit in the hard chair beside Bree. I rub my hand over my bump. “I’m sure I’ll have plenty of time to read in the coming months.”

Juniper shifts in her chair. “It’s called Headed for Home, by Harloe Rae. He’s an ex-baseball pro who now owns a bar in an adorable small town and one day bumps into the woman he hasn’t been able to stop thinking about since they kissed in middle school and now he’s determined to make her fall in love with him. And she raises horses!”

“It’s so hot.” Bree fans herself with her Kindle while rolling her eyes.

“Like super spicy.” A blush lights up Juniper’s cheeks.

“Ugh, gross.” Lincoln moves across the room away from the romance talk.

“Teenagers.” Juniper rolls her eyes. “It’s really good. We’re only a few chapters in but I just swoon every time Drake opens his mouth.”

“Okay, I’m sold. I’m going to download it now.”

Bree whips out her phone. “Then we can add you to our book club group chat. Be aware, you’re going to get bombed with inappropriate excerpts and R-rated GIFs.”

I pat my stomach. “I’m not exactly a virgin.”

Aiden snorts behind me, prompting me to cough in my shoulder to hide a smirk.

Juniper screws up her face. “I don’t think we missed that one, babe.”

“How are you feeling?” Bree asks after she adds me to the group chat and tucks her phone back into her purse at her hip.

“Things have been progressing really well, actually. I was spared in the first trimester, and I’ve been enjoying the return of my energy these last few weeks.”

Bree brushes her hair chin-length hair behind her ear. “You’re totally glowing.”

“Do you know what you’re having?” Frankie joins the conversation, having been listening from where she’s perched on Jude’s lap on the other side of Corjan.

“Oh, um. I don’t think I should say. This is Jack and Whitney’s day.” Nerves flare to life. “I don’t want to steal their thunder.”

“Oh, please.” Juniper rolls her eyes. “We don’t subscribe to that bullshit around here. There’s enough sky for the entire damn storm.”

A hand on my shoulder startles me until Aiden’s spicy, citrusy scent hits my nose. He squeezes reassuringly. “She just had her scan yesterday.”

“Isla!” Juniper leans forward and gives me an accusatory glare. “You promised no more secrets.”

“I was just trying to find a cute way to tell you! I didn’t get a chance before we got the call this morning.”

Juniper purses her lips and leans back against Lee’s shoulder. “Okay, that’s acceptable, but now you have to spill. Do I get another niece or nephew?”

Suddenly the center of attention, my heart skips a beat. I wet my lips. Aiden drops into the chair beside me and takes my hand. “Tell them what we’re having, starshine,” he murmurs in my ear.

I search his gaze, but all I find is a strong contentment urging me to do as he asked.

“We’re having a boy.” The words are loud enough to be heard around the room, but I can’t take my eyes off of Aiden. For the first time since this silly arrangement began, I admit to myself that I wish the words were true. I wish Aiden was this baby’s dad.

How pathetic does that make me? Falling for this man while I’m pregnant with someone else’s baby? He can’t know. He’ll think I’m trying to trap him, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. The truth is I’m falling hard, and I don’t know how to stop the freefall.

A desperation surges in me so strongly that I wrap my palm around his neck and tug him to my lips. I kiss him with an urgency like the sand timer’s been flipped, and one by one, I’m watching the tiny grains counting down.

“Sorry,” I mutter, pulling away.

Aiden thumbs away a smudge in my strawberry lip gloss, eyes soft. “Never say sorry for kissing me.”

“All right, move over, Aiden. I need to hug my best friend.” Juniper bounces on the balls of her feet. Aiden kisses my cheek once more before releasing me with his palms held outward.

“I can’t help it if she finds me irresistible.” He smirks. Nobody laughs. The silence in the room is so profound I could hear a pin drop.

Quietly, from the corner, Jude says quietly, “There he is. Happy for you, Aiden.”

“Thank you.” Aiden’s voice is gruff. I want to see his face, but before I can get a good read on how Jude’s words affected him, Juniper yanks me up from my chair.

“I’m so excited for you!” she squeals in my ear. My arms tighten, gripping her like a sudden lifeline I didn’t know I needed until right this second.

“Thank you.”

“Is the baby here?”

We break apart at the newcomer. Cortney stands at the edge of our little group, her face serious as she studies her family members.

“Not yet.” Aiden engulfs her in a hug, spinning her once.

Her face breaks out into a brief smile before she smacks his shoulders. “Put me down!”

Aiden lowers her back to her feet but keeps his arm tight around her upper back. “Isla just announced that she’s having a boy.” His eyes meet mine, but I find them unreadable.

“Oh my god, congratulations!” I’m swept up into another tight hug. “I can’t believe I’m going to get two new babies to love on.”

My heart clenches so hard I nearly grab my chest. I find Aiden over her shoulder, his attention on the two of us.

Tell them, I mouth.

He tucks his hands into his front pockets and shakes his head no.

I open my mouth, my mind working on the right words to put the truth out in the open, when the door to the maternity ward opens.

“We have a baby!” Jack announces, his face split in a radiant smile.

Everyone stands and shuffles closer to the beaming Powell brother. Jude reaches him first, clapping his twin’s shoulder in anticipation of the news.

“Whitney is doing great. She’s getting cleaned up and having a rest before she tries nursing. Once she’s ready, we’d love for you all to meet our little boy, Soren Jude Powell.”

“Fucking hell, man,” Jude croaks and yanks his brother into a crushing hug.

“Damn,” Aiden says quietly at my side, his hand finding mine. His voice is thick when he says, “That’s nice.”

“That’s such a sweet gesture.” I squeeze his hand.

“You don’t know the half of it. They had a rough childhood, and the way Jack tells it, he wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for Jude protecting him. Hell of a way to honor his brother.”

I rest my head on Aiden’s shoulder, blinking back the sting of tears. Once the twins pull apart, everyone takes turns congratulating the new father. I even get swept into yet another unexpected hug.

Everyone resumes their seats, chatting excitedly until an hour later when Whitney’s ready for company. By the time Aiden and I get our turn in the small room, I’m about falling asleep on my feet.

“We’ll be quick,” Aiden announces as he leads me into the small room. Whitney is glowing where she sits in the hospital bed with a tiny bundle of blankets in her arms. Her cheeks are slightly pink, and her hair is a cute mess of waves.

“Congratulations!” I lean over the bedrail and squeeze her shoulder affectionately. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m good. Third time and all.” She waves her hand. “A breeze.”

“She’s a pro.” Jack kisses her on the forehead, his eyes radiating so much love I feel like I should look away.

“I might have to call you for some pointers.” I’m only half joking. Even though Aiden and I have been reading the baby book together, I feel like it’s only giving me half-truths. There’s no way the book is accurate in spelling out exactly how much birthing a baby is going to hurt.

Jack scoops up his son from Whitney and carefully hands him off to Aiden. “And I’ll be calling you,” Aiden jokes at Jack.

“My phone is always on, you know that.”

I peer over Aiden’s arm at the little baby. A blue hat covers Soren’s forehead, but his little brown eyebrows are visible beneath the band. His lashes are a mixture of blond and brown. His little pink lips are pursed in a puckered frown.

“He’s so beautiful, you guys.” My voice is filled with awe. I’ve never been around a newborn baby before, and I’m struck by how tiny he is. How fragile.

As if sensing the direction of my thoughts, Aiden holds him out. “Want to hold him?”

I slip my purse strap off my shoulder, letting it fall to the floor. Aiden places the baby in the crook of my arm. “Oh my god, he’s so light.”

“He won’t stay that way by long. When you need to bounce him around all hours the of the night trying to get him to fall asleep, he’ll start to feel like he’s fifty pounds.”

“Which one?” Aiden asks, referring to her two older kids.

“Bennett.” Jack smirks, and I sense an underlying story there.

Soren stirs in my arms, prompting me to hand him back to his mom. We exchange a round of goodbyes, and leave them to finish with their visitors and get some much-needed rest.
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Aiden

Friday night I’m in my usual seat, front and center at XO’s, with a cold beer in my hand. I flip through the latest texts on the family thread featuring a series of photos from Jack. Whitney and Soren were released from the hospital yesterday afternoon, and the proud new father is keeping us well supplied with all Soren’s firsts as they settle in at home.

I pause on the photo of Lucy and Bennett holding their new brother. My chest tightens at the little trio. Bennett beaming proudly at the camera while Lucy looks a little less enthused at being outnumbered. I have no doubt that she’ll rock her role as big sister to these two boys. After she has some time to adjust, of course.

The still-buzzing phone goes in my pocket as Isla’s set ticks closer. The room is at capacity tonight. With Halloween coming, the girls are dressed in costume. Apparently this has attracted a larger crowd. The increase in attendance has my awareness on high alert. I find myself scanning every face—twice—committing as many as I can to memory.

Could the man in the front to my right, with the light brown hair combed to the side, a wiry mustache, and square glasses be a person of interest? Or what about the stout man, mid-thirties, standing in the left corner with his eyes pinned on the stage? Any one of these fuckers could have dangerous intentions, and I have no way of knowing that information.

Our relationship has become more complicated, muddied in a way I didn’t expect. I might have started with good intentions, of wanting to help someone I cared for, but now it feels like I’m protecting someone who’s solely mine to protect. The stakes are higher than ever before.

Sutton and Silas have said the detectives are no closer to finding this guy than they were after the last murder. They try to reassure me. That he’ll slip up eventually. But what if that eventuality is when Isla’s the one in his crosshairs? I’m no longer willing to leave her alone long enough to take that chance.

She hasn’t brought up our arrangement in a while, but even if she asked me to let her go, I’m not sure I could. Not with this guy still out there. We weaved a tangled web, our friends and family caught up in our lies, and I’m not sure I even want to dismantle it anymore.

Not sure if I ever did.

I clock Lucien near the side of the stage, his gaze on the act rather than the crowd. Typical. This guy is as dirty as they come.

The stage lights dim before brightening again as Isla begins her act. At over twenty weeks along, she’s no longer able to execute the tricks she used to—both for safety and strength reasons. I trust she knows her body enough to know what it can and can’t do.

The audience most likely won’t even notice her change in routine. She uses that pole like a prop, twisting and grinding. She can still pull herself up into several moves, but the days of inverting are on hold for now.

After one pole set, she lowers herself to the floor. As she leans back and grinds against the pole on her knees, I notice the presence of her baby bump for the first time during her dance. The round protrusion is slightly more pronounced on top of her overall voluptuous figure.

God, she’s so fucking sexy.

I love her size. I love everything about her. Her confidence. The way she carries herself. I’ve never met a woman who captured me so quickly. So thoroughly before even speaking a single word beyond polite exchanges the few times I saw her with Juniper.

I’m gone for her in a way I never thought was possible for me.

In a way I never want to be for anybody else.

Now that I’ve had her, made her come, heard her whimper and beg just for me?

That’s it. I’m done for. Game over.

But how do I tell her that in a way that doesn’t sound like I’m just some guy who fell for the woman who took my virginity? How do I tell her that I fell for her over pancakes and sleeping next to her in bed and when she laughed at my bare ass and practice kissing that was never really practice but the real thing all along?

Just as the last track ends, a loud bang sounds from the back of the room. Isla immediately freezes on stage, her eyes fixated on a point I can’t see in the darkened room. I’m on my feet, moving to the front of the stage as Lucien crosses my path in the direction of the sound.

“Go!” I shout at her, needing her somewhere safe. My heart pounds as she meets my eyes and nods before scampering off behind the curtain.

I cut left and move down the hall to the dressing room door. I raise my hand to knock, but before my knuckles connect, the wood swings open to reveal Isla’s scared face on the other side.

The tremble of her lower lip tears my heart to shreds.

“I’m done,” she announces, grabbing my wrist and dragging me into the forbidden room. “I’m so done.”

She’s burrowed into my chest in half a second, and I kick the door shut behind us. If anyone in the room objects to my presence, they keep it to themselves and go about their business. Some of them fully going about their business sans clothing.

“You’re okay,” I murmur reassuringly, rocking her side to side. Her fingers clench the sides of my jacket, pulling the fabric taut around my shoulders. At my words, a shudder runs through her body before she finally relaxes.

“I’m okay,” she repeats quietly.

“What did you see?”

“I couldn’t really see anything.” She pulls back and gazes up at me, so much trust in her eyes it physically hurts. “But I’m finished. I can’t do any more shifts. I’m quitting tonight.”

I know financially that’s going to hurt. Even three more days would put at least another thousand dollars in her pocket that she’s walking away from.

“Go get dressed. We can tell your boss and get out of here.”

She rises on her tiptoes to reach my cheek then scampers across the room. As I watch her go, I can’t help but wonder what’s in store for us if she doesn’t need me looking out for her anymore.

That conversation I’ve been avoiding looks like it’s going to happen much sooner. Instead of having days to figure out what I want to say, it’s now come down to a matter of hours.

Once she’s out of her costume and back into her regular sweats and baggy sweatshirt, her hair piled high on her head, we leave the room.

I relieve her of the duffel bag on her shoulder. “Good thing you’re quitting. Your roots are in need of a touch-up.”

“I don’t know, the brown is growing on me. I might keep the color.” She twists a loose strand around her index finger.

“Just say the word and your personal stylist is at your service. Or we can visit the salon.”

She squeezes my hand. “I think I prefer your treatment. I’m curious what other services you might provide.”

My cock twitches in my jeans. Her ability to compartmentalize the events around us astounds me as I struggle to let go of the anger over how this night is ending.

Her boss appears from a door up ahead, a radio in one hand. He stops as he sees us.

“What happened?” I ask him.

“Drunk fell off his chair. That’s all, my Stella.” He says sweetly, addressing Isla instead of me. “You’re safe.”

Isla jabs a finger into his chest and unleashes a string of fire. “I’d feel a hell of a lot safer if Lucien spent his time on the floor watching the drunks instead of watching my ass!”

Manny nods, his brow furrowed at what I assume is an unusual outburst from her. “I’ll talk with him.”

If I didn’t know her as well as I do, I’d miss the fight she has on her composure. She might be putting up a strong front, but she’s rattled. Rightly so.

“It doesn’t matter,” she says.

Manny cocks his head. “Of course it matters.”

“I quit, Manny. I know it’s only three more shifts, but I can’t do it anymore.”

His gaze drops to our entwined hand at our sides. “I assume I can’t persuade you to change your mind.”

She raises her chin a fraction. “No, nothing you say can change my mind.”

“Then you can pick up your last check on Sunday.”

“Thank you.” Tension leaks from her body at his easy acceptance. Isla turns to resume our way to the exit.

“Oh, and Stella?” Manny calls.

“Yes?”

“If you decide to dance again, do give me a call. You are a crowd favorite.”

I don’t miss the way her hand caresses her stomach. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

The radio in Manny’s hand crackles, and with a distracted wave, he turns the corner and disappears.

“Should we go?” I ask as we linger in the hall.

Isla tilts her chin, a smile playing on her lips. “Yeah. Let’s go home.”

Home.

I could get used to her saying that.
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The alarm panel beeps as I unlock the door. Holding it open, I sweep my arm out. “After you.”

Isla steps over the threshold, spinning to grab my forearm in both her small hands and drags me inside.

“What—” The duffel bag falls to the floor.

She pushes my back against the door, and fits her mouth to mine. I groan, my chest vibrating with the rumble beneath her palms. She drags the zipper of my jacket down and peels the material from my shoulders.

“Mm, baby.” My words are cut off as she attacks me again. “The panel,” I gasp, before retaking her mouth. We fight for the upper hand. I fit my palm flat against the small of her back and spin us against the other wall.

“Key it in,” she breathes before resuming the kiss. “Hurry.”

I nip her bottom lip, then move my attention to her neck. My teeth graze the sensitive skin between her ear and her shoulder as I watch myself key in the code. The alarm beeps three times to let me know it’s armed.

“Got it,” I growl, diving back into the heated kiss. I grip her pony with one hand, and with the other, I press our lower halves flush. My erection grinds against her stomach, hard and ready for whatever she has planned.

“Good,” she pants.

Nimble fingers find my belt buckle. The metal clanks loudly, joining our uneven breaths. Cool air brushes against my lower stomach as she parts the denim and shoves the material down my hips.

“Holy...” I groan, the speed of things catching me off guard. Before I can get my bearings, gravity takes my boxer briefs and jeans to my ankles.

Isla finds her knees a second later.

She wraps a sturdy fist around my cock, pumping me from root to tip. My hips jerk forward. A second later, her hot mouth engulfs the crown.

“Fuck, starshine, your mouth feels incredible.”

I tip my chin skyward, the back of my head hitting the wall behind me with a thud. The pain doesn’t register, lost in the pleasure of Isla’s tongue running up and down my cock.

She works me over, her hand and her mouth dueling sensations. My fingertips press into the wall for support. For a moment, my eyes close as I drown in the absolute pleasure she wrings from my body.

