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        What's a little marriage between friends?

         

        Mia has been Braxton's best friend for years. Even when they no longer lived in the same foster family, even after he'd aged out of the system, he'd continued look out for the one person who got under his skin and made him care.

         

        For the last six years, Mia's been keeping her head down, putting one foot in front of the other, unable to trust anyone with her secrets—including the foster brother who's been the one bright spot in her life, as well as her secret crush.

         

        Just one more day until Mia turns eighteen—a legal adult. Brax doesn't trust her foster father and wants her out of that house. Is proposing a marriage of convenience to your best friend a little drastic? Maybe so. But what Brax feels is so far beyond friendship. Is it possible Mia feels it, too?
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      Dear Reader,

      Before I get to my usual warning, I want to make sure you’re notified that this story deals with some sensitive topics. Those triggered by issues around sexual assault are cautioned before reading.

      This book  contains swearing and pre-marital sex between the lead couple, as those things are part of the realistic lives of characters of this generation, and of many of my readers.

      If either of these things are not your cup of tea, please consider that you may not be the right audience for this book. There are scores of other books out there that are written with you in mind. In fact, I’ve got a list of some of my favorite authors who write on the sweeter side on my website at https://kaitnolan.com/on-the-sweeter-side/

      If you choose to stick with me, I hope you enjoy!

      Happy reading!

      Kait
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      Mia Torres snapped from sleep to wakefulness in a heartbeat, ears straining to analyze for threat before she opened her eyes or moved a muscle. A faint scritch scritch sounded at the window as the overgrown black hawthorn bush outside nodded in the wind. The clatter of breakfast dishes sounded from elsewhere in the house, but there was no squeak of floorboards, no sense of movement nearby. She cracked her eyes open and spotted her desk chair still wedged under the doorknob, exactly where she’d left it last night. Her paltry wooden sentry had done its job. Beneath the pillow, her hand relaxed, releasing the scissors she slept with. Flexing stiff fingers, she sat up and stretched. Her spine and shoulders popped.

      One more day.

      Less than twenty-four hours until she turned eighteen. They couldn’t hold her after today. In truth, she really needed to make it through the end of the semester until graduation, but if worse came to worst and she ever had to use those scissors, she could leave tomorrow. The idea of it terrified her, but she’d figure it out. She was so over the foster system. It was supposed to keep her safe. For nearly six years, she’d bought into that, done everything she was told, kept her head down, stayed invisible. She was very, very good at being invisible. But this last placement had her questioning all the well-meaning adults who’d put her in this position, claiming it was for the best.

      It hadn’t been so bad when Lainey and Max had been here. But Lainey had been busted for drugs at Halloween, and Max was doing a stint in juvie for boosting some rich guy’s sports car for a joy ride. For the past two months, it had been only Mia. Her foster mom, Darlene, wasn’t so bad. She wasn’t a warm woman, but she appreciated hard work and manners, something Mia’s real mother had drilled into her from a young age. She’d held onto them after her mom died, feeling like it was a small way to honor her. But Darlene’s husband, Wayne, made Mia nervous. He hadn’t ever laid a hand on her, hadn’t said anything outright threatening. He just watched her. Long, assessing gazes with those flat, watery blue eyes that Mia wasn’t sure how to read. She didn’t know if he’d stay content with only looking, and she wasn’t taking any chances.

      The oversized flannel shirt she dragged on over her henley hid the shape of her body. It was probably poor camouflage for the curves that had sprung up against all her hopes two years ago, but it made her feel more at ease. She’d use whatever flimsy armor she could manage. Working her long, thick sable hair into a braid, she peeked out the window at the gray January day. Freezing and gross but not actively snowing. It was as much of a win as she could expect in this part of Washington. She’d take it.

      A glance at the clock told her she needed to get a move on, or she’d be late for school. The lace-up boots she’d found at a second-hand store for ten bucks would do good to make it the rest of the winter. Maybe she could shore up the inside seams with duct tape. Later. She added a second pair of socks before slipping them on and shrugging into her coat. Out of long-ingrained habit, she hauled the duffel bag out from under the bed and did a quick inventory of its contents. A few changes of clothes. Basic toiletries. The little Lego knight she’d been gifted in her first foster home by the boy who’d become her best friend. The sketch pad where she captured the dreams she didn’t dare tell anyone about. A picture of her mother. The things she couldn’t live without if she had to run. Satisfied all was as it should be, she shoved the go bag back in place and stuffed the last of her schoolbooks in her backpack. There’d be a quiz in U.S. Government today, and she’d been up too late preparing. Quick and quiet, she removed the chair from beneath the knob, sliding it back in place beneath the boards laid over two battered file cabinets that served as her desk. One last look to make sure everything was in place.

      The scissors. Pulling them out from beneath the pillow, she hid them under the mattress.

      Time to go.

      Wayne was at the kitchen table, lingering over a cup of coffee. A too large figure in a quilted flannel jacket, he seemed to take up half the room just by breathing. Mia’s step hitched a fraction of a second at the sight of him. He’d normally be gone to his job at the steel mill by now. Ducking her head to avoid eye contact, she made a beeline for the cabinet to grab a pack of Pop Tarts for the walk to school.

      “No greeting this morning?” His voice held a smoker’s rasp and something slick and oily in the tone that automatically put her back up.

      Smoothing her features, Mia turned in his direction and muttered, “Morning.” Then she couldn’t stop herself from asking, “Aren’t you late?” She regretted the words as soon as they were out. They opened the door for conversation, which was the last thing she wanted.

      “It’s a service day. Line’s down for repair.”

      She grunted an acknowledgment and headed for the door.

      “In a hurry?”

      Without looking back, she reached for the door. “I have a test this morning.”

      “Have a good day at school.”

      Uncertain what to do with that, she just kept going, straight out into the cold. The whip of winter wind helped clear her head. Her boots crunched on old snow as she strode down the driveway to the sidewalk. A figure melted out of the trees up near the corner. Stubble darkened the cheeks of the tall, rangy boy who was well on his way to manhood. At the sight of him, Mia felt the tension in her shoulders dissolve and her heart kick into high gear.

      Braxton Whitmore was her lifeline. A former foster sibling, he’d made the past six years tolerable. He’d befriended her when she’d had no one. Taught her how to fight, what to watch for. Kept her safe. And even though he’d aged out of the system last year, he was still looking out for her.

      Was it any wonder she was in love with him?

      Determined not to betray herself, Mia worked to control her features and hurried to meet him.
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      Brax hunched into the shearling-lined denim of his jacket, keeping his eyes on the house instead of the girl who’d done everything in her limited power to hide the fact that she was a woman. He’d had a lot of practice at trying not to notice those failed efforts. The baggy, shapeless clothes couldn’t fully conceal that hourglass figure his fingers itched to touch. The total lack of makeup only served to draw attention to those striking, long-lashed coffee-colored eyes he wanted to drown in. As she neared, those unpainted lips curved into one of the hard-won smiles that fueled his days.

      “Morning.” Her breath puffed out in a cloud with the greeting.

      Brax grunted an acknowledgement, his gaze shifting back to the single-story ranch where the blinds in one of the front windows twitched, as if someone were watching her. His eyes narrowed. “Wayne still home?”

      “The line is down for repair, apparently.”

      This close, Brax could see the faint shadows beneath her eyes. “You didn’t sleep well. Problem?” His gut tightened at the thought of everything that could happen to her in the night without him being there to stop it. He’d done his best to prepare her, but nothing changed the fact that she was small, and her foster father was a big son of a bitch, who could’ve played defensive line for the Seahawks.

      Her shoulders jerked in a shrug, but she didn’t avoid eye contact. “No more than usual. I’m just edgy.”

      So was Brax. “You’re taking precautions?”

      “Always.”

      Satisfied with her answer, he let the tension release and fell into step beside her for the trek to school, as he did every day, come rain, snow, or shine, before he went to the first of two jobs. What would she say if she knew he organized his entire work schedule around being able to see her to and from school? She’d probably be horrified by how many decisions he’d made with her in mind. He hadn’t planned it that way. For so long, his focus had been on his own survival.

      He’d been on the streets for nearly a year after his mother had ODed. A skinny, half-starved ten-year-old, who’d had more in common with the stray mongrels he’d sometimes emulated than the kids his age he’d seen in public. The restaurant owner who’d caught him foraging in the trash for food had lured him in with a hot meal while he called the cops who’d ultimately connected Brax with social services. It hadn’t taken them long to figure out that he had no family and dumped him into the system. That had just been trading one kind of survival for another. He’d trusted no one and bounced through so many placements by the time he was thirteen, he’d earned the “problem child” label. He’d still been one step from feral when he’d landed in Mia’s first foster home.

      She’d been shell-shocked and so damned scared. When he’d heard her crying that first night, he’d sneaked into her room and curled up on the floor by her bed, close enough to reach up and brush her hand. It had been the first deliberate human contact he’d attempted. When she’d latched on, that little hand squeezing his, he hadn’t pulled away. Thus had begun their unlikely friendship.

      In her, he’d sensed the kind of gentleness that would get slaughtered by the harsh realities of the world they lived in. Some instinct he hadn’t recognized had driven him to protect her. Maybe because he’d seen too much goodness broken to be able to stand by and watch as it happened to her. So he’d shaped up, because he’d known they’d ship him off somewhere else if he didn’t. The social worker had been so impressed with his turnaround, she’d made sure he and Mia stayed together. At least until he’d aged out a little over a year ago. It was a minor miracle. The only good thing either of them had gotten out of foster care.

      “You’re thinking deep thoughts this morning.” Her voice brought him back from his musings.

      “Just thinking about tomorrow. It’s the big one-eight.”

      Mia blew out a breath. “Yep.”

      They both knew the implications of this birthday.

      “You given any more thought to what you wanna do?” He kept his voice easy, no pressure.

      “Yeah. I’m gonna try to stick it out ’til graduation. If I go out on my own, I’d probably have to drop out to work enough to support myself. And even then, it probably wouldn’t be enough to make it on my own.”

