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        For anyone who has ever had to live in the shadows. You deserve to find your light. You are beautiful. You are loved.

      

      

      

      
        
        And, as always, for my husband—your love gives me the courage to face all my demons. My love for you will never waver.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Iris

        

      

    

    
      Envious green. 

      My fingers skim over the bright green silken material covering my body.

      In the mirror, my gaze shifts to the side. I don’t need to look myself in the eye. I already know what I’ll see there anyway: judgment and disdain. I carry them with me all day, staggering under the weight as I go about my life.

      A life I chose.

      I continue to stare into the mirror but avoid my face. There’s nothing wrong with it anyway. Nothing is marring it. It’s free of the lies of my marriage. The green one. I want everyone to envy you.

      Envious green.

      I didn’t want to wear green. Black, that’s what I chose. It’s easier to hide and blend in wearing a black dress. In this bright green monstrosity, I stood out like a Christmas tree in July. 

      I don’t know if anyone envied me tonight, but I sure envied them. I envied everyone not stuck under Pierce’s thumb. I yearned to be one of the valets, or the bartenders, or the caterers delivering food to the pompous rich people. I was, once. The grass is not greener on this side.

      It’s filled with poison.

      My gut churns with bile as my hands fist in the fabric. The dress gets tighter and tighter, constricting me, and my lungs catch fire.

      I release the clasp at the back of my neck and tug. The front of the dress falls forward, exposing my naked flesh in the mirror. Inch by inch the dress slides down my body.

      Inch by inch the green falls away, exposing more colors. Purple. Blue. Yellow.

      Every single one purposely hidden from view under my clothes. Pierce never forgets his reputation, even in his fits of blinding, all-consuming rage. Can’t have people talking.

      So many times I’ve wanted to strip down in front of a crowd, exposing my naked flesh, exposing the fingerprints branded into my upper arms. But it’s only a fantasy that runs through my head as people around me talk about what a wonderful man Pierce DuPre is. So generous. How lucky am I?

      Tears well in my eyes. If Grams were alive, she wouldn’t recognize me. She would be so disappointed. One more burden to carry through the day. 

      I blink my tears away as my thumb glides over the fist-sized red splotch on my ribs. It’s fresh and new. This morning it was yellow with age; tomorrow it’ll be black.

      When Pierce demanded the green dress, I laughed. Rookie mistake.

      The heavy thud of a dress shoe on the polished wood floor makes my head pop up and my eyes flick to the door. Pierce’s musky scent burns my nostrils and churns my empty stomach the second before he appears in the doorway. 

      I track his movements in the mirror. His bow tie is hanging untied and loose around his neck, and the first button of his shirt is popped open. The black tuxedo jacket isn’t in sight. 

      Pierce fits himself to my back, banding his arms around my torso. The heavy scent of a cigar mixes with his usual cologne. 

      I tense when his knuckles brush over my ribs. 

      “Why do you make me do this?”

      I don’t answer. I can’t survive another rookie mistake tonight.

      “I lay the world at your feet. I’ve filled your closet with the best the world has to offer.” One of his hands leaves my skin and motions around the room. “I’ve given you a luxurious house with the finest amenities. What more could you possibly want?”

      Me, my mind screams. Something inside me beats against the walls of my skull, begging to be released from my self-imposed prison.

      “What more could you want?”

      Love. Safety. Family. This house showcases wealth, but it doesn’t have love or family. And it’s certainly not safe. 

      I flinch when he pinches the skin at my hipbone. The curves I once had are long gone. Instead, I am thin, just skin and bone, exactly what Pierce expects of me.

      “Answer me.”

      “Nothing,” I lie and clear my throat, forcing a small smile to my lips. “You have given me everything.”

      “Come to bed, wife.”

      Pierce walks out of the bathroom after issuing his demand. I watch him leave before facing the mirror again. My eyes scan over my ribs, up my arms and, finally, to my eyes. 

      Leave. Grams’s voice ricochets through my mind, as clear as if she were still alive and standing next to me.

      Leave. Or die.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Callan

        

      

    

    
      Bang!

      My fingers twitch at the waistband of my jeans. Frustration surges through me, causing my teeth to grind together. It’s been close to two years since I stopped carrying a Glock, with the serial number filed off, in the waistband of my jeans. It’s a habit I left behind in Chicago. Eight hundred forty. That’s how many times the sun has come up and I’m still breathing. I count each sunrise and sunset like an addict counts their days.

      Yet every time I hear a noise I don’t expect, that’s my fucking reaction. The first month working for a construction company kept me on edge and jittery. Every time one of the crew would drop their tools against the concrete or materials would accidentally break, I reacted. Now when I’m on a site, I expect the noises and no longer react.

      I’m out. It’s been quiet for almost two years, but I haven’t stopped looking over my shoulder or relaxed for a single second.

      A loud clash rattles the picture frame hanging on the wall I share with my new neighbor. They just moved in, and I already don’t like them as much as the other neighbors. They were quiet and never bothered me. Fuck. I need to find a way to get Brae and I into a house with more privacy.

      I pour myself a cup of coffee, listening to the steady rhythm of a hammer hitting a nail. I turn toward the breakfast table when it changes from a steady beat to the sound of tools clanging together and falling to the ground.

      “Son of a biscuit.” A woman’s voice is shouting a breakfast food as if it’s a curse word. Fuckin’ nut job.

      Brae stumbles out of her room, rubbing her eyes with her fists. Wild blonde hairs are sticking up all over the place, matching the wrinkled pajamas. She releases a guttural groan as our neighbor bangs something else against the wall and stomps her foot, sending me back in time to when Brae was a toddler throwing tantrums and I was a clueless teenager keeping her away from our good-for-nothing-mother.

      Glass shattering breaks my focus on Brae, and I return to glaring at the wall. What the hell is she doing over there? At seven thirty in the morning?

      It’s Brae’s first week of spring break, and our new neighbor had destroyed her plan of sleeping in until the day is half gone. “Since your up and home from school, why don’t you vacuum. Compete with our neighbor and make whatever you do really loud.”

      “It’s too early,” she whines and ignores my request for her to vacuum our place. “When did they move in?”

      I shrug and take a sip of my black coffee, continuing to stare at the shared wall. “Don’t know.”

      “Aren’t there laws about making too much noise?”

      I chuckle, shaking my head. “Pretty sure this isn’t what they mean.”

      “Some people.” Brae plops down on a seat and uses her finger to make a circle over her head. “Want to sleep. Sleeping is really important for a growing teenager. Go over there and tell her to be quiet.”

      My lips tilt up at the corners as I pour the remaining dregs of coffee into the sink and rinse the mug. “I’ve got to get to work. Do something useful today. Like vacuum. The glitter you used for your project last week is still everywhere and sticking to my boots.”

      “Sleeping is useful. There are sleep studies that pay you to sleep. That’s like a dream job.” Brae sighs wistfully.

      “At least shower and change today.”

      Brae rolls her eyes before her head falls to the table. I lean over, rubbing the back of her head to mess up her hair even more. “See ya later, kid.”

      She mutters something under her breath, swatting my hand away, but it only makes me mess with her even more. I grab my hard hat, sitting on the table next to the door.

      “Love you,” Brae calls.

      “Back at you.”

      I tuck my hard hat underneath my arm and shut the door. When the lock clicks into place, a latch opens behind me. I look at the unit next to mine, the one where my new neighbor is still making noise.

      Turning, a moment later, I grin, finding Carmen standing in the hallway with a brown paper bag in her hands. As a man in his early thirties, I should be embarrassed my neighbor packs a lunch for me, but I’m not. The food contained in that bag, no matter what is on today’s menu, is too good to resist. It’s better than the slop I cook, and I won’t allow Brae to make me something. She’s too busy during the school year, and it’s my job to take care of her. I’m her guardian.

      Carmen has taken on the role of my guardian. She took me under her wing as soon as my feet were planted in Texas. I’d moved in with a guy I barely knew. Living in a friend of a friend’s house is awkward, but Carmen, Hudson’s housekeeper, made me feel at home and welcomed Brae with open arms when I was granted custody. I avoided Carmen until she made me try her food; now I take my sack lunch with no fight. It doesn’t happen every day—I never expect it—but it’s always a great surprise.

      She holds out the bag but snatches it away when I reach for it.

      “Have you met Iris yet?”

      “Iris?” My brow arches, wondering if that’s another of her bingo buddies. Across from our apartment complex is an active senior living facility. Carmen refuses to live there on principle, but that didn’t stop her from buying a golf cart, which she uses to cart herself back and forth across the street.

      She conned the manager into letting her participate in community events, and every Thursday night, she comes home with a sock full of quarters and tall tales of how she beat and outsmarted the lot of them.

      “Your neighbor. She just moved in last night and she’s a friend of mine, so I expect her to be your friend too. She’s been away for a while on a sabbatical of sorts.”

      “Nope. Haven’t met her, only heard her.” The last part comes out as a grumble. I really like my peace and quiet.

      “I want you to introduce yourself,” Carmen says, standing straighter as a smile slides across her face. The permanent wrinkles around her eyes and lips deepen as her smile grows.

      My eyes flick to the closed door hiding my neighbor. “Why?”

      “She’s a very sweet girl and could use some more friends.”

      I snort. “Bring her to bingo night.”

      “She’s been with me before.”

      My lips tighten into an uncomfortable smile, and my eyes focus on the bag in Carmen’s hand. Suddenly my delicious lunch is more than just food; it’s a bargaining ploy. My stomach growls, wondering what’s inside, before I can refuse to take the bag and refuse to meet the neighbor.

      Knowing one of my neighbors is enough.

      I’ve never been the white picket fence guy. The guy who waves to everyone as he waters his lawn and knows the business of the whole damn block. That’s Hudson’s gig. It’s been a year since Brae and I moved out of his house, but that doesn’t stop him from trying to drag me around or keeping me updated on the latest neighborhood gossip while we’re at work.

      James brought enough people into my life when I moved here; I don’t need to add anyone else. Carmen is everything to me, but I can’t handle another mother figure. One of her is enough, and with a name like Iris, she’s probably eighty and the sabbatical was a stint in the nursing home.

      “Did she beat you at bingo too many times and now you’re trying to pawn her off on me?” I rock back on my heels and eye the sack lunch in Carmen’s hand again. If I don’t leave in the next few minutes, I won’t be able to stop for breakfast tacos and then I would eat the lunch early and wouldn’t have anything for later.

      Carmen chuckles. “I think it would be good for her to meet people her own age.”

      “How old is she?”

      “Pancakes!”

      I look over my shoulder at the closed door, wishing I could see through it. Even though the stranger disrupted my morning, I can’t deny that I’m intrigued by the breakfast food curses and loud noises this early in the day.

      “She’s a few years younger than you.”

      I arch a brow. Iris isn’t a name I’d expect a twenty-something to have, and breakfast foods instead of an f-bomb isn’t something I’d expect a twenty-something to say.

      I eye the lunch clutched in Carmen’s fist. Her eyes follow mine to the brown bag. She lifts it and waves it slowly back and forth. My eyes track it like I’m a dog waiting for a treat.

      “I’m not…neighborly.”

      “If you see her, just say hello. That’s all I’m asking.” For now. I see the unsaid ending written all over her weathered face.

      “I’ll make sure to say hello,” I grumble reluctantly, snatching the bag from her hand when she extends it toward me.

      “That’s all I’m asking.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Iris

        

      

    

    
      This is a terrible idea. Three years wasn’t enough time away. I shouldn’t have listened to Carmen and come home. Even though Pierce moved to another city in the state and doesn’t know I’m back in Texas, this feels too scary. My palms start sweating, and the itch to run while never looking back is sparking to life inside my belly. I’ve been back in Texas for less than twenty-four hours, and I’m already back to my habit of looking over my shoulder at every noise.

      Grams told me to run, and the only living person I love told me to come home. The first piece of advice saved my life, but I hope this one doesn’t kill me. Pierce can never know I’m home or it won’t be safe. I’m banking on the fact that Texas is huge. In any case he spends his free time at fundraisers and galas. I certainly won’t be at any of those.

      My first night in my new place was horrible. My windows without blinds or curtains made me feel exposed with a bright neon marquee sign shining for all to see that I’m back. The stark white of my apartment started to close in on me.

      I didn’t sleep a wink last night. I watched the ceiling fan rotate and gripped a can of pepper spray in my hands. The minutes crawled as I counted spinning blades, waiting for the sun to come up. As soon as the first wave of light crept in through the windows, I started hammering away, hanging blinds and curtains. I talked myself out of doing it last night because I arrived at the apartment after midnight. I didn’t think my new neighbors would appreciate it and Grams southern manners were drilled into me. Once that light crept through though, I couldn’t wait a moment longer, even if it woke some people up.

      When it was done and the shades were drawn, I couldn’t breathe. I thought covered windows would help, but they didn’t.

      So I came to Lady Bird Lake. The trailer park I grew up in wasn’t anywhere near this part of Austin, but Grams would take me here to soak in a nicer part of this eclectic city.

      The sun reflects off the smooth glassy surface of the lake. It’s crowded with paddle boarders, and kayakers wade through the water next to the shiny buildings of the Austin skyline. Young kids are playing along the shore. Their giggles mix with shrieks, and parents calling their names fill the air.

      I’m just one in hundreds of people. I blend in. I’m lost amongst the crowd. One of many. Anonymous. And that’s just how I like it. It’s how I’m able to breathe.

      The scene sprawled in front of me is the subject of the first landscape painting I attempted. It wasn’t anything like my grandfather, Poppy’s, paintings, but it was decent for a ten-year-old.

      It’s better than what I could do now. I trace the thin scar on the back of my right hand with my left index finger. I can still paint. I can still hold a paintbrush, but it isn’t like before. Before Pierce smashed the bones in my hand and I had surgery, I could paint for hours on end. Now if I paint for an hour straight, I’m in crippling pain. The techniques I’d refined since childhood are gone. I did find a way to pursue my love of art, but it’s nothing like the dreams I had before.

      As much as he took from me, this was one of the worst—as he knew it would be.

      In the end, art still saved my life. It was my escape. I traded in creating art with a paintbrush to creating it with strokes of a keyboard and swipes of a mouse.

      A man in a crisp business suit juggles bowling pins and rides a unicycle on the concrete trail in front of the bench I’m sitting on. The lone cloud in the sky moves past the sun and the blue water sparkles a little bit more and the green grass appears just a little bit greener. My chin quivers as I smile and turn my face toward the sky silently thanking Grams for the little reminders of why I love this city.

      I take in the scene in front of me for another minute before standing and heading to the hardware store. A newfound determination straightens my spine and revives my resolve. I won’t let him take anything else from me.
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          Callan

        

      

    

    
      My mud-covered work boots scrape across the concrete as I drag myself to the shaded stairwell. A thin layer of drywall dust coats my skin. I roll my shoulders as I cross the parking lot to the stairs. My arms have been stretched above my head all day, hanging drywall. Sitting in my truck, stuck in bumper-to-bumper Austin traffic, and the never-ending blaring of car horns didn’t help my tired body or the dull pulsing headache. The sun is finally behind the horizon instead of beating down on the black leather interior of my truck and blinding me. The days are getting longer the further into spring we go, and that means more working hours. By the end of the day, I’m exhausted.

      It’s good for the business though. Hudson lost valuable time when the neighborhood we’ve been building was shut down because it became an active crime scene. My crew has been playing catch-up ever since. We’re getting closer to where we should be, now that we have more hours to work. The first couple of houses are close to being completed. More hours means more physical work.

      The distinct sound of a hammer hitting a nail pings off the beige siding in the stairwell. I stop on the stairs and tug on one of my ear lobes. This pinging fills my ears all day; it’s not unusual for the phantom noise to remain after I’ve left the work site. It’s usually a faint clamor in the background. This sounds real.

      I look up. From my position on the stairs, I can’t see the landing. The hammer starts hitting the nail faster. Is that Carmen? The startled feminine gasp accompanied by “holy pancakes” answers my question.

      My new neighbor, who I’ve yet to meet, even though Carmen has been pestering me every single day, is pounding away at something. At least she was. Sounds like she hit a finger. Carmen said her name is Iris or something. I’m not sure how much longer I’ll be able to fend of Carmen’s request.

      My boots thud against the steps as I continue to move up the flight of stairs, and a door creaks open. I reach the landing in time to see her ankle disappear through the doorway, just before the door shuts. A single nail is jutting out of the siding beside her front door. It’s tilted up at the wrong angle. I shake my head, ignoring the need to fix it.

      Not my apartment, not my business.

      My lips twitch and a grin tugs on the corner of my mouth. A green wreath with white flowers, ranging from tiny to large, hangs in the middle of my door. One of Brae’s creations. Since we moved from Chicago and settled into a new, safer, and more reliable life, I’m seeing sides of Brae I didn’t know existed. Some of them, like the ability to create a wreath to hang on a door, are good. Other parts, not so much.

      I call out Brae’s name when I walk through the door. Silence greets me.

      She has only a couple more days until spring break is over. I tug my phone from my jeans to make sure I don’t have any messages from her and walk into the kitchen to snag a bottle of water from the refrigerator.

      A piece of notebook paper lies on the counter. Brae’s bubbly handwriting fills the top of the page.

      

      
        
        I’m at dinner with Corbin.

        Love you oodles!

        -B

      

      

      

      I huff. That’s why she didn’t text. This is the new part of her that’s not so great. A hint of a rebellious streak is starting to show. She’s out with Corbin and if she had messaged me, I would’ve made her wait until I got home, so I could join them.

      She’s too young for the way he looks at her. He stares at her like he’s going to toss her over his shoulder and take the first plane to Vegas. From the moment they met, his eyes have stayed locked on her—I’m not sure he’s ever seen me. I fought tooth and nail to get her to Austin. She has an actual shot at a future here. I don’t want her getting distracted by some teenage boy just because he can throw a damn football.

      Both of them swear they’re just friends, but I don’t trust the kid. Not with my sister. James says Corbin is a good kid with a good head on his shoulders.

      That’s great for Corbin.

      Still don’t want him with my sister.

      I crumble the note in my fist and toss it in the trash, pounding out a message to Brae on my phone.

      

      Me: Not cool.

      

      My phone chimes almost immediately.

      

      Brae: I’ll be home soon! Can Corbin stay for a movie?

      

      My eye twitches and jaw cracks with the pressure I’m putting on my molars.

      

      Me: Fine. In the living room. A movie sounds good. I’ll join you.

      

      Brae doesn’t respond, but the pursed lips, eye roll, and hair flip she’s perfected, when she cops an attitude, are branded into my mind. It’s a move she displayed occasionally as a toddler. It became more frequent when she was a preteen, and now that I’m the only parent figure in her life and she’s a teenager? I see it almost every day.

      I’ve struggled her entire life to find the balance between brother and father. Both of our parents are scum. When Brae came home from the hospital, Mom dropped her off and left.

      For four days.

      We managed. We survived. The years we bounced back and forth between “home” and a foster home were manageable because we were able to stick together. After I aged out of the system, things got more complicated. I did everything I could to keep Brae with Mom because if she was there, I could take care of her.

      I still haven’t found that perfect balance. I’m Dad in the eyes of the law, but I’m also her brother.

      Twenty minutes later, I finish toweling off from my shower and pull on sweatpants. It wasn’t that long ago that I was a sixteen-year-old boy. I’m sitting in that living room with them while they watch the damn movie.

      A terrified scream rips through the night. My head swings toward my bedroom door as if I can see through the walls to the source of that scream. My body is locked tight, waiting for something else to happen.

      “Brae!” Before Corbin finishes shouting her name, I’m out of my room, sprinting through the front door and into the breezeway. My heart is pounding a furious beat inside of my chest and oxygen is trapped in my throat. I look around the area like a wild animal looking for its hunter, trying to spot the source of the danger.

      Corbin is holding Brae on the stair landing, running his hands over her arms. I take off down the stairs, coming to a stop in front of her, and put my hand on her shoulders. Only then do I release the breath that’s been trapped.

      “Braelyn. What happened?” My voice is gritty as I make my demand and check her over from the roots of her hair to the tips of her toes.

      Brae’s hand is lying flat over her chest. Her heavy breathing is starting to slow and a shocked laugh leaves her mouth. I look up and scan the parts of the parking lot and greenway that I can see through the stairwell bars. The hair on the back of my neck is still standing on end waiting for the eminent threat. “I’m okay. I’m okay.” She stands up straight. Both Corbin and I are braced in case she falls. I take one step to my right and block the arm he has outstretched for her.

      “What happened?” I repeat, scanning the dark parking lot.

      Brae starts chuckling and shakes her head quickly. “Really, I’m okay. I was just startled.”

      “Tell me what the hell happened, Brae.”

      She points behind me. “There’s a mirror on the side of our new neighbor’s door. I caught myself in the reflection and thought someone was up there waiting. It surprised me, so I shrieked then fell backwards. Corbin caught me. If he wasn’t behind me I would’ve busted my head on the concrete.”

      “If he was in front of you, he would’ve known there was no threat, and you wouldn’t have been scared or fallen at all,” I argue through my teeth.

      “If he wasn’t behind me he couldn’t have stopped someone if they rushed me from behind and attacked me. He can’t be two places at once.”

      I know she’s right so I look away and I drop my hands from her shoulders and look up the set of stairs. I can’t see the mirror she’s talking about from the landing. I spin and jog up the stairs.

      “He’s going to go all caveman,” Brae mutters under her breath.

      “It’s dangerous. Someone needs to tell that person. Brae you could’ve been hurt. What if you were alone?” Corbin’s tone is deadly calm and serious. I won’t admit it out loud, but sometimes the kid isn’t so bad.

      Footsteps follow mine. When I reach the middle of the stairs, the top of my head is reflected back at me. “If I was alone and fell, I would’ve picked myself up, walked up the stairs, and gone home. It’s not like you or my brother can stop something from happening just because you’re there. I’ve survived the first sixteen years of my life; pretty sure I can survive when something startles me and I trip like a klutz.”

      My crazy-ass new neighbor has a full-length mirror hanging outside her apartment. If someone wasn’t paying attention and looked up, I understand how they would be startled by a figure appearing all of a sudden.

      Why the fuck would she hang a mirror there?

      I stalk toward her apartment, running a hand through my still-dripping wet hair, and pound on her door with the side of my fist. A shadow drifts across the strip of light under the door. She’s there. I pound on the door again.

      “I can see that you’re there, Iris. Open the damn door.” At this moment I’m glad Carmen told me her name, I can use it, and hopefully she will answer my knock.

      The shadow gets bigger and smaller as she moves in front of her door. I focus my attention on the peephole and raise an eyebrow. I know she’s staring at me through that hole.

      Brae’s hand lands on my elbow. “Callan, I’m fine.”

      I ignore her and keep my eyes trained on the peephole. “I can see your shadow under the door. Open up.”

      The doorknob rattles but doesn’t turn. My gaze slides down the door and I watch the knob, willing it to turn. Finally, it rotates slowly. A patch of tan skin peeks out between the waistband of her black yoga pants and the wrinkled white shirt bunched at her hips.

      My gaze skims up her body, mostly hidden behind the door. My nostrils flare when my eyes reach her face. Definitely not an elderly bridge crony. Half of her face is out of view, but the half I can see almost takes the fight out of me. Almost, but not quite. She swallows.

      Two heavy silver chains stop the door from opening any wider. I move my eyes over her form and catch a third chain lock near the bottom of the door. My teeth grind together, and I feel a pulsing tick along my jaw. Our apartments don’t come with that type of chain. I take a step back and lift my hands in what I hope is a semi-peaceful gesture. Anger is still rolling off of me in waves. Only now it’s not for the sole purpose of Brae, it’s also for whatever reason this girl has for attaching three new locks on her door.

      I won’t be swayed by her large hazel eyes and thin nose that are drawing me in and threatening to hypnotize me. Even in the dimness of the hallway light every time my eyes connect with hers, the pounding of my heart and heated skin takes away from my anger and starts to turn into something else.

      “I’m your neighbor. Can you open the door?”

      Iris—a completely fitting name for her unusually large eyes—snorts as her eyes rake down my body and pause on my chest. I straighten my spine, and my chest puffs with a bit of renewed anger.

      “Please,” I say through gritted teeth.

      The door closes, and the metal chains clink as she slides each one out of the lock. The door eases open just a crack, but I can now see all of her. Every feature from her face to her hands to her feet are delicate and seem so small compared to my six-foot two frame and work-roughened hands. I lick my lips ignoring the annoying urge pouring through me to drop what brought me here in the first place. I glance over my shoulder at my sister. I’m it. I’m what she has, the only one in her corner, the only one stepping up to the plate. I can’t forget the reason for Brae’s terrified scream because the girl in front of me calls to me like a siren.

      “What the hell is this mirror doing here?”

      Iris’s pouty lips pinch at the corners. “To see.” Her voice is soft and unsure. It’s another blow to the anger still simmering in my veins, but Brae’s amused snicker behind me reinforces why I’m angry. Something could’ve happened to her.

      “To see? To see what?”

      Iris stumbles back a couple of steps and narrows the already tight space between her and the door. I take another step back and put another foot of distance between us. I may be angry but I don’t want to scare her.

      “Callan,” Brae whispers behind me. She steps forward and places her hand on my bicep. I don’t move my eyes from Iris. I take in everything about her. Raven-dark hair twisted on top of her head in a bun, with loose strands framing her face. High cheekbones. All too enticing pink lips with the perfect arch.

      “You could’ve hurt my sister with this damn mirror. So you can what? Check out your outfit before you leave? Don’t have enough mirrors inside? You’ve been banging around your place for two days. What the fuck are you hanging in there?”

      Since I’m cataloguing everything about her, I don’t miss the shock and terror in her eyes. She gasps and takes a step toward us, her eyes cast down at her feet, before looking at Brae. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Brae says. “Callan can be a little dramatic.”

      I take a deep breath through my nose. I don’t want to argue with two women. The distracting one in front of me is enough, and nagging curiosity about the true reason behind the mirror is another distraction.

      “You’re not fine,” Corbin says. “You almost fell. If I hadn’t caught you, you could’ve gotten really hurt.”

      “Because of your fucking mirror,” I say, “I could’ve been picking my sister’s brains up from the stairwell.”

      “See? Dramatic, just like I said,” Brae says with exasperation laced in her tone.

      My jaw clenches and my eyes roam over Iris. Her chin is quivering, and she moves back into the tight space between the door and the jamb.

      “I’ll take it down. I really am sorry.”

      It’s the fucking chin quiver and the shaking voice that make my anger dissolve into nothing.

      Brae peeks around my shoulder. “Thank you. I really am okay. These guys are a little overprotective sometimes.” She giggles and nudges me in the shoulder. I can’t stop the smile from forming as I look down at her. The smile dies when I turn to Iris. She’s looking at me like I’m a monster lurking in the shadows.

      “I’ll take it down.”

      I clamp my jaw shut. My gut is saying to apologize to her. I pick up the mirror off the nail and hand it to Iris. She thanks me as she grabs it and hurries inside, shutting the door.

      Brae and Corbin walk away, but I stay in front of the door, listening to the locks clicking and the chains sliding into place. I only turn to walk away when the shadow beneath the door disappears as she turns off the light.
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          Iris

        

      

    

    
      The flame bursts from the end of the lighter when I flick the switch. The metal end clinks against the glass candleholder as my trembling hand tries to light the wick.

      The stench of smoke wafts through the air, mixing with the eucalyptus candle. I drop the lighter to the counter, pressing a hand over my racing heart. Once the spicy scent starts to fill the space, my nerves ratchet down a few notches.

      My grandmother grew eucalyptus plants in our tiny yard. It wasn’t really our yard, just a small patch of soil next to our trailer. The smell infiltrated our home, and it’s something that always sends me reeling back in time.

      The candle on my countertop is the closest I can come to a hug from her.

      Carmen has wanted me to move into this apartment since we met, but I needed out of Texas in case Pierce came searching me. He did come searching for me, but I kept myself well-hidden. The opportunity to work and live in New York City for a while came up at the perfect time. When I signed the contract, it was only for a few months and my living expenses would be paid.

      The few months turned into almost a year as my client’s needs and demands took on a life of their own. As their web designer, I didn’t need to be present, but they wanted anyone who would touch the brand to be part of their “building of an empire.”

      I spent the past year in one of the largest cities in the world. In a city filled with eight million people, I felt more secure than I do in this apartment. It’s why I stayed for another year after my contract with the company was up, in the sea of eight million people, I was difficult to find and terrified to move home.

      These white walls need to be covered. This will be a home, the first home I’ve ever made for myself. My apartment in New York was company owned, fully furnished, and decorated in a funky style. The bold colors distracted from my aching loneliness. But the only things I could bring with me from Austin were clothes and Poppy’s paintings.

      That place was temporary. This place is my own. The first since I turned the page on a new life and a new Iris. An Iris who isn’t afraid, an Iris who will make friends, an Iris who will trust people. Maybe even love someone.

      The white walls around me are as empty as my life.

      I shake my head, eradicating the thoughts from my mind. It’s time to cover these walls and hit the start button on my new life.

      My sparkly turquoise hammer and matching toolbox were gifts from my neighbor Carmen. Tools can look pretty and still function, mija. Her words bring a smile to my face—a rare occurrence since returning home.

      Over games of badminton, cooking, and watching her perform karaoke like a pro, I started to trust her in the few short weeks I stayed with her before leaving for The Big Apple. I haven’t seen her since. I know she’s going to scold me in Spanish for not telling her when I was coming home and for not going to her door right away, but I needed…a minute.

      I take the hammer out and set it aside and pull the pencil from behind my ear. I scratch the spot where I’ll knock a nail into the wall. I slide the pencil back behind my ear, take the nail from my pocket, and place the end on the mark. I line up my hammer, aim, and swing.

      Completely missing the nail.

      A hole the size of a quarter is mocking me and the confidence I felt just a minute ago. I shake my arms out and get ready to try again, and I place the nail higher so the picture I’m trying to hang will cover the hole. Every few swings of the hammer, I pause and wait to see if Callan will make another appearance. I hope not, but my will to see Poppy’s paintings on my wall is higher than my wish not to see my new neighbor.

      After two hours, a few more holes in wall, and a couple of bruised knuckles, the white walls surrounding me are transformed.

      Six paintings are hanging around my living room, and one with a broken frame leans against the wall. My heart cracks down the center. It’s the original frame Grams bought so many decades ago. It’s been proudly displayed on walls, transferred through moves, and put in storage when Pierce ripped away everything I loved. The ornate gold frame survived all that, but didn’t survive a few hours with me in my new place.

      I only have a few memories of Grandpa; he died when I was too young. If I close my eyes, I can transport myself to each of them. They’re so tangible. The hard oak bench beneath my bottom, the whisper of a brush gliding over canvas, and a vivid image coming to life before my little eyes. Poppy in a weathered white undershirt tucked into blue jeans, a Pearl beer can perched on a table nearby, and a bottle of peanuts always within reaching distance.

      These seven paintings are the only things I have left from both of my grandparents. He painted so many more, but these are the only ones Pierce didn’t destroy in fits of rage.

      Each landscape was dedicated to my grandmother. They were her most prized possessions.

      I swipe at the tears rolling down my cheeks, and my front door rattles beneath a knock. I pad across the room with my bare feet. I pause before looking through the peephole and worry if it will be Callan. Thankfully it’s not, it’s Carmen, though I’m sure that’s much better at this moment. I slide the chain locks from their place and unlock the deadbolt on the knob.

      My smile wobbles a bit when Carmen’s eucalyptus scent hits me. The spicy smell wafting off of her when she sat next to me on a bus bench the night we met was a major reason I trusted her from the very first moment. It’s the reason I took a chance after leaving my husband and stayed with a stranger I just met for a few weeks. Carmen holds up a few Tupperware containers filled with food. The eucalyptus got me in her door, but her food made me stay.

      “You didn’t have to do that.” I step back from the door, allowing her space to come into the apartment. She ambles down the hallway and into my kitchen.

      “I shouldn’t have. You come home and don’t even tell me, mija? You don’t deserve my carne guisada, but you’re too skinny—as I knew you would be. You’ll blow away in the next storm if I don’t feed you. I heard you moving in, but I gave you a few days of solitude. You’re welcome.”

      I bite my bottom lip and make my best attempt at a chagrined expression. Carmen doesn’t buy it. Even for a second. She starts muttering under her breath in rapid-fire Spanish and opens one of the containers.