She traces a thick vein running along my shaft with her tongue. As her mouth slips lower, she jacks my cock. The heat of her warm breath fans across my balls. She flattens her tongue, licking a broad stripe across them before sucking one into her mouth.

“You feel so good, oh my god, baby, you’re going to make me come.”

She practically mewls from her position on the floor. My eyes pop open at the sound, finding her beautiful gaze staring trustingly at me. With her eyes locked on mine, she licks her way back to the tip before sucking me down her throat. Despite my size, she takes all of me.

“Jesus,” I gasp, threading my fingers through the hair on the sides of her head, messing up her ponytail. Molten pleasure curls at the base of my spine as she expertly brings me close. “You like this cock?”

Isla moans, the vibrations reverberating down my shaft. “Mhm.”

“Fuck. You like sucking my cock? You want it down your throat?”

She pulls off with a wet sound, and wipes off her chin. “I want you to fuck it.”

“You want me to fuck your throat?” I practically growl, tightening my fingers in her hair.

“Please, Aiden. Make me choke.”

“My dirty girl,” I croon. “Open wide so I can fuck that pretty mouth.”

Opening and tilting her chin, she guides me back inside. Her tongue lies flat, stimulating the underside with every sharp thrust. The buildup is minimal. She already has me so close that I could blow in a few strokes, but I hang on to give my girl exactly what she wants.

The first few thrusts are choppy as I adjust to the new sensation. She keeps her gaze on mine as I slip deeper, feeling her muscles contract around my cock. I grip her tight. Hold her head in place and use her like she wants. Like she begged for.

“You’re so beautiful like this. Love the way your lips look around my cock,” I praise, swiping the hair off her forehead. “You take me so well, baby. I’m almost there.”

I drag her off, giving her a breath of air. I trace her swollen lips with my tip. “Where do you want me to come?”

“My mouth,” she pants, licking her lips.

“You want to swallow?”

“Every drop.”

I rub my thumb along the curve of her flushed cheek. “You’re a dream come true.”

Her amber eyes soften at the praise.

“Pull your tits out for me, baby. I want to watch them bounce.”

We part only long enough for her to drag her sweatshirt over her head. While she does, I yank my long-sleeved Henley off and toss it to the floor. She reaches out and with a fingertip, traces the grooves of my abs. My muscles contract beneath her featherlight touch.

I jack myself twice, then plunge back inside her willing mouth, groaning as her lips close. The force of me taking her mouth sends her tits rippling with every thrust. The tight, red nipples begging for my touch. I reach down and catch one between my middle and index finger, pinching the sides as I rub the tip with my thumb.

She whimpers around my shaft, and grinds her hips downward, her own neediness making itself known.

One, two, three more thrusts, my orgasm explodes, and I come with a shout down her throat.

She rolls her tongue around me, cleaning me as she slowly pulls off. Her tits heave with her breath, but the satisfied smile on her face lets me know she loved every second.

I drop to the floor beside her, kicking off my shoes and pants.

“Come here.” Hooking her behind her head, I crawl over, taking Isla to her back and kissing her. I drop my forehead to hers. “You’re incredible,” I murmur.

“You’re pretty great yourself.”

“Oh yeah?”

Her palms cup my cheeks. “Definitely.” She shifts beneath me, her hips rising from the floor.

Pressing my thigh between her legs, I grin against her cheek. “Need me to take care of that needy pussy?”

“Would you mind? It’s sort of your fault she’s all worked up.”

I suck the flimsy skin of her earlobe into my mouth. “It would be my pleasure.”
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Isla

Little kids in costumes are everywhere. Aiden and I step out of his car at the Powell Sanctuary’s annual Halloween trunk-or-treat event. The dusk is rapidly turning to dark, but thankfully this parking lot is well lit in a golden glow. About twenty cars are parked with their trunks open, offering prepackaged goodie bags and candy to the little ones.

I shiver in the falling temps and pull my white beanie lower over my ears.

“You two look adorable!” Juniper bounces over, the tails of her red flannel shirt flowing behind her. She waves a thick chopper glove at Aiden.

“Thanks. We felt it fit the theme.” I roll my hand over my belly. I cut a hole in my sweatshirt for the round bump and painted it to look like a ball. Aiden’s dressed in ears and face paint to look like a dog.

“It’s my favorite night of the year,” he says, popping open his trunk.

“What are you two?” I ask Juniper.

She grins. “I’m Paul Bunyan. And Lee is Babe the Blue Ox.” Jeans, boots, suspenders, and a beanie complete the look of the legendary lumberjack.

I burst into laughter as Lee lumbers into view, his entire face blue and a pair of blue horns on his head.

“You look like a Smurf,” I snort.

“Or a Teletubby.” Aiden laughs.

“It’s for the kids,” Lee grumbles, tossing his arm around Juniper’s shoulders and kissing her on the side of the head.

“You’re going to get your blue on me,” she whines.

“That’s not the only thing I’m going to get on you.” This time his kiss lands on her mouth.

“Lee Powell, there are children here,” Juniper hisses, smiling against his lips.

“Yeah, like your own niece and nephew.” Jack and crew join the group with Jude and Frankie following.

“No baby Soren?” I don’t see Whitney in the bunch.

“Too soon. They’re getting some much-needed rest at home with the porch light off.” Jack passes out orange pumpkin buckets to Lucy and Bennett.

“Show me your costumes.” Aiden crouches down to get a better look.

Bennett flaps the fabric attached to his arms and scrunches his little face. “I’m a bat.”

“And I’m a witch.” Lucy steps forward, her cape billowing behind her, and waves a wand in her hand.

“Very cool.” Aiden holds out his knuckles for the kids to bump.

“I go with Fankie to get candy now?” Bennett asks. Lucy scoops up her brother’s hand as they both look eagerly to Jack.

“You can go with Frankie when she says she’s ready.” Jack tries to be stern, but it falls short.

“Come on, you two. Let’s get some candy.” Frankie holds out her hands and takes one on each side. Together, they march across the parking lot to the first car with Jude lumbering behind.

“He’s not one for handing out candy, is he?” I ask.

Aiden snorts. “This is Jude’s version of being social. We take what we can get out of him.”

“Frankie’s helped to bring him out of his shell,” Jack smiles after his surly twin.

“What’d you bring?” Lee peers into our dark trunk.

Aiden digs out a goodie bag. “Popcorn, ring pops, and glow sticks.”

“Nice. We have cotton candy bags to hand out.”

I turn to Juniper. “Who’s handing them out if you’re over here?”

She snaps her suspenders. “Lincoln. He stopped by to check it out before he and Ollie headed over to a Halloween party. I gave him thirty extra minutes on his curfew if he’d watch our trunk until you arrived.”

“Are they dressed up?”

“God no. But I bet they’re hoping all the girls at the party are.” She rolls her eyes.

“What about you?” Aiden asks Jack.

“Full sized pops and chocolate bars.” He grins.

“Man, these kids are spoiled. I remember racing around this neighborhood together for single pieces of candy.” Lee tucks his arm around Juniper and pulls her back into his chest.

I hand a ring pop to Juniper. “I remember when Mrs. Watson handed out apples and oranges because her son was our dentist.”

“That wasn’t as bad as our old math teacher. Mr. Johnson would hand out pencils and notepads.” She slips the cherry candy on her pinky finger.

My fake shiver turns real when Aiden runs his knuckles down the back of my arm. I lean into his touch.

We’re interrupted by our first group of the night. A mom wrangles three toddlers dressed in flower costumes. They hold their red buckets and stare at us expectantly.

“Say trick-or-treat!” she encourages her brood.

“Candy!” The little daisy points at Aiden’s hand.

“Sorry, they’re new to this,” the mom laughs, and I can tell she’s already overwhelmed with the night.

“Don’t even worry about it.” I drop one bag into each bucket. “Cutest little flower garden I’ve ever seen.”

The mom smiles and continues on her way. The others return to their own vehicles as the evening officially gets underway. Half an hour in, and I’m feeling the effects of standing in one place on a chilly evening. It’s not as brutal as some Halloweens I’ve experienced, but it’s still pretty damn cold.

“Come here.” At a lull in the visitors, Aiden pulls off his black sweatshirt and tugs it over my head.

“Now nobody can see my ball,” I pout. He holds up the front for me to tuck my arms into the too-long sleeves, and I immediately sink into the warmth. The smell of citrus and spice invades my nose, drowning me in the comfort of Aiden’s scent.

“You can show me your ball later.” He kisses the tip of my nose.

“Only if you show me yours.”

“Deal.” His husky murmur gives me butterflies. Or maybe that’s the baby moving around.

For the next hour we hand out baggies to kids dressed as superheroes and princesses, and every trademarked movie character in existence. The mix of homemade and store-bought costumes is fun to experience. My thoughts turn to my own baby and the future. About Halloweens to come. Am I the type of mom to make a costume, or will we run to the store together to pick one out? It’s not something I’ve ever thought about before now.

The future is a big unknown.

As I look to the man beside me, smiling as a little girl touches his puppy ears, I surrender to the idea that unknown doesn’t have to mean scary.

Unknown can be exciting too.

“I recognize this little bat,” Aiden announces.

“Uncle Aiden!” Bennett runs over to us, his little legs pumping as he carries a full bucket of candy. Without pause, Aiden scoops the little boy up and into his arms.

“Whoa, is any of that for me?” Aiden asks.

Bennett looks at his bucket then back at his uncle. “You can have one piece,” he says sternly. I smile at the image the two of them create.

Aiden laughs, dropping an extra ring pop into Bennett’s bucket. “I won’t take your candy, kid. You keep it.” He sets Bennett back on his feet just as Lucy reaches me.

She holds up her bucket and says shyly, “Trick-or-treat.”

“Here you go, Lucy. Do you want a pink or a red glowstick?”

She points at the pink one.

“Good choice. Pink is my favorite too.”

I crouch down and show the kids how to crack their glowsticks. The light illuminates their grins as they shake them to life.

Red and blue flashing lights interrupt the moment. Two cruisers pull in, and both Sutton and Silas hop out.

“Uh-oh,” Bennett says. “Did you break the law, Uncle Aiden?”

“Not this time, kid,” he says, taking his nephew’s hand in his.

A chill runs through me at the serious expression etched on the brothers’ faces.

“What’s going on?” Lee reaches us the same time Sutton and Silas do.

Sutton’s mouth flattens into a firm line. “Time to shut this down. Fairview Valley is enacting a curfew.”

Concerned parents begin to usher their kids away.

“Now?” Jack sputters. “What happened?”

Silas flicks his gaze to Lucy and Bennett. “You might want to take them elsewhere.”

“Come on guys. Let’s go see what candy you got.” Frankie moves without prompting to shuttle the little ones away. Jude follows, likely not wanting to leave them on their own.

“Spit it out.” Aiden inches forward, his hand curling around mine at our sides.

“A girl was murdered,” Silas shares. He twists the knob on his radio, dampening the crackle.

I gasp, and Juniper covers her mouth with her hands.

“A child?” Lee asks, his face twisting into an ugly mask.

Sutton shakes his head. Sorrow deepens the lines on his face. “An adult. A twenty-one-year-old college student on the way to a house party.”

“That’s still nearly a child,” Lee rages. “Where?”

“About two blocks from here,” Silas imparts.

“Is-Is it connected?” My voice is barely above a whisper as a torrent of fear sweeps through me. “To the other murders?”

Seven pairs of eyes swing in my direction. Aiden yanks me into his torso. Sutton’s voice is gentle, softening when he says, “We don’t think so. The scene’s totally different.”

My throat cinches tight. The feeling of loss suffocating me. I don’t know this woman, but I don’t have to. I’ve heard enough stories of women dying at the hands of a deranged killer over the last two months.

“I want to go home.” I grip Aiden’s shirt and bury my face in his chest. His strong arms wrap around me like an anchor. “Please take me home.”
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Aiden

“This is a good idea.”

The apprehension in Isla’s voice stops me in my tracks. Last night was rough. Despite Silas and Sutton’s reassurance that the murders aren’t related, Isla couldn’t settle down. We read a chapter of the baby book together, and once the lights went out, I spent the rest of the night holding her as she drifted in and out of a restless sleep.

“I think taking Remy for a walk is the perfect distraction.” The tired purple rings around her eyes have me second guessing, though. “But if you’d rather nap, we can stay home.”

She shakes herself out of it. “No. I want to take my boy for a walk. I just can’t let it get into my head.” Her soft smile doesn’t reach her eyes.

Stepping forward, I cup her cheeks. Her flowery scent swirls between us as I tuck her hair behind her ear. “I won’t let anything happen to you, starshine. I promise.”

Water wells on her lash line. “I just can’t stop thinking about that poor girl.” She covers my hands with her own, putting up an admirable fight to stay strong.

“I know.”

“How can they be sure?” She searches my eyes for answers.

“Sutton said the girl didn’t fit the profile. The girl was only twenty-one. She had a boyfriend. She had brown hair. She was attacked outside. From what they could tell, he used his hands to take her life rather than a cord. But the biggest sign is there was no calling card.”

“Show me the paper again?”

My shoulders tense as I dig out the piece of ripped lined paper Silas gave me that day at the bar from my coat pocket. She studies the symbol for the second time. “I feel like I should know what this is.”

“No you shouldn’t. You have nothing to do with what’s happening to those women.” I speak the words as if I’m willing them into existence.

Isla jams the heels of her palms into her eyes. “This is making me feel crazy. I shouldn’t be this scared.”

She doesn’t fight as I circle her wrists and pull her hands from her face. “Don’t judge yourself for your feelings. They’re valid and normal.”

“Then why aren’t you freaking out?”

“You think I’m not freaking out?” I run a hand through my hair, tension spilling out. “Fuck, Isla, I feel like I’m replaying the scenario from a few months ago except now the person I’m trying to protect is the person I love.”

I don’t immediately register the way her face changes. How the self-judgment transforms into confusion, and then hope.

“You love me?”

A breath escapes me, sharp and unexpected. The words tumbled out, liberating me. A weight floats off my shoulders. I drop my forehead against hers and lace our fingers. Bracing. Hoping along with her.

“Didn’t you notice I was falling?”

“No,” she whispers. “No, I didn’t. I was too busy falling for you.”

My heart races as I pull back to look at her. “Tell me.”

She doesn’t make me wait for it.

“I love you, Aiden Powell.”

I crash my lips against hers. “Say it again,” I plead against them, my voice filled with urgency.

“I love you.”

Releasing her hands, I crush her against me, the warmth of her igniting me like a bonfire on a cold, dark night. “I love you too, starshine. I love you more than I know how to put into words.”

“Not just because I stole your virginity?”

A smirk plays on my lips. “There is that.” I tease. “But I love you because you’re independent and strong. You’re tenacious. You’re a fighter, and even when you’re scared, you still make logical decisions. I love you because you let me in when you didn’t have to. You lowered your walls down so that I could help you. I love you because you brought me back. You helped me reclaim my life.”

She flattens her fingers on my chest. The beat of my heart is a gallop beneath her palm. “You did that, Aiden.”

“I didn’t know how to without you. I was a shell of who I am now.”

Her teeth catch her bottom lip. “You don’t think I’m trapping you?”

“How so?”

“With this baby?”

“Hard to trap someone who’s willing, but let me make this absolutely clear. I want you. However you come today, tomorrow, the next. I want you just as you are. That means pregnant, or as a mother. I want you, and if you’ll have me for long enough, I want to be in his life too.”

“You’re going to make me cry, and I just did my makeup,” Isla swipes her fingers beneath her eyes.

“I’ll take you with mascara running down your face, starshine. It just means I get to be the one to dry your eyes.” I press a tender kiss to her forehead.

“You and your charm really caught me off guard.” She nuzzles into my neck, and I wish I could keep us like this. Fuck the outside world. “Slipped past my defenses.”

“I’m lucky you let me.”

The sound of a hiss interrupts our heartfelt conversation.

“He’s still not liking his temporary living arrangement, is he?”

“Well if he didn’t swat Remy on the nose, he wouldn’t be in timeout.” Isla gives a motherly huff.

Releasing her, I slip the harness over Remy’s head. “I hardly call an entire room to himself a timeout.”

We turned the other spare bedroom into a temporary cat’s paradise, complete with a huge cat tree, a low-lying window perch, and an abundance of toys to play with. The boy is spoiled.

But what I didn’t tell Isla while we brought in Chevy’s toys is that I plan to make that room a nursery.

“I’ll give him some extra pets when we get back.”

“He’ll love the attention. Come on. Let’s get Remy some exercise.”

Walking this dog together is probably the most domestic thing we’ve done. After the craziness of the last couple of months, it’s mundane. Surprisingly normal. We step out into a chilly November morning, the sun a bright heat across our skin. Only a few blocks from Main Street, we hold hands and let Remy lead us toward town.

A few lingering birds chirp; those that haven’t yet left for the upcoming long winter. Remy absorbs the new environment around him. He’s been on the Sanctuary for at least a year, so this trip across the pavement brings about something new for the three-year-old Heeler.