      Brax got that. He worked his ass off at two jobs so that he didn’t have to depend on anyone else, and so he could put a little bit by each pay period in case of… In case. He wanted to tell her she wouldn’t have to do it on her own. That she’d have him. But something held him back. Would she see the offer as friendship or a request for more? God knew he wanted more with her, but he’d never do anything to pressure her or risk destroying the trust she had in him. She was too important.

      “Makes sense,” he agreed equably. But he couldn’t get the image of those blinds out of his mind. He wanted her out of that house, and he’d been considering extreme measures to accomplish it.

      She opened a pack of Pop Tarts, passing him one, as she always did, for the last chunk of the walk. “One of these days, I’ll be able to afford real pastries, like they have in the window of the bakery downtown. They always look so shiny and beautiful.”

      Understanding she wanted easier conversation, he followed her lead. “And what kind would you get?”

      “Something raspberry. Maybe one of those tart things with all the pretty designs made out of dough. Or the pinwheels. Oh! Or those sort of swirly ones—what are they called?—palmiers.”

      “Why raspberry?”

      “They were my mom’s favorite. I don’t think I’ve had one since she died.”

      Brax decided he’d move heaven and earth to get this girl something raspberry for her birthday.

      At the dog groomer’s across the street from the school grounds, they stopped, watching other students flowing into the two-story brick building.

      “I gotta go. Test this morning.”

      Much as he’d hated everything about the restrictions of school, he wished he was going in there with her. He wasn’t ready to walk away from her yet. He suspected he never would be. “You have time to come by my place after school?”

      Her brows drew together. “Don’t you have to work tonight?”

      “Not until tomorrow night.” He’d talk Jerry into trading shifts with him. “I have a surprise for your birthday.” Or he would by the end of the day.

      Her face twisted somewhere between suspicion and excitement. “Early?”

      “Yes, early. I can’t wait.”

      That earned him another of those smiles that warmed him up inside. “Then I can’t either. See you after school!”

      As he always did, Brax waited for her to get inside the building. The jingle of the shop bell behind him told him someone was coming out. He was unsurprised when Valentina, the tatted-up owner of Mudpuppies, strode out. She wore a hot pink bandana over her spiral curls and a smirk on her warm brown face as she looked across the school grounds. “When you gonna lock that down?”

      “It’s not like that, V.”

      “The hell it isn’t. I been watching you walk her to and from school every day for the past… how many years? You are totally gone over that girl.”

      That was completely beside the point.

      “I’m just looking out for her.”

      “Mmmhmm.”

      Brax met her skeptical gaze. “She’s not ready for anything else.”

      Valentina crossed her arms and arched a perfectly manicured brow. “You actually asked her?” When he kept his mouth shut, she just shook her head. “That’s what I thought. Boy, you’re loyal as the day is long, but you sure are blind. She’s crazy about you.”

      As the bell rang for the start of the school day, Brax glanced back at the school. Was she right? Did Mia feel more than he thought she did? Like most foster kids he knew, they both habitually played things close to the vest, masking their emotions because, in their world, feelings were weaknesses to be exploited. Was it worth the risk of finding out?

      “Her birthday’s tomorrow. Eighteen.” He didn’t know why he said it, except that it had been on his mind for weeks.

      “That what you’ve been waiting for?”

      Was it? Maybe on some level. He’d been very aware of their year and change age difference since he’d left the system, not wanting to do anything to rock the boat and put her at risk or give anyone ammunition to keep them apart.

      But at eighteen, she got to make her own decisions. She’d have to fight for them, but she’d be a legal adult.

      Maybe he’d talk to her about it. But he’d see how the birthday surprise went first.

      “I gotta go. Lots to do today to surprise her.”

      Valentina grinned. “Good for you, honey.”
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      Damn Brax and his surprise. The wondering about it consumed Mia all day, distracting her from the class discussion on Heart of Darkness. She couldn’t even pay attention in physics—her favorite class. She enjoyed understanding how things worked in the physical world, and on a normal day, she could lose herself in the predictability of calculations. But today wasn’t normal. It crawled by with minutes that stretched like hours. Once or twice, she would have sworn the clock actually moved backward just to spite her.

      What did he have planned? Neither of them had much money to speak of, and all of his needed to go to rent and bills and keeping him fed. Not that lack of funds had ever stopped him from making her birthday memorable. He always managed to come up with something that hit her right in the feels and made her feel seen. For a girl whose life had necessarily depended on invisibility, his thoughtful gestures were intoxicating. That he put forth the effort for no one but her made Mia dream of more. Of everything.

      But he’d never given any sign he saw her as something other than a friend. He’d long told her he wasn’t capable of attachment, despite the fact that his actions toward her said otherwise. He believed that lie about himself because he needed to. Letting himself care about someone else opened him to loss, and he’d had so very much of it. Mia understood that, so she wouldn’t ask him for more than he was prepared to give.

      No matter how much time she’d spent fantasizing about that arrogantly sensual mouth of his.

      “Miss Torres!”

      Mia blinked. Her trigonometry teacher, Mrs. Moody, came into focus, wearing a pinched expression that suggested this wasn’t the first time she’d called Mia’s name. “Ma’am?”

      “You’re being summoned to the office. Take your things.”

      That was when Mia noticed the perky blonde office aid waiting to escort her.

      All her lovely birthday fantasies dried up, replaced by a kernel of lead in her stomach. Without fuss, she packed up her bag and left the classroom. The kernel grew with every step, every swing of that golden ponytail, as she took what felt like a gallows walk down to the first-floor office.

      Her mind spun.

      What could this be about? She’d done nothing wrong, so surely this wasn’t a disciplinary meeting. There’d been no sightings of drug dogs doing locker checks—not that there’d have been anything for them to find, unless someone had planted something in her locker. It happened.

      Maybe Curt was here with news of her father.

      The momentary excitement at that thought died a rapid death. What was the likelihood any such news was good? If the Marshal was here, it likely meant one thing—that she needed to move again because someone had gotten too close. He’d prepared her for that eventuality for years, ever since he’d embedded her into the foster system.

      A cold sweat broke out down her spine. She couldn’t leave now. Not without Brax. He didn’t know her history. Couldn’t know, per Curt’s strict edict. And he’d never be allowed to come with her, even if he wanted to.

      Please don’t be Curt. Please don’t be Curt. Please don’t be Curt.

      It wasn’t the man who’d been both savior and jailer waiting for her in the principal’s office. Fresh anxiety spun the bowling ball lodged in her gut as Wayne rose from a chair. A trucker hat with beer logo covered his head, and all she could think was Hats aren’t allowed.

      “Let’s go.” His tone was clipped.

      Her fingers tightened on the strap of her backpack as she shot a glance at the principal. “What’s going on?”

      Dr. Gleason, a bookish Black man with short salt-and-pepper hair and wire-rimmed glasses he was always cleaning on the edge of his sweater vests, offered a sad smile. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      Mia swallowed, her throat threatening to close up. “Who… who died?” Oh God. Was that the news about her father?

      “Darlene’s mama. She’s already headed over to Ellensburg to start making arrangements.”

      The stranglehold loosened. No one she knew.

      But were they really expecting her to go to the funeral? She hadn’t met Darlene’s mother, so it wasn’t as if this woman was some kind of pseudo-grandmother. Yet why else would Wayne be here to check her out of school early?

      Uncomfortable with the situation, but seeing no alternatives, Mia followed her foster father out to his beat-up Chevy pickup.

      Crap. How was she going to get a message to Brax? He’d be expecting to meet her in a little over an hour.

      Wayne slammed the driver’s side door, and Mia caught a whiff of something sharp beneath the overpowering mint of mouthwash. Had he been drinking?

      Keeping a firm hold on her backpack, she curled her hand around the door handle, prepared to leap and make a run for it. But he made it the couple miles to the house with only a little weaving. As soon as he pulled into the driveway, she was out of the truck in a flash, already heading for the house.

      Could she get a message to Brax at work? Maybe while Wayne was packing, she could make the call. Or maybe she could convince Wayne to leave her here. She was more than old enough to be left on her own for a few days.

      He followed her inside, shutting the door behind them. Something about that sound made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. She couldn’t be trapped in a vehicle with him for three hours.

      “When’s the funeral?” She began to formulate her argument based on a handful of his possible answers.

      “Few days. They’re aiming for the weekend so the rest of the family can get there.”

      “I’m sure Darlene wants your support. Neither of you needs to worry about me. I’m fine here on my own, and that way I won’t miss school.”

      Those flat eyes stared at her from across the room, and Mia instinctively curled her hands around the back of a kitchen chair.

      “You ain’t stayin’ here on your own.”

      She calculated the odds of winning an argument about this at next to zero. Darlene was the one who could have been convinced, and she was already gone. But Mia tried again. “I don’t have any clothes that are appropriate for a funeral.”

      “That don’t matter.”

      Pick your battles.

      “How many days should I pack for?” She had a black sweater. Maybe with her best pair of jeans, it would be okay.

      “Don’t need to pack.”

      Mia frowned. “But you said we’d be gone for a few days.”

      Wayne’s lips curved into a chilling smile. “Never said we’d be going anywhere. You and me are gonna spend some quality time together while Darlene’s out of town.”

      He reached out and threw the deadbolt on the kitchen door. The snick of the lock echoed like a bullet in the small room.

      Mia bolted, toppling the chair in hopes it would slow him down. His cocky laughter trailed her down the hall, preceding the thud of his booted feet. She scrambled for the front door, but the key that always stayed in the lock had been removed. She lost precious seconds trying the knob anyway before accepting it was locked and he’d planned this.

      On a sob, she spun, darting toward her bedroom. If she could get inside, throw the lock, shove the chair under the knob, it might buy her just enough time to get to the scissors.

      He charged her like a bull, his bulk slamming her into the wall and driving the breath from her lungs. Blindly, she reached out, closing her hand around the first object she touched and slamming it against his head.

      Something shattered, and Wayne roared. But his grip loosened just enough she slid away, running again.