      Cumin, onion, and garlic infusing together in a rich, creamy gravy, over thick cubes of meat, and fresh flour tortillas almost make me drop to the ground and beg forgiveness, if only for one bite of Carmen’s carne guisada.

      Pierce and I dined out most of the time or used a private chef. Before I left for New York, Carmen started teaching me skills in the kitchen. It was a way to keep me distracted from the thoughts spiraling around me.

      “If I promise to always call you and ask you to pick me up from the airport, will you keep feeding me and teaching me to cook?” I ask.

      “Yes, I will. I have another student now. Sometimes I try to teach the young man next door to you some new kitchen skills. He cooks, but it’s very basic. You know, young, single men can be that way.” I don’t miss the emphasis on the word single. I immediately shake my head, and the decadent smell I thought I would do anything for turns sour. Carmen is playing matchmaker with the subtlety of a pro NFL running back. I’ll have to squash those thoughts before she can concoct any plans.

      “Carmen.” My hand falls to her shoulder. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re trying to do. It’s not going to happen.”

      “Wait till you see him before you say something like that.”

      I roll my eyes, but I can’t stop a grin from forming. Carmen is the only friend I have in this world. Just me and my elderly neighbor. I don’t want to be rude to her, but little does she know—I’ve met the man next door. And even though my mind has been sifting through hex codes in my mind to match the unique color of his eyes, I don’t want to see him again.

      #00FFFF? No, that’s too aqua.

      #008080? No, too much on the teal side of things.

      #0099CC? Nope, that’s a lapis color.

      I shake my head, clearing the thoughts and the code. If only I could see and study those eyes in the bright sunlight.

      “He’s a very good-looking young man. So charming and handsome. A hard worker. A real sweetheart too.”

      I can’t help the snort that escapes. I wouldn’t, in a million years, describe the man that towered menacingly in my doorway a sweetheart. A tall, masculine man with sharp features? Sure. A sweetheart? No. He’s too sinister for that. Carmen, who is pulling down two bowls from the cabinet, looks over her shoulder with an arched brow.

      She leaves two bowls on the counter and spins toward me, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’ll introduce you.” She lifts her chin in the air and her eyes narrow, daring me to argue. Carmen doesn’t have any kids of her own, but she has the I mean business look down. I lick my lips, shoving away my ingrained habit of shying away from conflict, preparing for a fight. I’m not ready to give in to her demands.

      “No introduction needed.”

      “You need a man in your life.”

      I purse my lips. Would I mind meeting someone and falling head over heels in love? No. But it has to be with a man who wouldn’t hurt me or intimidate me. Someone safe and secure. Normal. Never a man like the brooding guy who conned me into opening my door, only to yell at me. I don’t tell Carmen that; I shift to another tactic. A surefire win.

      “You’ve done well for yourself without a man in your life. I can do that too.”

      “Fine.” Carmen turns back to the counter and started spooning our meal into bowls.

      I smile victoriously.

      “If I go on a date with a man, you will, too.”

      My victorious smile and surefire win are decimated in under a second. “Um…no.”

      “You agreed,” she says.

      “I did no such thing,” I say, laughing at the absurdity of her words.

      She faces me again, placing her hands on my arms. “Mija. If I find a man, I’m willing to go on a date with you. Will you at least try to go on one date with a man?”

      Carmen has been single for forty years. She’s told me of the men who have tried to woo her and take her out, but she’s refused all of their advances. She is the talk of the town at the senior living neighborhood across the street. I could go on one date, and she didn’t say it had to be with Callan.

      I finally agree begrudgingly. “One date.” Not with Callan, I silently promise myself.

      A devious grin takes over Carmen’s face, and my hope that she will never find a suitable man vanishes. I’m pretty sure I just got played.
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          Callan

        

      

    

    
      I wrap my fingers around the steering wheel, glance at the clock on the dash, and squeeze the black rubber wheel until my knuckles turn white. This shit is ending. Tonight. Three hours.

      Brae was supposed to be home three hours ago. Panic surged through my system every time her voicemail answered the phone. Just when I think I have a handle on this whole full-time guardian thing, she pulls a hard right, leaving me in the dust.

      I’m done with it. It’s over. It’s ending. I whip my car into the parking lot, slam into a parking spot, and hop out of my truck. Slinging my gym bag over my shoulder, I storm into Raise the Bar, James’s gym. The massive warehouse-like structure sits on its own large lot. Bold black brush strokes make up the name on the side of the building.

      It’s been a while since I’ve been into the gym, because of the longer working hours. I’m ready to release some steam and punch away the frustration of raising a teenage girl and thoughts of my new neighbor.

      She’s definitely not the eighty-year-old woman with cats and knitting needles I pictured.

      Iris.

      The name is fitting. Her eyes are wide and expressive, showcasing every emotion that filters through her mind. Terror, intrigue, lust—I could read it all. My life was spent hiding in shadows and locking shit away. That type of vulnerability calls to me.

      I hitch the bag higher on my shoulder, forcing myself to think about anything else. Barbell bench press and cable flys for my chest, dumbbell shoulder press and lateral raise for my shoulders, and parallel dip for my triceps. I run through the workouts in my head and plan the sets, anything to keep Iris out of my mind. She doesn’t belong in a place so fucked up.

      I can’t let my tempting neighbor distract me from what’s important: giving Brae a better life. And tonight, that starts with a grounding. I hitch the bag higher on my shoulder and pick up my pace across the parking lot. She’s in there.

      With him.

      My phone rings in my gym shorts pocket. I pull it out, my attention zoning in on the screen, but keep walking across the lot. I don’t know the number, but I recognize the area code.

      Chicago.

      My tennis shoes squeak against the concrete as I halt to stare at the screen on my phone. My head pops up, swiveling from side to side, combing my surroundings. I catalog every car, every person walking down the street, and every business I can see.

      Nothing.

      I don’t see anything or anyone that would lead me back to Chicago.

      I wait for the hair on the back of neck to stand on end, alerting me to someone watching me, but nothing happens.

      The ringing dies and the screen goes black, but it immediately starts up again. I ignore the call, jamming my phone back into my shorts. I crack my neck and reach for the red metal door; then I throw it open, slamming it against the wall.

      Another boulder is added to the load I’m already carrying on my shoulders.

      My pace picks up when I enter the building, and I scan the area until I spot Brae. Her head is thrown back and she’s laughing. The abandoned cell phone in a pink case, on the ground next to her, is hers. So it wasn’t lost or stolen. It’s in sight and close enough to hear; there’s absolutely no reason she couldn’t have answered. She’s sitting cross-legged on Corbin’s back, balancing herself as he does push-ups. His eyes are on Brae’s reflection in the mirror in front of him.

      I turn and stomp in that direction, solely focused on my sister. The sister I want to keep away from boys. I’m not ready to have the sex talk with her.

      Three years ago I found her in Mom’s dirty apartment, curled on the couch, crying. She looked as wrecked as the couch, with padding popping from the armrests and stains streaked across the fabric. That old couch, which had probably been pulled from a dumpster, should’ve been put out to pasture a long time ago. I didn’t like seeing her on that couch, and I hated it even more when I found her crying.

      My mom had been gone for days, and Brae had gotten her first period and didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know what do either. I definitely wasn’t going to take her to the mafia wives. I tried to keep that part of my life private from Brae. I didn’t want anything to touch her. Somehow I stumbled through a conversation I didn’t know how to have.

      With Brae sitting on the back of a teenage boy who looks at her like she personally arranged all the stars in the sky, I know another conversation will be coming sooner than I want it to. I want her life to be easy and smooth sailing.

      James cuts off my path before I make it to my sister and the kid I want to strangle with my bare hands. His hand lands on my chest and pushes me back.

      “Leave ’em alone.”

      “She hasn’t been answering her damn phone, and she was supposed to come home three hours ago.” The side of my face twitches along with my clenched jaw.

      “She’s been here all afternoon, she’s been safe. Hasn’t been out of my sight.”

      I release a harsh breath through my nose and spin around, going straight for the beaten red leather punching bags suspended from the ceiling. I drop my bag to the floor, not bothering with a locker. I put on my headphones, to tune out my surroundings, and wrap my hands.

      A heavy bass and rhythmic beat pumps through my ears as the first song on my workout playlist starts, and I bounce on my toes, getting my body warm and ready. The angry mood of the music matches mine, and the iron vise squeezing my chest loosens the barest amount when my fist lands against the bag.

      My next punch hits the mark. As the fire starts burning inside me, the stress of my life starts to melt away. I beat my way through thoughts of Iris. I knock out the never-fucking-ending worry that I’m not giving Brae a good life.

      The unknown caller from Chicago slithers into my mind.

      I haven’t had a call from the Chicago area since officially taking over as Brae’s guardian. When I left that city, I left it forever. There’s no going back or visiting.

      No one I would want to visit anyway. Mom is a piece of trash, and the mafia would sooner drop me in a vat of acid than have me over for Sunday dinner.

      My life and freedom were bargained for, in this gym, about thirty feet in front of me. I escaped the unescapable. There is no going back.

      James approaches, keeping out of the way of the swinging bag. He lifts his chin. I let the bag come to a rest, tugging off my headphones.

      “Tatum wants you and Braelyn to come for dinner.”

      Tate, James’s fiancée, tries to have Brae and me come to dinner once a week. James is the only one who calls Tate and Brae by their full names. He has an aversion to nicknames. Even as we were growing up, he corrected anyone who tried to shorten his name or mine.

      “Will Corbin be there?” I look at Brae and Corbin. She isn’t perched on his back anymore but sitting in front of him, holding his feet as he does sit-ups. Their noses brush each time he rises. Her gaze slides past him and lands on me, and her eyes widen. She bites the corner of her lip, casting her eyes down.

      Yeah. She knows I’m pissed. I look at James. The corner of his mouth twitches, which is almost the same thing as smiling for him. “If Braelyn is going to be there, you know he will be too.”

      I grunt. Fact is, Corbin spends as much time as he can at James’s house. His foster family isn’t much to write home about. James watches out for him and has ever since Corbin first walked into this gym.

      “When?”

      “Day after tomorrow.”

      I nod. “We’ll be there.”

      James doesn’t acknowledge this verbally. He taps his hand against the side of the bag, indicating for me to keep moving and punching.

      “Jab. Right hook. Left jab. Left jab.”

      I follow James’s commands as I punch the bag and try to stray further from thoughts of Chicago and my troubles with Brae. The punches and jabs aren’t knocking them out of my head though.

      “What’s with you?” James asks.

      I swipe the back of my forearm across my forehead and wipe away the sweat. “Brae ignored my calls, didn’t come home. She’s…she’s…” I trail off, struggling for the words for how she’s acting.

      “She’s acting like a teenager,” James finishes for me.

      I grunt. “She needs to knock it off.”

      “She’s been here. Corbin is a good kid. She’s not getting into any trouble. We did a lot worse when we were her age.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “She’s happy. She’s being a normal teenager. That’s a fucking good thing, brother.”

      I glance at Brae again. The grin she’s been sporting hasn’t been wiped away. She’s laughing and having fun, something that never happened in Chicago. I continue punching the bag, letting the stress leave my body.

      I call it a day when fire spreads through my muscles and they quiver from the work I put them through. James hands me a cold bottle of water from the mini-fridge against the wall.

      I pull my phone out of my shorts pocket to pause my music and freeze with my thumb over the screen.

      “You good?” James asks, staring at my phone. His mouth is set in a tight line, and his brows are drawn in. There’s no way he could know I got a call from Chicago. So what’s the concern for? I brush it off and call to Brae that it’s time to leave.

      “Yep. See you later.” I sling my bag over my shoulder and walk out of the gym feeling James’s eyes burn into my back.

      When we get home, I head into the bathroom, lock the door, and turn on the shower while queuing up my voicemail. My heart pounds, the rhythm echoing inside my ears.

      “I have a proposition for you. You know how to reach me.”

      Fuck.

      FUCK.

      I delete the message and slam my fist against the tile wall. This can’t be happening. I’m out. I’m fucking out.

      Luca fucking Mancini, son of the boss, left me a voicemail with a fucking proposition.
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          Iris

        

      

    

    
      The end of my blue gel pen taps against the desk calendar lying in front of me. Coral and mint green swirls decorate the edges. My color-coded notes pop against the stark white background of the calendar.

      Outside of my job giving me something just for me and having been my secret saving grace during an abusive and unhappy marriage, the best thing about working for myself at home is that I usually set my own schedule.

      My time is only dictated by someone else’s calendar when I have a rare in-person meeting or a conference call, like this one.

      I grab another color gel pen and a blank notepad. My pen scratches against the paper as I doodle. My air pods are in my ears for the conference call, because I can hardly ever manage to keep my hands idle.

      “I can host a meeting next Wednesday,” Savannah, the only other girl on the call, says. I haven’t met her, but her voice never fails to make me smile. She sounds sweet but has taken control of every conference call and delegates tasks. She owns a marketing consultant firm and has taken the lead on this project.

      I design and manage websites. I’m not always involved in this level of planning. Many of my clients come to me after they’ve worked with marketing and advertising to rebrand or launch their brand, when it’s all said and done.

      “I can make Wednesday work,” I say, as if I have a life I’ll have to schedule around the meeting. I will have to change out of my yoga pants that day.

      “Iris. Gentlemen. I think we’re set for today. I’ll send a calendar invite for next Wednesday at 11:30 a.m. with a reminder to send any food allergies to my assistant’s email. See y’all next week.”

      “Bye,” I say before pressing end on my phone.

      I stare down at the notepad in front of me, groaning. A pair of bright, startlingly familiar eyes stare back at me. Callan’s eyes have been haunting me since I saw them for the first time the other night. My mind is still sorting through blue hex codes I have memorized, but none of them match the intricate swirls of aqua, turquoise, and deep crystal blue.

      Even in the dim light from the breezeway, they were beautiful. I can’t imagine what that color would do to me if I saw it under the sun.

      My head drops forward, and I hit my forehead against my desk. Callan has entered my mind more times than I’d like to admit over the last week. I haven’t seen him since the confrontation at my front door, but I’ve heard heavy, booted footfalls passing my door. Brae’s laughter and Callan’s low murmured responses have broken my concentration this week when they’ve passed by.

      My office is next to the front door, with a window facing the parking lot, right by the stairs to the exit. If I’m in there, I have to grasp the arms of my chair to keep myself from getting up to watch them through the peephole or in the parking lot.

      It’s not only his good looks that have infiltrated my mind. The simple act of knocking on my door because I’d scared his sister gave me a glimpse into his protective side. My throat burns with yearning.

      My grandparents are the only people who ever loved me. My grandfather died before I could remember much of his love, but my grandmother made sure I knew every single day that I was wanted even though my mother left without looking back. She didn’t even come to Grams’s funeral.

      I was the smallest and scrawniest kid in our trailer park. I was all knobby knees and long limbs I had to grow into. Grams would chase some older boys with a broom if they picked on me while getting off the bus. I haven’t felt that type of safety with someone since she got sick and no longer had the energy to be the wily, broom-wielding grandma I knew.

      Over the past few days, I’ve kept wondering what it would be like to feel that type of care from a man like Callan. But I wouldn’t want a man with his temper. Protective, but not angry.

      My only experience with a man was a nightmare. I escaped that hell two years ago with my life barely intact.

      I didn’t have enough experience to see past Pierce’s phony white-knight routine. Grams had been diagnosed with lung cancer when I was fourteen and died shortly after my high school graduation. The four years between diagnosis and death weren’t a walk in the trailer park. I believe she only held on as long as she did for me. I thought Pierce was an angel sent to me by Grams. He was just the devil in disguise, wreaking more havoc on my broken soul.

      I lightly bang my head against the desk and groan as I mentally scold myself for letting my mind wander to Callan. Again. He’s a complete stranger, and yet he’s got me wrapped up in a fascination with him.

      Pushing away from my desk, I stand and exit the room. I grab my purse from the living room, tossing the strap over my shoulder, and place my hands on my hips, staring at the painting leaning against the wall. It’s still in the original frame my grandmother chose for the piece. The ornate gold and thick wood frame may be out of style, but I don’t care. I don’t want to change it unless I have to. I found a place online that should be able to repair it.

      I’m the one who carried Poppy’s paintings up the stairs. I can carry one back down. It seems to have grown since the last time I picked it up. I heave the frame while groaning with the effort. Waddling across the room, careful not to run into any walls and do even more damage to the frame. I stop when I hit the front door.

      Waffles.

      I lower the frame to the ground to open the door, which I keep propped open with the side of my foot, and I lift it again.

      I half walk, half fall down the stairs while carrying a frame that’s larger than I am. I’m sweating by the time I wedge the piece into the back of my Camry. I blast the air conditioner when I sit in the front seat, taking a moment to cool down.

      The frame is blocking my view out of the back window. At this moment, I’m really regretting not splurging on the next level car package and getting a reverse camera. Inch by inch, I back out of my space with my limited visibility. A smile crosses my face as I realize I’m in the clear, and I and cut the wheel to the left.

      The smile dies when I jolt forward and metal crushes into metal.
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      Crrrrrunch.

      My body rocks forward as a car backs into my truck. Even though I’m stationary and we’re in a parking lot, so the other person could’ve been only going so fast, the metal still crunches. I know before I get out of my truck that I’ll have a dent to pop out and most likely some paint to buff off.

      Shit.

      It’s the middle of the day. Normally I wouldn’t even be here. I left work early because Brae has a dentist appointment. I ran home, to grab the insurance card she’d left on the counter this morning, before I pick her up at school.

      I was tucking the card in my wallet when the car ran into me. I stare up at the ceiling and blow out a breath. This is the last thing I need. I throw open my car door and round the side of my truck to see the damage.

      “Oh my god. Oh my god. Oh my god.” I look up to see Iris getting out of her car. Her back bumper has a dent that matches mine. Her shaking hands rise to cover her mouth as she stares at the dent on my shiny bumper. A streak of navy blue paint from her car is in the center of the dent.

      “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      She swallows. Her entire body is trembling. I lift my arm to tug my hand through my hair. There are three feet between us, but she flinches and steps back when I raise my hand. My arm immediately drops to my side, my hands curling into fists. What the fuck? Did she think I was going to hit her? Why is that her response?

      Iris’s arms wrap around her stomach, and she bites her full bottom lip as her gaze drifts off and focuses on something to her side. “I’m so sorry,” she mumbles again.

      “It’s fine.” The damage isn’t bad. She was backing out, so she was moving slowly. If any guys on the crew have some tools, I can probably remove the dent myself and buff off the paint pretty quickly. We’re finishing off a deadline at the site this week, so it may need to wait until next week, but it’s nothing that I can’t handle. I glance at Iris’s bumper again. Hers has a dent larger than mine and more scratches, even though I should be the one worse off in this situation. If her car bends like that with a little bump, what would it actually do in a wreck?

      Worry slithers through me and a ridiculous notion to solve the problem pops into my head. I want to take her to the nearest dealership and put her in the safest car available. I’ve met her once under strained circumstances. I don’t even know her last name.

      “I-I-I’ve never been in a wreck before. I’m not exactly sure what to do.” She sounds like she’s on the verge of tears and doing everything possible to hold them back. My gaze leaves her car and settles on her. Her entire body is vibrating with nervous energy and her expressive eyes are so solemn and apologetic. I grin, hoping I can pull her from her thoughts.

      “Wouldn’t call this a wreck, birdie.”

      Her nose scrunches adorably and she raises an eyebrow, wrinkling her forehead in confusion. “My name is Iris.”

      “Know that. What’s your last name?”

      I fight off a grin—I don’t know where it’s coming from—when her eyes squint and her nose scrunches even more. “Campbell. Then why call me birdie?”

      Because you remind me of a bird doesn’t seem like the best response to give her. She does though. Every feature on her face is delicate, and her eyes are large like an owl’s. I’m afraid she’ll skitter or fly away with even the slightest movement from me. The nickname for her popped out before I could even finish thinking about.

      Instead of answering her question, I shrug. “This isn’t a wreck.”

      “Do we need to call the police?” If her hands weren’t wringing in front of her, I’d want to laugh at her comically large eyes. Her eyes are shifting around the parking lot as if she’s waiting for an officer to pop up from behind the bushes and cart her off to jail for running into my truck. The terror I saw a minute ago is gone, but she still seems shaken up. I can’t imagine what she would be like if she got into a real accident.

      “No. The police don’t need to come for a minor fender bender. We don’t even need to exchange insurance information. I can borrow the tools from someone and get the dent out and buff the scratches of paint.”

      “I’ll pay for everything.” Her spine straightens a bit, and she stands a little taller.

      “No need.” It’s not going to cost me anything to fix and when I have the time, it won’t take me all that long either. Simple and easy fix.

      “I really am sorry.”

      A breeze blows past us shifting her hair in her face. She brushes it away, but a few strands are still stuck in place. Before I can even think about it, my hand is reaching out to brush the hairs away, but it drops like an anchor when she flinches again. My chest seizes when fear crosses over her features and she sucks in a startled breath. I take another step away from her. Instead of saying the promises of never hurting her that are on the tip of my tongue, I make my excuses to leave. “It’s fine. I’ll handle the repairs when my schedule frees up a little bit. I’ve gotta run, Brae has an appointment.”

      The frame in the back seat of her car catches my attention and it’s suddenly clear why she couldn’t see my truck when she ran into me. “Be careful driving with that in your back seat. If you need help unloading it later, you know where to find me.”

      She licks her lips and tucks the wayward strands of hair behind her ear. “Thank you, Callan.”

      I walk backwards a few steps, getting one last look at her in the bright Austin sun before I turn my back and take the last few steps. When my hand is on the handle, her voice stops me from opening the door.

      “Callan, what’s your last name?”

      I look over my shoulder. She’s closed some of the distance between us and her hands are tucked into the pockets on the back of her tight jeans.

      “It’s Fox, birdie.”

      “Should I call you Foxy?”

      A loud laugh bursts free from my chest. “Definitely not, pretty girl.”

      “Bye, Foxy,” she says as she winks and spins around before she can see my reaction and hurries to her car.
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      “Myrtle thought she could beat us. Ha! Just because she has that titanium hip doesn’t mean she’s better on the badminton court.”

      Carmen honks the horn and raises both arms in victory. Myrtle is still standing next to the court with her hand on her hip, the side with the titanium. “You don’t belong here,” Myrtle hollers. “It wasn’t a real win because you’re not a resident.”

      “Kiss my winning ass,” Carmen yells. I grab the handle on the roof of the golf cart as she floors it across the street with one hand holding up the finger salute. Myrtle and Carmen have been enemies since Carmen started joining in during activities. The real kick in the pants for Myrtle was when Arnie, Myrtle’s long-time crush, took a liking to Carmen. He’s been trying to woo Carmen for years. We whiz across the street in the golf cart and into our apartment complex parking lot. We just finished playing a few games of badminton against some of the residents across the street. “She’s the one that lives in an old folks home, not me.”

      “She lives in an active senior community neighborhood, she’s not exactly in an old folks home.”

      “Close enough.” Carmen whips around a curve in the parking lot. A small squeal leaves my mouth, and my eyes shut. When these were designed without seatbelts, I don’t think they envisioned someone like Carmen taking it out for a joyriding victory lap after a hard fought game of badminton.

      “I already got in one wreck this week,” I yell. “I don’t want to get in another.”

      The sound of my car crashing into Callan’s has been reverberating through my mind over the past few days. I cringe as we pass my car and I see the dented bumper. And I’m pretty sure the blue-streaked dent is still in Callan’s bumper. I’m not sure if he doesn’t know anyone with the necessary tools, or if he hasn’t had the opportunity yet. He leaves for work early in the morning and returns home long after the sun has set. Not that I’ve noticed or anything.

      I need to find a way to fix this. I feel terrible. I know what a buffer is. I’ve never used one, but I’ve seen them in use. I don’t have a clue how to get a dent out of a car though.

      Shame heats my face. I shouldn’t have let all this land on him, even though he said he’d take care of it. And I can’t expect him to fix my car as well. Especially not after I was such a huge dork and called him foxy. I’ve never winked at someone in my life and somehow my brain decided that would be the perfect time to try it out for the first time. I’m sure it didn’t come across as I hoped, but more like there was a bee in my eye and I got an uncontrollable twitch. I shudder with the memory.

      “She’s been out to get me ever since I won the karaoke contest last fall,” Carmen says. “She tried to strip me of my title—she said I’m not a resident.”

      “You’re not a resident,” I point out. And, that’s not the reason. It’s Archie. I wasn’t there for said karaoke competition, but Carmen did send me a video and you can clearly see Archie in the front row staring at Carmen like a love-sick fool and Myrtle off to the side ready to beat up the pair of them with a walker.

      “I’m close enough! We’re on the same street and I’m of age. I won that contest fair and square. She shouldn’t have tried to sing “Desperado” right after me, mija.”

      I’m slightly queasy when Carmen pulls into a parking spot. I stumble off of the seat. It’s a quick ride, but Carmen takes it at an alarming speed for a golf cart, and it’s easy to feel every bump on that thing.

      “What are we cooking tonight?” she asks.

      My hand presses into my stomach, trying quell the nausea. Standing in front of a stove with steam and all kinds of aromas hitting me in the face doesn’t sound good, but in a few minutes the crazy ride will wear off and I’ll be back to normal.

      Carmen is my only friend.

      When you’re a trailer park kid surrounded by rich neighborhoods, it’s not all that easy to make friends. And when you’re the girl missing a lot of school to take care of her sick grandmother, teenagers don’t sympathize—they just think you’re weird.

      The “friends” I made while I was with Pierce weren’t actually friends. They were approved acquaintances hand selected by my husband.

      I know how lonely life can get.

      So if Carmen extends an invitation, I’m not turning it down—nausea or not. If I had any other friends and they extended invites, I wouldn’t turn them down either.

      “I don’t have a taste for anything special. What do you feel like?” I ask.

      Carmen puts a hand on the rail, pausing and looking to the top of the stairs. She looks over her shoulder and grins. “Carnitas.”

      I glance at my phone, checking the time. If we want carnitas for dinner, we need to start cooking now.

      “With fresh tortillas,” Carmen says.

      My mouth waters. I haven’t had Carmen’s fresh tortillas since moving back to Texas. Those little round discs of dough are legendary. When she adds some butter and salt? I’ll do her bidding anytime.

      “That sounds perfect.”

      I close my eyes, inhaling eucalyptus, when we walk into her apartment. It’s the same layout as mine, but she’s brought her own flair to hers. She broke the rules and painted over the gray walls with a light lilac. A large cactus sits in the corner of the room. Embroidered pillows from Mexico embellish the neutral-colored couch.

      The mantle is lined with photos of a blond family she helped raise. I’ve heard stories about the five boys. They can raise hell like no one else she’s met, but she loves them like her own. She’s put up a new frame since the last time I was here. One of the faces I’ve seen in plenty of pictures since meeting Carmen is staring back at me. One of the Wells boys. His arm is wrapped around a beautiful blond woman, and her arm is draped around a little girl standing in front of her.

      “I know I was gone a while, but not long enough for one of them to have a kid.” I point at the photo.

      “That’s Hudson, his fiancée, Ava, and her daughter Lilly. They met in the fall. Can you believe it? Monica, their mom, has been begging her boys to get hitched to someone. The youngest finds himself a woman and proposes just a few months later. They’re running to the altar and getting married as fast as possible. The wedding is coming up pretty soon.”

      I chuckle, shaking my head, and walk toward the kitchen so we can prepare our feast.

      “Callan is good friends with Hudson. That’s how I met him and Brae.”

      “That’s….neat.”.

      “He’s very handsome, yes?” Carmen bumps her hip against mine. I concentrate on quartering the oranges and limes in front of me and hum a noncommittal answer.

      Of course Callan is attractive.

      But she’s not going to get me to admit that.

      As we’re getting closer to finishing preparing dinner, Carmen hands me the first hot, fresh tortilla from the skillet. The butter is melting inside the wrapped up tortilla. I take my first bite, moaning.

      “Missed my tortillas?”

      “You know they’re my favorite. I missed them so much.” I take another bite, letting the butter and salt mix together with the dough, creating a heavenly flavor in my mouth.

      “Will you do me a favor, mija?”

      “Anything after you gave me this.” I lift the tortilla and take my final bite, wiping the edges of my mouth, my eyes still closed in blissful pleasure.

      “We have so much food. Will you go across the hall and ask Callan and Brae to dinner?”

      My eyes fly open, and I whip around in time to see Carmen trying to hide a victorious smile.
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      “What are you doing?”

      “Shh!” Brae’s face is pressed against the door as she looks through the peephole. She turns toward me and her finger goes to her lips insisting I be quiet. I creep over to where she is and wait for her to tell me what’s going on.

      “I was walking out of my room and I heard something, so I looked. I don’t know what she’s doing.” Brae looks through the door again and giggles quietly.

      I gently move her to the side and look through the peephole. Iris is pacing in front of our door, muttering to herself and twisting her hands. “Pancakes on a cracker,” she says and slaps her forehead with the heel of her hand. “I winked. I winked. What kind of idiot does that?” My lips flatten into a line as I try to hold in my laughter and watch her pace. Each time I see her she becomes more enticing and I fucking loved the wink paired with the awful nickname. It showed an edge of confidence hidden under her timid exterior. I want to coax that out of her. I watch her pace a few laps before she stops and nods her head, her hands fisting at her sides as she steps toward our door.

      That’s right, pretty girl. She raises her chin another notch and takes the final step to my door. Good job, birdie.

      She raises her hand to knock, but it falls back to her side and she stares at the ceiling.

      The way Iris flinched the other day while talking about our cars hasn’t left my mind. It’s only filled me with questions about her. I’ve seen that kind of terror in people’s eyes before. It’s when they’re desperate, facing a threat they can’t escape.

      I want to know what caused Iris to have that type of reaction.

      I take pity on her and I open the door to lean against the jamb. Brae steps up to my back, looking over my shoulder. I want to unleash a shit-eating grin, but I don’t want to scare her off, so I dial it back to a smile.

      “Birdie.”

      Iris slowly turns her face away from the ceiling and peaks through one open eyelid. I almost laugh when she utters another breakfast food curse, but I resist. She turns fully toward me and her eyes lock on my throat instead of looking me in the eye.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Carmen and I made carnitas.”

      I stand up straight, alert for a whole new reason. I pull in a deep breath through my nose and catch the faintest hint of Carmen’s spicy and citrusy dish. The boxed lasagna that I was about to pull from freezer is forgotten and will have to survive another day in the freezer. “Carnitas?” The word practically comes out with a groan as I smell more of the flavor filling the hallway.

      “Carmen wants to know if y’all want to eat dinner with us?”

      “You don’t want to know, birdie?” I ask the question with an obvious tease in my voice and widen my smile.

      Iris’s dark eyebrows furrow. “What?”

      “You said Carmen wants us to come. You don’t want us to?”

      “Oh.” She bites her lip, her gaze bouncing back and forth between Brae and me. “Of course I do. We also made fresh tortillas, which are my favorite.”

      “Carmen’s carnitas are my favorite. Let’s go.”

      I step into the hall, letting Brae pass me. With a wide grin on her face, she watches Iris fidgeting. I lock the door and let ourselves into Carmen’s place.

      There’s a pile of fresh tortillas on a bright green cloth. I grab one, rolling it in my hand, and take a big bite.

      Carmen stands in front of the stove, stirring the contents with a wooden spatula. With her other hand she opens a drawer, grabs a spoon, and dips it into the pot. I come up behind her and plant a kiss on her cheek. I take a step back, and she turns toward me. She holds a spoon aloft, filled with beans, and her other hand hovers under it.

      “Try this,” she says.

      I lean forward and take the bite she’s offering, and I groan as the spicy flavor fills my mouth. Carmen is either spoiling me or this is going to be another move in the match-maker chess game she’s playing. What she doesn’t know is, I’m interested. She won’t have to try on my end to pair Iris and I together. The gorgeous girl hovering at the mouth of the kitchen that’s eyeing the front door as if that’s going to be salvation? She’s another story.

      Brae sees Iris trying to plot an escape. She marches over and takes Iris by the hand forcing her to follow her. There’s a small part of me that feels relief when Iris blanches at Brae’s touch. It’s good that it’s not just my touch she hates.

      “That’s damn good,” I say after I swallow the beans.

      “Set the table.” Carmen turns back to the pot, sets the spoon aside, and picks up the ladle. I take silverware from the drawer and turn to the table. Iris’s shoulder skims along my chest as she edges past me in the small kitchen, moving toward the cabinets.