“So…” Isla hums, cutting herself short from speaking her mind.

“A needle pulling thread?”

The back of her arm lands horizontal across my chest. I grab it and kiss her knuckles.

“I’ve been thinking we need to come clean to your family. I don’t like lying to them, but especially Juniper. She’s my best friend, and she deserves to know the truth.”

Remy takes interest in a stop sign. The delay provides time to face Isla head-on.

“If you want to tell them, we can tell them. It doesn’t matter anymore. This is real.”

She wraps her arms around me, kissing me softly. Featherlight fingertips play with the hair at my neck. “It’s real for me too.”

The leash pulls taut. Remy’s warning bark cuts through the tranquil air like a knife.

“Hey, boy.” I tug him back from a man passing in the opposite direction. His wire-rimmed glasses reflect the morning sun, contrasting the scowl on his face. He tucks his hands in his pockets as he stares us down.

“Control that thing,” he mutters.

“He is under control.” Our gazes collide, holding until he passes.

Isla scratches Remy beneath his chin, and he immediately relaxes. “That was strange. I haven’t seen him have that reaction before.”

I shrug, setting off on our walk again. “It’s not unusual. We haven’t seen him interact much outside of the Sanctuary. It could have been his glasses. Or the fact he’s a man.”

“He didn’t react that way with you or Jude.”

“He’s much more familiar with us. After what happened during the spring, maybe he’s hesitant around strange men.”

“Poor thing.” Isla frowns.

We round the corner onto Main Street, and nearly bump into a couple. Remy barks again, pulling slightly in my grip.

“Sorry,” I apologize. “We’re working on his socialization.”

“That’s okay.” The young woman smiles. “He’s a beautiful dog.”

Her partner gives me a chin lift, and they provide a wide berth for us to pass.

“Now that’s how you interact with your neighbors.”

Isla grins up at me. “Get rubbed a little the wrong way, did you?”

“Is that a problem?”

“Not at all,” Isla singsongs, looping her hand in the crook of my elbow. “Back to the conversation…”

“I think we should tell them tonight.”

“At dinner?”

“Why not? Get it all over with in one go.” Remy sticks his nose into a dried-out flowerpot near the bakery, halting our progress.

Isla shades her eyes and tilts her chin. “I think we’ve had this conversation before.”

I lean down and touch my mouth to hers. “There’s a good chance we’ll have another one in the future too.”

“I have to pick up my last check from XO’s first. Then I can close that door for good.”

A stray lock of hair sticks to her cheek. I retrieve it with my thumb. “Are you happy?” My heart trips over itself.

Adoration flashes in her eyes, and her smile blinds me. “I can’t imagine a scenario where I’ve been happier.”

I waste no time covering her mouth again with mine.

One hand on the wall for support, I press her back against the brick building. Her tongue dances with mine. My hips thrust my erection into her soft hip as we make-out in public like two randy teens who can’t keep their hands off each other.

“I could arrest you for PDA, you know,” Silas drawls from behind me.

“Go away.” Intent on continuing this exploration, I don’t even bother to open my eyes.

“I’m just getting a muffin, muffin.”

Wrenching away, I scowl over my shoulder as Isla giggles. “How much time would I spend in jail if I clocked you right now?”

Isla twists her fist in the front of my jacket.

“Half a day before bail. It’s the assault charge that’ll get ya in the long run.” He winks and saunters inside.

I chuckle and shake my head. “One day, Silas Stone is going to get what’s coming to him, and it’s going to be my pleasure to watch him fall.”

“What, like he’ll get his ass kicked?”

I quirk a brow and kiss her forehead. “Not an ass kicking, starshine. A woman.”


28
[image: ]
[image: ]


Isla

Stepping into XO’s for what may be the last time doesn’t bring the heaviness I expected. Conversely, a strong current of joy floods my system. The sight of the empty, dark stage is almost a relief. The urge to perform is nonexistent as I make my way inside.

Three customers sit at the bar and a handful of tables are occupied on the restaurant side. Memories of working alongside Juniper as she served tables flit through my mind. We met here. Became best friends. Only a few years have passed since those days, but in some ways, it feels like an entire lifetime.

We’ve come a long way from two single, hardworking girls just trying to make a living and prove to a harsh world we can manage on our own.

Our younger selves would be proud.

Nerves in my stomach give life to sweat on my palms. I wipe them on my black leggings and make a short journey to the back office. I wave cheerily at Benjamin behind the bar, and he reciprocates with a short salute.

I should talk to him before I leave. We’re casual friends, but who knows when the two of us will see each other again. It’s not like I’ll be spending time out at the bar in the near future. Not when I’ll have a newborn at home in a few short months.

The office door is ajar. Rapping my knuckles on the wood, I enter after a voice beckons me inside.

“I was expecting you sooner.” Manny sits relaxed behind his large mahogany desk, his hands folded over his lean stomach encased in a crisp, black button-down.

“I’m here now,” I answer coolly. The two of us have always had a strained relationship. Prior to me moving away, he refused to give me a better stage time. It was the reason for my initial split. I’m not entirely sure why he took me back and gave me a prime slot, but I remember dancing for my audition. I remember Aiden, and the crisp one-hundred-dollar bill he tossed upon the stage at my stilettoed feet that day.

Since my return, Manny has been agreeable, if not a little pushy about his expectations—but I can’t say he hasn’t treated me well.

He laughs, the sound throaty. “I’ve always admired that attitude.”

“I can’t say that I’ve noticed.” I grip the purse strap draped over my shoulder. “Can I get my check? I have somewhere to be.”

“Your bodyguard isn’t with you.” The statement is a casual observation, not a question.

“You mean my boyfriend.”

“Yes.” He strokes his finger over his chin. “Him.”

I let my lips curl into a smile, despite the nerves ricocheting around my gut. “He’s outside.” The lie falls easily from my tongue.

“Do tell him I said hello.”

I hold my breath as Manny rises from his chair. The urge to flee zips through my bones. I watch warily as Manny flips through a file and extracts a letter-sized white envelope.

He rounds his desk, stopping in front of me. Close, but not crossing the line.

“Your check.” He extends the envelope between two fingers.

I pinch the paper, but he holds firm. His eyes lock on mine as he leans into my space.

“And a bonus.”

Then he lets go.

Only once he walks toward his desk do I release a shaky inhale.

“You made me a lot of money, my dear Stella. For that, I gave you my cut this week.”

I harden my voice. “I don’t want your money, Manny.”

The wave of his hand resembles that of shooing a pesky bug. “Relax. No strings attached. I do this for all my best entertainers.”

The need to push back rises inside of me, but I tamp it down. I’m not about to fight this by myself. Maybe with an audience I’d let my fire fly. But not alone.

I’ll fill in Aiden later and together we can decide what to do. If anything. It’s possible I’m being paranoid, but I don’t like the idea of being indebted to anybody. I’d rather take precisely what I earn and not a penny more.

I hold up the envelope. “Thank you.”

Without waiting for his response, I walk out the door. A heavy weight leaves my shoulders as I step in the hall and drag a cleansing breath into my lungs.

I did it.

I’m officially done dancing at XO’s. Possibly dancing for an audience ever. I still need a job. Something during daycare hours so that I can work and pick up the baby when I’m done. But with the money I’ve saved, I have a little time to figure the next part out.

Closing this chapter in my life is fitting. It just means the page is blank for what’s about to come.

And if it includes Aiden and this baby, then I can’t wait to see the story we write together.

A few more customers have joined the early evening rush, but the three men at the bar vacated sometime while I was in the back.

“Isla!”

I turn at my name. Benjamin lifts up the partition and walks out from behind the bar. “Hey, I was hoping to catch you.”

“Hey, Ben.”

The white towel in his hands twists and untwists between his restless fingers. “Last day, huh?”

“For the second time,” I laugh.

“You probably won’t be back this time though. With the baby and all.”

“You know?”

He nods, the motion oddly sober. “Kelly heard Juniper talking about you at The Rocks. Heard you’re having a boy.”

“I am.” I rest a casual hand on my stomach.

“Carter will have a new buddy to play with.”

“How old is he now?” I bounce from foot to foot.

“He just turned three. Actually, that’s why I stopped you. After Kelly heard the news, she put together a box of some of Carter’s baby clothes to pass along.” He rubs the back of his neck. “If you want. It’ll only take a second. I have them in my trunk.”

What I really want is to get back home to Aiden so we can join the Powells for a delicious dinner, but I did just quit my job, so the generous offer is hard to pass up.

“Okay, if it’ll just take a second.”

“Come on. I’m parked out in the side lot.”

Returning the way I just came, we walk down the long hall to the rear exit. Benjamin holds the door open for me to precede him through. The door slams shut behind us with a deafening bang.

“Shit. I should have propped that open.”

“Guess you’ll have to take the long walk around.”

“It’ll be good to stretch my legs.”

A cold wind kicks up, throwing my hair around my face. I pull the edges of my coat tighter. The fabric shields my neck from the icy chill. “Yeah.”

Benjamin grabs my wrist steps from the corner where the side parking lot is on our right. “I’m so sorry, Isla. Your dad just wanted to talk to you.”

A wrinkle forms on my brow. “What?”

But I don’t get an answer. Because Benjamin uses his grip to tow me the last foot around the corner. Bringing me face to face with a gun.

And a man who definitely isn’t my father.

“Whoa.” Benjamin throws his palms out placatingly at the weapon casually aimed our way.

“Stella. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” The man seems vaguely familiar, but through the hazy fog of adrenaline, I don’t immediately place the scowl or the thin brown hair swept neatly over his forehead.

“Who are you?” I manage despite the fear gripping my throat.

“Get in the car, and we can talk.” The passenger door creaks loudly as he swings it open.

My attention flickers over the mid-2000s sedan idling at the curb. Like hell I’m getting in there.

Benjamin’s hand settles on my wrist again, an anxious tremble jumping against my racing pulse. “You didn’t say anything about taking her!”

“Get in the car, Stella,” the man repeats, the gun aimed steadily at my stomach.

A whimper crawls out of my throat as I move a hesitant step back. “What did you do, Benjamin?”

The scowl. The hair. The grating voice. The wiry glasses. He’s obviously a client, finding me here and using my stage name. But from when? Why don’t I remember him when he talks like we have unfinished business?

“I thought he was your dad,” Benjamin hisses. “He said that you wouldn’t talk to him. That he was looking for you. He threatened Carter. I thought I was helping.”

The man’s voice softens. “I don’t want to hurt you, Stella.” He lowers the gun slightly. “Just get in and we can talk this all out. Nobody has to get hurt.”

“What do you want from me?” I need to buy time. At any second, a car could drive around the back. A server or dancer arriving for their shift. Or security could come looking for Benjamin. Someone could notice he’s been gone from his post for too long.

“I’ll tell you when we’re alone,” he says slowly, as if I’m an errant child ignoring his request.

“Run, Isla. Get back inside!”

In a split second, the gun shifts. With a crack, the man buries a bullet in Benjamin’s thigh. He screams and falls onto the brittle asphalt, hands gripping his leg as he tries to stop the bleeding.

“Get in the fucking car right now before I blow that baby straight out of your body!”

Fear surges within me, overtaking my rational thought. I want to stay. I want to wait to see if anyone heard the pop of gunfire. Any second, someone is going to run out the back door.

Any second now.

Any second.

His finger twitches on the trigger.

Adrenaline dumps, flooding my body with urgency. The white envelope falls from my fingertips, but I don’t watch where it lands. I dart around the back of the building.

Footsteps pound behind me. A fist in my hair jerks my head back. Sparks of pain erupt across my scalp. I stumble nearly to my knees on the concrete sidewalk, saved only by my hand thrown out against the brick wall. The rough exterior tears into my skin.

The thin cylindrical barrel stabs against my stomach. It doesn’t move as he drags my struggling body back. Self-preservation kicks in, quieting the screaming in my head. I thrash, clawing at his exposed cheeks and neck, but he overpowers me.

With my heart racing, he shoves me into the passenger seat and slams the door with a crack of finality. I yank the weathered handle with both hands, but the latch doesn’t budge. He’s somehow disabled the door from opening from the inside. A sting burns my palm that I slap frantically against the window.

“Isla,” Benjamin gasps. “I’m sorry.”

My eyes clench tight at the sound of another harsh bang. When I glance into the side mirror, Benjamin’s lying motionless on the ground.

This morning, I finally heard Aiden confess his love for me. We shared those three tender words for the first time.

Now, I’m going to die.
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Aiden

Floating.

That’s the only way to describe how I move through my morning after Isla and I returned from walking Remy. I feel more relaxed than I have in months and my heart feels like it beats a steadier rhythm. Hearing those three beautiful words fall from her delectable lips changed the course of the rest of my life. There’s no doubt we’ve turned down a different path. One I couldn’t have imaged just a short time ago.

She left to go pick up her final check, and I was needed at Corjan’s before we head over to Mom’s to tell everyone the truth. The anticipation for what’s to come is like cresting a roller coaster. I’m excited, and I can’t wait to see what’s waiting on the other side.

The thought of hurting my family with my lies stings, but I have no doubt they’ll understand.

“You ready?” Corjan’s voice breaks through my thoughts.

“Yep, sorry.” I ready myself to help him guide the fridge out of the kitchen.

Moving appliances wasn’t exactly on my Sunday agenda when I woke up this morning, but when Corjan called for help, I had no desire to turn him down. Not like a few months ago when I’d run in the other direction. As soon as Isla left to get her check, I drove across town.

Once the refrigerator hits the curb, we return to grab the old stove and repeat the process.

“They really wouldn’t take it from inside the house?” I dust my hands off on the side of my jeans.

“They would for an extra hundred bucks. I said nah. I got four brothers to help me with that.” Corjan crosses his arms. “So then they screwed me on the delivery window.”

“How so?”

“Said they’d be here between ten in the morning and two.”

I glance at my watch. “It’s three-fifteen.”

“Exactly.”

I adjust the bill of my hat. “It’ll be worth it. I’m sure Bree will be happy.”

“She’ll be ecstatic. These have been backordered so long, instead of a push present, they’re going to be here in time for Weston’s birthday.”

A crease forms in my brow. “A push present?”

Corjan claps me on the shoulder and we walk toward the house. “Get informed, brother. A push present is what you get your woman after she gives birth to your kid.”

I stop on his sidewalk. “You bought Bree new appliances because she had your baby?”

“Sure did. I’ll be upgrading her car with the next one.”

“You’re planning on more?”

Corjan’s face splits into a satisfied grin. “I’m married to the love of my life, and we’re making up for lost time. I’d have fifteen kids if she’d be up for it.”

“I’m guessing she’s not.”

“I can maybe squeak by with five.” He laughs.

I shake my head, still stuck on the upgrading her car bit. Money isn’t an issue, but I don’t know what Isla would want for a push present. Clothes? Jewelry?

Would she even want me to buy her a new car?

Corjan laughs. “Don’t let it get in your head. Just ask her what she wants you to get her and don’t put up a fuss.”

“Yeah. Of course.” I smirk. There’s an urgency in my chest, prodding me to do just that. I’d give her the entire world if she asked.

The front door opens, stealing our attention. Bree moves onto the steps with Weston on her hip, wearing a look of concern. Charlotte bounces out behind her mom, peeking at us between Bree’s legs.

“Everything okay, sugar?”

“Both of your phones are going crazy.” She holds one in each palm.

We spare one glance at the other before we both hustle up the walk.

“It’s Lee,” Corjan says, immediately hitting the contact to redial.

“I have one from Sutton and a bunch from an unknown number.” The device begins ringing in my hand, that same number flashing across the screen. “Hello?”

The line seems to crackle. “Mr. Powell. This is Manny Aguilar.” Gone is the refined tone of the pretentious club owner. His voice is tense.

“What do you want?” I bark.

“You need to come to the club urgently. The police are on their way.”

The sidewalk seems to fuse with my shoes. My heart jumps violently. “What happened?”

The silence between my words and his feels like an eternity.

“Stella’s been taken.”

The world becomes a blur of color around me. My lungs cease working. “How?”

Another mute beat follows my question, then he quietly says, “I don’t know. One of my workers has been shot, and Lucien is following them.”

The word shot sends acid crawling up my throat.

I ask, “Is she hurt?” When what I’m really asking is, “Is she alive?”

“I do not know.”

His words only add to the confusion. Nothing makes sense. This morning she was with me, telling me she loved me, safe in my arms, and now she’s gone?

How am I supposed to believe that?

“I’m on my way,” I croak, ending the call. I only make it two steps before I’m spun into a wall, hard and impenetrable. I lash out, striking with the heel of my palms against it. I need to move. I need to get to Isla.

“Stop.” Corjan moves his face in mine and grips my shoulders. “Get in my truck, Aiden.”

“I have to go,” I wheeze. The words rip painfully up my throat.