      “Bitch! You’ll pay for that, you ungrateful cunt.”

      The hallway seemed to elongate like something out of a horror movie. The doorway to her room stood ajar at the end of it. She poured on a burst of panicked speed.

      Five steps. Four. Three. Two.

      A massive hand clamped around her wrist like a vise, yanking her backward. Mia cried out, automatically bringing her other arm up to protect her face.

      Brax’s voice rang out in her head. Fight. Bring up your knees. Kick. Bite. Never stop moving.

      As momentum propelled her into Wayne, she brought up her knee, aiming for his crotch. But he twisted away, spinning her until her back was pressed to his chest and her shoulder screamed. The pain caused her vision to flash white. His hand tightened on her wrist until the bones rubbed together, and he bent his head, his damp breath against her ear making her shudder.

      “It’s time you pay for everything we’ve given you.”
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      Brax was probably going to regret some of the work schedule trades he’d sorted out in order to free up his time today and tomorrow. But it would be worth it to see the look on Mia’s face when he presented her with the contents of that bakery box. He’d made a foray to the high-end bakery downtown and picked up the fanciest raspberry pastry they had. He couldn’t even remember what it was called, but she’d probably know. With luck, she wouldn’t be expected home any time soon, so he’d get to watch her enjoy it. And if he got up the balls to have the conversation he wanted, they’d need tomorrow to get her moved. Maybe.

      He wasn’t sure if he was going there and didn’t know what her answer would be if he did. But if his life had taught him anything, it was the value of being prepared.

      Restlessness drove him to the school early. He didn’t much want to stand in the cold, but Valentina might have a dog he could help with while he waited for the end of the school day. If she insisted on paying him, this time he might accept and put it toward dinner. With a little extra cash, he could pick up a pizza from Treviano’s. Mia loved their wood-fired crust.

      Cheered by the thought, he swung through the door of Mudpuppies.

      Valentina looked up from the labradoodle she was trimming. “What are you doing back here?”

      “I’m off work early. School’s not out yet, so I thought I’d see if I could give you a hand while I wait.”

      She frowned, setting her clippers aside. “Mia already left school.”

      “What?” Mia never left school. Was she sick?

      “Big burly guy picked her up earlier. Only reason I noticed is I was helping load up a buck wild Husky in the parking lot. I saw her get into the truck.”

      Wayne.

      Brax felt his blood run cold. “When?”

      “About a half hour ago.”

      Half an hour. Wayne was off work today. Alone so far as Brax knew. There was no good reason for him to take Mia out of school early. A lot could happen in thirty minutes. With the image of those blinds in his head, Brax tore out of the shop and took off at a dead run for her house.

      The frigid air burned his lungs as his long legs ate up the distance. Drivers stared as he sprinted past. Of course there were no cops around when they were needed, and Brax wouldn’t have stopped to explain anyway, because it would take time he didn’t have. With every step, his mind supplied fresh horrors as old memories of things he’d seen and experienced far too young rose to the surface. Unwanted touches and unwashed bodies. With it came long buried panic and rage. So he didn’t stop to think when he saw Wayne’s truck in the drive. He went straight for the door, slamming his booted foot against it until the door frame splintered and the door swung inward with a crash.

      A woman’s scream echoed from down the hall, followed by the sound of flesh striking flesh. Vision hazing with red, Brax charged toward the sound, bursting into a bedroom.

      In half a heartbeat, he took in Wayne, holding Mia against the wall by her throat. Her shirt was ripped, exposing one shoulder and the swell of her breast in a plain cotton bra. She writhed in his grip, kicking, flailing, clawing at the hand around her throat as he worked at her belt with the other.

      Brax leapt over a fallen chair, landing on Wayne’s back and cranking his arm tight around the other man’s neck. Wayne dropped Mia and stumbled back, crashing into the opposite wall. Brax barely felt the impact. Mia had fallen to her knees, gasping.

      “Run!” he shouted.

      But she didn’t run, and Brax had lost whatever advantage he’d had with surprise. Wayne drove an elbow back, catching Brax in the kidney. The shock of the pain loosened his grip enough for Wayne to throw him off. He crashed into Mia’s desk. Wood splintered beneath him, but he scrambled up, dodging Wayne’s meaty fists and diving for his middle. Wayne toppled like a tree. Brax rode him down to the floor, punching at that outraged face with everything he had. The impact of it sang up his arm. He threw another and another, a steady barrage of blows. Punishment for every minute he’d had his hands on Mia.

      “Stop! Brax, stop! You’ll kill him.” Her panicked voice broke through the haze of blood lust.

      Mia caught his arm long enough for Brax to register that Wayne lay still beneath him, his face so much bruised meat. It wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough for what the asshole had been trying to do to her. But Brax couldn’t protect her if he got sent to prison.

      He rose on unsteady legs and reached for her. “How bad did he hurt you?”

      She didn’t answer, just buried her face against his chest, her body shaking against his. Brax wanted to crush her to him, but he didn’t want to hurt her and didn’t know the full extent of her injuries. He didn’t have the capacity to triage just now, and this wasn’t the place.

      Just take the next step.

      “We have to get out of here. Where’s your go bag?”

      She sucked in a shuddering breath and released him, kneeling by the bed to drag out the duffel bag. In seconds, she’d grabbed more clothes from the dresser drawers and shoved them inside. “That’s it.”

      So little was coming with her. He knew what that was like. Understood having all his possessions fit into a single garbage bag. He hoped she’d leave behind the shit memories with whatever things she hadn’t deemed worth bringing.

      Brax checked Wayne’s pulse. He had one. That was good enough. He wouldn’t be going away for murder, no matter how much the bastard deserved it. “Let’s go.”

      Mia hesitated at the door, then turned back, striding over to plant a brutal kick between Wayne’s legs. He groaned but didn’t regain consciousness.

      Brax shot her a grim smile. “He’ll be feeling that into next week. Come on.”

      She took the hand he offered, squeezing as if she was afraid he’d disappear. He couldn’t stop himself from running gentle fingers across the angry red mark on her cheek that would turn into a bruise in a matter of hours. “I’ve got you, baby. Let’s get out of here.”
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      Mia felt outside herself. As if the only thing tethering her to her own body was the firm grip of Brax’s hand around hers. Her mind was nothing but static, like in a movie, after a bomb goes off. It wouldn’t stay that way. She understood that, so she held on to Brax and held on to the numb as he led her back to his place, taking back roads and cutting through yards and patches of woods. Once they were inside the little one-room studio apartment, he shut the door and threw the locks. One. Two. Three.

      She flinched at the sound, her mind pitching her back into the kitchen with Wayne. To the moment she’d understood that her time had run out.

      “Mia.”

      She sucked in a breath, and Brax came into focus, gray eyes dark with worry.

      “You can let go now.”

      She realized he was trying to slip her bag off her shoulder. The one she’d stubbornly clung to the whole way because it was everything she cared about, other than him. One by one, her fingers released. He eased the bag off her shoulder and set it to one side, tugging her over to the futon that served as both sofa and bed.

      “Will you sit? I’m going to get the first aid kit.”

      She willed her hand to release his, but her fingers wouldn’t cooperate. Baffled and feeling a little helpless, she stared at their connection. “I… can’t.”

      “Okay.” He let her trail him like a train car, retrieving the kit from a shelf in the tiny kitchen and leading her back to sit. Only then did she catch the angry red split of his knuckles.

      “Oh my God.” She reached for his other hand. “Brax, you’re hurt.”

      “I’m fine. Let’s get you checked out.”

      “Those could get infected.” To settle the matter, she opened the plastic box herself and dug out disinfectant.

      “Mia.” He didn’t quite manage to hide the exasperation in his tone.

      She lifted her gaze to his. “Please. I need to do this.”

      He released a slow breath and nodded.

      Soaking a cotton pad with antiseptic, she lifted his hand and gently dabbed at the split skin. His sharp inhale was the only sign it pained him. She blew on the cuts to ease the sting, not quite meeting his eyes. “You saved my life.”

      He’d saved more than that, and they both knew it. But Mia wasn’t ready to let go of the numb. Not yet.

      His eyes traced over her face, his intensity an almost physical caress. “I should have gotten there sooner.”

      “How did you even know where I was?”

      She hadn’t thought to question it at the time. He’d simply burst in like an avenging angel, as if summoned by her need alone.

      “Valentina saw you leave with him. I was way early to pick you up and stopped in to see her. She told me. I had a bad feeling this morning, so I came as fast as I could.” He reached out to cup her uninjured cheek. “I just wish I’d been faster.”

      Mia tipped her face into the warmth of his palm, not overthinking the fact that this was the most he’d ever voluntarily touched her. Right now, he was the only thing keeping the cold and the fear at bay. “You came. That’s what matters.”

      They stayed that way for a long moment, staring at each other, until at last his gaze dropped to her cheek where a bruise was surely forming. Storms boiled up in his eyes. “He hit you.”

      “I hit him back. And bit and kicked. Just like you taught me.”

      “Good girl.”

      It hadn’t been enough. Wouldn’t have been enough, if Brax hadn’t shown up. That was both lowering and terrifying to admit. So she set it aside as something to deal with later, when she could actually handle it.

      His fingers skimmed gently down her cheek, tipping her head back so he could get a look at her throat. “This will probably be another bruise.”

      When he dropped his hand, she felt bereft and shaky.

      “Where else?”

      With trembling fingers, she tried to unbutton the cuff of her shirt. When she couldn’t, Brax took over, carefully pushing back the sleeve to reveal the livid bruising beneath in the clear pattern of fingers.

      In an alarmingly calm tone, he muttered a vicious string of curses.

      “I… I don’t think it’s broken.” She rotated it, bending this way and that. It hurt, but not as she imagined a fracture would.

      “It should be in a brace, either way. I don’t have one here, but I’ve got some elastic bandages. Do you want to change… or… clean up or… something… first?”

      And then she remembered the torn shirt beneath the jacket Brax had wrapped her in before they’d left the house, and the grasping, groping hands that had caused it. She swallowed against the thickness in her throat and managed a nod. “A shower would be good.”