      I grin watching her swallow after that brief contact with me, but she doesn’t flinch. Progress. Iris clears her throat as she picks up four plates and follows me to the table. She moves behind me, putting a plate next to each set of forks and knives that I set out.

      Brae takes her seat. She looks from Iris to me, and the corners of her mouth are twitching. I put my hand on Iris’s shoulder and lean in close. Her back straightens and she sucks in a deep breath.

      “Go ahead and sit down. I’ll get the drinks and help Carmen.”

      “I can help,” she says.

      I shake my head. “Sit, birdie.”

      “Fine, foxy.” Iris sits down in the chair next to Brae. She fiddles with her hands for a moment before getting the drinks.

      “Foxy?” Brae asks.

      “If he’s going to call me birdie, I’m going to call him foxy.” Brae leans back in chair clutching her stomach as she laughs.

      “Oh my god. If you ever meet his friends or see him at work, please, please, call him that. Make sure you record the reactions if I’m not there.”

      I glance at Iris. That’s not going to happen is written all over her features and it’s the same thing I’m thinking, but only for different reasons. I turn back to the task in front of me. I’m assuming Iris doesn’t think she’ll ever meet my friends or co-workers. I know she won’t ever call me foxy in front of them because I’m going to nip that nickname in the bud. By the time she does meet the other people in my life, that nickname will be long gone, as will the flinching every time I come close to her.

      Carmen is spooning the beans into a large bowl. “Thank you, mijo.”

      Her whispered words feel heavier than a simple thanks for setting the table. I look over my shoulder as the ice falls into the glass. Iris’s fingers are drumming against the top of the wood table, and her mouth is moving as if she’s silently speaking to herself. Her lips purse, and her hands fall back to her lap as she turns toward Brae.

      Ice clatters and breaks across the floor. My focus returns to the glass I’m holding under the ice maker; it’s full and ice is spilling over the side.

      “Shit,” I hiss under my breath. I set the glass on the countertop and swipe up the broken piece, tossing it into the sink.

      “I’m really sorry I scared you,” Iris says.

      “It’s okay,” Brae responds. “It really wasn’t a big deal. My bone-headed brother is just a little overprotective.”

      “For good reason,” I grunt, but I can’t stop the smile spreading across my face. “Can’t trust Corbin with you.”

      “Whatever,” Brae says, but I can hear the humor in her voice.

      “Was Corbin the other guy there?”

      “Yeah,” Brae says, and my smile turns into a snarl at her dreamy tone.

      Iris chuckles. “He’s cute.”

      I slam the glass on the table in front of Brae. Iris jumps in her chair and leans back with her hand over her chest. Her bottom lip quivers for a moment before her breathing evens out, and guilt rises in my throat to consume me.

      “Sorry,” I set the glass down much more gently.

      Brae laughs. “Callan likes to pretend I’m still seven years old.”

      “I liked you better when you were seven.”

      “Enough,” Carmen says and orders us to sit. She puts the food in the center of the table and takes a seat, leaving only one place for me to sit—next to Iris.

      We serve ourselves and begin devouring the food in silence. “Iris, hija, do you remember that conversation we were having not too long ago? Well, I think you should know I accepted a date with Arnie.”

      Iris’s jaw drops and my fork piled with delicious pork pauses halfway to my mouth. “Who is Arnie?” Carmen has been single as long as I’ve known her and I’ve never heard her express interest in someone. Carmen may live in a modest apartment, but she has money stashed away. Protective instincts, the same I have for family like Brae, rises up inside of me. “Who is Arnie?” I repeat when no one answers.

      Iris and Carmen are in some sort of stare off. Iris’s mouth is dropped open and Carmen raises one brow as if she’s challenging Iris. What the hell is going on. Iris’s mouth slams shut and she turns back to her food in front of her as a blush rises over her cheeks.

      “I feel like we’re missing something,” Brae whispers. I nod in agreement.

      “Who is Arnie?” I ask again for the third time.

      “He’s a friend who asked to take me out.”

      Iris snorts. “He’s been asking you out for years. He lives in Greener Pastures.”

      The community across the street is nice, but I don’t trust this Arnie. People never suspect elderly people do something, but that doesn’t mean a person should automatically be trusted. I don’t want Carmen to be hurt by anyone.

      “What’s his last name?”

      “Dulles,” Carmen replies and takes a sip of her iced tea.

      “I’m going to have Roman look into him before you go out with him,” I announce and finally bring my still hovering fork to my mouth.

      Carmen scoffs and shakes her head. “You’re not the boss of me.”

      “I’m trying to protect you. What if he’s after your money? What if he gets his jollies off by killing his wives? How many times has been married?”

      “Who is Roman?” Iris asks. I look over at her and am taken aback for a second at the admiration I see in her eyes.

      “He’s a friend that owns a security company. My other good friend, Kiernan, works there, too. They served in the Army together and now run MarxMen.”

      “I agree with Callan. His friends should look into Arnie.”

      “You know Arnie,” Carmen says outraged. “He wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

      “You never know. It doesn’t hurt to be sure. People can surprise you and it’s not always good,” Iris responds then turns to me and gives me a blinding smile and my heart stops in my chest as I’m struck dumb with her beauty.

      “How do you and Carmen know each other?” Brae asks Iris.

      Iris tenses next to me and her fork stops in midair. The piece of carnitas is completely forgotten as she stares at Carmen in wide-eyed horror. Carmen’s gaze slide to Iris and back to Brae. She smiles gently. “Iris grew up in Austin. We met before she moved, and we became fast friends.”

      Brae is quiet as she waits for Carmen to expand on this, but she doesn’t, even though Carmen’s stories can usually go on for twenty minutes and break off in unrelated directions. The tension leaves Iris’s body as Carmen continues to eat, leaving unanswered questions hanging in the air.

      I watch Iris. My mind speeds through every interaction I’ve had with her and I know, deep in the pit of my gut, this beautiful girl next to me is hiding something in her past.

      Or she’s hiding.

      I make a mental note to have Roman and Kiernan dig into her past, too.
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      The paint-soaked brush falls from my hand and hits the drip canvas underneath my feet. I rub my left thumb up the center of my right palm, trying to ease the spasm and muscle cramp. The canvas in front of me is marred by a long pink streak through the sunset I’m trying to paint. Completely ruined. It was my first attempt at painting a beach with white sand and blue waters that remind me of Callan.

      I massage my hand until the pain is gone and grit my teeth as I pick up the canvas and set it on top of a pile with the rest of the half-painted and destroyed artwork.

      Even the thought of calling it artwork is laughable. I can’t even paint for longer than thirty minutes without my hand spasming and stroking across the page, creating something that wasn’t supposed to be there.

      I trace the thin scar along my hand. Pierce allowing me to have surgery after he massacred it was one of the few times my injuries by him were treated.

      Maybe moving back to Texas was a mistake. I spent two years living in New York City, under my company’s name. I paid for an apartment in Texas I didn’t even live in, so I could have an address to use for our divorce papers.

      He didn’t come after me like I thought he would.

      He put up a fight with the divorce, but the judge signed it. I took none of his wealth or any of our property. I just wanted out. I have only my Poppy’s paintings and Pierce’s secrets I’ll take to the grave.

      Two years and he didn’t come after me. That’s the only reason Carmen was successful in convincing me to come home. If I spill his secrets, he will come after me. There’s no doubt about that. He’s banking on the fact that I’ll be too terrified to say a word.

      My heart stops for a beat when a knock sounds through the apartment. My fear has become worse since moving back to Texas. I take one last look at the pathetic painting and head toward the front door. I peer through the peephole, slide the chain locks out of their position, and open the deadbolt while watching a smiling Brae through the hole.

      “Is everything alright?” I ask when I open the door.

      Brae unleashes her picture-perfect impression of a teenage girl as she collapses against the beige siding outside my door and stares up at the ceiling with a full-body sigh. She rolls her head to the side and stares at me with a scrunched-up nose and large puppy dog eyes. I can’t help but grin at the display.

      “I forgot my keys on the counter this morning. I’m locked out since my overprotective brother doesn’t believe in leaving keys underneath a welcome mat.”

      “He doesn’t?” I ask. I don’t say that it’s something I would never do either. The reason I won’t do it comes out of Brae’s mouth, word for word, making me just a tiny bit more interested in the man next door.

      Brae stands to her full height, puffing out her chest and arms as if she’s a strong, burly man, and makes her voice low as she mimics her brother. “Leaving a key under the welcome mat is just welcoming intruders inside.”

      I laugh and step back from the door, waving Brae inside. She steps over the threshold, dropping her black canvas backpack, which is covered with artwork.

      I study a cherry blossom that covers the entire thing. The roots are painted along the bottom of the bag, winding their way to the center in a thick tree trunk. Just above a middle zipper, the tree breaks off into a frenzy of branches and blossoming flowers. At the base, a silhouetted couple sits in the shade holding each other, and in the blank spaces between the branches are words that I would have to crouch down to see clearly.

      “Did you paint this?” I rip my eyes away from the stunning image, and my focus lands on Brae. She’s wringing her hands together and biting her lower lip as she watches me.

      The muscles in her jaw clench before she answers. “Yes.”

      “It’s stunning.”

      Her captivating blue eyes, which are so much like her brother’s, become even brighter as her face lights up under the praise. Brae stands straighter and happiness radiates off of her. “Thank you,” she says.

      “My grandfather was a painter.”

      Brae scans me from head to toe and smirks. “From the looks of the paint on your skirt and streaked across your skin in random spots, I would guess that you are too.”

      My hand spasms, as it always does when I’m reminded that I’ll never be able to accomplish what I once could. I shrug. “I dabble. My grandfather was an artist though.”

      I motion for her to step out of my entryway and into the living room, where all his paintings are hung. Brae strides toward a painting of a lake dotted with birds in the bright sky and people smattered across the sandy bank.

      “This reminds me of Chicago,” Brae says. “Even though Lake Michigan isn’t surrounded by mountains like this picture, seeing a lake will always remind me of Chicago, I think.”

      “When did y’all move to Texas?” I ask.

      Brae falls onto the couch and puts her feet up on the coffee table. I chuckle. She’s made herself at home from the moment she walked through my door, and since she stepped over the threshold, everything has been just a little bit cheerier and the overwhelming loneliness that suffocates me has dissipated. For now.

      “Our life wasn’t great there. I never met my dad and my mom is an addict—drugs and alcohol. Callan and I bounced from her place to the foster care system, over and over again, until he aged out of the system when I was really young.”

      Pain stabs through my heart imagining the two of them going through those struggles. I walk to the kitchen and open the fridge, taking out two cans of life’s elixir, which can make everything seem better: Diet Coke. I sit on the couch next to Brae and hand her a can. She smiles in thanks as she pops it open and takes a long sip.

      “Everything is better if Diet Coke is available.” I turn to see Brae better, and I tuck one of my legs under me, propping my head up with one hand. “What happened when Callan aged out of the system?”

      Brae fiddles with the tab on the can and stares at it intently. I open my mouth to apologize for stepping over the line and asking something that truly isn’t any of my business, but I can’t help the curiosity fluttering through me when it comes to Callan. Before I can utter a word, Brae begins to speak softly, completely lost to her memories.

      “He tried his hardest to make sure that my mom and her place were presentable if there was a welfare check. He wanted me to stay with my mom because it was easier for him to watch me that way, instead of being in a stranger’s house. If I was in my mom’s custody, Callan was taking care of me. I would stay at his apartment with him and James.”

      “James?” I ask.

      “Callan’s best friend. Although his name wasn’t James back then. It was Connor. That’s a long story though.”

      I raise my eyebrows and shove all my questions down my throat when I hear the underlying don’t ask about it in her tone. I keep my mouth shut as Brae continues to peel the layers of Callan’s life.
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          Callan

        

      

    

    
      Hudson lowers his eyebrows and shakes his head at the catcher behind me, who just gave him a signal. I smirk when I catch his eyes flicking to me. Runners are on first and second base, and if I’m able to knock them both into home plate, we’ll win this game and Hudson has to buy the whole crew lunch every day for a year.

      If I miss, the crew has to clean Hudson’s monstrosity of a house every week for the next year, and I have to participate in the dance Hudson wants to perform for Ava at their upcoming wedding. I’m at bat, and I can’t fuck this up. Hudson nods and stands in position, readying himself to launch the pitch my way.

      The ball soars toward me and curves low. I hold steady, not even letting my bat waver in the wind. Ball one. Hudson launches into another windup and I swing, missing it by millimeters. I step out of the batter’s box and survey the brand new baseball field in the neighborhood we’re building. This is the first game played on this dirt. Judging from the pounding in my chest, I’d think this was game seven in the World Series, not a pickup game with the crew and some bullshit consequences. Although I really don’t want to dance at Hudson’s wedding.

      Fuck that.

      Another windup. Another pitch. Another swing. My bones reverberate and tingle as I follow through on my swing and make contact with the baseball. I keep my eyes on the ball while digging in and running the ninety feet that separates home plate from first base as fast as I can. Rodrigo, the center fielder, sprints to the back fence, but the ball sails over it.

      Home run.

      I throw my hands in the air as I hear the guys whoop and holler, and I run toward home plate, where they are waiting for me to celebrate. I turn my head toward Hudson. He has his hands on his hips and is shaking his head, but I don’t miss the little grin there. He doesn’t have a problem buying food for everyone. Knowing him, he probably would’ve done it anyway.

      “I’ll find a way to get you to dance!” he calls out as I round third.

      “Not on your fuckin’ life. James won’t do it either.”

      “I have a secret weapon when it comes to James,” Hudson hollers.

      I choose to ignore that comment. He may get that giant of a man to do his bidding, but he won’t get me to shake my ass in a monkey suit in front of that many people. My foot hits the final base and my team cheers. I get caught up in the jumping and hollering for a moment before Hudson hollers to us. “Alright, enough of that. Let’s get some beer.”

      Everyone hustles over to the benches, where a few coolers are lined up, filled with different types of beer. I twist off a top and take a deep slug, relishing the exhilaration flooding through me. My phone rings in my pocket, and I pull it out expecting it to be Brae—but it isn’t, and all the exhilaration I was feeling is gone in a puff of smoke.

      In its wake is frustration, anger, and panic. A Chicago number is flashing across my screen. It’s a different one from last time, but same damn area code. An area code for a city I want to forget even exists. I hit reject and shove the phone back in my pocket. I take another swig of beer, but the cool, fresh flavor now tastes warm and bitter. I dump the rest of it in the dirt and toss it into the recycling bin that was installed last week.

      Hudson claps me on the shoulder. “I lost this one, but I’ll get you to do what I want.”

      I try for a fake grin, but Hudson’s head tips to the side as he steadies me, letting me know that I failed. “I gotta get home.”

      I walk away before he has a chance to question me about what’s happening. By the time I make it home, the anger has completely taken over the frustration and panic. Liquid fire is slithering through my veins, consuming my organs, and clawing up my throat. As I jog up the stairs, the metal railing vibrates from the force of my feet landing on the concrete.

      I burst through my apartment door and freeze. It’s too still. Brae’s backpack isn’t blocking the entryway like it normally is. The plate and glass that she constantly leaves sitting on the bar after her after-school snack isn’t there. I step further into the apartment, calling her name. She doesn’t answer.

      The television is off in the living room, so I knock on the door of her room before I swing it open, finding it empty. I take my phone out of my pocket, anger hitting me all over again when I see the waiting voicemail from a Chicago number. I delete the number and the voicemail without listening to it. I don’t need to know what anyone from Chicago has to say.

      I hit Brae’s name, the only name in my favorites list, and the phone rings three times before she answers. “Hey, big brother.”

      “Where are you?” My voice claws out of my throat, escaping in a growl that only grows when Brae chuckles.

      “I’m next door. I left my keys at home this morning.”

      “I thought Carmen was out of town this week.” Carmen stopped me in the hall a couple days ago, before work, to let me know she’d be gone and task me with watching after Iris. Little did she realize I’ve been struggling to take my mind off of Iris. I’d be watching her whether she asked me to or not and whether she was here or not.

      “Carmen’s in San Antonio. I’m at Iris’s.”

      I jab my thumb on the screen of my phone, ending the call, and march over to Iris’s door. The irritation of random Chicago numbers and Brae continually making me search for her hasn’t left my system, and my body is itching for a fight. This is evident when the side of my fist bangs against the door.

      The distinctive clicks of the locks echo through the door before Iris fills the frame. A tiny smile is wiped from her face the moment we make eye contact. The fire burning in my veins dies a little bit. Iris turns her back on me, leaving the door open, and calls over her shoulder. “She’s in here.”

      I stomp through the entryway and into the living room and pinch the bridge of my nose when Brae is finally in my sights. She’s sitting on the couch with her feet curled up underneath her, and she’s typing on her phone.

      “You have to call me, Brae.”

      “I’m at Iris’s apartment. Next door to ours. Chill.” She rolls her eyes before they lock on Iris, hovering in the corner. “He’s so overprotective.”

      There are times when I’m thankful I sheltered her from the dangers of our old life, but others when I wish she knew so she would be more careful with who she trusts. My protective nature doesn’t come from nowhere. Brae’s health and safety were continually threatened and held over my head when I was part of the mafia organization. Every damn day that I came home and she was still breathing was a weight lifted off my shoulders until the next morning, when I had to go back onto the streets to do their bidding.

      “Dammit, Brae,” I hiss. I see Iris flinch out of the corner of my eye. I turn my gaze to hers and watch her wither in front of me and, just like that, the piping-hot anger coursing through my veins is doused with one look from her.

      I take a deep breath and relax my stance. “I’m protective because I love you.” I say the words to Brae, but I plead with my eyes for Iris to understand where the anger stemmed from. “Come on, I’ll take you girls out for pizza.”

      The light that sparks in Iris’s large eyes ignites a different type of heat in my body.
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          Iris

        

      

    

    
      I don’t have a ton of clothes. I left Pierce’s prison with hardly anything, just enough clothes to survive for a little while. And I only took the clothes that reminded me of the girl I was before I met him. I left behind the diamonds. I left behind the designer ball gowns. I left behind every outfit hand selected by Pierce.

      As I started to build my wardrobe, I mostly bought loungewear since I work from home and I like to be comfortable. I bought a few outfits for meetings while I was in New York. None of them feel right.

      It’s the Wednesday of my meeting with my new client. I don’t know what to wear, and I need to get going soon. This is my first client meeting since returning to Texas. I’ve imagined myself strolling into that meeting, with my head held high, in a killer outfit and kickass shoes. I don’t have the outfit or the shoes I was wearing in my daydream.

      On the conference calls, Savannah sounds in control. I bet she owns a killer outfit and kickass shoes. I need to go shopping. I hoarded every penny I made while sneaking design work when I was married to Pierce. And I’ve kept hoarding every penny, just in case it all comes crashing down.

      I settle on a dress with navy blue, coral, and white blocks with cap sleeves and pair of nude heels. My palms run down the front of the thick fabric as I stare at myself in the mirror.

      It’s not quite the fierceness from my daydream, but it will do.

      I gather my laptop bag, stuffed with my laptop, pens, a notebook, and a sketchpad. I swing my presentation material bag on my other shoulder and hustle out the door.

      As I pop my trunk, I freeze. My bumper looks good as new. I search the parking lot for Callan’s truck, but it’s not there. When did he do this? I bend over, rubbing the back of my hand over where the dent was. I don’t see any lingering damage.

      The damage to our cars was my fault, and he took care of mine without a second thought. My throat clogs with unexpected emotion.

      I shake it off and put my stuff into the trunk of my car to head to my meeting while making a mental note to find a way to thank him later. My nerves are rattled by the time I arrive, and the parking lot in front of Phoenix Marketing is almost full. One look at the clock tells me I’m not late, but I’m also not as early as I wanted to be.

      I haul my things into the building. Behind the glossy white desk at reception, a huge colorful Phoenix has its wings stretched and its head thrown back. “I will rise” is written in flame at the bottom, just under its tail.

      A shiver works up my spine taking in the powerful image.

      “Iris?”

      I turn, finding a stunning brunette with emerald-colored eyes. Her hair is in long waves, framing her smiling face. I don’t know how I could tell, but from just her voice over the phone, I knew she would be gorgeous and wearing a great outfit.

      “Yes,” I say, extending my hand. “Savannah?”

      “Got it in one,” she says with a bright smile that immediately puts me at ease. “Not everyone is here yet, but come on in. We can get settled. The catering company already dropped off lunch. I ordered from Olive Garden because I’ve been craving their breadsticks.”

      I chuckle and agree. There’s just something about the buttery, garlicky breadsticks from that place. Savannah takes me down a long hallway into a room surrounded by glass walls. One wall of windows overlooks an Austin city street. A long, sleek, shiny black table takes up most of the center of the room. A credenza, overflowing with food, is set up on one side. I hone in on the breadsticks forcing myself to stay on this side of the room and not go grab one, but the smell is definitely taunting me. Large bowls of pasta, salad, and soup containers are also out, waiting for us to dig in.

      “Since they chose you for their account, I’ve been looking at some of your work. It’s impressive. How long have you been designing? I really love the work you did for June Myers. She’s one of my favorite romance authors and her site is stunning.”

      “A few years.” My smile is tight, but take a deep breath.

      This is a standard question. It should be an easy question. It’s not though. I didn’t originally go to school for this. I went from the trailer park to Pierce’s castle. I wasn’t in school when we met. He didn’t ask me to go to school. He wanted me to be a stay-at-home wife, available to be on his arm whenever it suited him.

      I knew I couldn’t leave that hell with nothing. I found cheap online classes for coding websites. When I’d learned enough, I started to build a portfolio and sought out anyone looking for that kind of work. I squirreled away everything. The second I had enough to survive, I escaped my hell.

      Savannah’s eyes connect with mine. They’re probing and questioning. I don’t know what she heard in just my few words, but she’s seeing more than I want her to see.

      “How did you connect with June?”

      “She’s one of my favorite romance authors, too. To be honest, I don’t know how she found me, but I freaked out when I saw her email. I had to re-type my email fifteen times so it didn’t sound so fangirl.”

      Savannah laughs. “Good for you. I don’t think I would’ve been able to control it then she would’ve gotten a restraining order against me or something. How were you able to find images that captured her book covers? They’re so unique.”

      “Since most of her covers look like art, I created some art. Painting is a hobby. I’m not an artist, but I dabble and was able to paint something that suited her covers and transferred well to her site.”

      “I’d love to work with you again. I have a lot of clients looking for reliable web designers. Is that something you’d be interested in?”

      “Definitely,” I say, trying not to jump up and down with excitement.

      “We should grab a drink.”

      The offer takes me by surprise and at first I don’t know if she means we should grab one of the water or tea bottles set up next to the food or if we should hang out. Just as I won’t turn Carmen down, I won’t turn down an offer of a new friendship. Hoping it’s the latter, I accept. “That sounds great.”

      The potential for more jobs and a potential new friend? I want to raise my fist in the air and pump it in victory. On the outside I keep calm and collected, offering her a smile, but on the inside I’m dancing around.

      Savannah and I exchange numbers as the rest of the team piles in and starts digging into the feast at the back of the room.

      As I’m walking up my steps—later that afternoon, after the meeting—Brae is knocking on my door. I chuckle quietly. She’s come by every day since we had dinner at Carmen’s. I don’t mind. She’s fun company. It brings my total friend count to two. A woman in her late sixties and a teenager. Hopefully I can add Savannah to that list and bring it up three.

      “Brae,” I call. She spins, lighting up when sees me. That’s the thing about Brae, her smile can make you feel on top of the world.

      “You’re never going to guess what happened today.” Her hands clasp together and come up under her neck, and I swear she’s about to start twirling around in a circle.

      “What happened?”

      “Corbin asked me to go to the spring fling!” Her voice turns into a high-pitched screech, and she dances around as I unlock my front door. Brae enters first, expanding on how excited she is—in case I can’t tell.

      “That’s wonderful.” I know she has the biggest crush on him. I’m surprised he isn’t her boyfriend. From what she’s told me, they’re together almost all the time, and if his protectiveness of her, the one time I met him, is any indication, he’s crushing on her as well.

      “Oh my gosh.” Brae is standing in front of my wall. “They fixed it? Is this the painting?”

      “Yeah.” I drop my stuff inside the office and join her in front of Poppy’s painting. It’s my favorite of the bunch because of the inscription. Every time I see it, it calms any raging storm in my heart.

      To my wife, who is my life.

      How wonderful it would be to be in love like that. My history with Pierce is ugly and messy and scary and terrifying, but I don’t think all men will become him. I still have a glimmer of hope inside me that I’ll be able to experience something real one day.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “Thank you. I think so, too.”

      “Do you miss them?” Brae asks, surprising me.

      “Every day.” I clear my throat, taking one last glance at the painting hanging on the wall and turn to Brae. “Anyway, tell me everything.”

      Brae launches into her story. Each class she received a few roses with a piece of a note and one chocolate. By the end of the day, she had a big bouquet with a completed note asking her to the spring fling. Corbin stood outside the door to her last class, waiting for her answer.

      Which was, of course, yes.

      “Will you go dress shopping with me? Callan would take me, but I don’t want to go with him.”

      Brae’s lip curls and I burst out laughing. I can’t blame her for not wanting to go with her brother. He’d sooner have her in a nun’s habit than a dress. It’d be fun to watch his face as his little sister came out from the dressing room in formal dresses, but I wouldn’t do that to Brae. “Of course.”
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          Callan

        

      

    

    
      “I left money on the counter.” I stick my wallet back in my pocket, propping my fists on my hips. Brae is snuggled into the couch, content to sit at home on a Friday night watching movies. Her nose is almost against the screen of her phone, and she’s giggling and grinning.

      I don’t like it.

      She’s been practically dancing since she told me Corbin had asked her to the spring fling. Whatever the hell that is.

      “Order a pizza with it. Corbin can’t come over. No boys over here when you’re alone.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I know the rules.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay alone tonight?” She’s stayed alone before—does it often—but I don’t like doing it, and with this new development, I really hate it. When I was her age, there were a lot of times I was down the street waiting for a girl’s parents to leave so she could sneak me in and sneak me out before they came home. I drag my hand through my hair. I should’ve gone for a third story apartment. He wouldn’t be able to sneak out of that unless he broke his legs.

      “Yes.” She lays her head against the back of the couch. “I’m fine. Go. Have fun. I’m going to sleep early. Iris and I are going shopping, early in the morning, for my dress.”

      Christ. I haven’t been able to get my mind off of Iris and I was hoping to see her this week, but I haven’t seen her at all. Not even in passing.

      “Are you sure Iris is okay with this?” I’m happy Brae gets along with Iris, but I hope she doesn’t feel pressured to go shopping with a teenage girl just because she was asked.

      “Yes,” Brae groans. “I asked her.”

      “Okay. Have a good night. Money’s right here.” I point at it on the counter. “Love you.”

      “Love you too,” she calls as I walk out the door. I stop in front of Iris’s door and knock.

      I wait for a minute, but I don’t hear any movement inside. I knock again. My brows furrow. She barely leaves her apartment unless she’s going somewhere with Carmen. Her apartment is dark and silent, too.

      I’ll catch Iris in the morning, before they leave, to make sure she doesn’t mind taking a teenage girl to the mall. Knowing Brae, shopping for one dress could turn into an all-day thing.

      The Cellar is already packed by the time I get there. I spot James’s giant head above the crowd and edge my way toward him. I go around the table, dropping a kiss on every girl’s cheek, stopping at the last one. The one in the chair next to mine.

      “Iris?”

      She rotates in the chair, tilting her head back to look me in the eyes. “Callan?”

      My eyes sweep from her face to her hair and down her body but snag on her cleavage. A bright red dress is wrapped around her, dipping low in the front. My eyes finally leave her cleavage and follow a trail down her body to the hem of her short dress.

      Fuck.

      “Birdie.” My voice sounds like a croak. “You look beautiful.”

      I lean in and place a kiss on her cheek, just as I did for all the other women at the table. The women are staring at the two of us. My night is looking up. I’ve been waiting to see if Iris would come to me after I fixed her car. I wanted the ball to be in her court, so I don’t scare her off. I’ll move slow for her, but I’m done moving at the pace of molasses. Savannah leans forward.

      “You know Iris?” Her brow arches high over her eyes as they bounce back and forth between me and the girl next to me.

      My arm falls to the back of Iris’s chair. She sits forward in her seat, making her back impossibly straight. I drop my arm back to my lap. I’ll find the wall to break down though. One day I’ll be able to touch her and run my hands down her body without her shying away from me. “We’re neighbors. And, she almost killed Brae and hit my car.” I finish the last part of the explanation with humor in my voice.

      Iris’s hand slaps my thigh before returning them into her lap. She looks shocked that she just touched me and she retreats farther into herself.

      “That’s awesome,” Savannah says, knowing that I was joking about the rest of. “How’d she almost kill Brae?” Her eyes twinkle and Liam pulls her back to him, wrapping her in a hug. He mutters something in her ear, but she doesn’t reply and her eyes don’t stop hopping between me and Iris.

      “A misunderstanding with a mirror and then she hit my truck when a painting got in her way. It’s fine though. I’m hoping she’ll feel bad enough that she’ll spend time with me.”

      Iris lips twitch for a moment, but she stays quiet and Savannah and Harper practically vibrate in their seats. I know once Carmen hears about tonight from Hudson, Carmen will rope in Ava in her quest to get us together.

      “Iris and I are working together,” Savannah says. Iris seems to have clammed up again. She hasn’t relaxed in her chair again, even though I’ve removed my arm. Meeting Savannah will be good for Iris. The girls in this group tug you in, even if you’re unwilling to go.

      Owen, our usual waiter, comes by and takes my drink order. “Want something else?” I ask Iris, pointing to her half-empty glass.

      “I’m okay. Big plans tomorrow,” she says quietly.

      “What plans?” Valerie asks, never one to mind her own business. Each of the women at the table lean forward and I can tell that they’re hoping Iris is about to say that the two of us are going to go out. We are, just not yet. I have to get Iris on board first. She grins at the women.

      “Corbin asked Brae to spring fling. We’re going dress shopping.”

      “That’s my boy,” James mutters, his mouth twitching. The girls break out in a chorus of awws. They’ve been here from the moment Corbin and Brae met. I seem to be the only one in the group that’s not entirely excited about the prospect of them together.

      “Sure you’re fine taking her?” I ask Iris as I lean a little closer to her.

      “Of course. I never went to any of my school dances. It’ll be fun.” Iris shrugs and turns in her chair just the barest amount, but it’s enough that her knee grazes across my thigh. I grin.

      “You didn’t go to any school dances?” Savannah asks, shocked.

      Iris shakes her head and her cheeks flame. Her jaw is clenching as if she’s revealed more than she wants to. “Nope.”

      “Why not?”

      Iris shrugs. I step in, changing the subject. “You work at Savannah’s company? I thought you worked from home.”

      “No.” Iris curls a piece of hair behind her ear. I watch the movement, unable to look at anyone else at the table. I can hear Roman, Kieran, and Hudson in a conversation on my other side, but I haven’t done anything except lift my chin in greeting when I arrived.

      “I design websites. Savannah and I are teamed up on a project right now. She invited me out tonight after we met earlier this week,” she says.

      “Glad you’re here, birdie.”

      “Me, too, foxy,” she says quietly, but not quietly enough.

      “What’d you just call him?” Hudson asks leaning around me to see Iris.

      Iris smiles, sits up straighter, and bites her lips. Her gaze lands on mine and there’s not even a hint of apology in them, only humor. “Brae’s going to be disappointed she’s not here,” she mutters to me before answering Hudson’s question louder. “Foxy.”

      “Are you foxy?” Hudson asks as he slaps his knee while cackling. “Think I’ll have to have that printed on your hardhat when I order new ones for the crew next week. It’s the perfect stripper name for you.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I growl.

      “Don’t worry your pretty little head about it, foxy,” Hudson says.

      I turn to Iris. “You just created a monster.”

      She shrugs her shoulders unrepentantly and finally her body is relaxed. The content smile on her face is worth the ribbing I’ll get from Hudson.

      I point across the table at Roman and Kiernan. “That’s Roman and Kiernan,” I say. Both their heads swivel toward us. “They’re the ones that looked into Arnie this week.”

      “You really had someone look into Arnie?” Iris asks.

      “Who’s Arnie?” Savannah asks.

      “Carmen is going on a date with a man named Arnie,” Iris replies. “Callan asked Roman and Kiernan to look into him before they go out.”