He shakes me. “Get in my truck. I’ll drive you. Lee and the others are already on the way there.”

At the mention of my eldest brother, a tremble runs through my body and some of the anxiety tamps down. Lee’s the closest I’ve had to a father figure since I lost my own. He’ll know what to do.

Corjan speaks urgently to Bree, kisses her intensely, then climbs into the seat across from me.

“Go.” I fling my seatbelt over my shoulder.

Corjan clicks on his own and reverses onto the road.

“The guys were already at Mom’s. Lee’s halfway to the club with Jack and Jude behind him in Jack’s SUV.”

“How did he hear so fast?”

“Sutton. When you didn’t pick up, he tried Lee’s phone.”

A million scenarios race through my head. Not many of them good. Some unfathomable. My fingers ache with how hard I clench my phone as I fire off texts. I need answers.

Corjan’s tires eat up the pavement. The stretch of greenery out the window is nothing but a blur. We’re the farthest away, but at the speed Corjan’s pushing, I’d be surprised if we’re the last to arrive.

My chest contracts, and I rub my fist against the hollowed spot where my heart is supposed to sit. My torso is aching, gaping, cold. Thinking about how terrified I know she is splinters something inside of me. Isla’s a fighter. She always has been. She’s going to be doing anything she can to keep herself and our baby unharmed.

The love of my life is fighting to stay alive. I nearly gag as the thought crosses my mind.

“The baby isn’t mine.” I admit gruffly to the sound of pavement rushing beneath the tires of Corjan’s truck. “I want him to be. I need them to live so I can have the chance to be his daddy.”

“They’re going to live, Aiden.” Corjan doesn’t even address my admission.

“Do we know who has her?”

Corjan’s exhale is weighted with the truth. “No.”

I nod. Once. Solidifying the facts. “Okay.” I breathe in. Out. My palm crashes repeatedly against the black leather dash. “God fucking dammit!”

“They have someone following them. We’re going to find her.”

“Can you go any faster?”

The engine revs.

“Thank you.”

That helpless feeling slithers back into my veins, inky and impossibly dark, like it never left. I punch a contact in my phone, turn it to speaker. While the ring fills the car, I throw up a shattered plea.

Keep fighting, starshine. I’m coming.
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Isla

My stomach roils as the car lurches forward again. I press a protective hand over my abdomen.

He shot at Lucien.

“You didn’t have to kill him,” I whisper.

“He might not be dead.”

“But you didn’t have to shoot him off the road.” Tears burn my eyelids, but I fight to keep them at bay. I can’t see when I’m crying, and I don’t need any more odds stacked against me if I’m going to try to live through this.

“Shut up.” He twitches the gun on his thigh.

I glance at the matte black finish out of the corner of my eye. He holds it loosely in my direction. I suppose it’s hard to drive and hold someone at gunpoint. I could fight for it. If I reached for the muzzle, there’s a chance I could push it away before he can take a shot. The risk of him crashing us in the process is high.

Could I survive that? Most likely.

Could my baby?

My lip trembles. “Where are you taking me?”

“We’re going home.” The cryptic statement reveals nothing. My fourplex and Aiden’s house are in the other direction. The farther we drive, the denser the trees become. Leafless trees and sentinel pines stand witness to my kidnapping. The lights grow between houses until a mile or more separates the sparsely populated properties.

“How do you know who I am?” Maybe if I keep asking questions, he’ll keep talking. If I can keep him distracted, I might be able to reach my phone in my purse on the floor and call for help.

“I’m surprised you don’t remember me, Stella.” A smile enters his voice. “Miss the blonde, by the way. We’ll fix it when we stop.”

I swallow through shards in my throat. “Why should I remember you?”

The curve stretches so far I can see the silver molars in the back of his mouth. “Because you’re having my baby.”

My fingertips clutch my abdomen at the frightening declaration. “No. You must have me confused with someone else.”

“I was surprised, of course,” he carries on as if I didn’t speak. And maybe I didn’t. Maybe the terror flooding my veins stole my voice. Produced an inaudible whisper. “I looked everywhere for you, and when I finally found you, well…” He twists his fingers around the leather wheel and straightens in the driver’s seat. “It’s impossible not to see how much you’re glowing.”

I bite the inside of my cheek until the tang of blood touches my tongue. “This isn’t your baby.”

“Yes it is!” He screams. The car drifts to the left, dragging us toward a culvert. My head glances off the passenger window, the painful thud bouncing my vision. He corrects our course as my sight clears.

I suck in a sharp breath and grip the handle above my head. “I don’t even know your name.”

“It’s Henry, sweetheart.” He clucks his tongue. “I knew you’d been gone for too long.”

Keep him talking! Nothing will help me until I find out where we’re going, but the more information I can gather from him now, the better.

“I—I don’t remember. Where did we meet?”

He frowns, reaching out to pet my hair. I recoil from the touch and knock back into the window.

“We met at Eve’s. You sat here.” He strokes his lean thigh with the tip of the gun.

“I gave you a dance?” That explains why I can’t remember him. There’s been so many faces over the years they all become a blur.

“We danced many times over the years.”

Years?

“How long have you been looking for me?” If he hears my voice shake, he doesn’t acknowledge it. I lower my hand slowly down my right side, reaching to the floor in a way that I hope shields my arm. The tips of my fingers brush against the thick woven strap of my bag.

“It’s been six long months.” He practically sighs the words.

My tongue feels swollen, taking up too much space in my mouth. I swallow hard. “That’s a long time.” My toe catches on the fabric flap on my bag. With a subtle kick, I flip it open.

“You didn’t leave me a note.” Suspicion permeates his tone. The refrain of a jilted ex-lover sounds awkward coming from this stranger.

“I didn’t know I was supposed to.” Between my index and middle finger, I grip my phone, slowly dragging it loose from the gap.

“How can you leave your husband without telling him where you’re going?”

Husband? I don’t dare correct him. Not after the last time. There’s obviously something wrong with him if he’s convinced we know each other.

The sound of the pavement grinding beneath the tires fills the car. Setting the phone on the seat by my hip, I hit the screen, and look down just long enough to unlock it with facial recognition. Several missed calls and texts wait for me, and I thank god I perpetually keep the device on silent.

My heart thrums wildly as I make two blind taps. One to open the call list, and the other on Aiden’s name I know to be at the top.

Please, pick up.

Lucien followed us from the club. This man—Henry—clocked him about ten miles into the drive. But I have no way of knowing if anyone else knew I was gone. If Lucien called anyone to report what he was seeing. If he called the cops. I’m not sure how much it’ll matter now anyway. Now that Henry shot at him until Lucien lost control and carried on with as much care as someone who ran over an unfortunate squirrel.

The call connects. I only know because the numbers at the top beneath Aiden’s name begin to keep track of the duration. One. Two. Three. I watch the seconds before I breathe out a shaky exhale. I wish more than anything that I could put the phone to my ear. Even just to hear him breathing steadily with me.

“It’s too bad, really,” Henry says cryptically.

I don’t want to ask. I really don’t. But I need to know what he’s talking about. Closing my eyes, I pretend I can feel Aiden with me. “What’s too bad?” I fight to keep my voice above a whisper. The words ache in my dry throat.

A silence passes.

“All those women.” The car drifts to the right before he corrects. “They’re entirely your fault.”

My throat feels like sandpaper. “What women, Henry?”

“Those sluts I killed for looking just like you.”

The shiver racing up my spine is violent. Every nerve in my body fires to life as adrenaline floods my system. The urge to flee rips through me like a devastating current. I’m locked in the car with a serial killer, and if he has his way, I’m going to be his next victim.

“Why would you do that?”

“You should know better to run from me. I had to teach you a lesson.”

“But I didn’t run from you—”

“Yes, you fucking did!” he spits, yanking a hand off the wheel to shove a finger in my face. “Don’t you fucking lie to me! You let me believe you were dead.”

Pure anxiety infiltrates my voice. “I—I’m s-sorry.”

His shoulders relax against the seat. “That’s better.”

“What are you going to do with me?” I ask the relentlessly gnawing question.

“I was planning on killing you.” He licks his top lip, glancing at me for a second with a sick grin. “You need to pay for what you did.”
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Aiden

The club is crawling with police by the time we arrive. Cruisers from neighboring cities and the county are in the parking lot. The attention seems to be centered on the right side of the building, so we head that way on foot after Corjan parks.

Crimson stains on the pavement churn my stomach, and I pause with my hands on my knees. A fortifying breath strengthens my defenses. I have to keep it together for Isla. I have to believe we’re going to get her back. There’s no other option. If she doesn’t come back to me whole and alive…

I simply won’t survive.

Lee emerges from the faces, his long strides closing the distance between us.

“What do you know?” I fire off as soon as he’s within earshot. The strength in my voice vastly contrasts the chaotic storm of emotion raging inside of me.

“Her coworker was found outside in a pool of his own blood. Isla’s check was beside him. The owner got a call around five-after-three from one of the club’s security guards that he saw Isla forced into the passenger side of a mid-2000s sedan and was following. They hung up, the boss called you, and his security guard called the cops with the plates.”

I run a shaky hand over the stubble on my cheek. The abrasive prickle in my palm grounds me some. “Then what?”

Lee’s jaw clenches, and I brace.

“Just before you got here, a call came into dispatch to report a car in the ditch with a deceased male inside.”

“The security guard?”

Lee’s mouth forms a grim line and he nods. “He shot at him through the windshield. The security guard crashed into a ditch and wasn’t wearing a seatbelt. He died on scene.”

My gaze flickers over the blood stain again. “Fuck,” I whisper, gripping the strands of my hair with both hands. “Fuck! The coworker?”

Lee shakes his head. “He was dead before the ambulance arrived.”

Silas steps into our group, and my attention locks onto my old friend. “How do we find her now?”

“County is crawling the roads from where the car was found, and every town to the north has been put on alert. The security guard did a good job of relaying information to dispatch, so we were able to put out a BOLO on the suspect and car.”

That’s good, but it’s not enough. The county roads to the north are numerous, branching off in all directions like the veins of a primary river. Who knows how much farther the guy needs to drive before he arrives at his final destination? The longer he’s on the main roads, the better chance we have to find her.

“Do we know anything about the suspect?”

Silas shakes his head. “Unfortunately, the plates were stolen. We got a description from the security guard. Mid-forties to mid-fifties white male wearing glasses. We’re reviewing security footage now.”

“Why aren’t you out there?”

Silas scowls. “I was ordered to stay here.”

“By who?” I bite out.

His face twists into a pained mask. “My jackass of an older brother.”

I shrink the gap between us. “And you’re going to choose now to listen to him?” I seethe.

A hand on my shoulder holds me back. Jude squeezes, keeping me still. “Without Silas, we wouldn’t know anything. It doesn’t do us any good to have him running around the state blind.”

“Jude.” I turn to implore him. For what exactly, even I don’t know.

He shakes me hard. “I know.”

A silent conversation passes between us.

The sound of my phone ringing interrupts, and I retrieve the device from my pocket. My mind empties of everything but the two words on the screen.

Isla Calling…

“It’s her.”

A band tightens around my chest as I stab my finger against the screen. I look to Jude as I put the device on speaker.

“Hey!” Silas flags down a detective a few feet away. “We need a trace on this call.”

“Talk to me, starshine.”

The line crackles, relaying nothing but movement and the sound of air rushing by. I can’t tell if she’s still in a car or outside.

“It’s too bad, really.” A man’s voice comes across the line, his voice dripping with something sinister.

“What’s too bad?”

Isla. The anxiety in her sweet tone shreds me to pieces. A heavy silence stretches so long I stare at the phone as if I can see her through the glass.

“All those women. They’re entirely your fault.”

“What women, Henry?”

Henry. We have a name. I raise my head from the phone to find Silas, but he’s already jotting this information down.

“Those sluts I killed for looking just like you.”

“Why would you do that?”

“You should know better than to run from me. I had to teach you a lesson.”

“But I didn’t run from you—”

“Yes you fucking did!” His menacing snarl sends rage through my system. “Don’t you fucking lie to me!”

“I—I’m s-sorry.” Her unease pulses across the line like a palpable thing.

The man gives a satisfied-sounding hum. “That’s better.”

“What are you going to do with me?”

The line cuts out. I hold the back of my head in one hand while I wait for them to come back online.

“—killing you.” A sinister beat pulses across the airwaves. “You need to pay for what you did.”

My knees give out. They simply refuse to keep me standing. I crash against the asphalt but I don’t feel the pain. It’s impossible to register through the absolute agony coursing through my body like a poison.

I silently beg for her to say something, to respond, to let me know she’s still there, but the line remains quiet.

It takes me a moment to realize the screech of tires on pavement isn’t coming from the phone. A small Mazda whips into the parking lot, racing straight for us. The brakes halt the car fifteen feet away. The door flies open, and Juniper leaps out, maroon hair whipping around her face.

“What the fuck,” Lee growls, marching off in the direction of his wife.

“Aiden!” she screams, bypassing my irritated brother. “I know where she is!”

In two seconds flat I’m off my knees and by her side. She thrusts her phone beneath my nose. Sure enough, a little blue dot with Isla’s picture attached moves steadily across the screen down the interstate.

I look at her in shock. “How did you get this?”

“We met for lunch a few weeks ago at a new restaurant, and I got lost. We shared our locations to find each other and never turned them off,” she says in a rush. Her shoulders heave as she sucks in a fresh breath. “I just remembered.”

“This is amazing, Juniper. Can I take this?” Silas asks. “It’s faster and more accurate than pinging her from the cell towers.”

“Of course. Absolutely.” She writes down her passcode on his notepad and Silas takes off.

I crush her to me, enfolding her in such a tight hug I’m not sure either of us can breathe. But I don’t let go immediately, because her arms are equally tight.

“Thank you.” I kiss the top of her head.

She pulls back and wipes a falling tear from her eye. “We’re going to find her.”

I don’t know if she’s trying to convince me or herself. But our odds increased exponentially because of her. For that, I’m eternally grateful.

There’s a flurry of activity as officers begin to move. A handful of cruisers pull out. I catch Lee’s eye. He nods once, then jerks his head at his truck.

“Let’s go.”

I squeeze Juniper’s hand once more in thanks before climbing into Lee’s truck. He hauls himself inside and peels out after Silas’s cruiser.

“Thanks,” I say quietly, knowing it’s inadequate.

“Not necessary.” Lee punches the gas to keep Silas in his sights. The blue and red lights flash soundlessly ahead.

“Does Mom know what’s going on?” I grip the phone in my hand, watching the only connection I currently have to the love of my life. The line remains silent.

“Yes. The rest of the girls stayed behind to rally together. And as pissed as I am at Juniper for leaving the safety of town, I’m so fucking proud of her.”

“I’ll never be able to repay her. If we find Isla, I’ll be in her debt forever.”

Lee’s fingers twist around the leather steering wheel. “We’re going to find her.”

I let the strength behind his words imbue me with hope.

We are going to find her.

The phone in my hand suddenly comes to life, a rustle bursting across the line, followed by a thud.

“Isla,” I call urgently.

“What are you doing?” The man’s voice fills the quiet of Lee’s cab. Our eyes meet briefly before he returns his attention to the pavement beneath his tires and punches the gas again.

“Nothing,” Isla’s breath hitches.

“Don’t lie to me! You’re up to something.”

“I’m just moving around.”

The threatening tone deepens. “If you don’t tell me the truth right now, you won’t make it another five seconds.”

“Please,” Isla bursts into sobs, the terror in her voice sending my hair on end. I don’t have a visual to know how exactly he’s threatening her, and my mind runs wild with the possibilities. “Don’t hurt him,” she pleads.

“You fucking bitch!”

The sound of a scuffle ensues, punctuated with a shout and Isla’s tearful cry of pain. There’s a whistling sound, a crack, and the line goes dead.
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Isla

Left of the interstate. Right on Parkway Road. Two tight turns where the road curves around a body of water. Left onto County Road 18.

In the silence that follows Henry discovering my phone, I memorize the turns in the silence. I feel like Dory in Finding Nemo as I repeat the steps over and over in my head. Dried tears stick to my cheeks. The skin feels tight. The discomfort of tacky skin has nothing on the steady throb on the left side of my face.

Losing my last connection to Aiden feels physical. Even if we weren’t speaking, for twenty-seven minutes we shared heartbeats and breaths. Maybe for the last time.

The ache in my stomach grows to the point where I can’t think of anything else. To the point that I worry about my unborn son and what the extreme stress could be doing to him.

Can terror cause a miscarriage?

Curled up on the passenger seat, I rest my head on the cold window. Slow, deep breaths keep my pulse to a manageable level. A shiver runs through me from the November chill and lack of heat in this old beater car.

The vehicle turns down a dark gravel road. Tall trees tower over each side, casting the nearly hidden road in shadow. Rocks pop and spit beneath the tires as Henry accelerates.

Five minutes later, the car stops on the side of an old cabin.