      “Okay. Towels are on the shelf in the bathroom. Fair warning, the hot water gives out in about five minutes.”

      Five minutes wasn’t nearly long enough to wash off the horror of the day.

      “I’ll make it work.” Shoving up on shaking legs, she edged past him.

      “Mia?”

      She turned back, watched him swallow.

      “Did he… do we need to get a rape kit done?”

      And there was that word. The ugly, harsh reality of almost. What would have happened without Brax.

      The numbness faded, leaving her with a bone-deep chill. She began to tremble, but she shook her head. “He didn’t get that far.” And she was never ever going anywhere without wearing a belt. It had slowed him down just enough.

      “Okay.”

      On another shaky inhale, she headed toward the bathroom. But with every step, she just shook harder.

      “Brax?” she whispered.

      “Yeah?”

      “Could you… come with me?”

      There was a long beat of silence. “Into the shower?”

      “Outside. I just… don’t want to be alone.” If he left her alone, she was deathly afraid she’d break, and she didn’t know if he’d be able to put her back together again.

      Another long beat passed. “Okay. I’ll keep my eyes closed.”

      “Thank you.”

      He followed her into the tiny bathroom, nudging her down onto the closed seat of the toilet so he could kneel and remove her boots. It was a weirdly intimate gesture, one that settled her speeding heart a few beats. He had her. No matter what came next, he had her.

      Reaching up, he tugged the elastic from her hair and gently combed out the remains of her braid. His touch was soothing, his warm, solid presence an anchor in the storm that wanted to pull her under.

      He tugged back the curtain and took both her hands, raising her to her feet. “In you go. You can undress back there for some privacy.”

      “Thanks.”

      She stepped into the tub.

      With a brisk nod, he shut the curtain. “I’ll be right here.”
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      As Mia began stripping off her clothes behind the flimsy barrier of the barely opaque dollar store shower curtain, Brax turned his back and scrubbed both hands down his face. He could do this. He could be the support she needed.

      The curtain rustled, and fabric dropped to the floor behind him. The shirt. Her jeans. Her underwear. He darted a glance at the mirror over the sink and caught the silhouette of her curves as she bent to turn on the water. His body stirred.

      Horrified, he slammed his eyes shut. She’d just been assaulted. What the hell kind of perv was he, noticing her body right now?

      The stingy spray of water wasn’t enough to hide the hitch in her breath or the sob she tried to hold back. The sound of it flayed him. In all the years he’d known her, he’d never seen her break. Not after that first night. But she broke now, huge racking sobs that sounded as if they were ripping her apart. Maybe they were.

      He’d sworn he’d keep her safe, and he’d failed.

      Brax didn’t know how to make up for that. He didn’t even know if he could. But he’d do whatever he had to, whatever she needed to feel safe. Even if it meant standing here doing nothing while the grief spilled out of her like so much blood.

      Minutes dragged on to what felt like hours, well past the capacity of his shit water heater.

      “Mia. Baby.” He didn’t know where the endearment came from. They weren’t like that with each other. But now wasn’t the time to question it.

      When she didn’t respond, he carefully reached an arm past the curtain to check the water temperature. It was icy. Muffling a curse, he fumbled the knobs off. Her ragged weeping filled the space, tearing at his heart. He could just make out the shape of her huddled in the back of the tub, knees drawn up to her chest. His crappy towels wouldn’t be big enough to cover her fully. Moving fast, he yanked a sheet from the hamper of clean laundry he had yet to put away. Back in the bathroom, he hesitated. He didn’t want to do anything to make her feel more violated than she already was.

      “Baby, you need to get dry and warm.”

      No reply.

      “I’m gonna pull back the curtain and help you out. I’m not looking.”

      Still no sign that she’d heard him over her own sobs.

      Eyes on the ceiling, he opened the curtain and held the sheet wide. A darted glance down showed her still curled into a ball, her head bent over her knees, her hair falling forward to shield her face. All the essentials were hidden, so he crouched down, wrapping her in the sheet. She turned immediately into him, pressing her face to his shoulder, a sign of trust he didn’t deserve.

      “It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

      It took some maneuvering to get her out of the tub without flashing anything, but he managed, carrying her back to the futon. Her teeth chattered, her body shaking hard against his, so he dragged the blanket off the back and wrapped them both. He locked his arms around her, willing warmth and comfort into her frigid limbs, wondering if he could possibly warm her in the deep places he knew from experience would be filled with ice.

      “I’ve got you. I’ve got you.” He chanted it, as much to convince himself as her.

      Eventually, her arms snaked out of the sheet burrito and wrapped around him, her hands fisting in the back of his shirt as if her grip alone could keep him from disappearing.

      “It’s okay, I’m here.”

      Brax had no idea if it was okay or if his presence was the comfort it used to be. Her continued tears had panic jittering in his belly. How was she not completely dehydrated yet? What if she didn’t stop? She’d make herself sick, and then where would they be? He wasn’t equipped to handle this. But she had no one else, so he’d damned well figure it out.

      By the time she lifted her head from his shoulder, Brax was ready to make a deal with the devil himself, just so she’d stop crying.

      He carefully wiped at the tears still streaming down her flushed cheeks. “Please don’t cry, baby,” he rasped.

      Mia stared up at him with those big, liquid eyes full of so much pain. All he wanted was to make it stop for her. To make the hurt go away. Driven to comfort, he pressed his brow to hers, breathing the air she breathed, as if, by proximity alone, he could share her burden, lessen the load. Her arms tightened around him, and he tipped forward, closing the distance between them.

      On a gasp, her cold lips parted under his, and Brax realized what he’d done.

      He jerked back. “Oh God. I’m sorry.”

      If she hadn’t still been clinging to him like a limpet, he’d have tossed her on the futon and bolted away. As it was, he could only stare at her in horror and shame. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean… I wasn’t trying to take advantage. I swear. I’d never—” Brax cut himself off as one hand released the death grip on his shirt. He braced himself for a well-deserved slap.

      Instead, she cupped his cheek. “Brax, look at me.”

      That was infinitely worse, because she’d shredded any defenses he had, and he didn’t know what she’d see in his face. But he did as she asked, wondering if he’d just inadvertently destroyed the best thing in his life.

      Those eyes he loved seemed to search down to his very soul before her gaze dropped, impossibly, to his mouth. On the barest of sighs, she leaned in, brushing her lips against his. A question. An exploration.

      “Please.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, her breath feathering across his mouth in a temptation he didn’t dare believe.

      His body shuddered as she came back with another hesitant brush, this one a plea he didn’t have the strength to ignore.
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      Mia’s heart hammered, dread and embarrassment filtering in when Brax didn’t respond. For a few delicious moments, he’d made the horror go away, and she’d thought maybe something good would come out of this awful day. But he stayed frozen.

      She was a teary mess. Of course, he didn’t want her. Shame flushed her skin as she pulled back, abruptly realizing she was naked beneath the sheet. “I’m sorry. I thought—”

      “Mia.” His voice was unbearably gentle.

      She couldn’t look at him. Couldn’t bear to see pity or apology in his eyes.

      But one of his long-fingered hands skimmed up her back, under the fall of her hair, to gently curve around her nape. The touch grounded her, even as she shut her eyes to close in the mortification. His lips brushed her brow, her temple. Chaste, affectionate gestures meant to comfort. Her heart stuttered at the first kiss to her cheek, then picked up as he followed the trail of her tears down one side. By the time he made it to the other, she hardly dared to breathe.

      He whispered her name again. Somehow, she scraped together the courage to open her eyes. This wasn’t the carefully guarded boy she’d known for years. His gaze stayed steady on her face, full of an unmistakable heat and something that might’ve been wonder. But it was the tenderness that stole what was left of her breath. And this time, when he pressed his lips to hers, she thought she’d drown in the sweetness of it.

      Oh. This. He’d been hiding this behind that tough facade? How had she not known? Not sensed something?

      He took her deeper by slow degrees, showing a patience she hadn’t expected. Her body went warm and loose. She wrapped her arms around him, wanting closer to his warmth, needing to feel more than his hands on her back and neck. A rumble sounded in his chest, part frustration, part arousal, as the sheet slipped from her shoulder. He tugged it back, never taking his mouth from hers.

      “Brax.”

      He hummed a question against her lips.

      “I want more.” It terrified her to admit it, but if not now, then when? Life was short, and if today had proved anything at all, it was often brutal. This was something else. She needed the something else.

      He stopped, those storm-dark eyes searching hers. “Baby, after what you’ve been through—”

      She refused to think about that, not when her focus was so full of him and how good he made her feel. “I don’t want to let the dark back in.” She nipped at his bottom lip. “Help me forget.”

      At his uncertainty, she shrugged, letting the sheet fall, exposing her breasts. She’d never been naked with anyone, but the hard bob of his Adam’s apple made her bold. Grabbing one of his hands, she brought it to her breast. “Touch me. Please.”

      On a ragged inhale, he cupped her, the roughness of his callused fingers a delicious friction on her sensitive skin. She pressed into the touch, loving how full and heavy she felt in his palm.

      “So pretty.” His thumb circled, teasing her nipple to a peak. When he bent to take it into his mouth, she gasped, spearing her fingers in his hair. As he sucked, heat built low in her belly. Restless, she shifted in his lap, somehow wanting to both escape and find more. When he tipped her back on the futon, she went willingly. And oh, this was better. His hands could move more freely now, stroking, exploring, down her torso, along the outside of her thigh. With each new sensation of pleasure, she sighed, but it wasn’t enough to ease the tension humming through her.

      “Brax. I need more.” More of what exactly she wasn’t sure, but she trusted he could give it to her.

      “I’ve got you.” One of his big, warm hands slid between her thighs, and she gasped, arching hard into the touch.

      Taking her mouth again, he began to rub. Mia’s legs fell open, her hips circling of their own volition. His fingers traced the wetness there, sending her pulse into triple time as something deep inside wound tighter. She whimpered.