      Hudson is outraged that Carmen didn’t tell him about her date, but I ignore him and his questions to focus on Iris. “Think it was overkill to look into him?”

      Iris shakes her head. “No, you can never be too safe. I think it’s sweet the way you care for her.”

      “I protect everything that’s mine,” I respond and silently add on that she’ll be mine one day, too. “He checks out, by the way. Clean, other than he drives like Carmen and has racked up a few tickets.”

      “Though I think she only accepted because I agreed with her that I’ll go out with someone if she does, too.”

      Carmen is a mastermind. Iris will hold up her end of the bargain with me, I’ll just have to convince her of that.
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      “Mornin’, birdie,” Callan says when he opens the door. The arms of his worn black T-shirt wrap deliciously around his biceps. The bulging muscles look huge as he crosses his arms over his chest. His voice breaks me from my staring and I look up to meet his eyes that are even more distracting than the t-shirt molded to his chest.

      “No pacing today?” Callan’s full lips form a teasing smirk that immediately make the edges of my lips turn up. In the short time I’ve known Callan he’s gone from raging neighbor I wanted to stay as far away from as possible to someone that I want to more time with, someone that I want to get to know. I promised myself I would start living and stop hiding.

      “Not today,” I say.

      “Shame. It was cute.” His answer sends a shiver down my spine.

      I march past Callan into his apartment. He keeps his back to the door as I pass. My shoulder brushes against his chest. I pause, looking up at him. He raises one eyebrow. Red hot heat rises in my cheeks, and I rush the rest of the way inside.

      I’m not surprised to see Callan and Brae have the same floor plan I do. They haven’t done much with the space. There’s a large TV hanging over the mantle opposite a buttery-soft-looking brown leather sofa. A small round wooden kitchen table sits in the dining space. Brae’s backpack is on top with a couple of open notebooks next to it.

      “Thanks for taking her.” Callan’s gravelly voice is right next to my ear. He reaches past me, grabbing the wallet on the countertop.

      I can’t stop my body from shivering with the barely-there contact.

      That’s how starved for human intimacy I am. It’s not about sex. I spent the past two years in New York exploring the city by myself and only speaking with other people at work meetings or a quick apology for bumping into someone.

      “It’s my pleasure.” I mean it, too. I can’t wait to spend the day with Brae and watching her giddy with excitement. It’s impossible not to be around her and soak up the warmth she radiates.

      Callan nudges my shoulder, urging me to face him. I turn slowly, staring at his chest, and look up to meet his gaze. His eyes focus on me, the pupils edging out the unique turquoise color, which glimmers in the dim light of his kitchen. His eyes roam my face, settling on my lips. Under his scrutiny, my lips part and I wet my bottom lip.

      “Iris.”

      His voice zings through me, landing square on my chest, making my heart pump faster. The air around us crackles with electricity and my ears fill with static as time freezes and nothing exists outside the two of us and the fact that the centimeters between us are shrinking and getting smaller. Every nerve ending comes to life under his unwavering gaze and the most important thing in the world, what I want most, is for his lips to finish closing the distance and land on mine.

      Brae comes into the room, startling both of us and breaking the spell. My chest is rising and falling rapidly as if I’ve just run a marathon. Callan clears his throat and steps behind the counter shooting me a look that catches my breath.

      “Iris, you’re here!” I turn my attention to Brae.

      “Sure am. Are you excited? I thought I could treat you to brunch before we go. Have you eaten yet?”

      “With mimosas?” Brae’s makeup is a little heavier than usual, and her long ashy blond locks are expertly curled and bouncing.

      “Not for you,” I chuckle. “We’ll see about for me.”

      “Definitely not for you,” Callan grumbles and moves out from behind the counter, edging toward me.

      Callan’s solid form is close to my back. He’s not quite touching me, but it’s close enough I can feel the heat radiating off his body. I break out in goosebumps in anticipation of his hands landing somewhere on my skin, but shake that thought off. It’s not going to happen right now.

      “Why are you holding a bra?” Callan asks. I crane my neck to see him glaring daggers at the nude strapless bra in Brae’s hand and barely hold in the laughter that’s threatening to break free. If Callan had his choice, I think he would’ve frozen Brae in time so moments like this would never happen, but the way this man cares for his younger sister and has taken on the roll only makes him more attractive in my eyes. His brand of protection is something new and not something I’m used to. If the full force was ever turned on me and I didn’t only witness it from the sidelines, I think it would make my head and heart explode.

      “Iris said it’s best to have a strapless bra in case a dress you try on needs it. She said she’s tried on so many formal dresses, she knows all the best places and the best tricks to look good.” It’s true, I did tell Brae that, but I usually stick my strapless bra in my purse. Callan steps around me and his gaze lands on me and pins me to the spot as his eyes narrow and turn assessing.

      “Thought you didn’t go to prom.” He watches my face like an interrogator trying to pry out information.

      “I didn’t.” My body tightens, and Callan’s body tightens in response. His arms cross over his chest and he takes in every reaction, even the ones I try to hide.

      “How do you know then?”

      “Different life.” The words come out a mumble underneath my breath. I clap my hands, taking a step away from him. “Ready?”

      “Yes.” Brae tucks the bra into the purse she picks up from the barstool. She definitely could’ve done that before earning us murderous looks from her brother.

      Callan opens his wallet and hands a couple of crisp one-hundred-dollar bills to Brae. “Have fun.”

      Brae reaches for the money, but he snatches it back. “Nothing too revealing. Nothing too low cut. Nothing too short.” His eyes bounce back and forth between us, making sure we both understand his instructions.

      “Sure,” I say. There is probably a world of difference between my standard for “too low cut” and his. Lucky for Brae, she’s going shopping with me and not with her older brother.

      Callan pulls out a few twenties from his wallet, and hands them to me. “This is for brunch.”

      “Brunch is on me.”

      “No. I’m treating.” He shoves the money onto my palm and uses his other hand to close my fingers around the bills.

      I’ll get this money back to him somehow.
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      “Is this your first dance?” My fork and knife slice into the eggs Benedict sitting in front of me. My stomach rumbles in pleasure as I watch the egg yolk and hollandaise sauce mix together.

      “Yeah, I never went when we lived in Chicago, and none of my friends went to homecoming last year, which was fine by me. I didn’t want to wear one of those homecoming mums. They’re weird.” She shrugs.

      I laugh. It’s definitely an interesting Texas tradition. Girl wear homecoming mum and the boys wear homecoming garters. The mums is a large fake flower with long ribbon streamers in the school colors hanging from it. The range in size from small to larger than your head. During homecoming girls wear them pinned to their shirts or around their necks if the mum is too big. Some guys go crazy making them for their girlfriends and add flashing lights, bells, whistles, and even teddy bears. The boys wear a smaller version around their biceps. “You know, I didn’t realize those weren’t everywhere until my senior year of high school. I thought all the states did homecoming mums.”

      “Definitely not,” Brae says. She takes a big bite of her waffle and stabs one of the breakfast potatoes from my plate with her fork. I gasp and my hands clutch at my sides. A wave of nausea rocks through me, and distant berating comments fill my ears.

      “I’m sorry,” Brae says, putting the potato back on my plate.

      I try to swallow and clear my throat. My trembling hand reaches for my glass of iced water. I take a long sip, beating back the wave of horror that was just triggered.

      “It’s fine. I’m sorry, that was about something else,” I lie. “Take as many potatoes as you want, or I’ll end up eating them all.” My fake laughter sounds exactly that—fake.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course.” The sweat coating my palms starts to dissipate, and the nausea isn’t as overwhelming as it was even a couple minutes ago. The anxiety flare ups have gotten better over the years, but sometimes something out of the blue brings everything roaring back into my head and shocks me to my core.

      Pierce was rigid about manners. I thought since I was his wife, he wouldn’t mind if I took a sliver of the chocolate cake he’d ordered. His large hand wrapped around my wrist, bending it in the middle of a crowded restaurant. When a gasp left my mouth, he pinched the inside of my thigh under the table and warned me in a low tone to keep quiet. To anyone watching, we could’ve been in a couple’s embrace and the tears shimmering in my eyes could’ve been from something sweet he said in my ear. No one ever suspects the rich, successful, and powerful man to be abusing his wife. He taught me another “lesson” in manners that night.

      “So, how does Texas compare to Chicago?” The conversation now feels awkward, whereas before everything felt natural, like we’d been hanging out for years. The tension between us slowly morphs back into easy banter by the time we arrive at the mall. I park at Nordstroms. “Do you have a dream dress?”

      “What do you mean?”

      I grin, linking my arm through hers. “A dream dress. The dress you really want to wear, no matter the occasion. For me, it was the red dress in Moulin Rouge. It was low cut, sexy, and so feminine with a corset tie up the back. The dress is tight through the torso then flairs into an amazing skirt. As soon as it came on screen, I knew I needed to wear that dress one day.”

      “Did you?”

      I don’t let my smile fall. “Not yet. I’m not sure I’ll ever have an opportunity to wear a dress like that, but maybe one day. I don’t see any fancy balls in my future though. Do you have a dream dress?”

      Brae rubs her lips together and keeps her arm linked with mine as we walk to the entrance of the mall and she thinks. “I don’t think so.”

      “Let’s find you one then. You’ll know it when you see it.”

      Brae and I are scanning the racks, folding dresses over our arms for her to try on. I grab anything that’s in her size, flattering for her skin tone, and wouldn’t make Callan turn into a raging monster before keeling over from a heart attack.

      As I’m swiping through the dresses hanging on the rack, a green dress appears that I quickly cover and force my mind away until the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Every sense I have is screaming for me to run and not look back, but I have to. I turn toward the aisle and bile rises in my throat. Pierce—my ex-husband, my ex monster, is walking down the aisle with his focus on his phone. He’s pristine as ever, but I know the devil that hides behind the Armani suit. Sweat breaks along my brow line and my heart pounds against my ribs. I drop the dresses on the ground and run for any available hiding spot before I can even summon words to tell Brae I’ll be back.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Callan

        

      

    

    
      My fingers twirl a bottle cap. I’m in the oversized leather chair with my legs stretched out and my feet on the ottoman in front of me. Brae is curled into the corner of the couch with a fleece blanket covering her. One of her fists is wrapped around the edge as she holds it under her chin.

      She’s been quiet since getting home from shopping with Iris. This sullen mood isn’t what I expected. I thought she’d waltz in the door, riding the same cloud she left floating on. I’d picked up her favorite pepperoni and olive pizza from the joint down the street, wanting her to have a good day for even a few minutes longer.

      I’d bought enough pizza for Iris to join us, but she didn’t. She went home after walking Brae to the door with barely a wave goodbye. I stood in the doorway stunned for at least a minute after Iris walked into her apartment and locked her door.

      I thought I’d have to force a smile while my baby sister tried on her dress for me. Instead she handed me the leftover cash and walked straight to her room, holding the dress a few feet off the ground. She came back out and grabbed a Diet Coke from the fridge and a plate for the pizza. We ate in silence. I tried to broach the shopping trip but got little more than a few words and noncommittal noises.

      Silence and Brae don’t really go together; she can fill in empty noise with chatter about anything. She’s been that way since she was born. Before she could speak actual words, she filled the silence with baby gurgles and once she learned to speak, she spoke with anyone about anything. If I took her to the grocery store, the cashier would know our life story before they finished ringing up our items.

      Light and color flick from the TV into the living room while Brae flips through channels mindlessly. She hasn’t settled on any channel for longer than thirty seconds, she’s scrolled through all of our options. Twice.

      Mom was a waste of space. We’re better off without her, but in these moments—the moments when Brae is so very clearly a teenage girl—I fuckin’ wish that woman gave more to us.

      Savannah and Ava have girls. But I don’t think their one-year-old and seven-year-old will be much help for my teenage-girl dilemma.

      I take a swig of my beer and brace for the reaction as I ask her a question. “What color is your dress?”

      Brae adjusts herself on the couch. Her eyes slice to mine. “Ice blue.”

      I wait for her to say something else, but she doesn’t. She remains completely silent and sullen. I take another slug of my beer and lick my lips before trying again.

      “Do you love it?”

      She starts to shrug but stops mid-movement and nods. A smile crosses her face; it’s so small I almost miss it. Fuck yeah. Progress.

      “Is it appropriate?”

      She groans and whines, “Callan.”

      And a step back again. My free hand curls into a fist on the arm of the chair as I search for any patience I can muster. I think of another question to ask her. Brae watches clothing shows all the time that I try to tune out. I rack my brain for any word I’ve heard used.

      “Is it… long?” I ask. Long. Long is what I come up with. Then the perfect question pops into my mind. “Does it have a sweet tart neck?”

      I take a victorious pull of my beer, proud of myself for remembering that and even prouder when Brae chuckles. “Sweetheart neckline. Yes, it’s long and does have a sweetheart neckline.”

      I chuckle along with her and shrug. “I’m not supposed to know about that shit anyway.”

      She pulls the covers closer to her and snuggles back under them, without saying another word. Another step back.

      “Brae.”

      Her attention comes back to me.

      “What’s going on with you?”

      She turns her focus back to the TV for a minute and doesn’t answer. I’m about to press when she sits up and crosses her legs like she’s in a kindergarten classroom. Her hands fidget above the blanket then tug through her hair forcefully.

      “I don’t know if I should say anything.”

      What the fuck.

      “You should always tell me. I’m open to listening to whatever you have to say. Anything you need, we’ll figure it out together.” I can’t promise her that I’ll always want to hear what she has to say, but nothing in this world would stop be from being the brother she needs. If that includes listening to boy problems, female time of the month issues, or about what color shoes she should wear—I don’t care, I’ll listen to any of it and figure it out with her.

      “It’s not about me,” she says.

      “Who is it?”

      “Iris.”

      The blood pumping through my veins and to my heart freezes. Did something happen today? Did she make Brae uncomfortable? I have trouble imagining that little bird doing anything to harm anyone. Or even saying anything rude to anyone.

      She curses using breakfast foods.

      “What happened? Did she say something to you?”

      “Nothing like that.”

      Brae hasn’t looked up at me once. She’s picking at the polish on her fingernails. Her face changes shades with the changing glow of the TV, but the deep crease between her brows and trembling lip let me know something is seriously wrong.

      “Brae,” I whisper when her hand comes up, wiping her eye.

      “I don’t even know what happened, but I know something did. That sounds crazy. It’s why I didn’t want to say anything, but...I just know.”

      “Give me something, Brae.” I lean forward and plead with her to tell me something. God damn anything.

      Her breath hitches as she breathes in, and finally her eyes are on mine.

      “At brunch, I stole a potato from her plate. She froze.”

      I cock an eyebrow and hesitate before speaking slowly. “Some people don’t like to share food,” I say. “I let you pick whatever the hell you want off of my plate, but not everyone is like that, especially if they don’t know each other well.”

      “It wasn’t that. Her eyes glazed over and she was gone. I put the potato back.”

      I want to laugh when she pauses. I can see Brae returning a piece of potato that she stole from someone else’s plate. Her next words take all the amusement out of me.

      “She looked terrified. She was shaking and her hands were trembling. She tried to act normal after, but it was weird.”

      Every interaction I’ve had with Iris flashes through my mind. The mirror hanging outside her door. The way she shrank away from my anger. Her flinching in the parking lot when I raised my hand.

      I don’t know if she’s been abused, but it’s what I’m thinking. Carmen makes it seem like she has no one in this world. Was it her parents? Did she have a shitty upbringing like me and Brae?

      “That’s not all.”

      Fuck. I reach forward, grabbing the remote from the coffee table, and mute the already-quiet tv.

      “What else, B?”

      “When we got to the mall and were picking out dresses, she gasped and dropped all the dresses she was holding and ran. It took me a few minutes to find her. She was hiding in a dressing room with her feet up. She didn’t respond to me at first, but when she opened the door, her face was so white and scared. Her face was red and splotchy like she’d been crying and her breathing wasn’t normal.”

      Brae swallows. I lean forward, resting my forearms on my knees, waiting for her to continue. Everything else has faded away, and the information I’m getting from Brae is the goddamn carrot dangling from a stick that I’ll do anything to snag.

      “Again, she was shaking and scared. When she finally came out of the dressing room, she kept her head on a swivel, constantly watching her back and looking around for someone. I tried to ask her about it, but she played it off as something else.”

      “What’d she try to play it off as?”

      “She said she saw a bug.”

      “A bug?”

      “A bug.”

      “How’d the rest of the day go?”

      Brae sighs, settling back into the cushions, and crosses her arms over her chest. “She acted like nothing happened. We found a beautiful dress she insists is made for me, we found the perfect shoes to go with it, and I worried about her all day.”

      I’m worried about her too. I look at the wall separating our apartments. I find myself wishing for the ability to see through walls. There hasn’t been a peep from her all night. She’s never been as loud as those first couple of days, but the walls aren’t the highest quality—I can usually hear her moving around.

      “We’ll help her out,” I promise Brae.

      Brae settles back down on the couch. I stare at the wall for a few more minutes before standing up and dumping the rest of my beer down the sink.

      “B, I’m going next door. I’m locking up behind me. I won’t be gone too long.”

      “Make sure she’s okay.”

      I fucking plan on it.

      I stomp to her front door and knock. I stand back with my hands in my pockets, giving her plenty of room to open the door. A minute passes by and nothing.

      I knock again, this time a little louder.

      A second later, I can hear her footsteps. Her shadow appears at the bottom of the door. I stare at the peephole, knowing she’s looking through it.

      Open up for me, birdie.

      I swallow a groan when she opens the door. She’s barefoot, and there are tiny speckles of paint on her skin. I follow her bare legs up to the hem of the large button-down shirt she’s wearing. The shirt has caked-on paint, some of it stiff from age and some of it still dripping wet.

      Dark pieces of hair are falling from the bun on top of her head. I save her face for last. As always, her eyes are huge and open, not hiding a damn thing. A man like me could get lost in that gaze. Paint is splashed across her high cheekbones and smeared along her forehead.

      Fuckin’ cute.

      “Callan.”

      “Birdie.”

      I didn’t think I would ever be disappointed not to hear my nickname come out of her mouth, but I am. I point behind her. “Can I come in?”

      Iris’s eyebrows rise, but she steps back and allows me past her. She shuts the door once I’m inside and engages the locks and the chain locks.

      She fears something. I know it. And, I silently vow to do everything to take that fear away. I lived my life in fear of something happening to Brae. It’s not a life, it’s an existence. Iris deserves to be free from the chains that are holding her down. The sassy, confident, fiery girl I see glimpses of needs to shine. I need to know her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Iris

        

      

    

    
      Callan strolls past me to the living room, looking around the space. I survey everything in the room, trying to see it as he does. Poppy’s paintings are hanging on the walls. There’s a white bookcase, in the corner of the room, filled with paperbacks of some of my favorite books—mostly romance novels. My couch is covered in soft fabric in a warm gray with teal throw pillows propped in the corner. The rug beneath the wood-and-metal coffee table is a swirling pattern of pinks and turquoise. A similar shade to his eyes, but not quite as dynamic.

      Callan stands in front of the painting. Snowcapped Rockies are in the background, and in the foreground is an old abandoned chapel nestled into the mountainside. I wish I knew if that place existed and where Poppy found it. I never had the chance to ask him or the courage to ask Grams.

      “Did you paint this?”

      I snort. “Definitely not. My grandpa did. He painted all of these.”

      Callan faces me, scanning me from head to toe, pausing on the paint spots along my shirt and legs. “Definitely not? Looks like you paint.”

      “My paintings are nothing like that. Compared to this, my work is like a toddler’s finger painting.” I shrug. “Even if they’re not beautiful, I still love the feel of the brush in my hand.”

      That’s the honest truth. A truth so deep in my soul, I can’t believe I said it aloud in front of Callan. I look down at my feet, dragging my toe over the rug. After seeing Pierce for the first time in years, I painted through the pain of my hand. I tried to paint away the worry and doubts that swirled in my mind. I wanted to come home from the mall, pack my bags, and leave without a goodbye to anyone. I got as far as the front door and hearing the low murmur of Callan’s voice through the thin walls.

      I know why he’s here. Brae must have told him I acted like a crazy person, and now he’s going to tell me I can’t see her. My friend count will be halved about as fast as I could snap my fingers.

      Callan’s bare feet come into my view. His heavy hands fall on my shoulders and slide to my neck. His thumbs lift my chin and tilt my face up to his. Tears pool in my eyes at the gentle gesture. With the barest touch, my soul knows his.

      “Are you okay?” Concern fills his eyes. This close I can the see the different hues to blue. His calloused thumb sweeps over my cheek wiping away the lone tear that fell. My breath hitches and I bite my tongue until the threat of tears leaves me, but my nose is still tingling. One sentence, three words. A simple question.

      “Yeah.” I try to look down again, but Callan keeps the pressure on my chin.

      “Look at me, birdie.” His whisper is as rough and calloused as his hands against my skin. Are you okay?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry Brae had to see that.” I don’t deny that she saw something, and I won’t act like it didn’t happen. He’s here standing in front of me. Worrying about me. I can’t lie to him.

      “What happened?” His voice is still soft, but I hear the demand underneath those words. He won’t let me walk away from this without answers from me. I’ve watched Callan and learned the kind of man he is since I move in, if I’ve learned anything, it’s that he’d never leave behind someone who is in trouble. And, I know, in trouble is written all over me.

      “Saw someone I didn’t want to see.”

      “The person who is responsible for you shrinking away from me when I go to run a hand through my hair?”

      That’s another thing about Callan. He’s perceptive. Though, I don’t know who could miss a woman shrinking away from a raised hand. I move to step back, but Callan pulls me forward until my hands fall to his chest and the rest of our bodies are flush against each other. In my most inner thoughts, I’ve wanted this from the beginning, even when he terrified me.  I’ve wanted to feel his hard and strong and capable body against mine. I’ve wanted to feel what it is like for his protective instincts to rise for me. Now that’s here though, I can’t unload my burdens on his already full plate. I can’t do that. Not to him.

      “Tell me.”

      I shake my head. “Not right now. Not yet. Maybe not ever, but definitely not now.”

      “Just tell me who that person is to you.” The hand on my neck slides into my hair and sifts his fingers through my locks.

      “My ex-husband.”

      His hand spasms when I answer and his eyes flare bright and angry. “Ex-husband?”

      “Yes.” The shame, the torture, everything that I left behind with Pierce is flooding through me as I admit it out loud.

      “That’s who you saw today?” Callan pulls me even closer to him. My body yields to fit against his and in the cocoon of his arms, I know nothing could ever touch me.

      “Yes.”

      Callan doesn’t say anything else, just hugs me close to him. My cheek rests against his chest. One of his hands slides into my messy hair, and the other stays anchored to my lower back, keeping us close together.

      “I want to know about him. Not now, but I do.”

      “Callan.”

      “We’re going to start something. I want to take you out. I want to get to know you and I swear to you, whatever it becomes—friends or more or whatever—you’ll always be safe with me.”

      I lean my head back, staring into his eyes. “Take me out?” I can’t stop the smile from stretching across my face. I thought it would be impossible to smile today after seeing my monster, but the man in front of me proved me wrong. So many wouldn’t consider him with his gruff exterior and hard past a white knight, but he’s all that and more to me.

      “Yeah. Take you out.” Callan’s eyes roam my face and settle on my lips. He leans forward, putting his forehead against mine. His breath fans over my face and I shiver.

      “Are you going to kiss me?”

      He stands to his full height once again, gazing at my lips. “Yeah, birdie. I’m going to kiss you.”

      With a whoosh of air, all the oxygen leaves my lungs. My breathing picks up with my heart rate. I tilt my face back, my eyes sliding closed.

      Callan leans down, barely grazing his lips along the column of my neck until he reaches my ear. “Fuck yes, I’m going to kiss you. Not yet though.”
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          Iris

        

      

    

    
      It’s been almost a week since I saw Pierce in the flesh for the first time in a long time. I’d hoped it would be longer. I’d hoped it would be forever.

      Every night this week, I’ve had dinner with Callan and Brae, and twice Corbin was there. Brae hovered around me for the first two nights. I’d catch her staring at me with furrowed brows. I wish she hadn’t seen two freak-outs. On the same day. Pancakes.

      Every night this week I’ve been with Callan.

      And still no kiss.

      At least not a kiss on my lips. He’s kissed my forehead, my cheeks, my neck. Just not my lips. I desperately want to feel his lips against mine. Every part of me he has kissed is tingly for hours after his lips leave my skin.

      I’m hoping it will change tomorrow night. Our first date. Even though I feel like we’re past that point now.

      I bite my lip and tilt my head back, looking up at Callan. His eyes are on the television in front of us. I’m tucked against his side with my head on his chest. Brae is in the opposite corner of the couch, also watching TV.

      I can’t concentrate on the picture in front of me. I’m only thinking about our date and Callan’s lips.

      Brae gets up to go to the bathroom. Callan turns his attention to me and grins, shaking his head. His eyes, which capture me in their depths, are dancing with amusement. I ask the question I’ve been asking for a week.

      “Are you going to kiss me?”

      “Not yet.”

      I blow out a frustrated breath, huffing. Callan’s large hand cups my cheek.

      “There isn’t a lot I’ve done right in my life. Brae is about the only thing. I’m trying to do things right with you and give you the things you deserve. Taking you out on a date before I taste your lips is just one way I’m trying to do that.”

      My heart melts into a puddle right there on Callan’s brown leather sofa. It’s been a week since he told me he’s going to take me out, and he’s already treating me better than I’ve ever known.

      Pierce was a prince in the beginning of our whirlwind romance, but I can’t look back at that time and say I was treated well. It was a game and I was an easy target. There’s a small niggling fear that Callan is too good to be true.

      That he’s another person who’s hiding behind a mask.

      The logical side of me knows that isn’t true. Callan has surrounded himself with good people. I was automatically welcomed by everyone at The Cellar. They didn’t judge or make me feel like an outsider. They enfolded me into their close-knit group from when I sat down.

      After The Cellar, Savannah added me to a group chat with her, Harper, Val, Tate, and Ava. I’m meeting them tomorrow morning before Harper opens her boutique for early morning shopping.

      Callan’s phone vibrates on the table in front of us, breaking our eye contact. He flips it over and stares at the screen. The serene expression that was gracing his face turns hard. His jaw clenches and his nostrils flare as he hits the screen of his phone. I glance at it, but the call is gone.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Spam caller.”

      Callan’s content expression is back on his face by the time Brae comes back into the room, but there’s a feeling in my gut telling me I’m not the only one on this couch hiding secrets.
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      Harper’s boutique, Harper’s Avenue, is nestled on an Austin city street in a beautiful area. A black and white striped overhang boasts the name of the store in feminine lettering.

      I hop out of my car, smiling, and cross the street. I’ve only met her one time, but this shop is totally her. Feminine, classy, and trendy. I knock on the glass door. My smile turns into a grin as I watch her strut to the door in high heels with a baby on her hip. She makes it look effortless and like she’s gliding across a runway with her hair blowing behind her with every step.

      “Come on in. All the girls are here, and we’ve already picked a few things we think will look absolutely perfect on you.”

      I sidle past her into the shop. It’s like a dream here. The walls are painted a pale blush with black-and-white art hanging around the shop. The racks of clothes are separated nicely in the large space, making it welcoming rather than overwhelming. At the register, in the middle of the room, is a small bakery display.

      “Wow,” I whisper. “This is beautiful, Harper.”

      “Thanks,” she says, smiling broadly and looking around with pride. “Roman thinks there’s too much pink, but I say it’s just the right amount.”

      “Is this your son?” I ask, tickling his side. The little guy bats his long dark lashes and gives me a gummy smile. It’s instant, the way I fall in love with him on the spot. And, I swear it’s as if he knows. His little smile turns into a tiny smirk reminding me of his tall, dark, and handsome father.

      “Oh my gosh, I’m sorry. Yes. I forgot you haven’t met him. It feels like you’re already part of the family. This is Caden.”

      “Hi, handsome,” I coo. Caden is resting on Harper’s shoulder, and his attention is focused on me. A smile stretches across his face, and he holds out his arms, opening and closing his fists.

      “Can I?” I ask, already reaching out my hands to grab the little guy from her arms.

      “Of course.”

      Harper shifts Caden into my arms. His hands clap against my face and I laugh as I nuzzle his neck soaking in the unique scent that babies carry.

      “Come on,” Harper says, walking to the back of her store. Val, Savannah, Tate, and Ava are sitting on blush suede couches, sipping what look like mimosas, and eating cupcakes. On the small gold coffee table is a tower of cupcakes with frosting piled high on top. Each looks decadent and masterfully decorated.

      “Cupcakes for breakfast?”

      “Cake can be had at any time. The one on the top row in the middle has bananas. Bananas are breakfast food,” Harper says. “Want a mimosa?”

      “Absolutely,” I say and reach forward for a cupcake. I take a bite into the pink cake and icing and moan when the strawberry flavor explodes on my tongue.

      “A lot or a little bit of orange juice?”

      “Just so you know, girl, we like a tiny bit of orange juice with our champagne,” Valerie says.

      “A little bit of orange juice.” I settle into a seat next to Savannah, still chewing my bite of cupcake, and move Caden from my hip to my lap. Savannah’s daughter is in her lap. As soon as Caden is settled on my lap facing Savannah’s daughter, he starts speaking baby.

      “They always do this,” Savannah says, bouncing her legs. “I swear they’re speaking a real language to each other. Best friends since birth. This is Avery, my daughter.”

      “She’s beautiful,” I murmur while watching Caden and Avery together. I prayed so many times over my years with Pierce to never have children. I couldn’t imagine bringing a child into that hell. It’s something I gave up on a long time ago.

      Watching these two together sparks an interest inside me. I wonder what a baby would look like with turquoise eyes and tan skin?

      I take a large gulp of my mimosa when Harper hands it to me, banishing that thought from my mind. We haven’t even had our first date, and I’m imagining babies with his eye color.

      Harper pulls a rolling rack in front of the couches.  A few dresses are already hanging from it. “This is what we’ve already chosen for you, but have a look around, add it to this, and then we’ll try on.”

      “I’ll start with what you have right here.”

      Harper walks over to me and takes Caden from my lap. I stand up and look at the group. “Am I the only one trying things on?”

      “Yes. So make it interesting,” Val says, grinning manically. She’s a complete nut, but I can’t help but laugh at her expression.

      I pluck the first dress from the rack and head into the dressing room, hanging the garment from a hook inside. That’s when I notice how short it is and how low the front and back are.

      I stick my head around the curtain. “Who the waffles chose this one?”

      “Must be Val’s,” Tate says. “You’ll look hot though. Callan would fall over if he saw you in that. He couldn’t keep his eyes off of you the other night. James said he’s never seen him act that way.”

      The dress is suddenly forgotten. I want to plant myself back on the couch and demand that Tate tell me everything she knows about Callan.

      But instead I go back into the dressing room and remove my clothes wondering if this is normal these women. I’ve never had this type of friendship. I’ve seen it in movies and read it in books, but assumed it was fake. I wait for the awkwardness to settle in, but it doesn’t, I want their opinion on how to impress Callan. I want him to feel proud that I’m by his side. If he looks even half as sexy as he does when he comes home in mud-soaked work boots and dirt all over his clothes with his hardhat tucked under his arm, I’ll be drooling all night. I want the same reaction from him.

      I take off my bra because there’s no way someone could wear a bra in this dress. It’s an amethyst color that compliments my skin and eyes nicely, but I wouldn’t be able to bend over or do much of anything.

      I can’t deny that, when I look in the mirror, I want to see Callan’s reaction to this dress. The dip in the front drops below my cleavage to the very top of my stomach, and the dip in the back hits my mid-back in about the same spot.

      The dress is short.

      And incredibly sexy.

      I slide my feet into the heels I wore over here, taking the dress to another level.

      I step out of the dressing room and everyone’s jaw hits the floor; even the babies stop gurgling.

      “Hot damn,” Val says. “I think our work is done here. Well, my work. I chose this. And when that sexy boy can’t keep his hands off of you, you’ll have to thank me. I don’t know how, but you will.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Callan

        

      

    

    
      Six forty.

      I’ll be knocking on Iris’s door in twenty minutes. I pull the stopper out of my bottle of whisky and pour a shot before tossing the amber liquid down my throat.