Without a word, he exits and forces me from the passenger side. The cold muzzle presses beneath my chin. I lift my head impossibly high, desperate to dislodge the weapon, but he holds it steady.

“In,” he orders, dragging me up a set of rotted steps by my arm.

The inside smells musty. Shadows lurk in every corner. The waning sun from outside isn’t enough to light the space much through the dirty windows. We step into a weathered kitchen containing only a fridge, a fireplace, and a kitchen table. The laminate floors are cracked from years of wear and disuse.

He presses into me then. Hot, fetid breath drifts across my face as he forces me flush against the refrigerator and buries his face in my hair. “Welcome home, my Stella.” He groans into my tangled locks, ignoring the way I recoil. “We’re going to be so happy here.”

My stomach roils violently. I fight to keep my composure. “You can let me go. You don’t have to do this.” If pleading brings me back to Aiden, I’m willing to do whatever I can to stay alive.

“I do,” he snarls, yanking something from the drawer and slapping it to my wrist. The shiny black cuff fits snugly, biting into my skin. “I thought I lost you forever. I’m not letting you go now.”

“I think you’re confused. We don’t actually know each other.” I stick with facts, hoping something will break through this fog of delusion.

Ignoring me, he locks the remaining circle around my other wrist and shoves the gun into my abdomen.

“We’re going to be a family.” He brushes the gun down the side of my stomach. The muscles there hollow with alarm. “You don’t understand how bad I wanted to kill you for leaving me, but luckily for you, I’ve changed my mind.”

“Tell me.” If I’m going to die, I need to know why. I need to buy time.

He grips my bicep and hauls me around the corner into a makeshift bedroom. In lieu of living room furniture, a large bed takes up the middle of the floor. The black iron headboard has a silver chain hanging off one side, and it doesn’t take much to put two and two together.

“I was so angry that you were gone,” he mutters, shoving me onto the bed. I fall on my side, and immediately scramble back to my feet. “They said you were gone, but I couldn’t believe you left me. I went looking. There were so many women who looked just like you. I’d pay them to dance, and they’d make me hard and act like they liked me.” His lip curls. “They were liars. They just wanted my money.”

“They didn’t know you were looking for me. They were doing their jobs,” I gasp in horror.

“So I killed them,” he goes on as if he didn’t hear me speak. And maybe he didn’t. Lost in his delusions, his world isn’t reality. Henry throws a flower printed gown, thirty years past its prime, on the bed and picks something up from a table against the wall. His sinister stroll sends the hairs on my neck standing. Thick fingers pick up my limp hand. “I strangled them. And do you know what I left them with?”

I’m frozen as he brushes the pad of his thumb over my knuckles. “What,” I whisper, my voice hoarse.

His eyes drop to my hand. With his thumbnail, he digs a straight line from the last knuckle of my thumb down toward my wrist. At the end, he crosses two lines in an X.

“Know what it is?” He stares proudly at the pink impression.

I give a minute shake of my head. “No.”

“It’s a falling star. Because I knew when I found you, it would be your end.”

Automatically, I move a step back. I don’t make it far. My knees bump into the edge of the mattress. The grip on my hand turns bruising as he jerks my arm back.

“You thought you could fool me with hair dye and a new man, and I’ll admit, at first, I was angry. So angry that I couldn’t have you right then that I found another girl. One with brown hair dressed like a slut, and I took it out on her so I wouldn’t hurt you.”

No. Does he mean the girl from Halloween night? The one Sutton said didn’t fit the profile?

The one without the calling card.

Because that was the night he decided he wasn’t going to kill me. I wasn’t a falling star to him anymore.

“I knew it was really you when I saw you dance, proudly showing off my baby.” He licks his flaky lips. “I knew I’d never let you go again.”

With more strength than I’d have guessed, he yanks my arm straight and jams a gold ring onto my ring finger. I choke on a scream and tears drip down my cheeks.

The too-small band cuts into my flesh as he forces it into place over my knuckle. The strangulation is immediate, cutting blood supply to my finger. I whimper into the cold room.

“My wife,” he says proudly. He raises his left hand, showcasing its gleaming match. “We’re going to be a family.”

“Okay.” My lips move without my permission. The agreement falls from a desperate place. One where I’m fighting to stay alive long enough for someone to find me. If that means playing into his twisted delusion, I’m willing to try anything at this point. Every minute my heart beats is a minute closer to being found.

His serene smile sickens me. “I knew you’d come around.”

I have to swallow three times to unstick the words lodged in my throat. “What do you want me to do?”

“I need you to change out of those whore’s clothes.”

“Okay.” My voice is hardly above a whisper. Without waiting for direction, I pick up the flowered dress and tug it over my head. He doesn’t object to the clothes underneath, and I’m not about to draw attention to the extra scraps of fabric. The dress smells like mothballs and cedar. I’d bet it hasn’t been worn for a very long time.

Wetting my dry lips, I hold my hands out. “You need to unlock one of these so I can get my arms in.”

He doesn’t hesitate to pull a key from his pocket. “You need to take off your clothes first.”

Air ceases to flow from my lungs. “What?”

Gripping the ugly dress, he tears it back over my head while tsking. “Take those off.”

“No,” I wheeze as fear grips my throat.

“You want me to do it for you?” he taunts. The look in his eyes turns lecherous.

I disconnect from my mind as I peel the shirt mechanically over my head and push my leggings over my hips. Standing in nothing but a bra and underwear, I tell myself it’s no different than being on stage. I scramble to retrieve the dress from his hands.

With satisfied eyes, he watches me settle the floral fabric back over my nearly nude body then cuffs my wrist again. “You look beautiful.”

I force my lips to stretch into a semblance of a smile. “N-Now what?”

“Now we burn them.”

I trudge back into the kitchen. The floorboards creak ominously beneath my weight. Henry follows with the gun loose in his hand pointed at my back. For the moment, he seems placated.

“Where do you want me to burn them?”

He nods across from us at an open fireplace. “Good old open fire.”

My neck prickles as he watches me collect the wood from a stack beside it. I kneel on the hearth and stack the logs in the firebox. The newspapers seem too damp to light, but with the flick of a match, the crumpled pieces prove me wrong. Within minutes, an orange blaze roars within the grate.

“You’re a natural.” The praise has the opposite effect.

I avert my gaze as I toss my things into the intense flames. The clothes didn’t hold a strong attachment, but getting rid of the final personal item in my possession feels like a knife between my ribs.

With one hand cradling my belly, I clutch the side of the fireplace to help me stand. I keep my attention on Henry the entire time.

“Check the fridge, Stella.”

Henry’s smile has me wanting to do the exact opposite. Finding out what he’s storing in there is the kind of game I’m not interested in playing.

My fingers tremble as I reach for the handle. The second the door opens, a rotten smell hits my nose. The fridge is empty except for a pack of steaks leaking all over the top shelf. The red juices drip steadily on the bottom drawers. It’s as if he bought them in preparation but overshot the use by date. I wonder how long he’s been planning this. How long he’s known where to find me.

“These?” I ask hoarsely. Saliva fills my mouth as a wave of nausea peaks.

“It’s a celebratory dinner.” With the gun trained on me, Henry backs himself into one of the kitchen chairs. “You’re going to cook them.”

I almost puke as I retrieve the expired meat. The cuts are unlabeled, but I refuse to think of them as anything other than beef. My eyes water and my sinuses swell as I retch every few minutes. The kitchen doesn’t contain anything useful, not even basic spices, so I toss the rancid steak onto the singular pan I find in an empty cabinet and set it on the mounted grill in the fire.

The burning wood pops and crackles. I pray the old cabin holds and doesn’t burn down as the smell of smoke fills the air. The odds are stacked against me with this gun-holding psychopath. I’m not sure I can survive a raging fire too.

When the hunks are black, I pull them out. I don’t know what to do now. I stand in the middle of the room holding the pan in the bunched-up fabric of my dress.

“Don’t just stand there. Serve me my dinner!” The wooden table groans beneath his heavy fist.

The entire pan clatters loudly in front of him, and I scurry back against the wall.

He sighs. “Thank you.”

Vomit rushes up my throat. I cover my mouth to hold it at bay as he takes the first bite. I feel the blood drain from my face. Sweat dots my forehead. I might actually pass out. This is so fucked up.

My legs shake, and for a minute, I’m afraid they’re going to give out. I’m weak from adrenaline and hunger. I’m tired. Dehydrated. Nothing about this is good for the baby, but I’m not about to eat expired, burnt meat. I’m not about to eat anything offered to me from this monster.

My best chance at escaping is when he goes to sleep. The chain on the bed is a challenge to overcome, but he had a key for the cuffs in his pocket. I’d be willing to bet he has a key for the rest in there too.

The question is how far am I willing to go to retrieve them? Could I touch him? Put my hand in his pocket?

Henry doesn’t question my lack of appetite. He chews the dried-out slabs as if they were prepared by a world renowned chef. I pray for food poisoning to incapacitate him. When he’s finished, he announces it’s time for bed, despite the evening light still lingering outside.

“Wouldn’t want you to run again.” He smiles, locking the chain on the headboard around my shackles.
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Aiden

“Talk to me,” I bark into my cell phone.

“We’re coming up on where the device location stopped tracking. I’m warning the two of you now, stay back or I’ll cuff you both and put you in a squad car headed back to town.” Sutton wastes no time getting right into it.

“I just need to know if she’s there or not. Don’t make me wait.” A current of anxiety zips beneath my skin. When the line went dead, we knew one of two things happened.

One: He got rid of her phone.

Two: He got rid of her phone and her.

“I won’t,” Sutton promises. “Pull over and I’ll call you right back.”

Lee moves the truck steadily onto the shoulder. “Done,” he says loud enough for Sutton to hear over the speaker.

“Hang tight,” Sutton says before the line cuts off.

“You know if you weren’t here, I wouldn’t have stopped,” I mutter. I feel like I’m coming out of my skin.

“Yep,” Lee replies.

“And if it were Juniper, you wouldn’t have stopped either.”

“Yep.” He cuts me a glance, shifting the truck back into drive and easing down the side of the road. “We wait for his call and then we’ll get moving quickly again.”

He keeps us traveling north, just at a slower speed. The two of us have no way of knowing exactly where Isla’s phone cut off since Silas had Juniper’s phone with the GPS. All we know is the cops have moved far enough ahead that we can hardly see their flashing lights.

“Sutton’s going to be pissed you didn’t stay at his command.”

“We’re just going far enough to keep them in our sights.”

A second later, my phone rings again. I stab the button and put it on speaker.

“We’ve located her phone. She isn’t here.” Sutton’s voice is clear in the cab.

“You’re sure?” I ask.

“A team is going to stay behind and comb the area, but we were pretty close to this location. He wouldn’t have had time to bring her off the main road and get out of here before we showed up.”

“That isn’t exactly comforting.”

“It’s what I have for you, Aiden. I’m sorry. We won’t stop looking.” Sutton’s gruff voice is unusual coming from him. He’s carrying the weight of this investigation on his shoulders. “Hang on.”

My palms sweat as silence pours through the line. There’s a rustle, as if Sutton’s on the move. An onslaught of devastating images rips through my head the longer he keeps me waiting. I refuse to believe my mind telling me they found something else.

Or someone.

“Sutton,” Lee barks, noticing the palpable anxiety filling the cab. He hits the gas, racing toward the flashing lights ahead.

A hundred feet back, he slows to a stop. My shoes touch pavement before he even has it in park. His footsteps thunder behind me, hot on my heels as I seek out Sutton or Silas in the group of blue and gray uniforms.

“Shit, Powell, I said hang on.” Sutton scowls at me before flicking his gaze behind me at Lee.

“What is it?” I snarl.

“We have a call about the car. It was seen leaving the highway and turning right on Parkway Road. The caller lost sight of them after that, but a deputy is in pursuit.”

“They have sight of them?”

Sutton shakes his head. “Not yet, but there isn’t much out there. Once you get around Rainbow Lake, the road turns into a T. Local cops are blocking traffic on either end. They’re blocked in.”

My shoulders sink. “So now it’s only a matter of finding out where he’s taking her.”

“They’re pulling property records for the hunting cabins out that way looking for anyone named Henry.” Sutton’s hand falls heavily on my shoulder. “We’re doing everything that we can.”

While all I can do is sit and wait, Isla’s out there facing a gunman alone. I thought what I went through earlier this year was a nightmare, but this… This is infinitely worse. I’d rather take on Frankie’s gunman a thousand times. At least he was standing in front of me, looking me straight in the eyes. I don’t even know what this Henry fucker looks like.

A sudden flurry of activity yanks me back to reality. Radios crackle with disembodied voices. Sutton listens intently as he squints into the waning sun. When he turns to find his lead detective, I follow. Something is happening.

A stern man with white hair begins talking. “We’ve located the property of Henry Newton. Deputy Kramer reports seeing smoke in the vicinity. SWAT has been activated.” He continues discussing staging and coordinates. As they disburse, I move to Sutton’s SUV.

“No,” he growls.

“I’ll stay in the car.”

“As if I can trust you to do that.” He drops his hand to his belt.

I snort, but there’s no humor behind the noise. Only desperation. “Are you going to tase me, Sutton?”

“Thinking about it.”

“Let me be there. When they bring her out, she’s going to need me. Don’t make her go through this without me.”

He jerks his head at the door. “Get in.” I dive into the passenger seat before he can say another word. Lee quietly slips into the back.

We whip down the highway in a quiet line of red and blue. About twenty minutes and a series of turns later, we come upon the area. I know because of the plume of black smoke rising from within the trees.

We’re close.

Sutton’s radio sparks to life.

“Confirmed sight on the suspect’s vehicle. Confirmed sight of one adult male and one adult female on a bed in the main room.”

Every muscle in my body locks. Lee’s hand lands on my shoulder from the back as if he thinks I’m about to run. “I’m okay,” I lie through my teeth to reassure him.

“No you’re not.” His fingers depress the muscle. “Just letting you know I’ve got your back.”

Time seems to stop. Sutton explains procedure but all I can think is fuck procedure. I know they all have families to get home safely to, but my family, my life, is a few hundred feet away in the arms of a homicidal maniac and there’s nothing I can do.

Not one damn thing.

“I have to go.” Sutton opens his door and steps out. He’s strapped in a bulletproof vest, his face stoic. “I need you to stay in the car, Aiden.”

Our eyes lock across the driver’s seat. “I will.”

“No matter what you see or hear. Do not get out of this car.”

“I said I will!” I explode. I see him flick his gaze to Lee before returning it to me.

“I’m going to get your girl.”

“Bring her back to me, Sut. Please bring them both back to me.”

The deep inhale he takes is visible. “Stay here.” His palm crashes once against the top of the vehicle and then he’s gone.

My skin itches with the need to get out and run. The fight element is strong, bursting through me like an electric current. But I stay put. I’m lucky to even be here. I don’t have any training or a weapon. I can’t go off half-cocked around a bunch of trained officers. I’d find myself face down in a pair of cuffs before I could even tell them my name.

At the sound of a single gunshot that all changes. Sutton’s order fades into the background of my consciousness as I hear the shouts.

Shot fired!

There are three hearts beating in that cabin.

Two of them I’d willingly die for.

The door flies open and my feet carry me across the forest floor before I consciously decide to move. Before I can reach the edge of the driveway, Lee’s arms band around my chest.

“Let me go!”

“No,” he grunts. “Hang on, Aiden. They’re getting her.”

The SWAT team breaches the cabin, but it’s not enough. It’s not me in there. “She needs me.”

“I know. You’re right here. As soon as they get her out, you’ll have her!”

“Fuck.” I push his arm, pull it, beat against it. In the end, I grip it as I feel like I stop breathing.

“She’s coming soon. Hang on, brother.”

Minutes pass like hours staring at the empty hole in the front of the cabin where the door normally is. The black void beckons me. Leading me inside to what could very well be the end of my life. I simply refuse to return to the empty shell I was without her.

A flicker of movement has me bracing against Lee. Sutton’s salt-and-pepper head emerges first, his arm wrapped tight around the love of my life. Her face is pressed against his vest, but she’s walking.

She’s alive.

The weight around my chest falls away and I sprint across the brown, dying grass and carpet of pine needles. Her head pops up, her terrified eyes finding mine.

“Aiden!” she screams, fighting against Sutton’s hold.

He doesn’t have to restrain her for long. In a second, I’m there. We collide, and I pull her flush against my body. “I’m here.” I breathe against her hair.

“You’re here.” She begins to cry.

“Shh.” I palm the back of her head, tucking her face into my throat. The feeling of her warm breath against my skin washes away any remaining fear. She’s safe. She’s in my arms. Now it’s time for me to put aside my feelings and take care of her.

“Get it off.” Her shoulders shake as she claws at the neckline of the dress draped across her body.

“I need a cover,” I say hoarsely. Sutton sprints away at my request. “Come on, starshine. We’ll get you free.”