      His rhythm faltered. “You okay?”

      “Oh God, don’t stop. I need... I need...” She felt as if he’d opened a black hole inside her, one that sucked in sensation and pleasure, but could never be satisfied.

      “I’ve got you,” he repeated and slid one finger inside her.

      She barely had time to gasp before he eased in another, filling that ache he’d built. Her hips rose and fell, and she couldn’t even be embarrassed about the sounds she made as he pumped his fingers in time with her rhythm. When he pressed his thumb to the bundle of nerves at the apex of her thighs, she all but levitated off the futon, screaming as her body clamped around him, as all that vibrating tension let loose.

      Dizzy, gasping, Mia struggled to focus on Brax leaning anxiously over her. “Okay?”

      Was he kidding? Couldn’t he tell he’d just literally blown her mind? She’d had orgasms before, on her own, in the privacy of her shower. But they’d been nothing like this. “I think… I just… had an out-of-body experience.”

      One corner of his mouth quirked with the trace of the arrogance she secretly found sexy. “Better?”

      Fisting a hand in his shirt, she drew his mouth back to hers. “It’s a start.”

      His huff of laughter cut off when she shoved the shirt up.

      “Mia. We shouldn’t.”

      “We absolutely should.” If his fingers felt that good, what would it be like to have the rest of him?

      “You’re not thinking clearly. And you’re injured.”

      She shifted her hands to his belt, then lower, finding the bulge of his arousal. “I’m thinking perfectly clearly. I want you. You want me. Easy math. And I swear to you, I’m not feeling any pain.” There was no room for it amid all the sensation he aroused.

      “It’s too fast.”

      “For who?”

      “You.” He choked the syllable out as she stroked him. “Christ, I’m trying to be a good guy here.”

      “Brax, you’re the best guy. You always have been. I want to be with you. I always have.”

      On a curse, he dropped his head to his shoulder. “Baby, this isn’t something we can take back.”

      “I know. I don’t want to take it back.” She kissed him again, long and slow, making an effort to seduce him this time. “Be with me. Give me something beautiful to remember.” She wasn’t fighting fair. But fairness had no place in reality. She needed him, and she desperately wanted him to need her back.

      On a long sigh, he pressed his brow to hers, then dragged his shirt over his head. “If you change your mind at any point, just say the word. It’s okay.”

      She wouldn’t change her mind. Especially not when he slipped out of his jeans and boxers, and she saw how much he wanted her. Her fingers itched to touch, to explore the shape of him, but when she reached to do just that, he twisted away.

      “I won’t last if you get your hands on me. Just let me take care of you.”

      “Okay.” She settled back, watching him pull a condom from his wallet and set it in easy reach.

      This was happening. She was about to have sex with her best friend. Finally.

      He stretched out over her, and the feel of his naked body against hers was a whole other glory of sensation. He was all lean muscles and gentle hands as he aroused her again with more of those drugging kisses. She arched against him, feeling the prod of his erection against her leg. She wanted to feel it at her center, against that bundle of delicious nerves.

      As if reading her mind, he shifted himself so the length of him slid through the gathering wetness, just over her clit.

      “Oh, God yes. Now.”

      “Patience. You need to be ready.” He kept up a torturous rhythm until she thought she’d go mad from wanting.

      “Please. Now. Please.”

      He rolled away, just far enough to sheath himself. Then he was back, settling where she needed him most, the blunt head of him nudging her entrance. “Be sure, baby.”

      Eyes on his, she bucked, taking the first little bit of him inside her. “I am.”

      “I’ll go slow.”

      Setting his jaw, he pressed inside with short, shallow thrusts. Sweat broke out on his brow as he worked himself deeper, millimeter by millimeter, and oh, this was so much more than his fingers. He stopped and started several times, holding perfectly still, giving her body a chance to relax and adjust before resuming those short, shallow thrusts until he was all the way inside, and she couldn’t feel anything but the heat of him. The sensation of fullness stole her breath.

      He was with her. Inside her. There wasn’t room for anything but the love welling up in her heart. The words wanted to spill out, but she had just enough sense left to know they’d freak him out. The first time she told him wasn’t going to be when she was high on endorphins, wasn’t going to be under any circumstances he could dismiss. So she’d show him instead.

      Framing his face in both hands, she kissed him. “Thank you.”

      His mouth lingered on hers as he began to move, and she lost herself to the rhythmic push and pull of their bodies. That glorious tension built again, and this time she could feel the rise of it in the tightening of his body over and inside her. His pace quickened, his body driving into hers, banishing all the shadows, until he reached between them, pushing her over the edge into a glorious freefall, and leapt off the cliff behind her.
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      The only reason Brax was pretty sure he wasn’t dead was the feel of full breasts pressed to his chest, and the fluttering heat around his cock that was the closest thing he’d ever experienced to heaven. As there wasn’t a chance he’d earned a spot past the pearly gates, he concluded he was still alive. Still alive, and very naked with his best friend.

      Holy. Shit.

      He’d sworn he wouldn’t touch her. Would never push for anything she didn’t want to give. She’d just given him everything mere hours after she’d been assaulted. That clinched it. He was totally going to the special hell.

      “You’re thinking too loud.” Her sleepy voice had him cracking open his eyes.

      Mia lay beneath him, eyes closed, tracing lazy patterns down his back, one leg still hooked behind his knee. She looked blissed out and exhausted, and so beautiful he ached from it. And there were finger-shaped bruises around her throat.

      Fuck. What have I done?

      “I’m crushing you.” He pushed up, using the excuse of watching as he carefully gripped the condom and pulled out to avoid meeting her gaze. “Let me just take care of this.” And maybe when he was done in the bathroom, he’d find more than two brain cells to rub together to process what had just happened.

      He cleaned up and splashed some icy water on his face. “Get it the fuck together, Whitmore.”

      The face looking back at him in the mirror was shellshocked. He’d had sex with Mia. And now they had to figure out what came next.

      What if it was just a onetime thing? Something to help her get through today’s trauma? He’d never begrudge her that. But he could never unknow what she felt like beneath his hands, how her skin tasted. It was one thing to picture her naked. It was entirely another to know exactly how she looked, flushed with arousal. He’d never stop wanting her, and he had no idea if he could keep being just her friend after this.

      But she’d said she’d wanted to be with him. That she always had. Was that the lust talking, or did she mean it? Could she feel as much for him as he did for her? Did he have the guts to ask her? And hell, was now even the time to talk about this? There were several major issues hanging over their heads that they’d effectively put off with sex. Really amazing sex.

      With no idea what to say, he opened the door.

      “What is this?”

      At some point during his freak out, Mia had dug out one of his T-shirts. It fell to mid-thigh, looking a thousand times better on her than it ever had on him. Because his brain immediately began fantasizing about stripping her out of it, it took Brax several seconds to register that she held the bakery box. In all the chaos, he’d forgotten about it. He couldn’t read her expression, except that she definitely wasn’t happy.

      He rubbed the back of his neck and wished he wasn’t buck naked. “Did you open it?”

      She nodded. Her palm flattened on the top of the box. “This is basically the Cadillac of pastries. They only make them at that fancy bakery downtown, and they cost the earth.”

      Shit. Maybe he’d gotten the wrong thing.

      “It was supposed to be a surprise for your birthday. You said you wanted something raspberry.” The explanation felt lame, but it was all he could think to say without understanding why she was upset.

      Mia’s throat worked, and fresh tears glimmered in those big brown eyes.

      “Oh shit. Please don’t cry.” He absolutely could not handle more tears. “You don’t have to eat it. We can throw it out.”

      “No!” She clutched the box to her chest like a treasure. “This is why.”

      He was so damned confused. “Why what?”

      “Why I love you. Because you thought to do this. Because you did do this, even though you totally shouldn’t have spent the money.”

      From somewhere in the back of his brain, Brax wanted to retort that it was his money, but he was too busy staring at her, his heart galloping. “You love me?”

      Her brows drew together. “Of course I do. It’s always been you. I wouldn’t have basically jumped you if I didn’t. You weren’t just a convenient warm body to lose myself in.” As he continued to stare at her, she set the box on the futon and crossed over, worry radiating off her. “Christ, Brax, tell me you know I wasn’t using you. You’re my best friend. Tell me I didn’t just ruin that by pushing you to cross this line.”

      She loved him. And that changed everything. The roiling fear inside him eased.

      He brushed the hair back from her face. “I can’t stay friends.” As the blood drained out of her cheeks, he rushed to finish. “Not when I want so much more.”

      Uncertainty flickered in her eyes. “To clarify, you want more with me?”

      He tipped her face up. “I want everything with you.”

      Her smile bloomed like a sunrise. She threw her arms around him and fused her mouth with his. In only a moment, it became rapidly apparent that she was still naked beneath that shirt, and his body had plenty of ideas about what to do with that information. Before the blood drained back out of his head, he set her back a few inches.

      “Baby, stop. There are things we need to talk about.”

      “Like what?”

      Brax absolutely hated to do this to her, but they couldn’t just fall back into bed. There was big shit they needed to handle. “Like what we’re going to tell the police.”

      The light of her joy winked out, and he felt like the world’s biggest dick.

      She closed her eyes. “I know I have to. If for no other reason than so no one else gets placed in their home.”

      “And just in case he’s reported me.”

      Her eyes snapped open, bright with fresh fear. “You were protecting me.”

      “That won’t be the story he tells.”

      “We’ll document my injuries. They have to believe us.”

      “I don’t think that’ll be a problem.” Brax had no idea whether that was actually true, but she needed the confidence. “Is Patricia still your caseworker?”

      “Yeah. The moment this gets reported, she’ll be trying to put me somewhere else. I can’t go through that again.”

      It was what he’d needed to hear. Linking their hands, he tugged her close. “Stay with me.”

      Regret twisted his features. “They’re not gonna let me do that.”

      “You turn eighteen tomorrow. We should get married.”