      I sit in a chair in the living room. My leg is bouncing. I’ve taken girls out before, but nothing like this. For one, I’ve never had money to take a woman to a nice restaurant. The only girl I’ve taken to a nice restaurant was Brae, after I’d saved to take her there for her birthday. Second, I wasn’t about to pursue anything with someone while I was in the mafia. Third, the girls I dated in Chicago were looking for the same thing I was—an easy fuck.

      So, in a way, this is my first fucking date.

      “Ugh! Cinnamon roll!”

      My leg stops bouncing and a chuckle escapes. Iris’s groans are muffled through the walls, but I can still hear her.

      I check the time on my phone. It’s still early, but she sounds like she’s struggling with something over there. I stand up and slip my phone into the pocket of my pants.

      I leave a note and a twenty on the counter for Brae in case her plans change and she comes home early. I hear another breakfast food curse as my lock slides into place. Four steps and I’m in front of her door. Anticipation thrums in my veins.

      I knock. The door flies open a second later. My tongue just about rolls out of my mouth when I catch my first eyeful of Iris. My dick twitches behind the zipper of my pants as I scan her from head to toe. Sitting across from her in this dress is going to be the most exquisite type of torture and I’ll surely have blue balls by the time I drop her off at her door.

      “Christ.”

      A purple dress hugs her body as if it’s painted on her skin. The dress is cut low in the middle, and her tits are perky and round. I want to trace that v with my damn tongue as I peel the dress from her body inch by fucking glorious inch.

      Her legs look long and toned in sky-high heels. I’d leave those on as I undressed her so I could feel them digging into my back.

      “Is Brae home?” Iris interrupts my fantasy of those legs being wrapped around me, that skirt pushed to her small waist, and the spikes of those damn heels digging into my back. I cough and think about the nasty stories I hear from the men on my crew, anything to get my dick to calm down. Greeting her dick first wouldn’t be the best way to start our first date. I haven’t even tasted her pretty pink lips.

      “No. Why?”

      Her head falls. “Pancakes.” Her voice sounds defeated with a hint of desperation.

      “What’s going on, birdie?”

      “I can’t zip my dress. I did it by myself in the store this morning. Do you know how much that sucks? Do boys go through that? With girls, we go in, we go shopping, find something that fits, and get it home. Boom! It’s like a whole new garment.”

      It’s then that I realize one of her hands is tucked behind her back while the other flies around, wildly gesticulating, punctuating each word she says.

      “Turn around, birdie. I’ll zip you up.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course.” I try to make my world sound nonchalant, but it takes all I have to concur that feat.

      Iris turns slowly, letting her hand fall. There are only a few more inches of zipper. I suppress a groan. The dress dips in the back too. Pure exquisite torture.

      I don’t know how I’m going to sit across from her while she looks so damn beautiful and sexy.

      My hand fucking shakes like I’m a teenage boy who’s never touched a girl as I reach for her zipper. I can’t resist brushing the pad of my finger along her spine before grabbing the zipper.

      My chest puffs as chills break out over her skin. She feels this too.

      I ease the zipper up, taking my time with those few inches and relishing every brush of my fingers against her bare skin.

      She turns back to face me, putting a palm to her forehead. “I can’t believe I’ve already made the date awkward.”

      “Getting a peek at your skin isn’t awkward. You’re the best view I’ve seen all damn day.”

      If you looked down and saw my dick pointing straight at you, that might make it awkward.

      As if she hears my thoughts, a flush rises on her chest, up her neck, and to her apple cheeks.

      “You’re stunning.”

      She smiles shyly, biting her lip, and looks at the sexy shoes on her feet before meeting my eyes again. “Thank you. You don’t look so bad yourself.”

      “Thanks. Are you ready?”

      “Yeah, let me grab my purse.”

      Iris heads back into her apartment, grabs her purse, and walks back outside. I stay close to her as she locks the door, and I take her hand to go down the stairs.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Iris

        

      

    

    
      Callan’s truck isn’t brand new, but it’s clean and has a wonderful pine scent combined with his spicy smell. The leather is soft and smooth underneath my legs. It’s roomy and the seats are comfortable.

      The best part, though, is the bench seat.

      My hip is pressed against his. My thigh is pressed against his. And his right arm is draped over my shoulders as he drives with his left hand.

      Callan helped me into his truck then walked around to get in on the driver’s side. He turned to look at me before putting the key in the ignition, grabbed my arm, and tucked me close to his side.

      One of his fingers skims along the space between my neck and shoulder. Goose bumps break out, and I tilt my head, giving his tickling fingers more access to my skin.

      “Where are we going?”

      Callan hasn’t given me any hint about his plans. He only told me to dress nicely.

      “The Brand. Have you been?”

      The Brand is a premier steakhouse in the area. Pierce often took me to steakhouses—sometimes alone, sometimes on business dinners—but we never went to The Brand. Pierce preferred a cityscape view and a place where he’d be seen. The Brand is outside of the city with a view of the hills. There’s no comparison about which I prefer or who I prefer to be with.

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “Good,” Callan says, squeezing my shoulder.

      Most of the drive is spent in comfortable silence. The sun blazes in the sky, starting to set behind the hills, creating a vibrant mixture of pinks, oranges, and reds. My hands rub together; I wish I had some of my paintbrushes to capture everything about this moment. The setting sun, the hills, the soft leather seats inside a black pickup truck and, most importantly, the rugged and masculine man sitting next to me. Long fingers curved over the steering wheel, a muscular arm wrapped around me. I could paint this scene a thousand times and never capture the warmth and protection I feel in this moment.

      If he asked me to, I’d ride in this truck to the end of the Earth with him, just as long as I could stay glued to his side feeling his warmth and strong arms wrapped around me.

      Callan turns into the parking lot of The Brand and quickly finds a parking spot. His hands grip my hips, helping me down from his truck. The edge of the parking lot has a look-out area for the surrounding hills. Benches surround a gazebo. Callan tugs me toward the area.

      He folds me into his chest, my arms wrap around his back, and he holds me tightly to him. I turn my eyes away from the sun to find him staring at me.

      “Are you going to kiss me now?”

      “Don’t think I can wait anymore.”

      One of his large, warm hands coasts up my back and weaves into my hair. I slide my hands from his back to his front, grazing over every rippling muscle beneath his shirt. My hands stop on his chest.

      His turquoise eyes are sparkling like the sea under the high sun. My breath catches as I watch them heat as he begins to descend.

      “Birdie.” His husky whisper makes my thighs clench. A feeling I haven’t had since before I knew how monstrous Pierce really was.

      Callan’s full lips finally, finally land on my mine. His tongue sweeps along the seam of my mouth, demanding entrance. I open immediately and whimper at the first crash of our tongues.

      A deep, guttural rumble bursts from Callan’s chest as he pulls me impossibly closer. I’m surrounded by him. Encased in his arms. Infiltrated with his taste. Consumed by his cologne. It’s too much. It’s not enough.

      My fingers find their way into his thick hair. He uses the hand fisted in my hair to hold me still as his tongue continues to plunder my mouth, taking everything I’m giving him. Everything I am.

      Callan breaks the kiss. My chest is heaving from my panting breaths.

      “Fuck.”

      “Pancakes.”

      Callan chuckles, planting a kiss on the tip of my nose. He grabs my hand and we stride to the door. We’re grinning like a couple of high schoolers who just made out underneath the bleachers.

      We’re seated by a large floor-to-ceiling window. Now that the sun has completely set, the lighting in the restaurant is romantic and atmospheric. There are candles at every table and dim lights in the chandeliers hanging above.

      The fire in Callan’s eyes hasn’t dimmed in the slightest. He hasn’t taken his eyes off me, even when the waiter came by for our drink order and when he dropped it off.

      I take a sip from my glass of wine as Callan speaks. “Why breakfast foods?”

      I snort and clap a hand over my mouth and nose. The wine almost spews from my mouth before I manage to swallow. I start chuckling. “When I was four or five, my grandmother took me to a park to play. I was on this wooden fort, waiting my turn to go down the slide. I was looking around at everything carved into the wood when a word jumped out at me. I read it, confused. My turn came up, so down the slide I went. I ran over to my grandma and told her ‘someone spelled duck wrong. It says fuck.’”

      Callan’s broad chest shakes with laughter. I sit up straighter, pleased I made him laugh. “What’d she say?”

      A fondness so deep and intricate spreads through me as I think about Grams. “She explained that word is actually a bad word and I shouldn’t say it. I asked why and her response was ‘young ladies never cuss.’ She told me to replace it with something else. Breakfast foods just stuck. When I was older and started to let a few slip here and there, she always repeated herself—but with a little more flair—‘young ladies never fuckin’ cuss, only old ladies.’ Funny thing is, my grandma cussed all the time as I got older, but never wanted me to. It’s just so ingrained to say breakfast foods instead.”

      Callan’s smile is wide and charming. “You’re too cute. I can imagine a young you—skinny, all limbs, a wild mane of dark hair, and gorgeous eyes—telling your Grams someone spelled duck wrong.”

      I chuckle and take another sip of my red wine.

      “Do you still see your grandma a lot?”

      My heart splinters and I feel my face fall. The smile on Callan’s face disappears, and his brow furrows. “She passed shortly after my high school graduation.”

      “Birdie,” Callan whispers, sliding his hand across the table and linking his fingers with mine. “I’m sorry.”

      I bite my lip and sniff to keep the threatening tears at bay. “Thank you. It was hard. She raised me and was really the only family I had.”

      His thumb sweeps over my knuckles. “I’m sorry. Was your Grams friends with Carmen?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek before the sting of tears can even start. Callan’s face falls again. “I’m fucking this up, aren’t I?”

      I give him the best smile I can manage and shake my head. “No, I want you to know this. I want you to know me. Carmen never met Grams. I met Carmen the night I ran away from Pierce. I planned everything perfectly. New bank account in just my name, some cash I was able to squirrel away, ditched my phone so he couldn’t track me. I escaped, my plan went perfectly until I had nowhere to go. I knew he’d find me if I used my name at a hotel.”

      “Escaped?” Callan rasped.

      I sucked in a breath, realizing everything I just spilled. “He abused me.”

      “Iris,” he whispered, squeezing my hand. I shake my head and hope he understands I can’t go too deep right now. He seems to understand but doesn’t like it. His Adam’s apple bobs with his thick swallows as he stares at me and holds back his questions.

      “I sat in the rain on a bus bench and cried. I cried until someone noticed and sat next to me. Carmen wouldn’t take no for an answer when she invited me home. She helped me file for divorce the next day.”

      “I don’t know everything about your past, birdie, but I do something about your future. For the rest of your life, no matter what we are, I will protect you. I’ll tear apart Heaven and Hell to keep you safe.”

      “If I know one think about you, Foxy,” I say, using his nickname to try to lighten the mood. “It’s that you’ll protect anyone you care about.”

      “You and Brae are on top of that list.”

      I squeeze his hand, overwhelmed by the emotions coming to life inside of my heart. The rest of the meal is lighter, and no more tears threaten to fall. Callan doesn’t let go of my hand until our food is served, and he picks it back up as soon as we’re both finished.

      He slides me across his bench seat, tucking me against his side again for our drive home. I lean my head on his chest and watch the streetlights pass us by.

      Callan holds my hand as we walk up the steps to our apartment. With each step, our feet are moving more slowly. I’m not ready to take this any further, but I also don’t want the night to end. It’s been more than I ever could’ve imagined.

      Our feet crest the top step. I dig into my purse with my free hand as Callan guides us to the door. “What’s this?”

      I look up. Callan is ripping a manila envelope off my front door. There’s no name or address. He hands it to me. I open it and slide out a picture.

      A scream tears up my throat.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Callan

        

      

    

    
      A photo flitters to the ground, landing face down on the cement. Iris’s hands are wrapped around her throat, and her eyes are darting all over the place. She’s whispering words that I can’t make out and on the verge of hyperventilating.

      I step closer to her, leaving the picture on the ground. She flinches, and a small yelp escapes her lips when my hands land on her shoulders. “Iris. What’s wrong?”

      She shakes her head faster. “I have to go. I have to. I have to. I have to, I don’t know! I have to get out of here.”

      A single tear escapes her eye before she bows her head, tearing through her purse. Her anxiety is coming off of her in waves. Her entire body is trembling as she keeps reaching through her purse. “Where are my keys?” Her voice is getting higher with each word out of her mouth.

      “Iris, talk to me.” I try to place my hand on her again, but she moves away as my hand was a brand. She hisses and more tears flow down her cheeks. Watching her like this feels like a punch straight to my sternum.

      I crouch down to pick up the photo and turn it over. The punch to my sternum becomes a stab straight to the heart.

      What the fuck?

      The blood pumping through my veins turns to ice, and my heart stops beating. The air around me is frozen. Rage, panic, anger, and utter madness is whipping through me like lightning and roaring through my veins like a tornado ready to take out everything in its path.

      It’s a picture of us.

      From tonight.

      From fucking tonight. Our damn perfect moment. Whoever sent this, I will rip them limb from limb for causing Iris to even feel an ounce of fear.

      It’s a picture of us kissing, but my face is scratched out. Dark red ink is smeared across the picture as if the words were written hastily and then shoved into the envelope before it dried. White-hot fury blasts through me as I read the words over and over.

      Remember who you belong to.

      Iris’s jangling keys grab my attention. I stand, clutching her wrist. Iris jumps and cowers, covering her head with her arms.

      Dammit. I will not let this taint our first night, the beginning of something big between us.

      “You’re coming to my place. No way in fuck you’re walking in there. I meant it, Iris, I will keep you safe. I swear it, birdie.” I brush her hair back from her face. She nods and hugs me tightly. I disconnect from her arms and kiss her cheek. “Let’s go into my apartment.”

      Iris keeps her head down, even when Carmen’s door opens and Arnie stands in the doorway. Carmen stands behind him with her hand on his shoulder. They’ve been seeing each other for a couple of weeks. I shake my head when Carmen steps forward.

      Take care of her, Carmen mouths.

      I nod and tighten my hold around the girl in my arms. I lead Iris to my door, unlocking it in record time, never letting go of her. I push her through the door and close it behind us. I’m thankful Brae is staying at a friend’s house tonight.

      I take my phone from my pocket and scroll until I find the right name, jab my thumb against the screen, and lift it to my ear.

      “Who are you calling?” I can barely hear Iris’s shaking voice.

      “Maddox. Hudson’s brother. He’s with APD.”

      “No!” Iris launches herself toward me and tries to grab the phone.

      I hang up. “What was that?”

      “No cops,” she pleads, tears leaking out of her eyes. “Please.”

      “Why?”

      “I tried. I tried so many times to go to them. They did nothing. He has them in his pocket. He has them. They did nothing. Only told him what I tried to do. You don’t know who he is or what he’s capable of. It’ll only be worse if he knows I called the police, especially if it’s someone who is actually decent. I can’t drag Hudson’s family into this. I’ve already exposed you, I can’t hurt anyone else.”

      “Birdie. I was going to give you time to open up about your past, not anymore. I need to know. Now.”

      She slowly nods. Her entire body is trembling. I put my phone back in my pocket; I’ll call Maddox after she tells me the story. I wrap her in my arms, holding her to my chest, and kiss the top of her head.

      “I’ll keep you safe.” My words are a vow. I’ll do anything to keep the gorgeous girl in my arms protected. “You’re staying the night.”

      Iris tenses and takes a step away from me, crossing her arms over her stomach. She turns away and looks down. “I’m not ready for that.”

      “I’m sleeping on the couch, birdie.”

      “Oh.”

      “After you tell me everything.”

      I lead Iris to the couch and pull her down on top of me. I band my arms around her, holding her tightly. She keeps her eyes aimed at my chest, running a finger along the exposed skin at my throat. Even that slightest touch makes my cock harden.

      “Iris.”

      She inhales deeply but doesn’t meet my eyes. Her rogue finger keeps tracing along my neck and pops a button to expose an inch of my chest. I hold in a groan.

      “Iris,” I say again.

      Finally, her hazel eyes meet mine. They’re shiny with unshed tears and filled with terror and sadness. I hug her even closer, laying a kiss on her forehead. My hand skims down her bare leg to the sexy shoes on her feet. I slip them off one by one, trying to help her get more comfortable.

      “I don’t know what to say,” Iris whispers. “I’ve never really told anyone before. I’ve never had anyone to tell.”

      “Carmen?” I ask.

      She shrugs and shakes her head, staring at her lap. “Except her, but I didn’t tell her everything, besides she took one look at me and knew.”

      I kiss her temple and take one of her hands in my mine, squeezing it. “When people care about you, they don’t care if you make them worry. It’s worse when they’re in the dark. Don’t keep it from me. Let me in.”

      Her hand squeezes mine back as a tear drips off the end of her nose.

      “Is this your ex?” I already know the answer. Who else would scratch off the face of a man besides an ex-lover? The way she flinches and the terror that crosses her features from time to time make me think I know where this is going, but I need to hear it. I need to hear all of it.

      “Yes,” she whispers. “I thought it was done.”

      Her eyes meet mine. I cup the side of her face, brushing the tears from her cheek. “Thought what was done, sweetheart?”

      “Pierce. I thought he was leaving me alone.”

      The muscles in my neck bunch together, and my fingers at her hip dig into her flesh. “He’s been bugging you since your divorce?”

      Iris shrugs.

      “Birdie. Talk to me. Start at the beginning.”

      She’s silent for a long moment. So long I almost think she’s not going to speak and that I’ll have to pry every word from her lips, begging for each morsel of information. But I don’t have to. She starts at the beginning.

      “My grandparents raised me. Poppy died when I was really young, so really it was just my grandma. My mom was more interested in drugs and partying than raising an infant, so my grandma got custody of me, and I’ve seen my mom a handful of times.”

      My chest tears open listening to her words. The first time I saw Iris, I never thought we would have something like that in common. Both of our mothers are wastes of space. I’m thankful she had grandparents to look after her instead of being carted off into the system.

      “My mom was more interested in drugs than me or Brae,” I reply. Her eyes widen and her gaze shoots to mine as she sucks in a shaky breath.

      “I don’t know who my dad is. I don’t want to know. If he’s anything like my mom, it’s not worth knowing. My grandma was the best.”

      A ghost of a smile forms on my lips, matching the one on hers. As her smile falls, so does mine.

      “She was diagnosed with lung cancer when I was fourteen. She’d never smoked a day in her life. She fought for so long and she fought so hard.”

      Iris’s voice breaks on the last few words, and my heart cracks hearing the pain in her voice. My mind searches for ways to soothe her. I want to take her pain and carry it for her. I’d carry every burden and hardship as my own if she could live an easy life.

      “She died shortly after my high school graduation. I was still living in our trailer and working as hard as I could to keep myself in that place. School wasn’t even a thought in my mind, that was just a pipe dream. I was working as a waitress for a catering company when I met him.”

      Him.

      Pierce. I already hate him and have a deep, scorching urge to wrap my hands around his throat. My gut says that need will only get worse.

      Iris frowns as she plays with a button on my shirt.

      “Was he working with you?”

      “No. He was a guest. Some drunk guy tried to get handsy with me, and Pierce stepped in, saving me.”

      Iris rubs her forehead. “I was so stupid. I thought he was a white knight. I kept thinking that when he took me home. I kept thinking that when he showed up the next day with flowers. And the day after that with dinner. He kept coming by. He promised he would take care of me.”

      Iris’s chin wobbles and her eyes meet mine, pleading with me. “You have to understand. I was so lost and broken from losing Grams. I wanted someone, I needed someone. I know now that I don’t need someone to take care of me, but I snapped up his offer.” A sob breaks from her chest. “I’ll never forgive myself for that.”

      I pull Iris closer to me, laying her head on my chest and kissing the top of her head. “Birdie, you were alone. Your entire world had just been ripped from you. You can’t blame yourself for wanting someone to look out for you.”

      “If I had taken the time to actually get to know him instead of seeing the expensive suits, dinners that weren’t noodles in a cup, and the pretty presents, I might have saved myself. I didn’t though. He promised he’d take care of me, and two weeks after we met at the gala, I was his wife and went from living in an old trailer to a mansion.”

      Iris lifts her head from my chest. Her jaw is set tight and firm. “If it had happened right away, it would’ve been easier. I would’ve left right away. It didn’t though.”

      “What didn’t happen right away?”

      I tense, knowing that it’s coming. Whatever happened, wherever this led to, I know that it’s about to come out of her beautiful mouth. “The first year was wonderful. I did fall in love with him. I did everything I could to keep him happy. I tried to be the perfect wife. The absolute perfect wife. I was so thankful for him. One day, my perfect wifedom slipped. I didn’t feel well, so I didn’t get his clothes from the dry cleaners. That’s when it happened. That’s when he hit me.”

      That’s when he hit me.

      Those words are like a sucker punch to my throat, knocking the air from my lungs and seizing it tight as I battle for just one more breath.

      “Birdie,” I whisper. My forehead lands against hers. Her tears aren’t falling anymore. Her eyes are glazed over as if she’s lost in the memories.

      “He apologized right after. It was a slap. One slap. That’s the way I justified it anyway. I looked around at my life, at this man I thought I loved, who seemed sorry, and wondered if I should throw it away for one slap. For one mistake.”

      Iris swallows, clenching her jaw. “It wasn’t a mistake though. It wasn’t one slap. It kept happening. Again and again. He never took me to the hospital. He paid a private doctor to look after me when he’d beaten me so badly I was bedridden or unconscious. I tried to leave a few times. I tried to go to the cops, and somehow my reports always went missing. No matter who I spoke to.”

      Jesus. My chest is tightening with each word she speaks and it’s getting harder to breathe, harder to sit here and not go looking for that asshole and annihilate him limb by fucking limb.

      “I had to save myself. I started a bank account in my name, got a burner phone, and found ways to learn website design and coding online without him noticing. It took me two years to have enough money squirreled away to actually leave.”

      “How did you leave?”

      “Every time I left the house to go to the store or wherever, I’d take something with me—a T-shirt, a pair of shoes—and I would hide them in my car in a duffle bag. After a week or so, I had enough to get by for a little bit. I went to the store, parked my car, got out my duffle bag, and walked away. That’s when Carmen found me, brought me to her place, and helped me.”

      Iris bites her bottom lip and sucks in a rattling breath. “I started filing for a divorce right away. Pierce fought it. He made promises and tried to drag me home over and over. I escaped each time he managed to steal me and bring me back to the house. Finally, we had to go in front of a judge, since Pierce kept contesting it, and the judge granted it. Pierce didn’t give up. He vowed I’d never be with another man.”

      And now she is.

      “A few months after the divorce, the harassment stopped. He left me alone. He’s been leaving me alone for about a year and half now. I thought it was over. And now, it’s not. He was just biding his time. He wanted me to feel safe so I could come back here and make it easier for him.”

      Or got so pissed he saw you with another man, he’s upping his game. I don’t say my thoughts aloud. But I have a feeling he’s never stopped watching. He gave her space for whatever reason, but when she met me, it crossed a line.

      “It’s not about me though. He took offense that I left him and embarrassed him. I was property, not a wife. I also know too many of his secrets. If I told anyone though, he wouldn’t only kill me, he’d kill everyone in my life.”

      “What secrets?”

      Iris’s chin quivers as she sinks her teeth into her bottom lip debating. “You can’t tell anyone,” she whispers.

      “Okay,” I say.

      “I mean it, Callan. If he thought you might know, he’d come after Brae and there would be no way to stop it.” Her hands fist in my shirt, pleading with me to understand the weight of what she’s about to tell me. “Promise me. Swear it.”

      “I swear, Iris.” My voice is scratchy and suddenly I wish Brae was here with us so I could have both of them under one roof and making sure they’re both safe.

      “He doesn’t exactly make all of his money through legal means. To be honest, I don’t know everything, I didn’t want to know. It scared me too much, but he deals in firearms. And, not just selling a gun or two on the streets. He ships hundreds of crates overseas.”

      Mother fucker. I take a deep settling breath.

      “I won’t let it get out,” I say. I mean it, too. It’s not something I’ll share when I call Maddox. I lived for years with men who would do anything to keep their crimes a secret. Brae and Iris’s safety is on the line and that information can’t get into the wrong hands. I brush my hand up the column of her neck, letting my thumb hover over her pulse point. “I’m proud of you for getting out. I’m so sorry it happened to you.”

      Iris lifts her chin and nods. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll never hurt you that way. You know that, right?”

      “Yes.” She brings her hand up to my face and runs her thumb over my cheekbone. Now that she’s finished speaking, her eyes look tired and red rimmed.

      I stand up with Iris in my arms. I walk to my bedroom and lay her on the bed before turning to my dresser and grabbing a shirt and a pair of sweatpants for her to wear. “You’re staying here until we know you’re safe.”

      “I can’t do that, Callan.” She starts shuffling to get off the bed, but I stop her.

      “Yes, you can. And you are. I’m keeping you safe. I can do that better if you’re in the same place as me.”

      “I-I’m not ready for this,” Iris says, her eyes falling to her lap.

      I cup her cheek and lift her face until her eyes meet mine again. “I’m sleeping on the couch. We take this as slow or as fast you want to.”

      “Can I have a kiss goodnight?”

      I lean in and touch my lips to hers for a quick kiss. Before I can pull away, her hand weaves into my hair, deepening the kiss and deepening my vow to protect her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Callan

        

      

    

    
      I tighten my arm around Iris’s waist as I wake up, inhaling her sweet scent. She’s been staying with me for two weeks. Last night, we fell asleep talking in bed before I could get up to move to the couch. It’s the first time we’ve woken up in the same bed. I’ve taken up residence on the couch.  Iris has only gone home to get clothes and more art supplies. My living room is overrun with paint-splattered canvases, Converse with painted designs, and just about anything else they can put paint on.

      When I left my wallet on the counter, Brae even tried to paint that.

      Iris’s pert ass is nestled against my hard dick. I suppress a groan and the desire to grind my hips against her ass. She isn’t ready for that yet. Her kisses have been setting me on fire for two weeks, but I’ve kept my hands on her waist, her back, and her face. And I’ve kept my dick in my pants.

      Except in the shower when it’s in my hand and thoughts of her flood my mind.

      I called Maddox after putting Iris in my bed two weeks ago. Her apartment hadn’t been broken into, and leaving a note on the door isn’t technically illegal. His hands were tied, and there wasn’t anything he could do, but if anything ever happens there’s a record of this.

      I only left out Iris’s ex-husband’s past. I trust Maddox, but I don’t know the men he works with.

      It’s been quiet for the last two weeks. No notes. Nothing.

      I sat down with Brae when she came home the next day. I didn’t tell her everything, but I made sure she was more on guard than usual and told her that Iris would be staying with us for a bit.

      She didn’t mind at all. She’s happy to have another girl in the house. She stayed at a friend’s house again last night. It’s just Iris and me this morning.

      Iris stretches. I feel her body slowly wake up. Her ass presses against my dick and freezes. She slowly looks over her shoulder with wide eyes.

      I chuckle. “Sorry, birdie. Can’t help it. I have the most beautiful girl in the world in my arms. Shit’s going to happen.”

      Iris licks her lips and her eyes move down to my mouth. When her eyes meet mine again, they’re heated and her pupils are slowly dilating and a deep blush is rising up her neck and to her cheeks.

      Iris turns until she’s facing me. Her hand falls to my naked chest and caresses my skin, moving up to my neck. She watches her hand’s movements before meeting my gaze again. My breathing picks up speed as if I’ve never been touched by a woman before, and she’s only touching my chest.

      Christ.

      I lean in to kiss her, but she pulls back, covering her mouth. “Morning breath,” she mumbles behind her hand.

      “Don’t give a fuck,” I growl, tugging her hand from her face and kissing her. Her mouth opens for me with a gasp. I take the opportunity to plunge my tongue into her mouth. Her tongue slides against mine as we tangle with our control.

      She moans, gripping my hair tighter and snuggling her body closer to mine. I roll her to her back, moving on top of her, holding myself up with my arms and keeping my weight off of her. I look down at her and take in every piece of her.

      Long, dark hair is spread across my pillow. Her face is soft with full lips. She smells extra sweet this morning, and her hazel eyes have turned into a burning amber. I want to kick my own ass for not getting us to this point sooner. I can’t imagine that a man could’ve ever had a woman like Iris in his bed and harmed one single strand of hair on her head. I want to cherish and worship the woman beneath me and fight every single army if I could hear her laugh just once.

      “Fuck. You’re gorgeous.”

      Her teeth sink into her bottom lip, and a delicious pink spreads from her chest to her neck to her cheeks. I bring my head down, planting my lips just below her ear and skimming my tongue down her neck.

      Iris’s legs part for me and my hips fall between them. I groan. I can feel the heat of her through my boxers and her sleep shorts. My hand falls to her leg. Her skin is silky smooth. I follow a smooth path all the way up to her hip, her waist, the side of her breast and, finally, her neck. My hand winds up behind her head, lifting it to mine as I take her lips again.

      My heart is about to beat out of my chest just from kissing her and feeling the smooth skin of her leg. Iris rolls her hips, and I just about come out of my skin. I’ve only had her mouth, and I already crave everything about her.

      She rolls her hips again, her heat hitting my cock. She moans when I meet her rolling hips with a thrust of my own.

      Iris pushes against my chest. I sit back on my knees, trying to gather my breath. I took it too far and moved too fast for her. My chest is rising and falling rapidly. I run a hand through my hair.

      Fuck.

      “I’m sorry. Let’s slow down.”

      “No.”

      My eyes whip to hers. She’s sitting up, staring at me. The only time her eyes break contact with mine is when the shirt is ripped over her head. It takes every fucking ounce of willpower I possess to keep my eyes on hers and not sliding inches lower where I know she’s bared.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” Her whispered words fill me with even more desire and urgency to feel every part of her. My eyes skim down her face, the long column of neck, and her chest and finally land on her full, perky tits.

      “Christ. You’re perfect.”

      Her tits are high on her chest, the perfect size for my palm. Rosy nipples harden beneath my hungry stare. I lick my lips and prowl toward her on the bed.

      I kiss her again. My thumbs run over her nipples. Her back arches toward me, one of my hands moves to her back, and I lay her down again. My lips work their way down her body to her nipple. I suck. Hard. Grazing my teeth over the point. Her hands clutch my shoulders and she moans my name.

      My name spilling from her lips in a husky, lust-induced whisper makes me want to pound on my chest like King fucking Kong.

      I move to one breast, licking around her nipple, and cup her other breast, twisting the nipple between my thumb and forefinger.

      Iris grinds her hips against me, whimpering.

      “Need more, birdie?”

      “Yes.” I lift my head and watch her heaving chest as she pants her answer.

      I lower my mouth to her breast, tickling her skin with my fingers. My mouth traces a path from her waist and hips, down her flat stomach, and inside her shorts.

      I brush the pad of my finger over her slit through her panties. Her fingers dig into my back. I sit back, ripping her shorts and underwear off. She’s lying in front of me completely naked, and I’ve never seen a sight so beautiful.

      I’ve never been treated to something so mesmerizing.

      Her eyes pop open. She tries to close her parted legs, and her arms fall to her breasts, covering herself. I keep her legs open and remove her arms.

      “Never hide from me. Never.”

      She nods, and her hand touches my chest, slides down my abs, and goes to the waistband of my boxers. I grab her wrist and shake my head. “This is just for you.”

      Before she can answer, I lean down, kissing her again. Kissing her and tasting her, our tongues dueling and her hips grinding against me to seek friction.

      I kiss my way down her body, using my shoulders to spread her thighs even more. My finger runs along her slit. I coat my finger in her wetness and rub against her clit. She bucks at the first touch.

      I lower my head, sucking her clit into my mouth and rolling my tongue against it. One finger sinks inside her as I continue to lick and suck. My fingers and tongue work her until she’s at the edge. My eyes are glued to her face, watching her as I taste her sweetness.

      My dick has never been as hard as it is right now, and she hasn’t even touched me. Watching her get off is the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. Her back arches and her hand comes to my head, fisting my hair. I growl as I fuck her with my tongue while she tugs on my hair.

      Her eyes open, finding me between her legs. They stay locked on me as her mouth falls open and she moans my name through her orgasm. I slow my ministrations and work through every quake, taking one final taste before I crawl up her body and kiss her.

      Her breaths are still heavy as she reaches for the band of my boxers again, but I shake my head. “Just for you, birdie.”

      Her cheeks turn even pinker. I roll us to our sides, bringing her flush against my body, and I memorize the feel of her tits against my chest, her silky legs tangled with mine, and the way our breaths are timed perfectly with each other.
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      “Your cooking has really gotten better, James,” Brae says.