But she doesn’t wait. Isla starts tearing the fabric from her skin. The threadbare cloth rips and shreds beneath her fingers. Just as the disintegrating material pools at her feet, Sutton returns with a thick blanket.

I drape the soft material around her. Brushing her hair off her face, I inspect her for damage. A purple bruise on the left side ignites fury like I’ve never felt before in my life.

“I’m going to kill him,” I growl.

Sutton tucks his hands in his vest. “You’re a little too late. He’s already dead. He spotted us and reached for his gun.”

Friction from my hands brings heat into Isla’s arms. “Who got him?”

“Some deputy.”

I study the grim line of Sutton’s mouth. “Get his name. I want to shake his fucking hand.”

Isla whimpers in my hold. “Get this off too,” she begs, frantically twisting the fingers of her left hand with her right one.

“Let me see,” I request soothingly. Did he carve his signature mark into her?

My eye twitches at the sight of the gold band biting painfully into her skin. The finger is swollen and pulsing in an angry red. Gripping her wrist, I hold her arm upright above her heart.

“Sutton,” I bite out, indicating her finger.

He takes off again in search of a cutting tool.

“Are you hurt anywhere else?” My hands flutter over her body. I’d touch her and look myself but I’m too scared to hurt her.

She shakes her head. “No.”

“The baby?”

“He’s okay too.”

My eyes search hers. “Are you sure?”

Isla flattens my palm on her stomach. I stare at her, holding my breath as we wait and wait and wait some more.

Thump.

My shoulders sag at his little heel or knee or elbow punching my palm.

After what feels like an eternity of being apart, I finally cup her cheeks and kiss her. Her mouth against mine breathes life back into me, chasing away the lingering cold.
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Isla

One Week Later

I comb my fingers gently through Aiden’s reddish-blonde locks.

“Aiden, I have to pee,” I whisper.

He doesn’t stir. Morning light pours into the bedroom, casting us both in a golden glow. How he can sleep through the sun in his eyes, I’ll never know. I’ve been awake for at least half an hour, replaying the events of the last week.

Benjamin’s funeral is tomorrow, and Kelly politely texted asking us not to attend. Nobody knows what Benjamin was thinking by tricking me into going outside. The only piece of evidence we have is him telling me Henry threatened his son Carter. What that threat looked like, we don’t know, because the both of them are dead and no texts or calls were found on Benjamin’s phone.

But he didn’t know this would happen, and if the choice were truly between me or his son, well, I can’t say I wouldn’t have done the same thing. As hard as it is not to pay respects to my friend, the least I can do for her is honor her request.

With Henry gone, the days of looking over my shoulder are finally over.

According to family interviews, Henry Newton disappeared suddenly after his wife dropped dead of a heart attack back in April. Credit card charges confirmed he did frequent Eve’s around the time of her death, which is where he said we met. After finding some photos of the two of them together, the detective’s best guess is that I looked similar to his wife, and his broken mind latched onto that rather than the reality that she was gone.

The story is sad, but the destruction he caused is tragic.

I’m beyond lucky to still be alive. If they hadn’t found me… I have to put the unfathomable possibilities from my mind.

My bladder gives another insistent twitch. “Aiden.” I scrape my knuckles against his scalp.

He lifts his head from my chest, his other hand caressing my growing belly. He’s been sleeping this way ever since he got me back a week ago.

“Mm. Comfy.”

“I think you’d be comfier if you used something other than my body as a pillow.”

“Can’t,” he mumbles sleepily. “Can’t fall asleep without your heartbeat.”

Said heartbeat skips and his heartbreakingly sweet words. His palm presses against my stomach. “He’s kicking.”

Closing my eyes again, I cover his hand with mine. Together, we experience the weak little punches.

I spent the night in the hospital after the ordeal for monitoring and dehydration. We got to see our little boy again, and the relief was so overwhelming both Aiden and I cried. I felt his little kicks while I was held in that cabin, but that had nothing on seeing his heart beating on the black and white screen.

“How are you feeling?” Sleepy grit deepens his voice.

“I’m good.” I scratch his head again. “How are you, lover?”

“Content.” He yawns before giving me his soft blue eyes.

With a lingering kiss against my sternum, Aiden crawls down the bed. The heat of his mouth warms the cotton t-shirt draped over my belly.

“Hey little man. You’re only about the size of a spaghetti squash, but don’t beat up your momma too hard, okay? She needs her rest.”

His hands cup the sides of my stomach as he converses.

“We both love you so much already. I’m excited to meet you and find out what parts of your momma you have. Did you get her pretty blonde hair or her long fingers or her crooked pinky toe?”

I dig my foot into his ribs. “My toe isn’t crooked!”

Both of us look toward the end of the bed at my feet sticking out from underneath the blanket. I bite my lip to stifle a laugh at the sight of my little pinkies turned inward.

“They’re adorable, starshine. Perfect like the rest of you.” He leans toward my belly like he’s telling it a secret. “Shh, don’t tell your mom, but her imperfections are what I love most about her.”

“Okay, Aiden Powell. Get off me. I still need to pee and now I need to cry.”

He crawls back up the bed, a slow, devastating smile spreading across his face. He rubs the stubble on his cheeks against the swells of my breasts. My nipples respond to the abrasive touch. “Cry, starshine. Your tears are mine to dry.”

Cupping the back of his head, I bring his mouth to mine. “As sweet as that is, I’m not interested in wetting the bed.”

“Could be fun.”

“Aiden!”

He flops off me onto his back. “Hurry back to me, Isla. I need to fuck you before we head to my mom’s.”

My thighs clench at his blunt request. “Be right back.”
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The reception at the Powell family gathering would overwhelm someone who wasn’t just kidnapped. Everyone already checked in on us, either during my short hospital stay or at our house over the course of the week, but seeing them all at once gathered again has tears springing to my eyes.

So many people in this room played part in my rescue. Aiden told me how Corjan drove him to XO’s and the rest of the Powell men followed. How Juniper had the brilliant idea to check our location sharing. How Lee stepped in and kept Aiden from running into the cabin after me and more than likely saved him from getting himself shot.

Nancy and Frankie cooked up a storm and delivered us meals all week. Cortney took care of our animals so we could focus on ourselves. Bree and Whitney gathered totes of baby boy clothes and delivered them to Aiden’s house so that I didn’t have to worry about shopping now that I’m out of a job. Frankie and Jude went back to XO’s to get my replacement check.

And Juniper practically moved in. She made it three days before Lee showed up and dragged her back home.

I’ve never known the kind of love that’s in this room. And I’m beyond lucky to have been welcomed into the family with open arms.

A couch spot is vacated for us, and Aiden practically pulls me into his lap. I keep my hand glued to his. Facing down a serial killer was the most terrifying experience of my life.

But telling his family we lied about the baby is a close second.

I don’t want to lose everything I’ve gained over the last couple of months. Losing any single person in this room would gut me. And I’d deserve it.

With a deep breath, Aiden grabs my attention. At my nod, he clears his throat.

“We have something we need to say.”

The room falls silent. So many eyes swing in our direction that I feel like I’m standing beneath a spotlight on a stage. A squeeze from Aiden settles the sudden rush of panic.

“We lied to you. And in order for us to move forward, we need to clear the air.”

“Aiden,” Corjan interjects, a flash of alarm in his eyes. “You don’t need to do this.”

Aiden powers through. “A few months ago, Isla and I started a pretend relationship. The details don’t really matter, but when I brought her over here for the first time, I falsely claimed her baby as mine.”

“So you aren’t the father?” Juniper asks, her expression solemn.

My fingers tighten around his. “No,” I answer directly to my best friend. “As much as I wish now that it could be true, it’s not. The father is someone I knew at Eve’s. He didn’t want the baby, so I left. That’s the entire reason I came back to town.”

“I feel stupid I didn’t put it together.” Juniper fiddles with the sleeve of her shirt.

“You shouldn’t. I shouldn’t have hid it from you, but I love him, Juniper. I love Aiden so much that it doesn’t matter. I hope you can see that.”

She rolls her eyes. “I’d have to blind not to see it. It’s obvious to all of us that the two of you belong together.”

“This might have started off as pretend, but it’s real now.” Aiden kisses the side of my head.

“Why tell us now, though? You probably could have kept it a secret and we’d have never known.” Jack leans a shoulder against the wall separating the living room from the kitchen.

“Because when I put a ring on her finger, I don’t want there to be any doubt that it’s real. When our son is born, I don’t want anyone to question if the love I have for him is as real as the love we all have for each other. Because every person in this room has taught me you don’t have to be blood related to be a family. And that little boy is my son with as much truth as you’re my mom.” He looks to Nancy. “And you’re my family,” he says to everyone else.

“Dammit Aiden, now I’m crying,” Nancy chokes from the recliner. Lee squeezes his mom’s shoulder. “We know a thing or two about unconventional beginnings, don’t we?”

“It’s all because of you,” Aiden says to his mom. “Your heart has always had room for a kid in need of a home, so I hope you have room to love one more.”

“Of course I do!” Nancy snaps around a sob.

I sweep a finger beneath my eyes to wipe away the stray tears.

“It doesn’t need to be said, but I’ll say it anyway. We’re so glad you’re okay, Isla. We love you. And the two of you might have started out as pretend, but you weren’t fooling anyone. There hasn’t been a fake moment between you. At least not one that I’ve seen.” Nancy winks.

I cross the room and give her a tight hug. “Thank you.”

“Thank you for bringing my son back to us. He needed you.” As we pull apart, we lock eyes and her gratitude passes between us. “Still does.”

The front door flies open, severing the heartfelt moment.

“Sorry we’re late!” Cortney stomps in, white snow falling from her boots onto the black weather mat. Sebastian trudges in behind her with a scowl. She peels off her coat but stops short. “What happened? Why is everyone crying?”

“Everyone is not crying,” Jude huffs.

“Why are the women crying?” Cortney amends.

“Well if you were on time, you would have been here for us to announce that the baby isn’t mine.” Aiden tosses his casual words at his sister like a grenade.

“What?” Her shocked gaze whips between us as she stumbles into the room. “She cheated on you?”

“Ouch.” Aiden holds a palm over his heart.

“I’d never,” I promise as I kiss him softly on the lips.

“Can someone tell me what the hell is going on?” Cortney settles her hands on her hips.

“Come on.” Whitney hands off baby Soren to Cortney. “Let’s go chat in the kitchen while I spike your hot chocolate.”

Whitney throws us a wink as she ushers Cortney around the corner.


EPILOGUE
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Isla

Two Months Later

“Tell me you’re close,” Aiden growls in my ear.

I huff an exasperated breath. “Will you stop freaking out?”

“If I’d have known the two of you would be traipsing around in a damn blizzard I wouldn’t have let you go.”

I yank the phone away from my ear so fast Juniper whips her head in my direction. “Look at the road!” I throw my hand out at the windshield.

“Yes, Juniper, look at the road,” Aiden barks loud enough for me to hear.

After a cleansing breath, I put the phone back to my head. “I’m going to give you five seconds to rephrase that last sentence to me or I’m hanging up.”

The long pause sends my hormones into overdrive and not in the good way.

“You didn’t let me do anything!” I shout when he doesn’t respond.

“Sorry, starshine. I didn’t expect to worry over your shopping trip today.”

I flick a loose strand of bottle-brown hair over my shoulder. “You don’t need to worry. Juniper is an excellent driver.”

“You’re thirty weeks pregnant. You can’t blame me for being concerned when it’s snowed half a foot since you left.”

My heart melts a little at the direction of conversation. “I’ll give you a pass this time.”

“I’ll make it up to you later.”

“Oh, really? How will you do that?”

“I’m thinking dinner… in bed. And after, I’ll give you a nice rub.”

“That does sound nice.”

“From the inside.”

A coughing fit steals my breath. “I’m letting you go. We’ll be there in five minutes.”

“Be safe, beautiful. I’ll be waiting.”

“I won’t make you wait long.” I hit the red button and tuck my phone into my purse.

“I can’t believe you did it,” Juniper says cryptically.

I scrunch my nose. “Did what?”

“Snagged yourself a Powell brother.”

At her words, I recall an old conversation. It was after my move from the area three years ago. The two of us were catching up on a video chat, and I lamented about how lucky she was to find Lee. As a joke, I threw out there that I should come back and scope out one of the other brothers.

Never in my wildest dreams would I have thought three years later, I’d be doing exactly that.

The thought was nowhere near my consciousness on my return trip, but fate apparently had other ideas and turned that years-old manifestation into my new reality.

Do I ever thank my lucky stars for whatever force is at work that brought Aiden Powell into my life.

Juniper turns into Aiden’s snow-covered driveway a moment later. True to his word, Aiden waits in the open garage door. Remy prances around the snow, biting the falling flakes in his big mouth. The white ones disappear in his salt-and-pepper fur. Lee and Jack stand outside beside their brother nursing beers. If I’m not mistaken through the snowy scene, Lee’s features soften with relief as we park.

“How was shopping?” Aiden engulfs me in his arms, relieving me of the four large paper bags before kissing me sweetly on the mouth.

I melt into his arms. “Hopefully these new pants last the next two-and-a-half months. I don’t have any more room to grow.”

“He’s the size of a large cabbage. I’d say he’s going to get a little bit bigger than that.”

“That’s it?” I span my hands over my stomach. “I feel like he has to be the size of a watermelon, at least.”

“Not yet, starshine.” Aiden’s eyes crinkle in the corners. Over my head to Juniper he says, “Thanks for taking her.”

“Anytime,” she sing-songs as she burrows beneath Lee’s arm.

“Should we get going?” Lee brushes a melting snowflake off Juniper’s cheek. The two share a look. Interpreting would feel like an intrusion.

“I’m ready,” Juniper replies.

“I should get out of here too. Hunter’s watching the motel so I can get home to the family. Soren’s been giving Whitney a hard time.” Jack drains his beer and tosses the bottle into the recycling bin.

“Is everything okay?” I ask.

“Just a growth spurt. But he’s eating so much he’s nearly constantly attached and refuses to take a bottle.”

I’m pretty sure my nipples invert themselves at the mental image and sympathy pain. “I’m sure she’ll appreciate having you back home during this storm.”

Something nostalgic passes over Jack’s face. “She definitely will. See you two later. Good luck, Aiden.”

“Why do you need good luck?”

Aiden scowls at his chuckling brother. “Come on. Let’s get out of the cold.”

My heart pumps harder as we make our way inside. The whirr of the garage door shutting behind us only heightens my excitement for what’s to come. It suddenly feels like a giant missed clue that Juniper took me shopping, and that the second we’re home, everyone cleared out.

“Tell me what’s going on.” I pitch my voice and rock on the balls of my feet.

Aiden deposits my bags near the mouth of the hall.

“I have a surprise for you.”

“Is this like the pole room? Because that’s a surprise I wouldn’t mind repeating again.” And what came after. I definitely wouldn’t mind a repeat performance of that night.

Aiden’s eyes heat. “It’s a little different, but I hope you’ll like it just as much.”

“Then I’m all yours, lover. Show me what you’ve got.”

“Close your eyes.” Aiden picks up my hand and links our fingers. “No peeking.”

“I wouldn’t dare.”

His spicy, citrus scent warms me as he leans in close and kisses my forehead. Then, he leads me straight down the hall.

A handle twists, and the latch scrapes against the strike plate. With a hand on my lower back, Aiden gently nudges me inside.

“Open your eyes, starshine.”

Blinking against the yellow ceiling light, I nearly start to cry. “Did you spend all afternoon on this?”

“I had to call in a team to get it done in time.” Aiden’s voice is a low timbre in my ear.

“By team, you mean your brothers, right?”

“Of course. Who else would come help me build a nursery during a snowstorm?”

I choke on a laugh as tears fill my eyes. “Who else indeed?”

My stomach fills with butterflies as I scan my surroundings. A gray wash crib is pressed up against the wall across from the door and adjacent to the window. The wall behind it is painted a jungle green while the three remaining walls are a softer green pastel hue. The hardwood is covered in the middle in a new gray fluffy rug that’s plush beneath my bare feet. In the corner of the room beside an empty bookshelf is a padded rocking chair that I can already picture Aiden or me rocking a sleepy newborn or reading books to him as he grows. My eyes grow wetter at the changing table atop a set of drawers I could guess is already filled with baby clothes.

“I don’t mean to assume, but is this your way of asking me to move in with you?”

Aiden turns me into his arms. “Asking is what you do when there’s a question. I have no questions about our future, Isla. You and our baby are the only things I want. The rest is just details.”

“This is a hell of a detail. A big, beautiful, memorable detail.”

Aiden catches a tear racing down my cheek with his knuckle. “We can change anything you don’t like. But I tracked down your Pinterest board, so I think it should be pretty close to what you wanted.”

“I don’t think it could have been any better even if I created it myself.” I press up on my tiptoes and push my lips against his. “Let’s go cancel my lease.”