      Her mouth fell open. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Okay, I know this isn’t the most romantic proposal, but think about it. They can’t split us up if we’re married. And at eighteen, they’d have a hard time placing you, anyway. There’s no support there. We can support each other, like we always have. We’d just have some actual protections under the law this way. We could drive over the state line into Idaho tomorrow. There’s no waiting period there.”

      Sheer disbelief was probably not a good sign.

      “How do you even know that?”

      “I… might have been thinking about this for a while. I wanted a way to get you out of that house, so I could better protect you. I’d have suggested it anyway, as a marriage of convenience, but now…” He took a breath. “I know we’re young, and I know it won’t be easy. But I’m in love with you. I think I always have been. So marry me, Mia. Let me give you the protection of my name and my body.”

      She stared at him for long enough that nerves began to jitter. It was too much, too fast. She wasn’t ready. But he’d thought this would be the right thing for them both.

      “I’m sorry. I’m getting ahead of things. I—”

      “Yes.”

      His brain stopped the hamster wheel worrying. “Really?”

      Her arms slid around him. “You’re my person. You’ve been my family for years when I had none. I’d love nothing more than to make that official.”

      Her person. Damn, but he liked the sound of that. And he loved the idea of her being his.

      Grinning, he scooped her up for another kiss. “I’ll make arrangements to borrow a car.”

      She lifted her legs and wrapped them around his hips. “Brax?”

      “Yeah?”

      “How do you feel about eating pastry naked to celebrate?”

      “Happy birthday to you.”
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      “Are you nervous?”

      Mia glanced at Valentina. “Do I look nervous?”

      The older woman nodded toward the hands Mia had knotted at her waist.

      She blew out a breath, consciously releasing the death grip she had on her own fingers. “Okay, yeah, I guess I am nervous.”

      They hadn’t gone to Idaho. In her haste to get the hell away from Wayne, Mia hadn’t remembered all the documents that proved her identity. Those were, unfortunately, necessary when applying for a marriage license. So she’d had to suck it up and make the report on Wayne’s assault sooner rather than later. The whole thing had caused more than a few waves. Between worry that Brax would get into trouble, and anxiety over the fact that she was breaking the rules about lying low, Mia had been a wreck.

      But the police had believed her. The livid bruising on her throat and wrist, in the perfect shape of Wayne’s hand, had helped with that. He was arrested. No charges were being brought against Brax, and Patricia had helped her get the last of her things from the house. It wasn’t much. In the middle of all that, she and Brax had applied for their marriage license and scheduled the first available appointment with a justice of the peace.

      Now here she was on the cusp of marrying her best friend. If he showed.

      He’s going to show.

      The worry was absolutely stupid. Mia knew that. Brax loved her. She didn’t doubt that. But it hadn’t stopped the anxiety dreams that he’d up and changed his mind and high-tailed it out of town. The fact that he’d asked her to meet him at the courthouse, instead of coming together, hadn’t helped, but he’d insisted he had something he needed to do alone and had sent Valentina to watch over her in the meantime.

      “You wishing for the big white wedding?”

      “No.” And thank God for that. In her deep purple sweater and best jeans, she definitely looked nothing like a bride today. Her clothing choices had been driven by what would hide the bruising. “It’s just my first time being away from him since the attack. I know Wayne’s behind bars, but I can’t shake this anxiety that I’m not safe anywhere Brax isn’t.”

      Valentina wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Oh, sweetie, it’ll take time. And that’s okay.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, Mia leaned into the embrace. How long had it been since she’d had true comfort from a woman? Had there been anyone since her mother died?

      “I know I have to get over it and get out there sometime, especially since he’ll be back to work tomorrow, and I’ll have to go back to school.” She shook her head. “I can’t fathom going back to school after all this, but Brax is insistent that we can make it until I graduate, without my having to quit to find full-time work.” But how much of that was the truth and how much was because he knew she wanted to officially graduate?

      “Would it make you feel better to have a part-time job?”

      “Absolutely. But I don’t know what I can find that will allow me to work around my school schedule and doesn’t require transportation. We certainly can’t afford a car.”

      “I could use somebody at the shop. Phones and scheduling to start, while that wrist heals up, and if you do well with the dogs, we can move you on into grooming. I can work around school, and you can pick up some weekend hours to round it out.”

      Mia gaped at her. “Are you serious?”

      Valentina nodded, her springy curls bouncing. “It won’t make you rich, but it’ll help keep you in ramen and eggs. That’s what I lived on when I started out.”

      “Oh my God, that’s amazing. Yes! I would love that.”

      “You and Brax are good kids. I want to make sure y’all start off on the right foot. You can come on by the shop after school tomorrow, and we’ll sort out a schedule.”

      “Thank you!” She squeezed Valentina in a hug and glanced at the big clock on the wall in the courthouse entryway. “Our appointment’s in ten minutes.” Where the hell was her groom?

      The door swung open, and Brax hustled inside, fresh snow dusting his dark brown hair.

      Mia rushed toward him. “There you are!”

      “Sorry I took so long. But I had a couple of important stops.”

      Mia stared at the cluster of pink, purple, and white blooms he held out.

      “I wanted you to have some flowers to carry for today.”

      Her throat went thick. “Brax.” She took the bouquet, burying her face in them. They didn’t have much scent, but that hardly mattered. No one had ever given her flowers, and he’d made sure she had some on their wedding day. She beamed up at him. “Is there a secret romantic hiding behind that bad boy exterior of yours?”

      He pokered up, shifting on his feet. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Smooth move, Whitmore.” Valentina nodded in approval.

      Mia smiled, feeling all the fear and tension melt away. He was here. He hadn’t changed his mind. “What was the other stop?”

      Digging into his coat pocket, he pulled out a small velvet pouch, upending the contents into his broad palm. A pair of plain silver bands caught the light.

      “They aren’t fancy. I’ll get you something better later, but this is important. You’re important. And I admit, I’m caveman enough to want you to wear something marking you as mine.”

      This man, who’d come up through hell and found his way to her, had such unexpected depths. Today they’d claim each other and each wear a symbol for the world to see. She rose to her toes, brushing her lips over his. “They’re perfect.”

      “Y’all should probably start heading toward the judge’s chambers. Your appointment is in just a few minutes,” Valentina reminded them.

      Mia’s belly gave a nervous jump. “I’m just gonna run to the bathroom. I’ll be two minutes.”

      The bathrooms were tucked around the corner, at the end of a long, shadowy hallway. Several of the fluorescent bulbs in the overhead lights had gone out, and the ones remaining flickered like something out of a horror movie. Nervous again, she ducked into the empty women’s room and did her business as quickly as possible. The judge would be ready for them any minute, and then they’d get this show on the road. She’d feel better when it was done.

      Hurrying now, she stepped back into the hall and felt her heart stop as she spotted the tall, hulking shape in the shadows. Terror exploded through her, turning her limbs to jelly. She opened her mouth to scream when he stepped into the light.

      “Hello, Mia.”

      Relief had her sagging against the wall. “What the hell is wrong with you? You don’t lurk in dark hallways to surprise women coming out of the bathroom.”

      “Sorry.” Curt’s lined face twisted in chagrin. “But you’ve been hard to get near the past few days. You’ve been drawing attention to yourself.”

      Scowling, Mia looked up and down the hall to make sure they were still alone before dragging down the turtleneck on her sweater to show her throat. “I was sexually assaulted by my foster father and would have been raped or worse if Brax hadn’t shown up. What the fuck was I supposed to do? This whole setup was supposed to keep me safe. You promised me, and you promised my mother.”

      He closed his eyes and swore. “I’m sorry. Shit, I’m so sorry. I don’t have nearly the control over this situation as I would if you were fully in the program.”

      “Which you can’t do, so there’s no point bringing it up.”

      “I can still help. Get you out of here. Set you up somewhere else.”

      The mere suggestion of it had fresh fear spinning through her. Mia shook her head. “No. I’m not going anywhere. I’m marrying Brax.” She braced herself for a fight, for all the well-meaning, I-know-better-than-you arguments about how getting married at eighteen was a terrible idea.

      Curt studied her for a long moment, his blue eyes inscrutable. “It’s a good idea.”

      She blinked, thrown by his ready acceptance. “You’re not going to try to talk me out of it?”

      “He’s been by your side for six years. He’ll keep you safe, and this is another way for you to disappear. But Mia, he can’t know. For his own safety, he has to be kept in the dark about who you really are.”

      She shut down the twinge of worry at that. “I’m so far down this rabbit hole that girl doesn’t exist anymore.”

      Curt nodded. “Good. Now get a move on. Your groom is waiting.”

      She’d already turned toward the front of the courthouse when he called her name again. She glanced back. “What?”

      “Congratulations.”
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      Mia held on as Brax tried to roll out of bed.

      “Baby, I’ve got to get ready for work.”

      She groaned in protest and nipped at his bare shoulder. “Stupid bills. I’d so much rather start my day with you than coffee.”

      He hauled her against his morning wood. “If we hadn’t already definitively proved we can’t keep track of time in the shower, I’d indulge you. But I can’t afford to be late again.” With a deep, lingering kiss that had her sinking into sleepy pleasure, he pulled away and climbed out of bed, tucking the covers around her. “You’ve got twenty more minutes before you have to be up. Doze a little.”

      She watched him stride naked to the bathroom, admiring his leanly muscled backside before scooting over into the warm spot he’d vacated. The pipes thumped and clunked as he turned on the shower, and she let herself drift and dream.

      They’d come a long way since they’d gotten married. They both had good, steady work, had finally secured a reliable car, and were on their way to saving for a bigger place. One where they could hopefully, finally get the dog she’d been wanting forever. This studio apartment was a few steps up from the one they’d shared in the beginning. The water heater capacity alone had been worth the increase in rent when they’d moved to Spokane. Through some lucky dumpster diving at semester’s end at the local universities, they’d managed to furnish the place in cozy enough fashion, with a real bed and a second-hand sofa that was a considerable step up from that old futon.

      She still sometimes missed that old futon.

      The edge of the bed dipped as Brax sat down, pressing a kiss to her brow. “Time to get up, Sleeping Beauty. Your turn to get ready for work.”