      James lifts his eyebrow and mock-glares at her before shoving a bite of food into his mouth. James and I used to try to cook for Brae, but mostly it was disaster after disaster.

      “Can you make a cake that’s straight now?” Brae asks while chuckling.

      “Still tasted good,” James mutters.

      Tate smiles and bumps her shoulder with Brae. “I don’t think I’ve heard this story.”

      Since Tate found out about James’s past and met Brae and me, she’s been hounding us for stories of the big guy. Every bit that she can soak up about him, she does. She’s the reason I forgave James and now I’m glad that he has her in his life. He deserves someone as good as her.

      “It was my birthday and these guys decided to get fancy and bake me a triple-layered cake. It was so uneven, completely uncooked in the middle, but one layer was burnt. The frosting was sliding off because it was tilted so far to the side. Still one of my favorite birthdays though,” Brae finishes on a whisper. I couldn’t always give her something she wanted, but I tried with everything I had to give her something. The table erupts in laughter. I grab Iris’s hand and squeeze it.

      An hour later, Iris and Tate are laughing on James’s back deck. They’re curled under blankets in rocking chairs with glasses of wine. Iris, Brae, and I had dinner with James, Tate, and Corbin.  Corbin and Brae are watching TV in James’s living room. James wandered off to do something. I’m sitting in his kitchen, watching the women through the window.

      Iris throws her head back laughing. Her long neck arches, reminding me of this morning. My cock starts to harden behind my zipper, but my fantasies are interrupted by my phone.

      It’s an unknown Chicago number.

      Anger boils in my gut. I’m done with this shit. I accept the call instead of ignoring like I have been doing.

      “What the fuck do you want?” I answer with a hiss, keeping my voice low. Iris and Tate don’t look toward me. I look over my shoulder. Brae is watching TV, and Corbin is watching Brae.

      “It’s been a while. How’re those holes?”

      Fuckin’ dick. Luca Mancini, son of the mafia boss.

      “Closed up.” The two bullets he drilled into me didn’t cause any lasting damage, except for some scarring. “What the fuck do you want?” I repeat, keeping my tone low. “I’m fuckin’ out. Daddy know you’re calling me?”

      “Father can choke on his own dick. This isn’t family related.”

      I lick my lips, listening against my better judgment. If Luca isn’t calling me about the mafia, then why the fuck is he calling me? To catch up? Fuck that.

      “So I repeat, again, why the fuck are you calling me?”

      “You could have some manners. Ask how I am.” Luca’s tone is amused and casual, like we really are just two friends catching up on life. We’ve never been friends. Luca saw James and I on a street corner and knew we were both desperate. He took advantage, took us under his wing, and gave us more than any either of us could’ve gotten at any other job we would’ve been qualified for.

      “Don’t give a fuck.”

      Luca tsks. “I have a personal job for you. It’d set you up for life.”

      “Don’t want it.” I know he’s making a promise he can keep. He could give me enough money so I’d never have to work again, I could breathe easy while putting Brae through school, and I could even have Hudson design and build a house for Iris.

      I’ll work myself to the bone to make sure Brae gets through college, studying whatever she wants, and does it debt free. I’ll work until I bleed to build a home for Iris, somewhere she’ll be safe and the nightmares of her past won’t ever haunt her again. Even if I do it myself piece of wood by piece of wood and brick and by brick, even if it takes years, I will do it and without Luca.

      “Callan—”

      I cut him off and barely reign in the urge to slam my fist down on the counter. “Not interested, Luca. Stop calling.”

      I hang up the phone and squeeze the back of my neck. The muscles along my shoulders and neck are as hard as granite. A headache starts at the base of my neck and gets worse with every clench of my jaw.

      “Why the hell is Luca calling you?” James growls.

      I whip around to face him. His hands are balled into fists and he’s sneering. “After everything we did to get you out, you’re speaking to him?”

      “I’m not speaking to him. He’s been calling. I finally answered to tell him to fuck off.” I shake my head and run a finger along my temple.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “The same way you told me you were alive? You let me believe you were dead for ten years, and you’re really standing there asking why I didn’t tell you something? You got some fuckin’ nerve.”

      James’s shoulders move up and down with each furious breath. “Thought we got over that, brother.”

      I grit my teeth. We have. It pisses me off sometimes, but I fucking understand and can’t say I would’ve done different in his situation. “He wants me to do a job, hung up before I found out what it is.”

      A muscle in James’s jaw ticks, and he stares at me before nodding his head once, accepting my answer.
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          Iris

        

      

    

    
      Callan hops out of his truck, popping open the back door to let Brae out, and puts his hands on my hips. I can get down from his truck on my own. It’s raised, but not too high. I let him help me down anyway because I love the feel of sliding against his body.

      I land on my feet. Callan’s hands are still gripping my waist. His lips, tongue, and fingers have been on my mind since this morning. His hand was lying on James and Tate’s kitchen table, and I stared at it as I ate, wishing those rough fingers were dancing against my skin again.

      I don’t know if it will happen again since Brae is at home with us. If we’ll wait until she’s gone, or if we’ll do it while trying to be quiet. I’m not ready for sex, but I would love to explore his body and explore the way he makes me feel.

      Pierce is the only man I’ve been with, and sex with him was kind of scary, even before he raised a hand to me. It never felt good and it always hurt. In books and movies—and from hearing people talk—that’s not the way it always is. But I can’t lie; I’m still nervous that this is the way it will always be for me.

      And if it is, will Callan be disappointed in me?

      He leans down, briefly touching his lips to mine.

      “Stop kissing and making googly eyes at each other and come on! There’s a Say Yes To The Dress marathon on.”

      I giggle against Callan’s lips. He hasn’t been shy about his affection for me in front of Brae. He doesn’t stick his tongue in my mouth when she’s around, but he will kiss me, hug me, and wrap me in his arms on the couch.

      I step into Callan. He shuts the truck door behind me, grabbing my hand, and we head to the apartment with a skipping Brae in front of us. She takes off up the stairs, and we slowly amble behind her. Callan’s thumb grazes over my knuckles. I squeeze his hand in return.

      “My baby.”

      Callan freezes beside me for a second before leading me up the stairs at a fast clip.

      “Get your hands off of her,” he shouts as we crest the landing. A woman with Callan’s dark blond hair and striking eyes is hugging Brae. Is that their mother?

      She looks over her shoulder at Callan. There’s a menacing glint in her eyes.

      A smirk spreads across her face. Brae is trembling in her arms. Callan steps in front of me, cutting off her view of me. “Get your goddamn hands off of her.”

      Callan’s hands are in fists and he’s heaving with fury. The muscles in his neck and back are coiled tight. His arm shoots out and snatches Brae, pushing her behind him.

      I wrap my arm around her, holding her close. She’s still shaking, and her face is drained of all its color. I sweep my hand down her hair, comforting her. “It’s going to be okay,” I whisper. “Callan’s going to get rid of her then we’ll go inside and make him watch our shows with us. I promise, sweet girl, it’s going to be okay.”

      “Why is she here?” Brae’s question is so quiet and small I almost miss it altogether, but Callan asks it louder and with more colorful language.

      “Why the fuck are you here?”

      “She’s my baby.”

      “She’s mine, Bonnie.”

      Brae’s head drops to my shoulder. A tear falls on my skin. I lift her head with my hand, giving her a smile, and swipe the tears rolling down her face with my thumbs.

      Bonnie is standing in front of the apartment door, blocking Brae and me from being able to get inside to safety.

      “How’d you find us? You have no legal rights to her.”

      “A new friend helped me.”

      “Another person you’re fucking for drugs?” Brae flinches. Even though his words aren’t aimed at me, I feel like them a whip against my skin.

      “Don’t talk to your mama that way, boy.”

      “You’re no mother of mine. Or Brae’s.”

      “Brae, baby, don’t listen to him. I’m here for you, baby girl. Come give your mama a hug.”

      Brae flinches in my arms. I’m trying to keep my panic at bay, but this situation terrifies me. I won’t let her get anywhere near Brae though. She’ll have to go through Callan and me.

      “How’d you find us?”

      “I helped her out.” A sharp stab of fear slides down my spine, robbing me of my words. My mouth opens in a silent scream.

      “Who are you?” Callan demands.

      “Iris’s husband.”

      Callan whips his head to look over his shoulder, staring at me, taking in every ounce of my fear. His features harden even more.

      “Ex-husband. Get the fuck out of here.”

      I start to shiver. Now Brae and I are trembling in each other’s arms. Callan takes his phone from his pocket, handing it to me. “Call Maddox, birdie.”

      “I’ll leave,” Pierce says. I can’t see him around Callan, and I don’t want to. I want to stay behind him, hidden in his shadow, so Pierce can’t see me and I can’t see him. Every word out of his mouth makes me flinch and causes bile to rise in my throat. “I’m taking my wife with me though. She’s mine, she’s always been mine, and she will always be mine. It’s time she stops playing this silly game and comes home.”

      I find Maddox’s name in Callan’s phone and dial his number.

      “Wells.”

      “Um…Maddox? This is Iris, Callan’s girlfriend.”

      His tone becomes alert. “What’s happening?”

      “My ex-husband showed up and brought Callan and Brae’s mom.”

      “Be there in ten.”

      I keep the phone in my hand. Ten minutes. We can handle this for ten minutes.

      “Rissy,” Pierce says. “Let me see you.” Every word carries more anger than the last.

      I pull Brae closer as the bile lodged in my throat becomes more threatening. “Not ever again,” Callan growls. “Leave. The cops are on their way.”

      “I’m standing in the breezeway. I’m not violating any laws.”

      “Cops?” Bonnie asks. “That wasn’t part of the deal. You said I get my girl and my money. I’m not stayin’ around for no cops. I want my money.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Callan mutters. There’s money lying on the ground, and Bonnie is on her knees gathering it up.

      “Rissy. I gave you your space and let you have your fun. Letting another man touch you wasn’t part of it. You should’ve known better. I told you that you would always be mine.”

      “She’s mine,” Callan hisses through his teeth.

      “Don’t know why she’d want you when she can have him.” Bonnie shoves past Callan, taking off down the stairs as she clutches her money to her chest. She doesn’t spare one glance at Brae.

      I look over my shoulder as footsteps pound up the stairs. A tall man that I’ve seen only in photos approaches the group. He’s in slacks and a blue button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms, with a large gun on his hip.

      “Callan,” Maddox says.

      “Maddox.”

      “What happened?”

      “We came home, and this prick was on my doorstep with my mother.”

      “I’m in a breezeway and I’m here for my wife.”

      “Ex-wife,” Maddox says. “I can’t arrest you for being here, but I can ask you to leave and if you don’t, then I can arrest you. I have my opinion on which one I hope you do.”

      “Fuckin’ pig,” Pierce says. “Arrest me. I’ll be out in under an hour.”

      Maddox shrugs. “I’d love to. Then I can find out which scum is working for you and clear out the department of crooked cops.” He stands casually with hands on his hips, helping Callan shield Brae and me.

      “Get them inside,” Maddox says. Still shielding us, Callan gets Brae and me to the door and hands me the keys. I open his door and Brae and I fall in. Callan shuts it behind us.

      I look through the peephole, and Brae wraps her arms around me. Pierce is in his usual attire: an expensive suit, perfectly tailored for him. His eyes are on the door. I shrink back as if he can see me.

      I close my eyes, taking a few breaths, before looking out there again.

      “Make my night,” Maddox says.

      Pierce looks at the door again as if he’s seeing me, and I see the promise in his hate-filled eyes. This isn’t over.
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          Callan

        

      

    

    
      I drag my finger down Iris’s nose and trace her lips. It took her a while to fall asleep last night, but she finally did, in my arms. It took even longer for me to fall asleep.  My responsibility for the precious cargo I have under my roof is not lost on me. I stayed up most of the night listening for even the slightest noise or the instinctual feeling of something being unsettled. It’s more clear now that I can’t take any chances and Pierce has no limits.

      At least I know my mom will stay away now that she has some cash from Pierce. She won’t show her face again, I don’t have anything to offer her. That threat didn’t pan out like he wanted. But, still, the threat is there and I need my girls safe.

      “Wake up, sleepyhead,” I whisper against Iris’s lips.

      Her eyes slowly flutter open, groggy and tired. I grin and drop a kiss to her lips. “Morning.”

      “Mmm.” She groans and tries to roll away from me, but I stop her and gently shake her.

      “Nope.” I brush the hair off her face and can’t resist planting another kiss on her lips. “Gotta wake up. We have somewhere to be.”

      “Where?” She rubs her eyes with the side of her hands and slowly blinks them open. She stares at me through the narrowed slits.

      “You’ll see. Brae’s coming too.”

      Iris sits up, running her fingers through her hair, and crawls out of bed.

      “Meet me in the kitchen. I’m going to go wake up Brae.”

      A couple of minutes later, both girls meet me in the kitchen, just as I finish making green protein smoothies for them. Iris and Brae wrinkle their noses when I set the glasses in front of them.

      “Drink up. You’ll need it.”

      “Why?” Brae asks and pushes the glass a few inches away from her.

      “Drink it.”

      Iris’s nose wrinkles, and she lifts the glass and takes a sip. She swallows then gags. A laugh bursts out of me. “Gotta drink the whole thing, birdie. Then change into something you would work out in.”

      She lifts an eyebrow. I shoot her a grin. Her lips tilt up before she takes another drink of her smoothie. Brae coughs while taking a sip of hers. Again, I laugh at their disgusted faces. Even with all trouble swirling around us, I realize for maybe the first time in my life, I’m truly happy. Everything I need is standing in front of me with disgusted looks on their faces as they try and drink the workout smoothie I make for myself every day.
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      I keep an arm around Brae’s shoulders and Iris’s hand in mine as we walk down an Austin street. My head is on a swivel, taking in everything around us, and cataloging every face we pass into my memory. Thankfully it’s a short walk to the front of the building from where we parked.

      I ding the buzzer in front of MarxMen Security. Brae and Iris are looking at the building and the blacked-out windows.

      “Where are we?” Iris asks, looking for a sign or insignia that she won’t find out here.

      “MarxMen,” Kiernan says as he opens the door, gesturing for us to pass him. Brae’s eyes get huge. Iris’s brow furrows and she tips her head in a silent question to me. Kiernan locks the front door as we all enter. Iris looks back when the lock clicks into place and swallows.

      “What’s going on?” She asks. Iris looks worried while Brae looks like she’s about to go on an adventure.

      “This is cool,” Brae whispers when we pass through the next set of doors and into the pristine lobby. There’s no one sitting at the front desk and it’s so quiet I can hear when Iris’s breathing picks up in speed.

      I called Roman last night after the girls went to bed. They’re not going to become trained assassins in a day, but they can learn something. I filled Roman in on everything. He and Kiernan are going to help the girls with some self-defense moves.

      “Come on,” Kiernan says. “Everyone is here.”

      I didn’t tell Roman to keep it quiet and had a feeling he might fill everyone in, but even I’m surprised that our whole group, including the babies, is inside the large workout area at the back of MarxMen.

      Iris stops as soon as she walks into the room, and the women emerge and pounce on her. Savannah wraps her in a hug. “James started teaching me self-defense a long time ago, when I was running from my ex.”

      “Holy pancakes,” Iris whispers and widens her eyes as she stares at me. “You told them?”

      “Oops,” Harper whispers, and the women slink away, taking Brae with them. I round on Iris, facing her.

      “Yes,” I say and hold up my hands when she opens her mouth getting ready to argue with me. I bite back a smile when her hands curl into fists at her side. I haven’t seen her angry, but I’m liking the fire that starting to brew behind her eyes. “I told Roman. He doesn’t know everything, just enough. I need you to be safe. I can’t be with you twenty-four-seven because I have a job, but if even one defensive move can help you gain seconds to get away from him, if he approaches you, it’s important that you learn it.”

      Her head falls into her hands. “I’m so embarrassed.”

      I tug her hands from her face. “You have nothing to be embarrassed about. You got out. You got out alive. You’re going to continue to get through this…alive. You are living. There is nothing to be embarrassed about. You’ve taken your life back and you’re creating a new family with the people in this room. I’ll be honest, when I first got here, I didn’t want their attention. They don’t take no for an answer. If you try to hide from them, it won’t be Pierce you need to worry about, it’ll be those women.”

      “It’s true,” Valerie says from the girl huddle a few feet away from us. Harper slaps her on the arm.

      “They’re not supposed to know we’re listening.

      Valerie plants her hands on her hips and tosses her hair behind her shoulder. “Look, I just think the girl should know I will break into her house and kidnap her if she tries to leave us now. I like her and she said in the group chat that we’re all going to go karaoke. I’m going to give Carmen a run for her money.”

      Savannah laughs. “It’s though, babe. You’re stuck with us.”

      I wrap Iris in my arms and grin down at her. “You’ve been sleeping in my bed for the past few weeks and I’m definitely not ready give that up. If they didn’t chase after you, I would. There’s no doubt about that.”

      Iris nods, licking her lips, then looks around the room. The floor is covered in blue padded material, good for wrestling or learning to get out of a situation when someone pins you to the ground. Punching dummies are set up around the room. And in the very back is a small firing range.

      I want her to learn it all. I want her to know how to shoot, how to fight, and how to escape. This fucker isn’t getting near her, but if he does, she’ll get away. She has to. I need her in my life. She’s no longer just something I want, she’s something that I need.

      Savannah is standing in front of a dummy with her fists raised. She punches it once and kicks it in the head.

      “Whoa! I want to do that,” Iris whispers in awe.

      I laugh and guide her to everyone.

      “I can’t believe you’re all here,” Iris whispers.

      “We’re professionals at what we do and can help you. James has been teaching self-defense for a long time,” Roman says. “Kiernan and I served in the army and now work private security. In the past couple of year, Liam has become heavily involved in self-defense as well. We got you covered.”

      “And, Hudson?” Iris asks, swinging her head to him.

      “Sweetheart, I’m here for the entertainment.”

      Iris throws her head back laughing, the lingering tension leaving her body. I didn’t have anything except for Brae when I left Chicago, and now I have a family and a woman I couldn’t even dream up.

      During every drill and lesson we run Iris through, I’m left on the sidelines watching. She trusts me. Roman insisted on one of the other guys doing it because if it’s her ex coming after her, she won’t be trusting with him. She’ll be uncomfortable.

      She has to practice with someone she doesn’t know as well.

      I pace as I watch Kiernan’s hands around her throat, not taking my eyes off of them. Bile is rising up my throat and every passing millisecond is making it harder to breath. Iris’s eyes are wide and panicked, her hands gripping his wrists. I feel like a caged animal waiting on the sidelines for someone to hurt her.

      “Fuck,” I mutter. I take a step to walk over there and ready to rip Kiernan’s hands off of her, but James yanks me back.

      “Give her a second,” James says quietly. “Trust her and them.”

      “You got this,” Roman calls out. “Remember what to do with your arms.”

      Iris’s jaw works and she swallows. Kiernan gets in even tighter to her body and Iris winces when his hands work around her neck. She’s avoiding looking into his eyes. Kiernan is usually easygoing, but I’ve seen him flip a switch and I know he’s playing the part right now. If she looked at him, he’d terrify her. I rip my arm away from James and stalk across the room, but I come to a stop just a moment later. Rage turns into pride. Iris lifts her arm, twists, and brings it down, breaking the hold with quick, sharp, and precise movements and low grunts. Then she runs.

      Right to me.

      The fear I saw in her eyes a minute ago is gone, and it’s replaced with excitement. My hands come to her shoulders, my thumbs stroking her neck.

      “Shit. This wasn’t a good idea. I’m sorry. It’s too much.”

      “Did you see? I did it!” She claps her hands and kisses me. Then she turns and sprints off, calling out, “I want to learn that kick thing Savannah did.”
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          Iris

        

      

    

    
      I stand behind Brae, in her bathroom, winding her hair around the curling iron. She smiles at me in the mirror and I return it. Tonight is the spring fling. She’s been bouncing off the walls all day, waiting to get ready. She started knocking on Callan’s bedroom door at seven this morning trying to get me out of bed to help her get ready. I took her out for a manicure and pedicure this morning before we came back to do her hair and makeup.

      Brae and I have been giddy with excitement all day, but Callan has been surly and asking Brae if she’s sure that she wants to go tonight.

      After Brae and Corbin leave, Callan and I plan to cook dinner together and have a date night at home. I haven’t spent a lot of time at my apartment next door, and I never go over there without Callan. This apartment is starting to feel more like home to me.

      Brae’s long hair curls nicely in bounce waves down her back. I pin some pieces back to frame her face. We tease the roots to give her some volume, and I set the final product with hairspray. All those years of getting ready for galas I didn’t want to attend paid off for something.

      “Makeup time.” I say, twirling my finger to signal her to turn around. She spins on her vanity stool, and I sit in a chair we brought into the bathroom.

      I lightly brush makeup on Brae’s face, highlighting her best features but going light enough that Callan won’t have a conniption. He’s been in a mood all day, staring hard at Brae every time she’s in the room.

      “Okay, open your eyes.”

      Brae’s eyes slowly open and my breath hitches. The light smoky eyes with blue hues make her eyes appear even larger and bring out of the lightest flecks of blue in her eyes. Corbin is already has a difficult time taking his eyes off of her. Tonight, it’s going to be impossible for him.

      “You look stunning, Brae,” I whisper and tuck a curled piece of hair behind her ear. Brae’s eyes light up and she smiles so wide. “Ready to show your big brother?”

      “Do you think he’ll like it?”

      “Sweet girl, he’s going to love it. And, hate it at the same time, but that’s only because he isn’t ready for you to grow up right in front of his eyes,” I finish on a chuckle.

      Shortly before Corbin is supposed to arrive, I help Brae slip into her dress, which matches her eyes perfectly. Crystals adorn the sweetheart neckline. It’s tight around her torso and flares in a gorgeous wave of gauzy fabric.

      I step out of Brae’s room first. His hands are curled around the edge and his head is hanging between his arms. I clear my throat to get his attention. His face looks strained, but when Brae steps out in her dress, looking at him shyly, his face softens.

      “B,” he whispers. “You look beautiful.”

      She runs to him and hugs him around his waist. “Thank you for not leaving me behind. Thank you for taking care of me.”

      Callan swallows thickly and presses a kiss to the top of Brae’s head. When he speaks his voice is gruff. His arms squeeze Brae as tight as he can. “Always. You’re stuck with me. You’re the best thing I’ve done in my life. I love you, B.”

      My eyes meet Callan’s over Brae’s head and I swipe the tear from my cheek that fell while watching their sweet moment. Callan points at me over Brae’s shoulder. “You’re stuck with me, too, birdie.” Brae giggles and squeezes him tighter as I send him a wink.

      “Back at you, foxy.”

      “Are you sure you want to go with Corbin? Iris can put on a dress, and I’ll take you both somewhere. You can ditch that punk.”

      Brae busts a gut laughing. I bite in the inside of my cheek to stop my laugh when Callan looks offended and turns his eyes to mine. I see the silent plea to take his side, but I won’t.

      Callan’s eyes narrow. “I wasn’t joking.”

      When we hear a knock, Callan unwinds his arms from Brae and beats me to the door, but it’s not the boy we’re expecting.

      “I need to see my girl.” Carmen pushes Callan aside and rushes into the apartment. She careens to a stop in front of Brae, covering her mouth with her hands. “Oh, honey,” Carmen whispers. “You’re absolutely the most beautiful girl in the world and lucky for you, you snagged a gorgeous young man. The two of you would make beautiful babies.”

      “She’s sixteen,” Callan growls. “Don’t even bring up babies. She shouldn’t even know where babies come from.”

      “I know all about the birds and the bees, big brother.”

      “How?” Callan asks. “I didn’t have that conversation with you.”

      “I’m sixteen and in high school. Enough said,” Brae answers, rolling her eyes. I drop my head to Carmen’s shoulder and silently shake with laughter.

      “It’s not too late to send you to a convent,” Callan responds and points at Brae. She ignores him and smooths one of the waves in her skirt.

      Another knock. Brae stiffens and waits for Callan to let Corbin in. Corbin comes into the room, his eyes fixed on Brae, with a grumpy Callan stalking behind him. Corbin is holding a corsage in his hand and stops in his tracks when he gets the full view of Brae in her dress. Callan runs into his back since he stopped so abruptly, but Corbin doesn’t even notice the disturbance.

      I run to the refrigerator to get out the boutonniere Brae and I chose for Corbin. The single red rose matches the one on Brae’s corsage. I snag my phone I set on the counter earlier and hustle back, so I don’t miss anything. I start snapping pictures while handing Brae the boutonniere. This teenage girl has only been in my life for a few short months. She brought my friend count to two and now, I’m watching her like a proud mama bear. Callan comes up behind me wrapping his arms around my stomach. He has own phone out to snap a few pictures of the couple and some of Brae by herself.

      Corbin takes the corsage out of its plastic container and slips it on Brae’s wrist. Her cheeks are turning pink and she bites her lip. Brae fiddles with the pin on the boutonniere but finally manages to pin it to Corbin’s lapel.

      “Take care of her,” Callan warns as they’re walking out to the breezeway.

      Corbin tightens his hold on Brae’s hand. He straightens to his full height while puffing out his chest. I want to record this moment and show it to the girls later. “Always.”

      I scrunch my nose and wink at Brae as she smiles and melts into a puddle right next to Corbin.

      I drag Callan back inside as they head down the stairs together. Carmen grins as she heads into her apartment. I hug Callan closely when we’re back inside.

      “She’s growing up too fast.”

      “She’s a great girl,” I whisper. “You don’t have anything to worry about.”

      “Thanks for helping her. I wouldn’t have known what to do.”

      I chuckle. “You’d have figured it out. You always do.”
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      Callan and I cook dinner side by side, trading kisses and touches throughout the night. Every time he slides past me to get something from a cabinet or pantry, he make sure to rub against me and leave my skin tingling in his wake. I’m making chicken and cheese enchiladas, another dish Carmen taught me to make. As I’m rolling the chicken in the tortillas, Callan stands behind me gliding his tongue up my neck.

      “You had a little bit of sauce on your neck,” he murmurs against my skin.

      “Yeah?” My voice comes out in a breathy whisper.

      “Tastes good, baby.”

      “Glad you think so,” I spin in his arms, keeping my dirty hands off of him and trace his lips with my tongue. Callan’s hands slide down my back, cupping my butt and mold my body against his. He slaps my butt.

      “We’ll finish this later,” he whispers and I watch him walk of the room as he looks at me over his shoulder smirking.

      We settle on the couch after dinner to watch a movie. Halfway through the movie, Callan is on top of me and I’m grinding my hips, seeking the friction I desperately need. It’s been weeks of edging toward this moment and if it doesn’t happen now, I may spontaneously combust.

      “Callan,” I moan. My hands fist in his shirt and start to move it up his torso. My knuckles brush over his heated skin. His thumb sweeps over my nipple through the fabric of my clothes—it’s not close enough. Callan moves his lips to my neck and nips my pulse point. My back arches and his hips meet mine.

      “I’m ready,” I whisper without even a slight tremor in my voice.

      Callan leans back. “What?”

      “I’m ready.” I repeat and nod my head for emphasis.

      Callan rises from the couch without a word, scoops me into his arms, and takes me to his room. He lays me down on the bed, climbing on top of me at the same time. Our eyes line up, neither of us breaks eye contact through this whole process and with each passing second my heart pounds faster, my clothes feel tighter, and need consumes me. Callan has helped me trust him, wholly and completely. I’ve never felt as safe in my life as I do in his arms. Every moment I’ve read and dreamed about finally makes sense.

      “Are you sure?” Callan asks, cupping my cheek. “It doesn’t have to be. We can wait.”

      I turn my head, kissing his palm. “I’m sure.”

      “If you change your mind at any moment, just say the word and I stop. It doesn’t matter how far this goes. You’re in control.”

      He frames my face, kissing me. His lips mold to mine, sucking the bottom one in his mouth and nibbling. I open my mouth for him when his tongue sweeps across my lower lip. Our tongues tangle and move together as taste each other. With each swipe my body hums for him.

      My past slides away. In this moment, it’s only Callan. I want it to be only Callan for the rest of my life.

      As if he can read my mind, his hands leave my face and his arms band around me like steel. Every inch of my body is touching his. We’re pressed so tightly together not even air can move between us. I yield for him and try to move even closer. His hand glides down my back and cups my butt, kneading the flesh. My fingernails scratch along his lower back underneath his t-shirt. The muscles in his back contract underneath my palms.

      My belly starts sparking and wetness floods my panties. I kiss along his jaw over to his ear, sucking his lobe into my mouth.

      Callan rolls us so I’m on top of him. He hugs me to his chest, bringing my face to his, pecking me lightly on the lips.

      “I’ve never held something so precious,” he whispers.

      My nose starts stinging and my throat clogs with emotion. His blazing eyes sear into my soul and claim me as his.

      I take his lips, kissing him fiercely. Callan rolls us again, taking over the kiss. I give him everything, every ounce of me. It’s all his and in turn I take everything he gives me. I wish I could capture this feeling on a canvas using the most vibrant colors and daring brushstrokes. Every brush, every color, every connection is meant to be.

      Rough hands slide up my torso, bringing my top up along with it. His hands reach behind my back, unhooking my bra with a deft flick of his fingers. He palms my breasts, tugging on my nipples. I push them farther into his hands.

      My hands slide over the valleys and ridges of his body, tugging his shirt off. Callan’s broad, tanned chest is magnificent. I slide my hand lower, unbuttoning his jeans.

      He swiftly removes my pants and his, and finally all our skin is touching. The hard ridge of his cock juts against my stomach. I shift my hips and roll. Callan’s eyes shut as he groans.

      “Fuck.”

      “Pancakes,” I mimic, smiling.

      The grin on his face falls when I wrap my hand around him, gliding up and down. He grits his teeth and moves his hips in time with my pumping. My chest fills with pride watching ecstasy overcome Callan and knowing it’s because of me.

      Callan’s fingers find their way between my folds. One finger slides into me, gliding in and out. He adds a second one and uses his thumb to circle my clit.

      “Come on, birdie. Let me hear you say my name one time before I fill you. Before you’re mine in every way.”

      “I’m already yours,” I whisper just before I crest the edge and call out Callan’s name, my hips bucking against his hand. Callan leans over me, grabbing a condom from his drawer, and slides it on.

      He lines up with my entrance and slowly glides in. Pierce wasn’t even close to Callan’s size, and it’s been a long time. There’s a piercing pressure behind the bliss.

      I screw my eyes shut.

      “Birdie, do you want to stop?” Callan’s hips stop moving.

      “No, keep going.”

      “Birdie,” he whispers.

      “I promise I’m okay.”

      Callan slowly starts to move his hips, gliding out until just the tip is in and then sinking all the way inside me. The pressure starts to lessen and Callan picks up the pace, circling his hips. His hands are gliding all over my body as he whispers how perfect I feel, how much he loves this, how much he loves me.

      My heart is close to bursting, I can hardly breathe. I clutch Callan’s back, tossing my head back and coming harder than I ever thought possible. Callan pumps into me a few more times before burying his face in my neck, whispering my name.

      A tear slides down my cheek, hitting the top of his head.

      His head comes up, and his eyes go wide as he scans my face. “Did I hurt you?”

      I shake my head, my lower lip quivering. “No. I didn’t know it could be like that. I didn’t know it could be anything other than pain, but as cheesy as it sounds, that was the beautiful thing I’ve ever experienced.”

      “I will never hurt you,” Callan vows. “I’d sacrifice everything to keep a smile on your beautiful face.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Callan

        

      

    

    
      Iris’s head is tucked beneath my chin, and her face is pressed against my throat. Her soft breaths fan against my skin. I just experienced the most exhilarating sex of my life. I’ve had great sex, but I’ve never felt a connection like I felt with her, never been so in tune with someone else’s body, and never had anyone so in tune with mine. And now, as I’m holding her and listening to her even breathing, I want to scale the nearest mountain, pound on my fucking chest, and shout to the world that this woman is mine.

      I close my eyes with a content smile on my face and start to drift off to sleep, but my ringing phone keeps me from falling over the edge. I grab it off the nightstand, hitting the button on the side to mute the ringing, and glance down at Iris to see if it woke her. I grin when her pouty lips purse but even out quickly and her breathing returns to the deep, sated breaths of sleep.