“Later.” He kisses me softly. “There’s a snowstorm, and I have a few ideas how we can pass the time until the roads clear.”
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Isla

Eight Weeks Later

“Who waits until three months before the wedding to find a dress?” Bree sips her champagne flute.

Cortney adjusts the skinny straps on her shoulders. “I’ve been busy. The vet office has been crazy this winter and Sebastian and I took a while to settle on the date.”

“Thank God you’re skinny. There isn’t time for alterations.” The bridal rep takes Cortney’s hand and tows her back to the changing room.

“Rude,” Whitney glares at the lady’s back.

My stomach gives a twinge, stealing my retort. It’s been happening a lot today. My doctor called them Braxton Hicks, but they seem to be getting stronger. I sip my glass of water as the girls volley gossip back and forth.

“Oh, that’s pretty!” Nancy remarks as Cortney reappears in another dress. Cortney’s face reflects uncertainty.

“I don’t know.” She twists in the four-paneled full-length mirrors. “I think my ass looks big.”

“Your ass looks fantastic.” Whitney salutes her with her champagne.

“I agree,” Frankie adds.

“Who doesn’t want their ass to look big?” Juniper says from the corner of her mouth.

“Right?” I laugh. My phone buzzes with a text, distracting me from another twinge.

Aiden:


Checking in on my girl and my leek




Me:


Is that the produce of the week?




Aiden:


In length. He’s gotta weight around seven pounds




Me:


Have you ever been so invested in fruits and vegetables?




Aiden:


Never. Maybe I should open a fruit stand. Is my sister driving you crazy yet?




Me:


Your sister is the most indecisive person I’ve ever met. She’s tried on at least twelve dresses that are perfect for her yet rejects each one




Aiden:


Want me to extract you from the situation?




Me:


Negative, lover. Don’t worry. I’m having a good time




The next squeeze nearly steals my breath. I grip my phone in one hand and my water in the other.

Cortney rolls her eyes and hops down from the dais to the gasp of the bridal rep. “This one is a no too.”

“It’s okay, Cort. You’ll find the perfect one.” Frankie smiles softly.

Cortney’s lip wobbles and a flush colors her cheeks. “Thank you.”

“This isn’t good.” Juniper addresses the group once Cortney returns to the changing room. “I don’t want this to end with her in tears, but I don’t know what to do.”

“Someone should suggest she comes back another day,” Bree adds.

“With three months until the wedding? She’s running out of time.” Whitney frowns at her nearly empty glass. “I need a refill.”

“Me too,” Juniper says.

“The three of you are going to be sloshed by the time this is over,” Frankie laughs, pulling out her phone. "We may need some backup soon.”

Nancy hums in amusement and holds out her own glass for a top-up.

I rub my tense stomach and frown. “Do we think she’s self-sabotaging?”

“You think she doesn’t want to get married?” Juniper turns with the bottle of champagne in her hand.

“Don’t let her hear you say that,” Bree whispers.

“Sorry,” Juniper loudly whispers back.

“Okay, what do we think about this one?” Cortney marches back over to the mirrors with a face for battle. She grips the light, flowy fabric and tosses it at her feet so that it swishes around her ankles.

Nancy ooo’s with a smile.

“You look beautiful.” I push myself out of my chair onto my feet.

“I love the neckline on that one.” Bree runs her fingers over the front of her shirt.

“I don’t know. It’s pretty. I think it’d be perfect for a beach wedding,” Cortney says wistfully.

“Then maybe you should get married on a beach?” Whitney’s question is cautious.

Cortney sighs. “I can’t. Sebastian doesn’t like to spend time in the sun and he loathes the sand.”

I go to step forward when my stomach pinches with a sharp cramp. “Oooh. That hurts,” I gasp.

Juniper and Frankie flank me in an instant. “What’s wrong?”

“Braxton Hicks.” I scrunch my face. “I think.”

Bree, Whitney, and Cortney exchange sympathetic glances.

“Those can be frustrating. I had them for weeks before Soren was born. You should sit down,” Whitney advises.

Cortney steps back off the platform. “Maybe this is too much for one day.”

“No, no, it’s okay. It’s—” I gasp as warm liquid gushes down my legs. “I don’t think these are Braxton Hicks anymore.”

“What, why?” Juniper looks me over.

“Because either I peed myself or my water just broke.”

Everyone jumps into action, including Cortney. She starts running toward me still wearing the wedding dress.

“Wait!” The bridal rep shouts after her, pinching the bridge of her nose. “You’re going to get it dirty!”

Cortney has a hand on my arm while the others clean up glasses and gather coats and bags. She throws her chin over her shoulder. “I’ll take this one. Charge the card on my booking.”

“Go get changed.” I bat at her just as another contraction hits. My swing turns into a grip around her shoulder.

“Call Aiden. Tell him he’s about to be a dad.” For the first time all day, Cortney wears a genuine smile.
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Aiden

That Same Day

I flick my pool cue into the white just as my phone rings. The green stripe I was shooting for spins in a straight line to the right corner pocket. At Isla’s name on the screen, I straighten.

“Ready to get out of wedding dress hell?”

“How do you feel about March 7th?” she says, ignoring my question.

I work over the date in my mind. “What’s special about March 7th?”

She gives a breathy laugh. “It’s about to become our son’s birthday.”

I lock eyes with Jack across the sea of green felt. “You’re in labor?”

“My water broke all over the floor at the bridal shop. Poor woman was about to have a heart attack at the mess.”

“Shit, baby. We’ll send her flowers or something. How are you holding up?”

“Me and my wedding dress hell have it all under control, Aiden,” Cortney snaps into the phone.

“You’re on speaker,” Isla adds.

“Would have been helpful to know, starshine. I’m on my way, okay? Be there in five.”

By the time I hang up, Jack’s already collected the pool cues.

“How you feeling?” he asks as we climb into my sedan. Thank god we took my car today because I have Isla’s hospital bag in the back.

“I’m excited.” A laugh of disbelief falls out. “Fuck, man. I’m about to be a dad.”

“Let’s get you to the hospital so you can be with her. If the others haven’t already made the calls, I’ll take care of it once we’re there.”

Five minutes later we roll up to the drop-off zone of Fairview Valley Hospital just in time to see Cortney push Isla inside in a wheelchair. For some reason, my sister is wearing a wedding gown.

I leave Jack with my car and jog after them. The duffel on my shoulder swings against my back with every second step.

“Fancy.” I stop Cortney with a hand on her shoulder and lean down to kiss Isla. “Hanging in there, starshine?”

“I’m perfect.” Her eyes scrunch with what I assume is a contraction. “Everything is going dandy here, lover,” she gasps around the endearment.

“Let’s get you upstairs. I’ve got it from here if you want to get changed, Cort.”

My sister releases the chair. “I left my clothes at the bridal shop. You’re not allowed to have that baby until I get back.” Cortney backs away, her index finger pointed at Isla.

“I have a feeling that won’t be an issue,” Isla retorts.

The automatic doors open to let Cortney out just as more members of my family file in. All the girls, Mom, and Jack.

“Jude and Lee are finishing up with a stray. Corjan’s on his way now after speaking with Scarlett about the change of plans.” Jack stops with his hands on his hips.

“Go on. We’ll find our way to the waiting room.” Mom engulfs me in a brief hug before giving one to Isla next. “Good luck. I love you both.”

With apprehensive smiles, we approach the front desk.

Five hours later, after one epidural and a bucket of ice chips, the team converts the bed, and Isla’s ready to push.

My heart pounds so hard I fear I might pass out as we get into position. Her gown is pulled up beneath her breasts and her legs are spread. One in my arms and the other held by a kind nurse. I brush the light brown hair off Isla’s forehead and lean down for a lingering kiss.

“You’re going to be the best mom, Isla. I’m so lucky to be here with you.”

“Promise you won’t leave me.” Her eyes flash with fear.

I grip her hand in mine. “They’d have to drag me out of here. I’m not going anywhere.”

“Then promise you won’t pass out.”

I chuckle. “That should be the least of your concerns.”

“Are you ready to push, Isla?” The masked doctor at her feet moves into position.

We share a tender glance before Isla nods her head.

“Ready.”

She pushes for an hour. Despite the exhaustion setting in, my girl doesn’t give up for a second. On and on she bears down with each contraction, and finally, at six-forty-three on March 7th, our son enters the world.

His birth is a blur of activity. A pair of silver scissors is shoved into my hand and the doctor points to the thick, spongy looking cord. “Cut here, daddy.”

Daddy. Emotion punches me in the chest.

I fight against trembling as I slip the blades around the cord and snip the tether from baby to mother. The little guy is wiped and placed on Isla’s chest for a quick meeting before he’s whisked away for a check-up and a weight.

“Seven pounds, two ounces and eighteen-and-a-half inches long.”

Then he’s bundled in a blanket and a hat and placed back into his mother’s arms.

“Look at our boy,” she says happily. “God, he’s so beautiful.”

I find his little fingers in the blanket and wrap them around my thumb. His grip is tight. “He sure is. Beautiful like you.”

We spend an immeasurable amount of time just staring at our son in awe.

“What was your dad’s name?”

Her question takes me by surprise. I work to clear my throat. “His name was John.”

She looks lovingly at the baby and adjusts his little hat. “Then we’ll name him John.” She brings her gaze to mine. “John Myles Powell.”

“Isla, even my last name?” I choke. “Are you sure?”

“Positive.” She reaches out to cup my cheek. “You did it, Aiden. You took his advice. You got it right the first time and now you have me for the rest of your life. I think that’s worth naming our son after.”

“Thank you,” I gasp against her lips, not giving the first fuck about the tear dripping from my eye onto her cheek. Easing myself beside her on the bed, I slip the black box from my pocket. “There doesn’t seem to be a better time than now to give you this.” I flip open the lid.

The huge oval-cut diamond gleams beneath the bright overhead lights.

“Oh my god.”

“I don’t want to leave this hospital without all three of us sharing a name. Not after all you did to make sure we could be a family. You’re strong, Isla. A survivor. And I’m lucky as hell you’ve decided to do this life by my side.”

Thick tears course down her flushed cheeks. “When did you get that?”

My grin is lopsided as I pluck the ring from the box. “I’ve been carrying it around for about four months now, give or take a couple weeks, just waiting for the right time.”

Her mouth falls open slightly. “Well are you going to ask me?”

“Isla Fitzgerald, will you do me the absolute honor of becoming my wife?” My body vibrates as I wait for her to utter the word that will make her mine forever.

“Yes. Oh my god, yes.” I slip the silver band gently over her ring finger. “Love you, Aiden Powell.”

“Love you too, Isla. I don’t know what I ever did to deserve you, but I’m going to prove to you every fucking day that I do.”
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Isla

Two Months Later

“The wedding is off.”

“What?” I set down the microchip scanner and stare at Cortney.

She throws her black hair into a messy ponytail and rolls up the white sleeves beneath her blue scrubs. “You heard me.”

Juniper and I exchange a concerned glance.

“What happened?” Juniper summons the courage to ask the question first.

Cortney slams a clipboard down on the makeshift exam table before whirling away. “Doesn’t matter. I just wanted you guys to know. Tell the others.”

“Cortney,” I try but she cuts me off, tears filling her eyes.

“I just can’t right now, okay? I need to do something. I need to work. I don’t even want to think about it right now I’m so mad. Sebastian is… is… He’s a jerk. A massive fucking jerk!”

I automatically reach out but let my hand fall before I make contact. “I understand. When you’re ready, we’ll be here.”

“Has anyone actually seen Spencer?” She bites out, her words louder this time.

Jack attaches a leash to a four-year-old black lab who’s about to walk out the door with his new owner. The eager dog sits patiently and wags his sweeping tail across the linoleum floor. Jack appraises his sister with a wrinkled brow. “Haven’t seen him.”

Cortney huffs. “The damn fundraiser is for him. You’d think he’d have the decency to show.”

“Sutton said he just got into town. Might not be ready to show his face yet,” Lee answers, his mouth creased as he stares as his sister like she’s lost her mind.

I ready an adoption bag and quietly hand it over to Jack.

Jack takes the handle. “It’ll be worth it whether he shows or not. We’ve pulled in a few hundred here, but last I heard from Mom, the raffle is a hit.”

The tension in our little circle reaches a level of uncomfortable I’d like to escape from. Across the room, Aiden talks with a couple of guys. He has baby John strapped to his chest, a big palm cradling the back of his head.

I lick my lips, missing the rest of the conversation around me.

Who knew dads could be so freaking hot?

As if feeling my heated stare, Aiden turns his head and catches my eye. The slow smile spreading across his face cranks my lust up a notch, and when he saunters over, my panties damn near combust.

“Hey, starshine.” He leans over and kisses me, holding John carefully between us.

“Hey, lover. How’s he doing?”

“Out like a light. He really loves to walk around in this thing. The movement puts him to sleep.”

I gently run my fingertips over his silky baby hairs. They’ve darkened some since he was born, giving him a full head of dark brown. “Are you ready to go? My shift is just about done.”

I think about what Cortney said and want to get Aiden alone to discuss.

“Ready as soon as you are.” He tucks a lock of hair behind my ear. The tender touch zips beneath my navel, and my stomach clenches.

“You two can take off.” Corjan walks up, slapping a manilla folder against his hand. “We can manage the final hour.”

“You’re sure?” Aiden asks. “We don’t mind staying.”

“Yeah. Don’t worry about it. You too, Jack. I just saw Whitney in a chair nursing Soren. We’re good here.”

“I’m not going to argue. See you guys later.” With a wave, Jack disappears. We say our brief goodbyes and follow.

Once home, we fall into our easy nighttime routine. Aiden holds John so that I can change into something more comfortable, and then we switch. Aiden takes care of Remy while I nurse John before he goes down for a few hours of sleep. And once our little guy is snoozing softly in his bassinet, the two of us gravitate together for a couple hours until John wakes up hungry again.

The last two months have been hard. Not because of the newborn, though that comes with its own unique set of challenges. The hardest part has been keeping our hands off one another.

“We should go,” I whisper.

“One more minute.” Aiden links his fingers with mine, drawing my knuckles to his mouth for a tender kiss.

I sigh softly. “How is he getting so big already?”

Aiden eases me into his arms and rests his chin on the top of my head. We gaze down at our sleeping son together. “I don’t know. He needs to slow down.”

John’s pursed mouth moves in a sucking motion, and we both freeze.

“We really should go. Before he wakes up,” I urge.

“I hate this part.”

“Me too.”

With one last lingering look at John, we sneak out of his nursery. Aiden carefully closes the door so the latch won’t startle him. He leans his back against it, hands still wrapped around the knob. The way he gazes down at me with those smoldering blue eyes reawakens the arousal I felt during the fundraiser.

“What now, starshine?”

I step into him, my palm flat against his torso as I rise onto my tiptoes. “My doctor cleared me today.”

His nostrils flare. “Cleared you how?”

I spin toward our bedroom, my hips swaying with every step. “I think you should come and find out.”

For a second, he doesn’t move. He watches me reach our bedroom and nudge open our door. I glance over my shoulder to find him still as a statue. All except his hand which steadily strokes over the length of his thickening cock in his jeans.

“Fuck,” he growls. In three strides he’s across the hall, hands fitted to my soft hips as he pushes me the rest of the way inside our room and closes the door. “You’re mine.”

“I’m all yours,” I keen as his eager mouth finds my neck. Licking and sucking the skin there, he walks us over to the bed.

“Strip, baby. I need you bare.”

I don’t waste time with a sexy show. It’s been a long eight weeks of waiting and teasing each other.

Aiden proves that to be true when he follows me up the bed, shoves me face first into the pillows, and eats me from behind until I scream his muffled name into the plush padding.

As he rolls me over, he doesn’t miss the dazed look in my eyes. “There she is,” he murmurs, stroking his finger down my cheek. He fits his hips between my thighs and settles his solid cock at my entrance. We moan together as he slowly pushes inside.

“Missed this.” He drops his forehead to mine. “Missed you.”

“Me too.” I kiss him.

He laces our fingers, planting them beside my head. “Can you take more of me?”

I tighten my thighs around his hips. “I can take all of you, Aiden. Please, give me all of you.”

“It’s yours.” He moves then, our bodies crashing together. “Every part of me belongs to you. My heart. My soul. My fucking life, starshine. Take it.” He thrusts harder. Deeper. “Take it until there’s nothing left but what we have together.”

We lose ourselves in each other. Words fall away to grunts and moans as Aiden drives me higher. His finger rolls over my clit so perfectly, bringing me to that blissful peak. My limbs tighten as my heart swells, and with a muted shout, he shoves deep and we both fall over the edge together.

As our breathing evens out, Aiden rolls, taking me with him. He settles on his back and rearranges me on his chest so my arm and leg straddle him and my cheek rests on his pecs.

“I have to say, as much as I miss the baby bump, it’s nice to lay like this without him getting in the way.” I squeeze Aiden for emphasis.