      “I’m up,” she promised.

      “I need to see those pretty eyes open and your ass actually out of bed.”

      Mia wanted to object, but she had to admit there was sufficient evidence that she could sleep through alarms and snooze buttons. On another groan, she threw back the covers and slid out of bed, wincing as her feet hit the cold floor. “I’m really up now.”

      Brax grinned and pulled her in, stroking a hand down her bare back. “How about I make it up to you tonight? You, me, that box of brownie mix you think I don’t know is in the back of the cabinet. Clothing optional.”

      She hooked her fingers in his belt loops. “Promise?”

      Humor and heat lit those beloved gray eyes. “Absolutely. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      He lowered his head for one more kiss before copping a friendly feel of her ass and backing away. “See you tonight.”

      “Have a good day at work.”

      Once the door shut behind him, Mia made a beeline for the shower herself, lingering in the hot water as long as she dared. If she missed the bus, she’d be hoofing it in the cold to get to the alternative pickup spot and still might not make it to work on time.

      Her phone was ringing when she shut off the water. On a curse, she snagged a towel and dashed to answer, dripping all over the floor.

      “Hello?”

      “Maria?”

      Mia felt all the blood drain out of her head at the sound of the voice she hadn’t heard since she was six years old. “Daddy?”

      “Hey, baby girl.”

      A thousand questions clogged in her throat. How he’d found her. How he was doing. Had he missed her? But before she could find voice for a single one, he was speaking again.

      “I need to see you.”

      “What? Where? I don’t—”

      “I can’t explain over the phone. I need to see you in person. Today. Come to this address.” He reeled the location off.

      “That’s four hours away.”

      “It’s important, baby girl. And God, I want to see you so bad.”

      She couldn’t see him. That was Rule 1. Even talking to him right now was violating a half dozen of Curt’s other rules. But fifteen years of questions boiled up inside her. This might be her only chance to ask. “I’ll be there.”

      “Come alone. Don’t tell anybody. I’ll explain everything when I see you.”

      “Okay.”

      “See you soon.” He hung up before she could say another word.

      Mia stood for a long moment, still dripping from her shower as she stared at the phone in her hand. She should tell Brax. Except there was no way to explain part without explaining all, and Curt had been clear that it was safest if Brax knew nothing. She was no longer sure that was true, but she needed to know what her father had to say. Needed to look him in the eye to ask if whatever he’d gotten involved in had been worth losing his family.

      She’d be home by tonight, and she could figure out what to tell Brax then.

      Moving fast, she dried off and dressed. She took the time to call in to work, citing an emergency, then looked up the bus schedule for how she could get to Seattle. It would be tight, but if she hurried, she’d just make it. And surely, he’d wait for her if she was a little late.

      At the door, she hesitated, years of training and instinct sending her back to the bed to haul out the go bag she hadn’t touched since they’d moved in. It was probably overkill, but just in case.

      Bag over her shoulder, she locked the apartment door behind her and headed out to finally get some answers.
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      I hope you enjoyed this prequel showing Brax and Mia’s backstory. Their second chance romance, Mixed Up With a Marine, is the first of the new Bad Boy Bakers series and releases April 8th. You can preorder your copy here. Keep reading for a sneak peek!

      Meanwhile, if you want to get a glimpse of grown-up Mia, check out Bring It On Home, The Misfit Inn Book #4. For a gander at grown up Brax, take a peek at Come A Little Closer , Men of the Misfit Inn Book #4.
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        Can a Marine turned baker and a jaded contractor find their way to a second chance?

        

        Braxton Whitmore needs a change. After leaving the Marines, he’s free to build a new life. But is he gonna be a baker? Really?  When his buddy inherits a decrepit bar and proposes they partner up to turn it into a bakery, Brax figures why not? Until his ex comes walking in.

        

        Mia Whitmore has built a new life for herself, far from the heartbreak and secrets that tore her marriage apart. The last thing she expects is for her estranged husband to be business partners with her latest client. Or for Brax to think they’re already divorced.

        

        As they’re forced into proximity on the renovation, truths come to light, and Brax and Mia get a second chance. But when past secrets become present danger, Brax puts everything on the line to protect the woman who’s always held his heart.

        

      

      
        
        Chapter 1

      

      

      Braxton Whitmore had never seen so many bras in one place in his life. And he’d been to Victoria’s Secret a time or two. His gaze snagged on one particularly heinous neon orange brassiere, one of many being used as ornamentation along the perimeter of the dingy cinder block walls. Its cups were large enough to fit his entire head. In a combat helmet.

      “You have got to be shitting me. This is your inheritance?”

      Jonah Ferguson moved past Brax into the bar proper. “In all its horrifying glory. Told y’all you had to see it to believe it.”

      Holt Steele, the remaining member of their trio, crossed thick arms over his chest. “I see it, but I’m not sure I believe it. Your dad actually owned this place?”

      “For near to twenty years. Picked it over my mama, my sister, and me.” If that still bothered Jonah, his matter-of-fact tone didn’t betray it. “Don’t know why the hell he left it to us when he couldn’t be bothered to give a shit while he was living, but Sam and Griff are being all newlywed and getting ready for the baby, and she doesn’t want anything to do with the place. She’d happily burn it to the ground.”

      “I’m not sure she’s got the wrong idea,” Brax muttered, moving further into the dimly lit bar. Were the windows actually spray painted? The whole effect made him feel like he was back in a war zone, but he shuddered to think what direct sunlight might reveal about the place.

      “It’s an eyesore for sure, but if we can clean it up, make it less terrifying, we’d get more profit off the sale. And be more likely to actually find a buyer.”

      Brax took another disgusted look around, noting the designations carved directly into the door frames above the restrooms—Poles and Holes. Classy. “Didn’t realize you were that much of an optimist.”

      “You gotta have some imagination,” Jonah insisted. “Look past the filth. Basically, everything in here can go. We strip out the gross, do some demolition, clean everything that needs cleaning, that gives us a blank canvas.”

      Holt arched a skeptical brow. “You got a dump truck load of fairy dust out back? Because it’s gonna take more than demo and cleaning to make this a blank canvas worth a damn.”

      Tuning out Jonah’s retort, Brax mentally stripped the place down. New flooring, sheetrock walls over the cinderblock, new ceiling, and better lighting would go a long way to improving the place. But that was all window dressing. No way in hell was that the extent of necessary renovations. He strode across the cracked concrete floors, deliberately not giving consideration to what the stains might be. A quick peek into the men’s room showed a trough and a single stall housing an avocado green toilet. An outdoor water spigot served as a faucet over a cracked and rusty sink. The women’s side was hardly better.

      “Bathrooms need total gutting.” And possibly dynamite.

      He headed behind the long, scarred bar and through the swinging door into what passed for the kitchen. The space was long and narrow—a health code violation from one end to the other. A door to one side opened into what had probably been a storage room. A few empty liquor boxes lay abandoned in a corner beside another door that led, presumably, to the delivery entrance. The actual cooking area was made up of a range so caked in grease it would likely go up in flames if anybody dared to turn it on. Beside that stretched a single, warped steel table, garnished with a few dead roach carcasses and rat droppings. A deep commercial sink sat next to that, adjacent to a dishwasher Brax recognized as a model that had been ancient back when he’d done his stint as a busboy in high school.

      He shoved back out into the main bar. “Kitchen needs gutting, too. Jesus, how long has it been since the place closed down?”

      “Lonnie died eight months ago. We let his bartender keep running it for another six before pulling the plug.”

      “Ten bucks says somebody was paying off a health inspector. That’s way more than two months’ worth of nasty back there.”

      Jonah started to take down one of the rickety chairs stacked on tables, then evidently thought better of it. “Look, it’s a shithole. I know it. I just want to make it less of one. If that’s just cleaning and fresh paint, fine. But it’s a project. We need a project, at least while we figure out what we all want to do now we’re done up in Syracuse.”

      They lapsed into silence, considering.

      Even before he’d joined the Marine Corps, Brax hadn’t been a guy to just sit. He’d spent most of the year since he separated from the military at an experimental therapy program working through PTSD and anxiety. It was where he’d met Jonah, a former SEAL, and Holt, an Army Ranger. They’d all worked through their shit and been trained as master bakers in the process. Who knew baking worked as therapy? Dr. Audrey Graham, apparently. She was the genius behind the program, of which the three of them were part of the first group of graduates.

      Brax enjoyed baking—which had been a hell of a surprise to him—but, at the end of the day, he was still a Marine. He was used to being extremely physical. This place was going to take a fuckton of work, one way or the other. Hard, disgusting work. He wasn’t under any delusion that they’d turn a sow’s ear into a silk purse, but there was something appealing about the prospect of doing something visibly productive. Maybe spending a few weeks working on this place was exactly what they all needed while they figured out what the hell they wanted to do with their lives now that they were all civilians again.

      He shrugged. “Hell, why not? It’s not like I’ve got anything better to be doing right now. Holt?”

      “Long as I get to swing a sledgehammer.”

      Jonah grinned. “I expect that can be arranged. C’mon. Let’s head on over to my mom’s place. She’s so excited I brought you along with me, she’s beside herself. Prepare to be spoiled.”

      Holt headed for the door. “I could go for some spoiling.”

      Brax didn’t even know what to do with that. Of the three of them, he was the most alone. Jonah had his mom and sister, and a brother-in-law Brax had served with in the Marines. Holt had a sister somewhere or other. Brax had no one. No family. No wife. Not anymore.

      As he trailed his friends out of the bar, temper kindled. Why the hell was he even thinking of Mia? It had been nearly ten years. She’d left. She’d made her choice. He’d moved on with his life. So why the hell couldn’t he get her out of his head?

      It was Griff’s fault. The two of them had bonded in the field over their complicated feelings about their ex-wives. But unlike Brax, Griff had been the one to end things with Sam after they’d impulsively married in Vegas at twenty-two. He’d always planned to go back for her, after turning himself into the man he thought she deserved. Brax had stood up for Griff as informal best man at their second Vegas wedding a few months back.