      I press the side button again and let the phone fall on the nightstand. Another call from Chicago isn’t going to ruin this moment for me. The girl in my arms has been a constant in my mind since I first laid eyes on her, and now she’s here in my bed. There’s no way in hell I’m letting a call get in the way of that.

      My phone starts ringing again, but this time it’s Brae’s ringtone. My chest tightens with worry. It’s late for her to be calling, and I figured she would forget that I existed tonight. She’s been way too excited about the prospect of going out on a real date with Corbin and to her first school dance and then staying the night at a friend’s house.

      “Brae? Are you okay?” I ask when I answer the phone and bring it up to my ear.

      “Should’ve answered my calls, asshole.”

      My body strings tight as Luca’s voice pours through the line. Iris’s head pops up and she stares at me. My heart is beating frantically, inside of my chest and my ears are pounding and filling with white noise as the rage takes over.

      “Where the fuck is Brae? I’ll fucking kill—”

      “Calm down. Don’t get your balls in a knot. Little Braelyn is just fine. I can’t say the same for her date. Austin Memorial Hospital.”

      Before I can say another word, Luca hangs up the phone. I slide out of bed while dialing Brae’s number and hitting the speaker icon. I drop the phone on the bed as I reach for my jeans on the floor.

      “Fuck,” I mutter when the call goes straight to voicemail.

      “What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know.” I pull my shirt over my head. Fuck. I stop for a second, looking into Iris’s eyes. Her eyes never fail to stun me. With the next words out of my mouth, I hope I don’t scare her off and lose what is starting between us. I squeeze the back of my neck. “There’s shit I need to tell you, but I can’t right now. Someone from my past, from Chicago, just called and said Corbin is in the hospital. He said Brae is okay, but I need to get there. I need to see. I don’t trust him.”

      Iris launches herself off the bed and scrambles around the room getting dressed. She doesn’t ask questions or stare at me like I’m an untrustworthy son of bitch, and when our eyes lock across the room, I don’t see disgust, anger, or hesitation. I only see concern. I just hope when I confess my sins, she won’t walk away from me.

      Two minutes later we’re in my truck, barreling down the road toward Austin Memorial Hospital. I call James on the way, knowing that Corbin will need him. The hospital may have already called his foster parents, but they’re worthless. James and Tate are the only adults who matter in that kid’s life. His fosters would probably send a damn cab to bring him home, no matter what his injuries are.

      “‘Lo?” James voice sounds gruff.

      “I don’t know anything yet. Fucking Luca.” I spit out his name with venom lacing my voice. Iris’s stare is burning the side of my face, but I keep my eyes on the highway and focus on my conversation with James. “Called me from Brae’s phone and said Corbin is in the hospital.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No,” I say. I glance at Iris, wishing I’d left her at home. There are too many unknowns in front of me, but my only thoughts while leaving the apartment were about making sure Brae is in one piece. “Could be a set-up for all I know. He turned off Brae’s phone after he hung up on me. Austin Memorial Hospital. I’m on my way there, and Iris is with me.”

      “Shit,” James mutters. I hear the muffled sounds of clothes in the background. “I’ll be there.”

      I swing my truck into the first available spot, and Iris and I run into the building. I hustle through the waiting room, turning my head back and forth, looking for Brae.

      “Callan!” Brae barrels into me from the side, hugging me around the waist. I pull her closer to me and squeeze her while keeping one of my hands anchored in Iris’s. I step back, scanning Brae from head to toe, and don’t see a scratch on her. Luca steps up behind her, and I pull her and Iris behind me.

      “You can leave,” I snarl.

      “He saved me,” Brae whispers behind my back. Luca cocks an eyebrow, and I desperately want to wipe the arrogant smirk off his face. Iris squeezes my hand. Brae tries to step around me, but I don’t let her. There’s no way I’ll let that happen with Luca standing in front of me.

      The last time I saw him, he shot me and the one time I answered his phone call—he reminded me of that fact.

      Shot me as part of the agreement, because I’d left the mafia behind. His incessant calls—and the feeling I’ve had in the pit of my stomach since that night—lets me know that something else is coming down the pipeline. Something else Luca will try to hold over my head.

      I’ll die before I go back.

      “You should listen to your sister.”

      “What happened?”

      “Corbin was stabbed. He’s in surgery,” Brae chokes out. I spin, turning my back on Luca.

      “What?” Iris gasps.

      Tears are streaming down Brae’s face. Her and I finally take in all of her appearance, noticing that she’s physically okay, but her hair is messy, her cheeks are flushed, and her eyes are red rimmed.

      “What happened, sweetie?” Iris wraps her free arm around Brae’s shoulders, closing us into a little huddle. Her hand is still glued to mine. I squeeze her hand and she squeezes back. Without this woman standing next me, I might not be able to be the brother Brae needs right now. My temper would be taking over.

      “I needed to go to the bathroom, so Corbin went at the same time. He’s always out before me, but this time he wasn’t. I stood in the hallway, waiting for him. We’d gone to the bathroom that was farther from the ballroom, because the line was so long at the other one. It was just me in the hallway until a man came out of nowhere and tried to force me back into the bathroom.”

      I look over my shoulder, glaring at Luca. “That look won’t be on your face for long, pretty boy.”

      “He was huge.” Brae didn’t even notice the look and words exchanged between Luca and me. Brae had seen Luca a few times while I was in the mafia, but I kept her as far from that as possible. Luca is tall, but he’s not huge. If it had been him that came up behind her, she would’ve used his name.

      “It’s okay, take your time,” Iris whispers, tucking a hair behind Brae’s ear. My jaw cracks from the pressure I’m putting on my teeth.

      “He pushed me into the bathroom and shoved me up against the wall. That’s—that’s when he held a knife to my throat and told me he had a message to you from Pierce.”

      Iris gasps and takes a step back as if she’s been pushed. I drop her hand and wrap an arm around her, bringing her to my side, and she sags into my body.

      “What message?” I spit out through gritted teeth.

      “That’s when I came in.” Luca joins our huddle with an amused smile on his face. “Shall I take over, little Braelyn?”
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      Pierce.

      His name echoes through my mind while Brae continues to speak. He did this? The terror written all over Brae’s face and Corbin’s stabbing are because of me. Bile rises in my throat, burning my esophagus. I squeeze my eyes shut and sway, and I hear James’s voice coming up behind us. “What’s happening? Where’s Corbin?” He steps into our circle, glaring daggers at the man I assume is Luca. Callan didn’t introduce us, but that’s the name he used earlier when he told James who called him. There’s no love lost between James and Luca, or between Luca and Callan.

      “Just in time,” Luca says. “We’re getting to that part of the story.”

      I can’t do anything or say anything. Fear locks every muscle in my body. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end, and my eyes sweep over the area. It wasn’t safe to come home. That’s more clear than ever. Pierce attacked two innocent teenagers tonight. It most likely wasn’t him but one of the goons that works for him. He only ever got his hands bloody when it came to me.

      I clear my throat and slide out from under Callan’s arm. His gaze cuts to mine and I give him a tight smile, hoping that he’s too preoccupied to question me.

      “Brae and Corbin’s dance just so happened to be at the same hotel I’m staying at,” Luca says. “Pure coincidence of course.”

      “What the fuck are you even doing here?” James growls.

      “I’m tired of you not answering my calls.” Luca glares at James. “Brae and Corbin would likely be dead if I hadn’t been there.”

      “He’s been calling you too?” Callan ask James. “Funny how you didn’t mention that.”

      Meanwhile, I want to ask what these phone calls are about. He hasn’t mentioned anything about receiving phone calls, but I remember him rejecting a few calls and looking angry. I never pressed.

      “You just got out. Over my dead body will I allow him to drag you back,” James hisses at me through his teeth. James’s mouth snaps shut and he steps forward, glaring down his nose at Luca. “Where is Corbin?”

      “Surgery,” Brae pipes in and swipes at a tear on her cheek. “That’s all I know right now. They wouldn’t tell me anything else.”

      The tears that had dried on her cheeks just moments ago are trailing in rivers down her skin. James’s eyes widen as he looks at Callan.

      “I don’t know. Luca was about to explain,” Callan says.

      “I saw the man come out of the men’s restroom and rush Brae from behind, taking her back into the women’s restroom. He spun around, with Brae in front of him, holding a knife to her throat.”

      My eyes sweep over Brae’s form. She’s shaking and there’s a red mark on her neck. “Have you been looked at?” I ask her quietly.

      She shakes her head. “I’m okay.”

      “You’re seeing a doctor.” Callan demands, walking away from the circle and to the admitting station. He comes back just moments later. while we watch him. “You’re going to be called back in a minute.”

      Brae nods and her eyes move to Luca, waiting for him to continue the story of their night.

      “I pointed a gun at his head, but he said he’d slice her throat before I could pull the trigger, and I had to choose—get him or save Brae. I chose Brae,” Luca says and stands straighter. He repeats himself as his eyes bounce back and forth between Callan and James as if he’s trying to get them to understand something. “I chose Brae.”

      I see the struggle passing over Callan. He hates this man standing next to him, but he owes him for saving Brae.

      “He ran out of the bathroom. That’s when Brae started asking about Corbin. I went into the men’s restroom and found him there with stab wounds.”

      “Did you call the cops?” James asks.

      “I don’t call the cops,” Luca replies with a sneer. “Once upon a time neither did you. Besides, they’d want my name and then father would know where I am.”

      Callan grits his teeth and takes a deep breath through his nose. James and Callan pepper Luca with more questions, but I’m focusing on the line across Brae’s throat, the one that’s there because of me. I didn’t hold the knife to her, but it happened because of my bad choices.

      I grab Brae’s hand when a nurse calls her back to a room. Callan and I sit with her as she’s checked out and cleared of any injuries, besides the bruising on her neck, arms, sides, and back. She’ll be sore for a few days, but she made it through the ordeal in much better shape than the boy who’s usually attached to her hip. We go back to the waiting room and wait for an update.

      Her eyes haven’t left the door we expect the doctor to come through to update us on Corbin’s prognosis. Corbin’s foster parents haven’t shown up, so when the doctor does come through the doors, James claims Corbin is his son.

      “His injuries were serious, but not life threatening. He’s in recovery. He needs time to heal and replenish the blood in his system with the help of transfusions, but he’ll make a full recovery.” The doctor smiles. “I’ve already assured him that his girlfriend is fine and he can continue to play football in the fall.”

      James’s body sags and follows the doctor to Corbin’s him. Brae follows him without even looking back at us.

      “Heartwarming,” is muttered from behind us. I turn to see a small smile on Luca’s face as he watches James and Brae’s retreating backs.

      “You can leave now,” Callan says without giving him any other attention.

      “I’ll see you in soon, Callan,” Luca promises.

      “Next time I see you will be in hell,” Callan returns.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          Callan

        

      

    

    
      The door to the construction trailer squeaks as I open it and it brushes against the carpet of the floor. I kick my boots against the top step, kicking off the dirt, before moving inside of the trailer to find Iris. It’s nearing the end of the day and it’s time for us to home.

      She’s been coming to work with me since the night of Brae’s dance. I haven’t been willing to leave her alone and Hudson is letting me go early enough so we can be there by the time Brae is home from school.

      Tonight is the first night Iris and I are leaving Brae for an extended period of him over the last two weeks. Even though she won’t be alone, I’m still worried. Tate’s parents are hosting Brae and Corbin for a movie night with a few of their friends.

      My eyes adjust to the dim light inside the trailer and the only thing I hear is the whir of the fan on Hudson’s desk. I step farther in, aiming my gaze to Hudson’s desk on the other side of a filing cabinet, expecting to find Iris sitting there doing her work, but she’s not.

      Just as I’m about to turn around and look for her outside, I spot her bare feet on the couch in the corner. The edges of my lips tilt up when she fully comes into my view. She’s curled into the couch, completely knocked out, and sleeping.

      I sit on the edge and brush the hair away from her neck. Iris pops up. “I’m working, I’m working.”

      “Sure,” I say and chuckle.

      “This is why I like working at home,” she responds and plops back down on the couch and closing her eyes. “No one there can judge me for my naps.”

      “No judgements, birdie. If I could come in here in the middle of a day for a nap, I definitely would.”

      “Lay down with me.” Iris tugs on my arm, but instead I stand and lift her into my arms. “This works, too.” Her head lands on my chest and she snuggles in deeper. I lean down to open the door without jostling Iris too much

      I grab her bag from Hudson’s desk. “Let’s lay down at home. We have some time before leave for the karaoke contest.”

      “Mmm. I like that you call it home. Not much time,” she says and nuzzles even more against my dirty shirt, but she doesn’t ever seem to mind the building dust or dirt I have caked on me at the end of the day. It hasn’t even occurred to me that I do call it home when I refer to Iris coming over my place, but it feels right. She hasn’t spent the night at her apartment in a long time and now that I get to sleep every night with her in my arms, I hope she never spends another night there again. “Carmen wants some input on her outfits. She’s says she’s going to blow Myrtle out of the water and give Arnie the show of his life before she blows him.”

      My entire body shudders. “I really didn’t need to know that last part.”

      “If I have to hear it, so you do,” Iris says and grins.  “It’s what good boyfriends do. You can let me down now. I’m awake.”

      We’re about halfway to my truck. “I like you where you are.”

      “I do, too,” she says and kisses the underside of my jaw.
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      “You’re here,” Carmen yells as stands from a clustered group of small round tables. After Iris came home from helping her choose an outfit, Iris told me to be prepared for it. My eyes bug out of my head. The woman running toward us in a short red-sequined dress doesn’t look one thing like the conservative neighbor I’ve come to know.

      Arnie is hot on her heels following her. My gaze moves to him and he’s eyes are absolutely glued to Carmen. Carmen wraps Iris in a long hug and rocks with her and then she pulls me into the same hug. I unattached myself from it after a moment and stand back to my full height, holding my hand out for Arnie.

      He shakes my hand and claps me on the shoulder. “We have the two finest birds in this joint.”

      I laugh and nod my head in agreement. “We sure do.”

      “Carmen, what in the hell are you wearing?”

      I look over my shoulder to find Hudson with his arm wrapped around Ava. He’s scanning Carmen from head to toe. Gotta admit, she does look great, just very different from what we’re used to seeing.

      “The outfit that’s going to win me that trophy two years in a row,” Carmen says and points toward a booth where other active seniors are sitting with a three-foot tall trophy. On the top is a woman with her head thrown back and singing into a mic.

      “I’m Hudson Wells,” Hudson says extending his hand toward Arnie. “I’m Carmen’s favorite surrogate son.”

      “I’ve heard all about you Wells boy,” Arnie says.

      “I’m sure none of it’s true and if she told you that I’m the one who broke her favorite vase—that was definitely a lie.”

      “Oh, hush, mijo,” Carmen says and slaps him upside the head.

      Hudson turns to Ava. “You’re going to let her treat me that way? I’m going to be your husband next weekend!”

      Ava shrugs. “She’s endured years of you. I figure she can do whatever she wants. Let’s sit. I’m tired. The last part of the school year is killing me.”

      We follow Arnie and Carmen to the tables they reserved for our group. Carmen sits in the middle, in the chair closest to the stage. Iris told me she has several performances planned, but only one for the contest.

      By the time we sit and order drinks, the rest of our group has arrived. I lean over so Iris can hear me. “What do you think? Think you’ll get up there tonight?”

      “Yeah, right,” she snorts. “I’ll do it as soon as you do.”

      “You’re definitely going up there,” Valerie says. “I’ve already submitted us for a song.”

      Iris’s jaw hangs open. “No, I’m good. I’ll watch and take pictures.”

      An older man in an electric blue tuxedo jumps on stage with a mic. “For the first performance of the night, we have our queen, the reigning champ of Greener Pastures, the one, the only Carrrrrrmen.”

      Carmen stands and waves to crowd that’s applauding. Our area is loudest. Hudson sticks his fingers in his mouth and whistles, the women are cheering, and Arnie is claiming her for all to hear.

      “This one goes out to Myrtle,” Carmen says into the microphone with a devilish grin and wink. “Respect” by Aretha Franklin starts blaring through the speakers. Iris hides behind her hands and cracks up. Carmen struts across the stage keeping eye contact with the woman in the corner—one glaring daggers at her.

      “Oh my god,” Valerie sighs. “I love her. I want to be her when I grow up.”

      Carmen shimmies and twirls without breaking for a breath. She finishes center stage with a spotlight raining down on her, her hand thrust in the air, mimicking the trophy she’s out to win.

      The crowd goes nuts with a standing ovation when she’s done.

      “I wish Brae were here,” Iris says when the applause dies down.

      “I do, too.” Tonight is twenty-one up and only though, so we couldn’t bring her, she’d have a blast.

      “I keep looking over my shoulder, waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

      I turn in my seat, pulling her forward until she falls against my chest. I shake my head. “Don’t do that. This is what it’s is about, birdie—living your life surrounding by people who care and love you. Having a damn good time. He doesn’t get to win. He doesn’t get your fear. He gets nothing from you ever again. This is living, Iris.”

      My hand weaves into her hair and I plant a kiss against her lips as I breathe her in. “He  gets nothing. Don’t hide in the shadows when everything you are deserves to be in the light.”

      “Callan,” she whispers against my lips. She kisses me and opens her mouth. Mine matches hers and groan slips free when her tongue tangles with mine a short, sweet, wet, and insanely sexy kiss. “If going through hell brought me here, I wouldn’t change it. Not a single second of the pain. You’re worth the end  result.”

      “Stop kissing,” Harper says. “It’s our turn.”

      I watch Iris’s hips sway up to the stage as I try to catch my breath. That girl undoes me. I’m transfixed by her as she moves and laughs with the others while singing a Spice Girls song.

      I’ve fucked up a lot in my life. Definitely didn’t stay on the straight and narrow. Iris is the chance I never imagined having. As she tried to hide herself from the world, I saw her light trying to burst free and as I watch her on stage, I see it now. It’s shining like a fucking beacon for all to see and I’ve never seen a sight so beautiful.

      Hudson meets the girls on the side of the stage. He whispers something in Iris’s ear. She laughs, looks over at me, and nods her head.

      “What was that about?” I ask when she gets back to the table. “By the way, loved the performance. I wouldn’t mind a private one later.”

      “Funny you should say that,” she says and grins as the announcer starts speaking again.

      “Iris and Hudson would like to request Foxy to come to the stage so he can sing “Foxy” by Jimi Hendrix.”

      “You didn’t,” I say. She shrugs unrepentantly.

      “Show me what you got,” she says and winks.

      “Only for you,” I say and take her mouth in a deep kiss before heading to the stage.

      And, yes, later that night, Carmen wins for the second year in a row.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          Iris

        

      

    

    
      When I was a little girl, I thought Cinderella’s castle at Disney World would be the most magical place to get married to my Prince Charming. I’ve never been. Grams and I couldn’t afford to go, especially after Poppy passed away, but I saw it on TV. It was lit up against the night sky and colorful fireworks were exploding behind it. If I were married at Cinderella’s castle, everyone would be there, of course. Mickey and Minnie. Beauty and the beast. Ariel and Eric. The whole gang.

      That was the wedding of my dreams. By the time I got to high school, when those dreams probably would’ve evolved into something else, Grams got sick, and fantasies of a big wedding to my Prince Charming flew out the window, replaced with cancer-related rhetoric.

      My wedding to Pierce was definitely not what dreams are made of.

      I know my feelings for Callan are irrevocable. He could walk away from me tomorrow, and there wouldn’t be a person who could ever replace him. Even though I’m falling hard—and have thought about spending the rest of my life with him—I haven’t thought about a wedding.

      If I was tasked to come up with a dream wedding on the spot, it would be similar to this. Hudson and Ava are getting married today. I came to the venue early with Callan and Brae. Callan hasn’t wanted Brae or me to be out of his sight, so I’ve stayed in the chapel, watching the hustle and bustle of preparations.

      The little chapel is nestled in the woods on the outskirts of Austin. Tall pine trees surround it, and the light filters through perfectly. The sun is shining through the floor-to-ceiling glass walls. Tonight when the sun is setting and creating a warm, rich glow through the room—making each cherry wood and white painted pew look like it’s cast in light—it’s going to be better than Cinderella’s castle.

      I’m amazed how many people are moving around the room. The florist and her assistants are setting up a flower arch above the altar. White and blush roses, spread through the greenery, make the space even more romantic. The wedding planner is setting up a table near the entrance, and two people carrying a five-tier cake just walked through the door to the reception area.

      “Iris.”

      I turn in the pew and smile. Ava is standing at the end of the aisle she’ll walk down in just a few hours in a short white silk robe. Her blond hair is up in large, round curlers. Her hands are planted on her hips, and her bare foot is tapping against the carpeted aisle.

      “Happy wedding day,” I say, with a wide smile.

      “What are you doing in here?”

      My back straightens. Am I not allowed to sit in here? “Callan didn’t want me at home alone.”  I hope she can’t hear my uneasiness. I try to recreate my grin from moments ago, but it feels fake now.

      “I told you I wanted you to get ready with us,” she says as she walks toward me.

      She did tell me that, but I didn’t want to intrude on her day, so I bowed out.

      “I want you in there. You’re in the family now, girl. Trust me, once you’re in, they don’t let you go.”

      Warmth spreads through my belly. Callan’s given me more than he will ever know. I take the hand Ava holds out and follow her into the bridal suite with the rest of the women, who have found their places in my heart.
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      “It’s happening soon, gentlemen,” Hudson says and grins as he tugs on the lapels of his tux. “Ava will be right back and then we’re going to do this. There’s a hardhat under each of your seats for you.”

      “Really? A hardhat?” Callan asks.

      “Ava likes my hardhat,” Hudson says and winks.

      I burst into laughter as Callan says, “Should not have asked.”

      I lick my lips and chuckle as Hudson walks away when Ava comes back into the room and resumes her seat.

      “I can’t believe I’m about to do this,” Callan whispers. He looks a little pale. His hand is resting on my shoulder, and his lips are so close to my ear I feel the brush of them with every word. I shiver in my seat and goose bumps break out over my skin. I turn my head slightly noticing he looks a little pale.

      “It’s going to be great,” I say and bend down and use my hand to feel under his seat until I find what Hudson was talking about. I bring it out and place it in my laugh. It takes every ounce of willpower I have not to bust out laughing at Callan’s horrified expression. He leans closer to get a better look.

      “I’m going to kill him,” he mutters as he looks down at the bright silver hardhat sitting in my lip. There’s a turquoise painted fox on the side that has its leg wrapped around a stripper pole with his new nickname underneath. Foxy.

      “I kind of like it,” I say and brush my finger of the top.

      “I can’t do this.” He’s staring at the tile dance floor. We’re sitting at a long table with Hudson, Ava, and Lilly, surrounded by their bridesmaids and groomsmen and their dates. Lilly leaves with Hudson’s parents, and Hudson is about to surprise Ava. “I won the bet between Hudson and me,” Callan says. “I shouldn’t have let you convince me.”

      “You promised,” I whisper back. I’m not letting him out of this one.

      “I shouldn’t be held accountable for what I promise while you’re naked and on top of me. That’s not fair. You could get me to agree to anything while you’re naked.”

      “That’s good to know,” I whisper and plant a kiss against his cheek.

      “The trick is to make her promise something in return. That’s the only reason why I’m doing this shit,” James says. The corners of James’s lips tip up, and it’s the biggest smile I’ve seen from him. His eyes turn to his wife, Tate, and that tiny smile turns wolfish. “She makes you do something, get a dirty promise in return.”

      My jaw drops and Tate blushes. I’ve never heard James say many words, but the eye contact between the two of them is making me feel like I’m intruding on something dirty and totally private.

      “Should’ve thought of that,” Callan grumbles.

      During our conversation, a row of chairs was set up in front of the table. Hudson stands up, dropping a quick kiss on Ava’s cheek, and walks to the DJ booth. I’m almost bouncing in my seat.

      “Bluebonnet,” Hudson drawls. “Come here.”

      Ava stands, and Hudson licks his lips watching her walk toward him. The obvious love between them makes my heart pound, and I wonder—if Callan and I get married one day, will our love be this obvious? Callan places a kiss on the sensitive spot where my neck meets my shoulder.

      “Bluebonnet, you’ve made me the luckiest man in all of Texas today. The whole damn world. I wanted to give you something to show you how much I love you and just what I’m willing to do for you. Sit down in the middle of those chairs, and have your girls sit with you.”

      “That’s you, too,” Callan murmurs in my ear.

      “No, it’s for the bridesmaids.”

      “Birdie, there’s a chair there for you. Get used to it.”

      “Come on, Iris,” Tate says as she gets up from her chair. I walk around the table with her. “We’re the only two who know.”

      “Really?” I ask, getting even more giddy. I take the seat on the end, allowing Tate to sit closer to Ava. Tate rolls her eyes.

      “Eventually you’re going to get it. This is Callan’s family. James may not be blood-related, but they are brothers. I have a feeling you’re going to be my sister-in-law one day. You’re in. Don’t second-guess it, babe.”

      “Gentlemen,” Hudson says. The smirk on his face is adorable.

      “What’s happening?” Valerie asks Tate. Tate shrugs.

      Callan, James, Roman, Kiernan, Liam, and Gabe walk out to the dance floor, meeting Hudson in the middle each with a hardhat in their hands, though from what I can tell, Callan’s is the only one with a stripping fox on the side of it.

      “I love you, bluebonnet.”

      The guys are in a straight line with Hudson about a foot in front of them, his eyes locked on his brand new bride. Music bursts from the speakers as Hudson slowly walks toward Ava, lip-syncing “My Girl” by Dylan Scott and pointing at her. The men behind him stand still until he gets to the chorus, they put their hardhats on top of their heads, and they unbutton their jackets and whip them off to the side just in time for the song to change to a sexier beat.

      “U Got It Bad” by Usher picks up, and Hudson continues to sing that she’s his girl and he’s her man. The guys behind him are rolling their hips and unbuttoning their shirts. At least I’m assuming all the guys are doing this. My eyes are solely on the Caribbean-blue eyes that are lighting me on fire and making wetness gather in my panties.

      He points at me when the song claims “you’re my girl” and winks. His starched white shirt is falling from his shoulders, exposing his taut, golden arms. I squirm in my chair.

      “Dear lord,” Valerie says. She grabs her purse and pulls out a stack of ones. A laugh bursts from my chest when she makes them rain down on the dance floor.

      My focus lands on Callan again, just as he drops to the floor and rolls his hips. It’s exactly the way he moves over me when we’re together. My nipples pebble beneath my dress, and a low moan escapes my lips. I would be embarrassed if the ladies sitting next to me weren’t having the same reaction to their men.

      It’d be impossible for Callan to see my turgid nipples or hear the noise that I just made, but I swear I see his eyes focus on my breasts and a grin break out across his face. He winks again, and I’m melting into a puddle in my seat. When I convinced him to do this, I never imagined it would be this sexy.

      “Gross,” Brae groans. I find her in the crowd. Her head is on Corbin’s shoulder, and he’s cracking up as he films the dance. It’s good to see him smiling and laughing. The past month, since he was stabbed, hasn’t been the best for him. He hasn’t been the same kid I’ve come to know, but he’s slowly starting to heal not just his physical wounds, but his emotional wounds as well.

      I find my man again. He’s standing and rolling his hips to the song, walking toward me as the song changes to “Ride” by SoMo. When he reaches me, he hovers over me—rolling his hips in time with the beat and lyrics—and I moan again, needing him. A handful of crumpled ones is pushed into my hand. I stuff one into Callan’s pants, right in the center of his enticing v. He spins around and starts twerking in front of me. My eyes watch his butt move up in down in front of me, but also catch James next to him. I never thought I would see that strong, silent, and giant man doing anything remotely like this. Whatever Tate promised him must be good. She’s throwing ones at home and shoving them into the back of his pants before she slaps his ass. He looks over his shoulder at her giving her a look so hot it’s a wonder she didn’t catch on fire.

      They turn back around as my attention turns back to my man and pull all the women to their feet. Callan’s lips land on mine as the final song ends. I wrap my hands around his neck and tug on his head toward me so I can whisper in his ear.

      “Find us somewhere private.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Callan

        

      

    

    
      I snag my shirt from the floor on our way out of the reception. My strides are long with one destination in my mind. I couldn’t take my eyes off of Iris during that dance. I didn’t want to do it, and now I’m glad I did. I saw every heave of her chest and watched a blush spread up her chest and neck and to her cheeks.

      I couldn’t hear her moans, but I know the shape of her mouth when she’s in ecstasy. My cock was hard throughout the dance as I watched her squirm in her seat. My need for her is roaring through my veins, and every drop of blood I have is rushing south to one spot.

      “My legs aren’t as long as yours,” Iris says. I glance at her; she’s practically running to keep up with me. I lean down, not breaking my stride, and throw her over my shoulder, and I start to walk even faster down the hallway. I open the door to the room where the guys and I got dressed.

      I lower her to the ground, letting her slide down my body. My hand cups her ass, making sure she stays in contact with me. Iris licks her lips and takes a breath before her mouth crashes down on mine.

      I fall back onto the couch, bringing Iris with me, so she lands on top of me. My tongue sweeps inside her mouth, and my hand fists in her hair. Iris grinds her hips over my hard dick. She grabs my undershirt and starts moving it up my body.

      “Take your dress off, birdie.” My voice is gruff and hard. I rip the shirt over my head and unbuckle my belt, sliding my pants down my legs and kicking them off. I’m in nothing but my briefs watching Iris slowly slide the zipper down her dress.

      “Giving me a show, birdie?”

      “I really liked watching you,” she says, her eyes flaring. Ideas about what we could watch each other do race through my head. I could watch her do anything and never tire of it. The knowledge that she’s it, the one, mine, slams into me harder than a Mack Truck.

      I’ll do anything to keep her.

      The left strap falls from her shoulder, the right following it. The pretty pink color compliments her heated skin. The dress gets caught on her breasts, but when she breathes deeply, it falls and exposes her. She isn’t wearing a bra, and her perky tits are bare for my viewing.

      I slide my hand in my briefs, squeezing my cock and willing myself to calm down so I don’t finish before we even get this started. I’ve never had a problem controlling myself, but Iris excites me in ways I’ve never experienced.

      My eyes coast down her body, locking on the barely-there pink lace. The only thing blocking me from her pretty pink pussy. I grab her hips and bring her to me. Her legs part as she straddles me. My hand skims up her thigh, and I edge a finger into her thong. Iris rocks her hips, trying to get my finger where she wants it.

      I love to tease her, but I can’t wait anymore. I fist the lace and rip it from her body before I tug my briefs down all the way. My hard length springs free from its confines. Iris lifts her hips and hovers over my erection. I sweep my finger through her folds, testing her readiness. She’s hot and soaking wet.

      “I want to ride you,” she whispers as she wraps her hand around my shaft and positions it at her entrance.

      “I’d never stop you,” I grunt. She slides down my shaft, taking in one inch after another and wrecking me at the same time.

      I lean forward, tracing my tongue around one peaked nipple and up her chest, over her collarbone, and up the column of her neck to her ear. I tug on the lobe with my teeth as her ass meets my thighs. We both groan.

      “I’m going to keep you,” I whisper in her ear. She shivers and swivels her hips, making my eyes roll back in my head. I hold on to her hips, lifting her and slamming her down as I rise from the couch.

      Iris screams and tugs on the ends of my hair, lifting herself again and slamming down. “Harder,” she cries.

      I meet her thrust for thrust. Sweat starts to slide down my chest, and my eyes are locked on her bouncing tits. I lean forward, sucking one into my mouth, and my fingers find the bundle of nerves at the apex of her thighs. With three flicks, she goes off like a rocket and I follow her, coming inside her without a condom for the first time.

      Thoughts of Iris’s belly swelling with our child don’t scare me. They only make my just-spent cock hard all over again.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          Iris

        

      

    

    
      “Do you like this color, pretty girl?”

      Avery, Savannah’s daughter, is sitting in my lap, crumpling one of my paint chips in her chubby little hands. The chips scattered in front of me are all different hues of turquoise—completely inspired by Callan’s eyes.

      Savannah and I are teaming up on a project, creating a pitch to an outdoor sports company in the Austin area. Their website is basic, a blast from when the internet started. It’s hard to navigate and their branding is all wrong. Recently, they’ve gained a lot of traction due to their quality equipment. To take it to the next level, they need some help. Savannah and I are overhauling their branding.

      “What if you paint the Austin skyline with paddle boarders in Lady Bird Lake in the foreground? It’s eclectic and totally Austin style.”