“I love it all. Every part. Every memory. Every single way you come.” Aiden kisses the top of my head.

I trace the muscles of his chest, running my index finger over his hard nipple. He jumps at the sudden touch. “You like that?” I grin in the dim light.

“It felt good.”

Leaning up on an elbow, I lave my tongue over the other one.

“Shit, baby. You’re getting me hard again.”

Slipping my fingers between us, I circle his half-hard cock. “You’re going to have to let me recover. I need to get used to this monster again.”

Aiden lightly runs his fingers over my ribs. “We have plenty of time.”

“Years,” I concur.

“I meant tonight.” Aiden laughs lightly. “John will sleep for another two hours. I’ll go gentle this time.”

My pussy throbs at the idea.

I settle back down on him, basking in the contentment I feel lying quietly in bed.

“Does it feel wrong to be this happy when your sister is suffering?”

Aiden stiffens. “Suffering how?”

“She said the wedding is off. Something happened but she wouldn’t tell us what.”

The tension leaks from Aiden’s muscles. “I can’t say I’m not happy she won’t be tied to that moron for the rest of her life, but I hate to hear she’s hurting. She’ll be okay, though.”

“How do you know?”

Aiden’s finger and thumb find my chin, lifting it until he catches my eyes.

“If you’ve taught me anything, it’s that no matter how dark your world is, the sun will always shine again tomorrow. She’s going through some tough things, but I know with a bit of support and love, she’ll figure it out.”

“I taught you that?”

“You did,” he confirms.

I settle into his side with a satisfied grin. “What else have I taught you?”

He rolls into me, pressing my back into the mattress. “You taught me exactly how to make you come.”

“What else?”

He kisses my sternum as he descends down my body. “You’ve taught me how to fuck you until you scream.”

“Mm. I remember.”

He fits himself between my thighs. “I think I might need a little more practice.”

For the next two hours until John wakes up, he does exactly that.

Want to read more from Aiden and Isla? TAP HERE to have their super special bonus scene delivered straight to your inbox!

TAP HERE to join A. M.’s readers’ group: The Bookish Sanctuary, to keep up on all upcoming releases.

TAP HERE to Preorder Cortney’s book, REVIVAL.

Then, turn the page to start reading Lee and Juniper’s story, ABANDONED, Book One of the Powell Sanctuary Series.

I’m so sad to say goodbye. But in case you didn’t hear the good news, Cortney Powell’s story is coming next in my brand new crossover series, The Stone Trio series! Book one, Revival, is coming Spring 2025 and will feature Cortney Powell and Spencer Stone!


ABANDONED CHAPTER ONE


Lee

There’s not much I despise more than wearing soggy, wet socks. A year on the streets as a kid, some twenty-five years ago, humbled me to the benefits of basic, properly fitted footwear. Something I could kick my own ass for neglecting as I stand in an inch of water at the foot of my stairs first thing on Monday morning. Not like a pair of house shoes would spare me from this shit. I need some rubber boots.

“Son of a bitch.”

I drop the olive-green-and-beige tackle box in my left hand to the bottom step. I meant to go to the lake today and enjoy some quiet fishing, but the lake apparently found its way to the main level of my home. Slopping my way through the mess, I dig my phone out of my back pocket and text my brother, Corjan, to meet me at Mary’s Diner in an hour for breakfast instead. The peaceful day I had planned will have to wait until after I clean up this mess.

The culprit to my sideways morning, a very obviously burst pipe, resides in my laundry room just off the kitchen. Remnants of soggy drywall litter the floor, and the gaping hole in the ceiling is more than a neon sign. Sometimes I wonder why I stay in this old, collapsing rambler when I have more than enough money to afford a brand-new, custom build on a private plot of land. As I’ve argued with my six family members over the years, this place suits me just fine.

Suited.

After this rude morning mess? I’m damn near about to torch the place to the ground and start fresh on a plot of land far away from here.

I call the local plumber, only half listening while he informs me he can’t make it until this afternoon. After shutting off the main water line, I lay out damn near every towel I own, turn on a couple of fans, and change into fresh socks before hitting the road. My place is only fifteen miles out of town, but with my mood, the drive feels like an hour with nothing but my bitter thoughts.

The tinkling bell above the door to the diner heralds my arrival. As does Corjan’s booming laughter, where he sits at the counter flirting with a couple of mature ladies. The wide smile stretched across his scruffy face is genuine. Despite his wife ripping his heart straight from his chest with her departure only a year into their marriage. Ten years later and indefinitely single, he’s managed to remain Mr. Sunshine around the opposite sex.

“Hey, about time! Any longer and Stella was about to take me home for lunch.” Corjan winks.

“You scoundrel!” Stella swipes her brown suede bag at him with a laugh and a light blush on her wrinkled cheeks. “Lee, take your brother before he earns what I’m about to give him.”

“He’d probably like it,” I grumble and jerk my head at the door to the patio since Minnesota decided to finally grace us residents with her summer temperatures. “Got time for a bite, or am I too late?”

The mask never leaves his face, but the moment Corjan clocks my mood is obvious. We might not be blood related, but I spent enough time learning how his mind works to know the thoughts disguised behind the smile in his eyes.

“Ladies, thank you for the company. Lunch is on me.” He swipes their check and tucks the paper into the breast pocket of his plain black cotton tee.

I fold my frame behind the red and white checkered table in the warm sunshine and turn back in time to see Dora appraise Corjan’s backside before it disappears out the door. “You have admirers everywhere.”

He palms the table and slides in with his attention on my face. “What’s wrong?”

“What do you think?” I pin my younger brother with a hard stare. The guy wears rose-colored glasses most of the time, but even he can understand what might have me a little irked this fine morning.

“You’re always so uptight.” He flags down a server from behind the counter with a wave. “It’ll work itself out.”

“My main floor is flooded.”

“So we can skip fishing, and I’ll bring over a wet vac.”

I grit my teeth. A steady throb begins in my temples.

“What can I get for you?” A woman with reddish hair wearing a rolled apron tight around her curvy hips hinders my response.

My brother gives her a slow once-over. Not sure if I want to roll my eyes, laugh, or slap him for being such a dog, I resolve to simply observe the exchange.

“A black coffee, three eggs, medium, six slabs of bacon, and toast, please, darlin’.”

An elongated pause follows his order.

“And for you?”

“Same.” I grunt with hardly a glance. Corjan’s undivided attention is probably more than enough testosterone for the poor girl. The quick peek upon her arrival spoke of her allure and also to the fact she’s young. Way too young for an old man like me to be checking out while she’s just trying to earn a paycheck.

But in the privacy of my own thoughts, I can admit she’s downright gorgeous. Beautiful, and soft, and supple in all the places women complain about. Hips and thighs and ass. Full, pouty lips. Lightly freckled skin. And dark eyes the color of my morning cup of coffee.

“I’ll be right back with your drinks,” she says sweetly and departs.

Corjan snorts with derision and smacks his palm against the wooden table. “What’s really crawled up your ass this morning? And don’t say fishing. We both know you don’t like it that much.”

I give my brother my eyes. His playful exterior doesn’t fool me. Only a few of us are privy to his hidden pain, which is reason enough for me to share. He’s one of the few people in this world I trust. Even then, I keep him at a smart distance.

“Nancy.”

“What’s Mom got to do with this?”

The server returns to drop our coffees and scampers off.

“She’s always harping on me to relax.” I wrap my palm around the hot ceramic. “Ever since I received the call last year my biological brother died of a sudden heart attack at forty-five, she thinks I’m knocking on death’s door and I work too hard. If she finds out I didn’t make it to the lake today... I cannot handle another conversation about my impending doom.”

Corjan runs his hand through his short, dark curls. “She’s just worried about you.”

“She shouldn’t be.”

“Good luck telling her that. She didn’t take in six unrelated kids off the street to not give a fuck about them.”

White tendrils of steam curl in the space between us. A welcome sip disguises my need to confirm he’s right. “I’m nearing my forties. She’s not raising a wild, angry teenager anymore. I can take care of myself. Hell, at her age, I should be taking care of her.”

“You’ve worked hard your entire life.” Corjan cuts me off, his face a mask of seriousness. “After Dad passed away, you helped her raise us. You stuck around long after you needed to so Aiden and I didn’t grow up missing what it was like to have a dad. We all think you need to take a break.”

When our adoptive dad passed away, Corjan and Aiden were barely preteens and new to our mismatched family. They didn’t really get to know Terrance before we lost him. I put my college plans on hold in order to take half the load from Nancy, and finished my degree in business a few years later than I had originally planned, which I ultimately used to help launch our family run dog rescue, Powell Sanctuary, not long after.

“This morning feels like a bad omen,” I grumble, lowering my tone so the pretty server approaching our table doesn’t hear how miserable I am.

“When’s the plumber coming?” Corjan slides his mug to the side to make room for his breakfast platter.

I answer over the waitress's arm. “A couple of hours. He has a pretty cozy gig being the only plumber for miles surrounding Fairview Valley. I envy his workload, except when I’m the one in need.”

“Can I get you two anything else?” our server asks.

Her sweet voice lures my attention away from the greasy plate waiting to be devoured. She reminds me of Nancy when she first took me in. Young and overworked but full of determination. The tired expression on her young face prompts a twitch to my lips. “We’re all good here. Thank you.”

“Great. Here’s your check, and if you need anything else, holler.”

“Slipper!” Corjan snaps and leaps to his feet. The stray white husky we’ve been tracking for weeks dashes onto the patio with a high-pitched bark, her elevated nose pursuing the smell of food. With hunger driving her senses, the dog races straight for our table and the fresh breakfast plates waiting to be consumed.

“Watch out!” I shout.

One moment our waitress is beside the table, arm extended forward with our receipt. The next, chaos ensues.

She doesn’t have time to dodge before the dog’s front paws land on her back. She gasps as her feet fly out from under her, and her fist slams into my junk in order to brace against her fall.

I wince and grunt, blinking back real tears as my balls crawl inside my abdomen for protection. The first time a woman literally falls in my lap, and I can’t even appreciate her softness spread across my thighs.

“I am so sorry!” Her muffled cry sounds somewhere beneath the table near my aching dick.

“First day with your land legs, little mermaid?” I gasp. I attempt to lighten the mood despite the throbbing in my balls.

Her weight shifts, and the heat from her body starts to leave me. “I’m sorry,” she mutters again.

Corjan’s quick movement rattles our plates against the aged table. In one effortless tug, he helps slide her from the awkward position. Once she’s on her feet, he makes a grab for the dog, who manages to slip right out of his grasp.

“Fucking hell, Slipper,” Corjan groans and watches the animal sneak away with a piece of toast.

As if my morning misfortune just had to prove it wasn’t through with me yet, the hand she sets on the table to steady herself lands perfectly on the edge of my plate. The dish executes a single flip. Creamy egg yolks and glistening, greasy bacon take no prisoners and land in the spot she just vacated.

My lap.

Fucking hell.

“Shit!” She claps a hand on her mouth as if she remembered she’s on the job.

Not that I care about the blunder. A string of expletives dance on the tip of my tongue. I muster the remaining ounce of my willpower to lock it down and release a measured breath. She made a mistake.

“I’ll get a towel.” Corjan takes off, leaving the two of us stranded in an awkward hell.

“I’m—”

I pinch the bridge of my nose and cut her off. “If you say sorry one more time…” The unspoken threat trails into an awkward silence. I flip the plate over and start tossing breakfast items back onto the ceramic dish.

“I’ll put in a fresh order right away.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I grunt, angrier than my unfed stomach. Once I scrape my jeans off the best I can get them, I return the plate to the table and glance up, half expecting her to be gone.

A red hue covers her unblemished cheeks and the pinch between her eyebrows hasn’t lessened. Concern wars with embarrassment as the dominant emotion.

Helping Nancy raise a couple of displaced kids more than prepared me to deal with the minor inconvenience of spilled breakfast. But the look on the pretty server’s face reveals I must have forgotten how to use a gentle hand in the ten plus years since my youngest brothers grew up.

I sigh. “Hey. It’s fine.” I wave my palms at her. Fuck, I don’t do tears. She better not cry. “No harm done. Go ahead and get back to work. Don’t let this ruin your day.”

“I can comp your meal.” She shuffles from foot to foot while massaging her side.

My brow furrows, zeroing in on her hand. “Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine. I just bumped it a little on the table,” she rasps. I bet she has an incredible laugh.

“Juniper.” I read her name on the white tag pinned to her chest, testing out how it feels on my tongue.

Keep Reading Abandoned on Amazon


WHAT TO READ NEXT
CHECK OUT THE REST OF THE POWELL SANCTUARY SERIES!


Abandoned

A dog named Slipper almost ruined my life.

The uncatchable stray snuck on the patio where I was waitressing and knocked me straight into Lee Powell's lap.

My fist slammed into his junk.

Then I accidentally flipped his breakfast platter onto his pants.

I thought it couldn't get any worse, but when I bring my brother to baseball practice, I discover his new coach is none other than Lee, owner and founder of Powell Dog Sanctuary, and he's not happy to see me.

I try to keep my distance from the hottest grump I've ever seen and ignore what it felt like curled against his broad, muscled chest.

But a bad case of the flu changes everything.

He stumbles on to my biggest secret and reveals a few of his own. He can't seem to stay away from me. He says he's too old for me, but I couldn't care less when he makes me feel cherished.

But then his past raises its ugly head, and he breaks our connection in a moment of suspicion.

Lee's afraid of being hurt again, but I'm the one left abandoned.
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Strayed

Ten years ago I left my marriage and the love of my life.

On paper my husband checked the boxes.

1. Devastatingly handsome

2. Wild and carefree

3. And a skilled lover… if you know what I mean

But Corjan Powell was a bad husband.

I knew we both deserved more. We were too young to be saddled with a lifetime of resentment and regret. After a year of confrontations and no change, I didn’t even give him the chance to refuse divorce papers. One disastrous fight too far, I wrote him a note and I left.

“But Bree, what happened over those ten years?” you ask.

Resentment.

And regrets.

Until one random Sunday afternoon, I collide with someone in a crowded airport and look up into Corjan’s familiar, intense blue eyes.

I’m scared of my own reaction. The racing heart, the sweaty palms, the shock telling me I’m not over him. I do the only rational thing and escape as fast as I can onto my connecting flight.

The problem? I accidentally grab his cell phone from the floor and leave mine behind.

Now we’re a thousand miles apart and he has my entire life in his hands, and I have his in mine.

And we’re about to find out if there’s love left between us or if we strayed too far after all this time.

[image: ]


Surrender

Whitney thought she was safe from her toxic marriage the day her husband died…

From the moment I return to my hometown for a fresh start, my plans begin to crumble.

The rental house that looked perfect online is actually a health hazard.

My new job at the hospital postpones my start date.

And a historic blizzard is about to dump nearly three feet of snow across the state, making doing just about anything impossible.

When my infant son screams down the motel into the early morning hours and causes the other guests to complain, I’m mortified and ready to brave the impending blizzard to find someplace else.

Until Jack Powell, the gorgeous motel owner and my childhood crush, makes an offer I can’t refuse.

His house. To stay in to ride out the storm while he returns to the motel.

Quiet. Safety. Solitude.

Except one poorly-timed diaper disaster sends us all into chaos, and the blizzard strands us together in his house.

He teases me with a glimpse of something beautiful. A man who’s attentive with my kids and worships my post-baby body, stretch marks and all.

Once the storm passes, Jack decides to let us go, keeping only the memories of our unforgettable time together.

But when my past finds us not long after, Jack can’t run from his protective nature. He’s determined to fight for all three of us. Even if that means he has to surrender.

[image: ]


Wanted

Winding up stranded in a wedding dress on the back forty of some grump's property wasn't exactly on my bucket list.

The memory of why I jumped out of my ex-fiancé's car in a wedding dress is a bit hazy.

Or maybe I was pushed.

Disoriented, I stumble through the trees until exhaustion forces me to rest. Time passes in a feverish blur, but eventually, I'm discovered by a friendly dog and her unfriendly owner, Jude Powell.

The gorgeous grump isn't too pleased with my disheveled appearance. That doesn't stop him from ripping my ruined dress to create a makeshift sling for my arm and taking me to the emergency room.

To thank him for his reluctant hospitality, I take off without a backward glance... after borrowing his van and his watch.

He tracks me to the local pawn shop with a proposition—work at his dog sanctuary, and he'll provide me with room and board. He's used to taking in strays, after all.

Considering that I can't remember my recent past, and what I can recall isn't worth returning to, it's an offer I can't refuse.

Now we bicker over breakfast, which turns into long, heated looks. Soon enough, we're stealing soft touches, and I realize Jude is revealing a side of himself that he rarely shows.

He becomes a protective force in my life, especially once my ex tracks me down.

But Jude's keeping a secret of his own. One he believes makes him unworthy of my affection.

And while he's preoccupied trying to keep me safe, it's up to me to prove he's wanted after all.
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