      And damn if it hadn’t stirred up all the old feelings. He’d become a Marine to escape all that shit. The betrayal and, damn it, the longing. Because he’d never been able to get over Mia. For so many years, she’d been his everything. And then she’d left, with no explanation. Bailing on their marriage. On him. There was no reason to think that just because his friend had found a second chance, there was the remotest of possibilities for one of his own.

      He didn’t want a second chance. He didn’t want a woman, period. After Mia, he’d basically sworn off relationships or any sort of entanglement, keeping himself in one war zone after another so he didn’t have to think about the life he’d never have. Without that outlet, he needed a new distraction.

      Maybe a few weeks of hard, sweaty labor would be just enough to clear this shit out of his head so he could figure out what came next.
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      “Are you sure you want to take on this train wreck?”

      Mia Whitmore ignored the skepticism from her best friend and stroked a hand along the stone that made up one wall of the kitchen. It had been part of the original cabin that had stood on the site, and she appreciated its inclusion into the design of the overall house. Even if the designer had been drunk or high. She hadn’t been able to decide which. “Too late for regrets now. I already closed on the property.”

      Luca Gallo blew out a breath. “Well, I guess it’s not the hardest flip we’ve ever done.”

      “Nothing will ever top that crack house you talked me into helping you convert right after we met.” They’d redone the two-bedroom bungalow he’d gotten for pennies on the dollar from rafters to floor joists. She’d loved nearly every minute.

      “Hey, we made a tidy profit on that house when the neighborhood gentrified. And you fell into a career you loved.”

      “For which I thank you, oh wise one.”

      “Still, I see now why you wanted me to come out to Tennessee. You’re gonna need all the help you can get with this thing.”

      She nudged his shoulder with her own. “I wanted you to come out because I miss your ugly face and because you needed a change, not because I wanted free labor.”

      In truth, this house wasn’t a flip. It would be a labor of love; one she didn’t want anyone else’s hands on. At least not more than strictly necessary for the elements that would require more than her two hands. With this purchase, she was taking ownership of a dream that had once been shared. One she’d held onto for far too long.

      Almost ten years. After all this time, she had to admit her estranged husband was never coming back to her. She knew what he believed, and he hadn’t been interested in explanations. She’d long ago given up trying. Leaving Washington to start over here in Eden’s Ridge had been her first step in trying to move on with her life. In the past two years, she’d begun putting down true roots in Tennessee. She was half owner in a business she loved and, in the friends she’d made here, she’d begun to build the kind of family she hadn’t had.

      But she hadn’t given up on Brax, hadn’t relinquished that last kernel of hope that maybe… maybe there was some circumstance where they could find their way back to each other. And it was time to move on. Deep down, she knew that. So, when she’d found the house, so much what they’d dreamed of in all its mismatched, rambling glory, set into the side of the mountain, she’d taken the plunge.

      By the time she finished the renovation, maybe she’d be able to finally let him go. To exorcise the ghost of him in the manifestation of the dream they’d once spoken of in intimate whispers, curled up in bed in their cramped, drafty studio apartment. Then she’d decide whether to live here, turn it into one of her vacation rentals, or straight up sell it. Either way, the renovation would take months in her off time from Mountainview Construction. She was okay with that. Therapy took time.

      “I missed your face, too, Mia.”

      Luca’s uncharacteristically serious tone set off alarm bells, reminding her of one of the other reasons she’d left Washington. She’d begun to suspect that her best friend might harbor more than just platonic feelings for her. Mia couldn’t go there with him. Couldn’t go there with anyone. She wasn’t free to pursue a relationship, even if she’d wanted to. Which she didn’t. She’d come to Tennessee hoping that the distance would give her some clarity, and she’d convinced herself that she’d imagined the whole thing and balked at nothing. Especially when he’d begun seriously dating and gotten engaged about six months after she’d left.

      She’d missed Luca. Missed having someone who understood her. Someone who shared a common language built on years of friendship. So, when his fiancée had broken things off three months before their planned wedding, leaving him high and dry for an investment banker who was more champagne and caviar than beer and nachos, she’d invited him to come east for a while and work for her, trying the area on for size. She hoped like hell she hadn’t made a mistake because, as much progress as she’d made, she didn’t have the bandwidth to cope with feelings she couldn’t return.

      Flashing a smile in his direction, she meandered toward the living room. “Well, I say we celebrate your new residency in Eden’s Ridge with a night out at Elvira’s Tavern so I can prove I’m still the world’s best wingwoman. January’s slower for the tourist trade, but there will be some, and I can think of a handful of locals who are going to be all over that blond Italian hotness.”

      He trotted after her. “Is that your plan, then? Entangle me with a local, so I move here permanently?”

      “You know me so well.” She stopped in front of a 1970s brick monstrosity of a fireplace. “Now, put your professional hat on. Imagine ripping out this horrifying excuse for a fireplace and replacing it with river rock going all the way up. I’d vault the ceiling here to give it some loft. Put up a big, live-edge beam across just there for a mantle and build out the hearth.”

      Luca nodded, his brown eyes sparkling as his interest piqued. “Now you’re talking.” He pivoted to the wall across from the fireplace, where a row of three small double-paned windows showed signs of moisture between the glass. “You could knock those out and put in a big picture window to take advantage of that view.”

      “I’m doing one better. Opening the whole space with accordion doors that will lead out to a big ass deck and entertainment space. It’ll be a bit of a tricky build, with the slope the way it is, but it’s doable, and that view can’t be beat.”

      “Will the higher humidity here be an issue for those doors?”

      They lost themselves in the familiar banter of the work they both loved as they wandered through the house, discussing possibilities. She enjoyed sharing her vision with someone who could see and appreciate it before the first hammer was swung, and she liked the additional considerations he brought up. It would be her house, not a perfect execution of that long ago dream. She could consider other suggestions. Not to mention, she knew a hell of a lot more now as a professional contractor than she had at nineteen. She’d improve on the vision, work with what was here, excise what didn’t fit. It was what she was doing with her life, after all.

      As they completed their tour back in the kitchen, Luca slumped back against the counter and crossed his arms. “Well, I still think you’re crazy. It’ll be a ton of work. But it’ll be a helluva property when you’re through.”

      “That’s the idea. Now, how are you feeling about pizza and beer? Elvira’s is the best around.”

      “Isn’t it also the only pizza around?”

      “I mean, yeah.” Eden’s Ridge only had a year-round resident population of only a little under three thousand people. “But that doesn’t mean it isn’t good.”

      “Fair point. I’m amenable. I haven’t hit up that food group today.”

      “Then let’s get a move on. I—” The opening bars of Metallica’s “Enter Sandman” blared from Mia’s back pocket. “Hang on. This might be related to work.” She dug out her phone. “Hello?”

      “Mia Whitmore?”

      Something in the man’s flat, formal delivery had more of those inner alarm bells ringing. Whatever this was, it wasn’t work.

      “Speaking.”

      “I’m calling on behalf of a mutual friend.”

      She froze, recognizing the long-ago established code. “We haven’t been in touch in quite some time.”

      “I understand. I’m sorry to say, our mutual friend is dead.”

      Mia’s breath wheezed out like air from a punctured tire, and she wilted back against the nearest wall. “When?”

      “Last week. Heart attack. We’re closing out his… projects and thought you’d want to know.”

      Projects. Plural. So maybe she hadn’t been the only one.

      Aware of Luca’s concerned gaze, she locked down the spiral of automatic anxiety and questions. “Yes, I appreciate you letting me know.”

      “To be clear, we consider those projects wrapped.”

      Translation: If anything happens, you’re on your own.

      Well, she’d effectively been on her own for almost a decade, so nothing much would change there.

      “Understood.”

      “Goodbye, Mrs. Whitmore.” The caller hung up before she could reply.

      Mia lowered the phone. “I’m gonna have to cancel on dinner.”
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      Pre-order your copy of Mixed Up With a Marine today!
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        Rescue My Heart Series

        Small Town Military Romance
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        	Let It Be Me (Emerson and Caleb)
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        	Until We Meet Again (Samantha and Griffin prequel)

        	Come A Little Closer (Samantha and Griffin)

      

      
        
        Bad Boy Bakers

        Small Town Military Romance

      

      

      
        	Rescued By a Bad Boy (Brax and Mia prequel)

        	Mixed Up With a Marine (Brax and Mia): Coming April 8, 2022

        	Wrapped Up with a Ranger (Holt and Cayla): Coming June 3, 2022)

        	Stirred Up by a SEAL (Jonah and Rachel): Coming August 5th
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        Small Town Southern Romance
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        	To Get Me To You (Cam and Norah)

        	Know Me Well (Liam and Riley)

        	Be Careful, It’s My Heart (Brody and Tyler)

        	Just For This Moment (Myles and Piper)

        	Wish I Might (Reed and Cecily)

        	Turn My World Around (Tucker and Corinne)

        	Dance Me A Dream (Jace and Tara)

        	See You Again (Trey and Sandy)

        	The Christmas Fountain (Chad and Mary Alice)

        	You Were Meant For Me (Mitch and Tess)

        	A Lot Like Christmas (Ryan and Hannah)

        	Dancing Away With My Heart (Zach and Lexi)

      

      
        
        Wishing For a Hero Series (A Wishful Spinoff Series)

        Small Town Romantic Suspense

      

      

      
        	Make You Feel My Love (Judd and Autumn)

        	Watch Over Me (Nash and Rowan)

        	Can’t Take My Eyes Off You (Ethan and Miranda)

        	Burn For You (Sean and Delaney)
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        Small Town Short Romance
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        Kait is a Mississippi native, who often swears like a sailor, calls everyone sugar, honey, or darlin', and can wield a bless your heart like a saber or a Snuggie, depending on requirements.

      

        

      
        You can find more information on this RITA ® Award-winning author and her books on her website http://kaitnolan.com.

      

        

      
        Do you need more small town sass and spark? Sign up for her newsletter to hear about new releases, book deals, and exclusive content!
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