      “We could do that, but I don’t know if I should be the one painting it. I’m not that great. I just do it for fun.”

      “That’s not what Callan says.” Savannah bumps her shoulder into mine and grins. My heart soars knowing Callan talks about me and believes in me. Since karaoke, I feel like I’ve become a new person, someone who is in control and ready to take on the world. I owe it Callan, but I also owe to myself for digging myself out of the grave Pierce made.

      I lick my lips. Every time I hear Callan’s name, my heart trips over itself. I haven’t known him for very long, and he’s the first person who’s even caught my eye since my debacle with Pierce, but I think I’m totally falling in love with him.

      The work in front of me is mostly forgotten as I play with Avery and think about my silly heart beating too fast every time Callan’s name is mentioned. Savannah is sipping on a glass of wine and watching the two of us with a smile. Liam is sitting on Savannah’s other side with his laptop in front of him and a pair of black framed glasses perched on the end of his nose. Every little while, he leans over to kiss one or both of his girls and each time my heart melts into a puddle of goo.

      “Callan may be a little biased,” I say. “I bet we could find an artist though. Someone local who can really capture the vibe we’re going for. What do you think, Avery?”

      She gurgles, laughing, and tries to chew on the paint chip. I take it from her hands. I don’t think her mother would want her to swallow paper.

      My phone chimes. I pick it up from Savannah’s walnut table.

      

      Callan: Be home soon?

      

      I grin. It hasn’t gotten old hearing—or reading—that word from him. Home.

      

      Me: Yep. I’m about to pack up and leave, getting in a few more baby snuggles.

      Callan: See you soon, birdie.

      

      “I am loving you and Callan together.” My head pops up. Savannah has a broad grin on her face. “It’s too cute. You’re all smiley every time your phone goes off. And seeing him with you? Oh my gosh!”

      I smile and my cheeks turn crimson under her scrutiny.

      “He’s great,” I say.

      “He is,” Savannah agrees. “How is everything else? Have y’all had any more trouble with your ex?”

      I sigh. “No, we haven’t. He hasn’t shown up or done anything in weeks. Callan is still on edge and guards me like I’m an opponent in a sports game. I think maybe he just wanted to scare me. He liked doing that,” I finish softly.

      Savannah’s hand captures mine. “I get it, babe. Totally get it.”

      Liam leans over, kissing the side of Savannah’s head. I know she had trouble in the past, but I don’t know the full story. Seeing her with Liam and their baby, inside their beautiful house on the lake, gives me hope that my past won’t define me, that I’ll be able to move on.

      “You know I’m here anytime you want to talk.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I kiss the side of Avery’s face. “As much as I’d love to stay, I need to get going. I think we’re off to a great start on concepts though. I’ll draw up a few different avenues we could take with the website design, and we can go from there.”

      “Sounds great.” Savannah plucks Avery from my lap and stands. I pack up my laptop, sketchbook, paint chips, and other essentials I brought over. Liam and Savannah walk me to the door and stand in their doorway waving as I pull out of their driveway.

      I turn on my brights. They live outside the city, so on nights like tonight, when the moon is hiding behind the clouds, it’s really dark.

      I’m jamming along with the radio, a smile on my face because I get to go home to two of my favorite people. The love song playing on the radio fills my heart and makes me think of Callan.

      Something shatters my windshield, and a scream rips its way up my throat. Glass flies around me. I jerk my steering wheel to the right, careening into a ditch. I slam on my brakes and jerk the steering wheel back to the left, but it’s too late. I’m headed for the tree on the edge of the ditch. Another scream tears out of me. My face is stinging even before the airbag explodes in my face.

      The last thing I see before my eyes close is a brick in my passenger seat.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          Callan

        

      

    

    
      Brae is sitting at the table doing her homework. The end of her pen is between her teeth as she chews it absentmindedly and stares at the page in front of her. There are only a couple weeks of school left, and she’s been studying like mad for finals.

      Iris and Brae have already planned girly shit to do this summer, and I can’t wipe the grin from my face thinking about what the future holds. My life used to consist of living from day to day—I never looked forward and I didn’t look back. It was all about surviving the moment and hoping I would still be breathing the next day. Now? Well, now I’m envisioning a future and making plans to put a ring on Iris’s finger and a baby in her belly.

      Now I want it to be official. I want her clothes in my closet, her insane number of leggings in the drawer, and all of her lotions crowding the bathroom sink. I want us to search for a home together.

      Tonight. Tonight I’ll broach the topic of her moving in permanently with us.

      I dump the jar of tomato sauce into the saucepan and stir it. The pasta is set to boil in the pot next to it. I can’t cook like Iris or Carmen, but there are a few things I can do. I had to learn to survive. It was either learn to cook something or starve to death. Mom wasn’t going to feed me or Brae.

      It’s been about an hour since Iris said she was ready to pack up and leave. She should’ve been back by now. I dial her number, but it rings and goes to voicemail.

      I grin when someone knocks on the door. Iris has a key and has been letting herself in, since she’s basically been living here, but there’ve been times when her hands were full and she knocked on the door with her elbow or foot until someone opened it for her.

      I swing open the door with a smile on my face, ready to take whatever is in her hands, but I freeze. Luca Mancini is on my doorstep. He’s been quiet since the hospital, staying out of our way. I thought he understood—help wasn’t going to come from us.

      I look over my shoulder. Brae’s head is still down, so I shut the door behind me, getting into his space, shoving him back. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “Need something from you.”

      “Don’t have shit for you. Get the fuck out of here.”

      “You’re alive because of me and I know where your woman is.” I don’t show any emotion on my face, but my fingers twitch with the need to reach into my pocket and call Iris to make sure she’s okay. I won’t him the concern, it will only play into his hand. Luca picks a piece of lint from his suit. His casual demeanor only serves to piss me off further.

      “You shot me.”

      “I’d have shot you between the eyes if I wanted you dead.” Luca rolls his eyes.

      I look around the breezeway and down the stairs.

      “I’m alone,” he says. Luca hasn’t traveled alone, not even to the grocery store, since he was born. He’s always had men on him. As the son of a mafia boss, he’s gained an enemy or two. When he was younger he was followed by bodyguards; now that he’s older, they’re his fucking minions. But now that I think about it, he was alone the night of Brae’s prom.

      I cock an eyebrow. I wish I had a gun tucked into a holster on the back of my pants. I know Luca is armed. Luca is always armed, and I’m not going to forget that he shot me. Twice. “What do you want?”

      He purses his lips and rubs a hand along his jaw. “I want out. You and James got out. I need out. I don’t give a fuck how it happens and when I tell you where your woman is, you’re going to help me.”

      “Why are you bring up Iris? No. I’m done with that life. There’s people in Chicago that can help.”

      “They all work for my father or know who I am. I want out. I need out. There’s someone relying on me now, I can’t let her be in that life.” Luca looks like he’s about to fall to his knees begging, but I don’t know if I can trust that. Who is relying on him?

      I stare at him until my ringing phone breaks the silence.

      Liam.

      “Hey,” I say. “Did Savannah and Iris get too drunk on wine while working? Do I need to pick her up?”  I laugh thinking about the loopy smile Iris sports when she’s had anything more than one glass.

      “She’s not with you? Fuck. Fuck.”

      My heart finds its way to my throat, and my stomach drops like an anchor. Fear coats my skin, and my voice sounds hollow. I know it’s my worst nightmare before I even ask the question. “What do you mean?”

      “I went to the store after Iris left. Her car is in a ditch and the windshield is smashed in, but she’s not in it.”

      My phone clatters to the ground and I rush Luca pinning him to the wall with my hand around his throat. “Where the fuck is Iris? What did you do to her?”

      He smirks and his voice comes out gravelly due to the pressure from my hand. “We’re finally getting somewhere. I didn’t do anything to her. Can’t say the same for her ex though.”

      I tighten my hold on his neck and slam his head against the wall. “Tell me,” I growl.

      My body is vibrating and emotions are swelling in my faster than I can identify them, but I only have one need. Getting to Iris before anything happens to her. Pierce has taken enough from her, I won’t let him take anymore.

      “I help you and your indebted to me, no matter what I want,” he husks.

      I once thought that nothing could drag me back into Luca’s clutches, but I was wrong. I don’t even think about it. I’d spend the rest of my life doing his bidding if it meant Iris was safe. I’d sacrifice myself on any stake to keep a smile on her face. “Done.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          Iris

        

      

    

    
      Ow.

      A pulsing pain radiates through my skull. My face stings and every part of me hurts. My limbs feel like they’re made of lead, and my eyes feel glued shut. My mind is groggy and confused, unable to register anything but the pain. I lift my hand to touch my face, but my hand doesn’t make it there.

      I work my eyelids open, but even that small task is a fight.

      Cream sheets. They’re soft, a high thread count. My brows furrow. They smell clean. My eyes follow the line from my arm to my hand; both wrists are in wool-lined cuffs. I raise my head; my legs are bound, too.

      It’s a struggle to keep my eyes open, and everything feels confusing. And hard. I look around; the chains from the cuffs go to mahogany bedposts.

      Wait a minute.

      I blink and open my eyes again and focus. I squint staring at the posts. The bedposts are tall, with bulbous bases, and thin out near the top. Deeply carved lines are etched all the way down the poles.

      I turn my head to the side. Heavy chocolate-brown curtains hang from the ceilings. The drapes are closed, blocking out all but a sliver of light peeking through.

      Without turning on my side, I know there’s a beige rug on the floor. If I moved the nightstand to my left, I’d find a drop of my own blood. A spot I couldn’t get out after Pierce beat me and left me lying in a puddle of my own blood. I had to turn the rug to hide that corner.

      Blinding terror takes over. I bite down hard on my tongue to keep myself from screaming. I’m in my old bed, at my old house, outfitted in my old clothes.

      Memories and nightmares rock me. Beating after beating, punch after punch, and each time he took me dry after beating me bloody. Every memory rips apart my soul. I shake my head back and forth, letting silent tears flow but keeping my lips tight.

      The brick.

      A brick came sailing through my windshield. It must’ve been Pierce and he grabbed me after I wrecked my car.

      Oh my god.

      Callan.

      Brae.

      Oh, god.

      Tears pool in my eyes and I tremble. I yank on the cuffs and try to curl my hands to squeeze them through, but they’re too tight. I want to scream, but I can’t. Nothing is sealing my mouth shut, but I know.

      He’s here. He has to be here. If he knows I’m awake he’ll come through that door and pick up my torture where he left off two years ago. If he comes through that door, I won’t make it out of here alive. My heart will stop beating before Callan even has a chance I’m missing.

      Oh, god.

      I turn my face into the pillow trying to muffle my sob, but I gag when I smell Pierce’s cologne. If I could wipe the smell of sandal wood from the earth, I would.

      I lift my head again, looking around the room. It’s exactly the way it was when I left it, except for the wooden crate in the corner. It’s the type of crate I saw him ship guns in. This one is empty and somehow I know it’s for me.

      I force my eyes away and spot a framed photo from our Vegas wedding is sitting on the nightstand. My smile is so wide, it looks like my cheeks are about to break. Pierce is staring at the camera with a smirk on his face. It’s only now that I can look at that picture and see the evil hidden behind his eyes. I gag staring sat it.

      I’ll kill you, I promise the photograph.

      I pull on the cuffs again, and my eye catches on my hand. Bile rises in my throat. My wedding ring set is on my left hand. I didn’t leave it behind. I threw it in Lady Bird Lake. How did it get it? Did he have it recreated?

      I’m in the same green dress I wore the night I decided I had to find a way out. Does he know that’s the night I started to play the game differently? Does he know that I decided to leave that night?

      I’ve lived for two years without bruises covering my body. I’ve lived for two years without the constant fear of a man ripping me apart, wondering if tonight would be the night he lands the punch that kills me. I won’t go through that again. I tug on the chains. I’ll find a way to break apart this solid wood bed.

      The chains rattle. I stop and listen. I don’t hear anything. Nothing. There’s no creaking floorboard or steps walking toward me. I pull the chains again with all the strength I can muster. My arms are quivering from the exertion.

      I close my eyes and Callan floats into my mind. His turquoise eyes capture me. It’s the same look he had the first time we made love and he claimed me as his. All I want to do right now is be his.

      Will he ever find me?

      Will I be alive when he finds me?

      This is going to end with either me or Pierce alive. I just hope it’s me that’s still breathing.

      If he can’t have me, he’ll want me dead. I want to live. I want a life with Callan. I refuse to live a life with Pierce—death would be sweeter than this hell.

      The creak of the third stair bounces off the walls in the cavernous house. Every little noise echoes. Footsteps approach the door. I freeze and prepare to face the man who intends to destroy me.

      Pierce swings open the door, tucking his hands into his pockets, and a sinister grin crosses his face as he steps over the threshold to our room.

      “Welcome home, Rissy.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          Callan

        

      

    

    
      I pop open the door to the apartment. “Brae,” I yell. “Turn off the stove, get your phone and come here now.”

      Brae runs to the door with arched eyebrows. I walk across the breezeway, ignoring Luca. He’s standing there watching me. I pound on Carmen’s door and turn back to Brae.

      “You’re staying with Carmen. Neither one of you can leave her apartment until I give the all clear, okay?”

      “What’s going on?” Brae asks, wrapping her arms around her middle and shifts closer to me.

      “Iris needs help,” I answer honestly.

      Carmen answers the door after I keep pounding on it with the side of my fist. “What on earth?” she asks as she opens the door. “Why are you knocking like a deranged caveman?”

      “Iris is in trouble. Keep Brae here. Don’t leave.”

      Carmen doesn’t question me or make me wait to explain more, she grabs Brae and pulls her inside. “I’ve got your girl. Go get our Iris.”

      I run down the steps with Luca hot on my heels. “We’ll take my car.”

      I slide into Luca’s passenger seat. “Drive,” I roar as soon as he starts the car. Luca peels out of the parking lot and it hits me like a high-speed train straight through my sternum that Iris is alone with Pierce.

      Hang on, birdie, I’m coming.

      I’m not a praying man. I’ve known since I was young that if Heaven and Hell exist, I have a one-way ticket straight to Hell. But, in this moment, I have nothing to lose and I’ll bargain life away to trade places with Iris, to take her fear, and every possible hurt. I’ve already indebted myself to the man who may kill me before this is all said and done. I close my eyes and pray.

      “How do you know where she is?” I ask without opening my eyes or stopping the prayers repeating in my head.

      “I’ve been following her. Thought we should have a little chat and see if I could persuade her into helping me convince you and James to help me.”

      I don’t give a fuck what he needs help with right now. I only care that he was following her and knows where she is but didn’t do a damn thing to stop it. I will repay my debt, but after that if Luca comes near me again, I will end his life.

      “What happened?”

      “I was following at a distance by the time I got to her crashed car, she was being stuffed into another car. He didn’t even notice me driving up, I followed him to a house then came to you.”

      “How much farther?”

      “That’s the house up there,” Luca murmurs. He shuts off the lights for his car and points at the towering monstrosity in front of us. I pull on the handle, launching myself out of the car, ignoring Luca’s protests and head straight up to Iris’s prison.
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          Iris

        

      

    

    
      Pierce saunters toward me. I crawl back on the bed, shoving my back against the wooden headboard. Pain ricochets through my bones and muscles when my back meets the unyielding piece of wood.

      He sits on the edge of the bed, grabbing my left hand and running his fingers over my rings. I tug my hand away, and he grabs my wrist and twists my arm.

      “You never take away something I want from me. If I want to admire the rings on your fingers, I will. If I want you back, I will have you. I gave you everything. And, you found another man? I gave you time. Until you found another man like the whore you are. This can go one of two ways. Either you’ll be mine or you’ll wind up in that box, I’ll ship you across the world as a prize for the men I deal with.”

      Pierce’s hand wraps around my neck, choking me. If I weren’t bound in handcuffs, I’d know what to do. Because of Callan, because he’s been trying to save me from the very beginning. Because of the friends he brought into my life and the exercises he insisted I do, I would be able to get out of this. Unfortunately, Roman, James, and Kiernan didn’t teach me how to break free from wool-lined cuffs attached to heavy steel chains.

      “No.” I promised Callan I would live. I won’t go down without a fight. “No,” I hiss again. “I’ll never be yours. I never was yours. I’m not your victim.”

      Pierce leans into my face, kissing me harshly. I try to turn away, but he’s gripping my neck too tightly; I can’t move or turn my face. He’s got me right where he wants me. When his tongue forces its way into my mouth, I bite down hard.

      Pierce rears back and his fist lands against the side of my jaw. My head is wrenched to the side by his thumb and forefinger on my chin.

      “You’ll fucking pay for that,” he promises as he pulls a knife from the bedside drawer and stabs me in my upper side. A burning and stinging pain fills my limbs and each breath becomes harder to breathe.

      “Fuck you,” I hiss.

      “Using curse words now, are we? Is that from the trash company you’ve been keeping?”

      “It’s deserved. Callan is more of a man than you’ll ever be.” I know that this will earn me another punishment, but I’ll never shy away from him again. Pierce will never force me back into the shadows and darkness. My chest shakes as I suck in a rattling breath.

      Pierce lets go of the knife still lodged in my side and his large hand wraps around my throat again, and he slaps my face with his other hand before pointing a finger in my face. “Never say his name in our bed.”

      “There is no our. We’re over. I left you. You no longer have me. Callan. Callan. Callan.” I repeat his name over and over, getting louder each time until my throat is starting to turn raw from the force of my voice.

      Pierce yanks out the knife, raising it above his head as I continue to scream the name of the man I love, and he brings it down with all his force as it plants in my thigh. Callan’s name turns into a pained scream.

      “I’ll have you until your dying breath.” Pierce squeezes my neck even tighter. He pulls a gun from the back of his jeans, pointing it between my eyes. “Too bad that will come sooner than I hoped.”

      I tremble and my eyes cross, staring at the barrel. It’s all I can see. The black shiny metal of the gun. I whisper Callan’s name as I stare into Pierce’s eyes. If I leave this world, I want his name to be the last one on my lips.

      “Behave,” Pierce hisses. He drops the gun on the nightstand and rakes his hand splattered with my blood through his perfectly coiffed hair. “Things are going to be different this time. If you would’ve learned from your mistakes, life would’ve been easier.”

      I scoff and sneer. “You’re a monster.”

      “You love me,” Pierce says.

      “I never loved you. I know that now. You’re worthless.”

      Pierce punches me in my side where he stabbed me. The pain radiates through my stomach and steals the breath from my lungs. I never fought back. I never screamed. I never said anything. I was too scared.

      I’m not now.

      “Does that make you feel like a man? Beating someone tied up? Beating someone with stab wounds? You’re nothing.”

      Pierce’s fist lands on my nose. Blood seeps out, coating my lips and chin. The back of my head hits the headboard.

      “I hate you,” I hiss.

      Pierce roars, punching me over and over. He’s so lost in beating me and screaming at me, he doesn’t hear the creak from the third step on the staircase.

      I smile because I do.
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          Callan

        

      

    

    
      Iris’s cry of pain makes my feet move faster up the stairs. Luca is two steps behind me speeding forward just as fast as I am. Luca grabs my arm halfway up the stairs and hisses. “Take this.”

      He plants a black gun in my hands. It’s been years since I felt the cool and heavy metal of a gun in my palm. I continue running up the stairs and aim the gun in front of me. Iris’s pain-filled whimpers are getting closer and the sound of flesh meeting flesh is getting louder.

      I burst through the door and the fuse of my rage ignites, setting off a bomb. A roar rips from my lips. “Get the fuck off of her.”

      I aim the gun at his head.

      He spins with a gun in his hand, pointing it at me. Then the bastard fucking smiles before he takes a shot. I fire at the same time.

      His bullet lands in the wood two inches from my head, and mine lands between his eyes.
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          Callan

        

      

    

    
      I hold the wound on Iris’s side and thigh as we wait for the ambulance. She’s unconscious and her breathing is too shallow to be normal. It’s light and barely there, but it fills the silent room like a tornado siren. I add more pressure to my hold and pray for the second time tonight.

      Luca doesn’t say anything. He leans against the wall as we wait for the ambulance and police sirens to fill the quiet neighborhood.

      “Hold on, birdie,” I whisper when I catch the first siren. “Just another minute. You’re okay, baby. You’re going to be okay. It’s over. I’m so proud of you. So fucking proud.”

      By the time Iris is loaded into the ambulance my shirt is soaked with her blood. There’s traces on my hands and arms. I force my way into the back of the ambulance, unable to let Iris out of my sight.

      Luca stays behind with the police. I know they’ll have questions for me later, but I only care about the work the medics are doing in front of me.

      I collapse to my knees when she’s rushed back into the hospital through doors that I can’t go through. I don’t even flinch when hands wind their way underneath my armpits and yank me into a standing position.

      “She’ll be okay,” James says. “Luca called. I called everyone else.”

      James drags me to the chairs, but I don’t take my eyes off the door that Iris went through. Maybe my praying was useless. Maybe this is what is supposed to happen. Maybe I was supposed to be taunted with the goodness of Iris, only to have her yanked away from me.

      Each time I blink or close my eyes, I see her on the bed with light sheets stained with her blood. Her bruised, battered, and swollen face is like a brand on my brain. Her blood that soaked my hands is like acid against my skin.

      Tate stands to the side of my chair, but doesn’t block my view. “Let’s get you cleaned up. Iris won’t want to see this when she wakes up.” I shake off the hand on my shoulder and stare at the door.

      One by one the rest of my friends, sister, Carmen, and Luca pile into the waiting room. The police arrive, too. They take my statement. All while I never take my eyes from the double doors.
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      “The only reason I’m talking to you right now is because you saved both of the most important people in my life,” I say through gritted teeth. “I don’t have time for your shit. Tell me what you need.”

      James stands next to me with his arms crossed over his chest. Iris has been out surgery to repair the damage to her lung for almost two hours. The blade of the knife caused her lung to collapse, but the stab to her thigh missed the artery. She has contusions all over her body. The doctors expect her to sleep for some time before she wakes up.

      I’m not willing to leave her side though, so I summoned James and Luca to her room. My hand is wrapped her smaller one, one of the only places she isn’t hurt or broken. I swallow the bile that rises every time I think about the fact that her small hands and feet are pretty much the only unharmed parts of her.

      Even if she was to wake up right now and open her eyes, she’d barely be able to see because of how swollen her eyes are.

      “If I had any other choice, I would use it,” Luca says quietly. “I’ve hated the life I was born into for as long as I can remember.”

      I grit my teeth and suppress the urge to tell him to get on with it. I want to know the debt and that’s it. Then I want him gone.

      “Could’ve fooled me,” James mumbles.

      “If I don’t play my roll, I would be tortured. I learned that lesson when I was fucking five years old.”

      That information doesn’t surprise me, but I am surprised that Luca hates what he was born into. He never showed it.

      “Both of you got out and I need out.” He licks his lips and squeezes the back of his neck. When he glances at us again, his eyes hard and angry. “If you use what I’m about to tell you against me—I’ll gut you.”

      James snorts. “Just say it.”

      “Sometimes I sneak away without any of my father’s men following me. One of those times…I met someone. She’s…innocent. Too good for that life.”

      I glance at Iris again. I know that feeling. I never would’ve approached Iris if we were in Chicago. I would be able to tell with one glance that she should never be tainted with that kind of ugly.

      “She’s pregnant,” Luca whispers.

      “Fuck,” James mutters.

      Suddenly Luca’s need to leave that life behind makes sense. My gaze travels to Iris’s body. To her belly. The belly that’s about to swell with my child. One she doesn’t even know about yet.

      Baby Caden could’ve knocked me over with a finger when the doctor reassured me our baby survived the trauma. I place one of my hands on Iris’s stomach before looking to Luca.

      “We’ll get you out,” I promise.
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          Iris

        

      

    

    
      A rhythmic pulse slowly works its way into my consciousness. My body is numb except for my scratchy throat.

      Water.

      I want some water. I try to open my eyes, but they don’t open fully, only enough to see the speckled ceiling tiles of my hospital room. The last thing I remember is Pierce’s fist sailing toward my face before everything went black. My fingers twitch against the sheets and I sigh in relief when I feel scratchy, hospital-grade bedding.

      My first thought was right. I’m in a hospital. I scan my eyes over the room—moving from the ceiling to the monitors to the man resting his head on the hospital bed. I twitch the fingers that are wrapped in his large hand.

      Callan immediately jolts and stands to hover over me. His hand comes up to the side of my face, millimeters away, but not touching me. I can feel the heat of his though. I tilt my face so my skin will touch his. As soon as it makes contact, the numb medicated feeling I had subsides and a sharp stab of pain pulses in my cheek.

      “Iris,” Callan whispers. “Birdie. Fuck. You scared me.”

      I lick my dry lips and wince.

      “It’s going to hurt for awhile. Do you want some water?”

      “Yes,” I say. He holds a cup to my lips and I take a small sip through the straw. The cool liquid burns my throat on the way down. “What happened?”

      “What do you remember?”

      “Everything until I passed out during his beating,” I reply.

      Callan drops his head and pulls in a shaky breath. “Luca helped me find you and I killed him. I got a call from Maddox about an hour ago, it was officially ruled as self defense. He’s gone, Iris. You’ll never have to worry about him again, birdie.”

      My chin quivers and a tear leaks out the side of my eye. It really is over. It’s over. I let those thoughts wash over me as Callan squeezes my hand.

      “You’re really hurt though,” Callan says. “I wish I found you before he touched you.”

      I shake my head softly. “No,” I whisper. “Stop that.”

      Callan’s head dips again, resting against my belly. “It could’ve been so much worse.”

      “But, it wasn’t.”

      “I’m going to call the doctor in so he can explain all your injuries, but there’s one thing I want to tell you first.”

      “What?”

      Callan’s lip tips up on one side and amusement lights his eyes. “Okay, maybe a few things.”

      His fingers brush over my hair and his eyes flit all over my face. “First, I love you. I love you, Iris. I fucking love you.”

      “I love you, too,” I croak. “You kept me alive. You kept me fighting. I didn’t go to the shadows.”

      “Second, you need to make me an honest man. I’ve been telling the doctors and nurses you’re my fiancée.”

      I chuckle, but stop because the pain becomes too much.

      “Fuck, I’m sorry. Don’t laugh. I wish I could take this from you. I hate that you have to go through this.”

      “Last time in my life,” I whisper. “I can make it through.”

      “I’m so proud of you,” Callan whispers. He kisses the palm of my hand and then drops to his knee beside my hospital bed. “I’ve known I wanted to spend my life with you, but haven’t had a chance to plan something. Didn’t think it would be next to a hospital bed though.”

      I chuckle. “Ow.”

      “I’m sorry, birdie.”

      “Stop being so cute, foxy.”

      Callan grins and squeezes my hand as he plants a kiss on the inside of my wrist. “I want to spend my life standing by your side because with you there, there won’t be any dark days. We can weather anything. I want you to persuade me to do things you want while you lay naked and on top of me, just because that’s where I want you to be. Don’t make a liar out of me. Some of the nurses would be really disappointed if they found out we aren’t engaged.”

      “Yes,” I say. Tears spill out of my eyes and for the first time in my life, they’re not from sadness or pain, but because my heart is full and happy. Callan stands and drops the softest kiss against my swollen lips.

      “We’ll celebrate properly when you’re healed,” he promises. “The last thing is fun because it’s never the guy surprising the woman and it’s a good thing you said yes because I need to make an honest woman out of you.”

      Callan pauses and my brow wrinkles.

      “You’re pregnant.”

      “What?” I shriek, or at least try to shriek.

      “That’s about as shocked as I was when the doctor assured me that our baby survived the trauma.”

      “Oh my god,” I whisper placing my free hand on her belly. Callan covers it with his own.

      “I swear. The little guy is okay.”

      “It might be a girl,” I whisper as a new wave of happy tears hits my eyes.

      Callan’s eyes close. “Shit. I swear I’d be happy with anything, but I don’t think I can handle raising another girl.”

      My knuckles drag along his stubble-cover cheek. “She would have you wrapped around her finger before she wailed her first cry.”

      “Exactly,” Callan says and smiles. “I can’t say no to you or Brae. A third girl in my life wouldn’t be fair.”

      “A third girl in your life?”

      Callan and I turn our gaze toward the door. Brae is front in center with Corbin behind her. James, Tate,  Savannah, Liam, Harper, Roman, Kieran, Hudson, Ava, Carmen, Arnie, Valerie, and Gabe are behind them wearing the same shocked expression.

      “Are you pregnant?” Harper asks.

      I nod and smile the hugest smile I can manage without crumpling in pain.

      “I’m going to be an aunt?” Brae whispers and comes into the room with the rest of the gang following her. My bed is surrounded by the people closest to me. Their happy chatter fills my ears and works as a natural pain reliever.

      I look at the ceiling and rub my chest, above my heart. The pain is ebbing and warmth is radiating so hot, my heart is about to burst. Two years ago, Grams whispered in my head that I had to leave I would die.

      Today I hear her again.

      Live, my girl. Live.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Iris

        

      

    

    
      Pancakes.

      It’s hot. I fan myself and blow out a breath. I wince as the pain stabs through my back. Another breath in through my nose and out through my mouth.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Ava asks as she crouches down in front of me. My lip curls as I stare at her tiny baby bump belly. She’s only a few months along and can still move.

      Meanwhile, it takes a crane to move me around. My body is molded to the couch and I’m not sure how I’ll manage to stand in the next few minutes to walk down the aisle. I’m not sure the women can lift me. Callan has to get me in and out of chairs these days. And, there’s still two weeks left of this pregnancy.

      When I’m able to move, I’m going to give him a piece of my mind for convincing me to get married before I have our baby.

      It seems a naked Callan is just as convincing to me as a naked me is for him. I huff. “Yes, I’m just hot. Callan may have to come in here if he wants to get married. I’m not sure I’ll be able to get off the couch.”

      “Sweetie, it’s December. It’s not hot in here.”

      “It’s Texas,” I mutter.

      “I was always hot when I was pregnant with Caden,” Harper chimes in. “It didn’t matter if it was the dead of winter and ten degrees outside. I was sweating.”

      I wince as another pain stabs my back. “What’s going on, babe?” Savannah asks. All the girls in their matching burgundy dresses crowd around me.

      “Braxton hicks, I think. I’m getting these stabby pains in my back.”

      Savannah and Harper glance at each other. “Are you sure they’re Braxton Hicks?”

      “Yes,” I say. “This baby, even though already big like their dad, isn’t due for another two weeks.”

      Carmen shuffles into the room is a purple lace dress. “It’s time, mija.”

      “I’m going to need help getting up from the couch.” I raise my arms in the air and they’re grabbed by a laughing Brae, Savannah, Harper, and Tate. Together they lift me from the couch and I smooth down the front of my wedding dress.

      It’s not exactly the dress I imagined getting married in, but I do feel beautiful and I know Callan will love it. The knee-length dress is the only one I could find on such short notice and could accommodate my belly that seems to expand by the minute.

      I sized out of the original dress I chose months ago, but Callan promised that we’ll find somewhere I can wear it after I have the baby.

      I waddle down the hallway to the doors that will lead outside. I watch as each of my bridesmaids exit, followed by my maid of honor—Brae. And then, the music changes signaling it’s my turn.

      Carmen wraps my hand around her arm.

      “I’m honored to walk you down the aisle and give you away, but if I could trade places with your Grams, I would.”

      I lick my lips as my chin quivers. “She’s here,” I whisper. “Thank you for walking me. I couldn’t imagine it any other way.”

      The wedding coordinator opens the double doors revealing me to Callan and our guests. The tall natural stone fireplace behind Callan fades into the background and the twinkling lights disappear as I focus on Callan. His eyes meet mine from down the aisle. In this moment, nothing exists except the two of us.

      My pace quickens so I can reach him faster. I want to be in his arms, wrapped up tightly, promising him forever. He was right to convince me to get married before our baby arrives. I can’t imagine this happening another way.

      My heart races inside of my chest, beating only for him. He takes my hand from Carmen when I reach him and brushes a piece of my hair behind my ear.

      “Didn’t think it was possible for you to become even more beautiful,” he murmurs as the officiant begins the ceremony.

      A rush of wetness hits me between the legs and my eyes widen as it splashes against the ground.

      “Was that—?”

      “Yeah,” I whisper. The officiant doesn’t notice, but the girls behind me do. They start whispering and I hear Brae chuckle.

      “Carl,” Callan says, getting the officiant’s attention. “You’re going to have to hurry this along. My about-to-be-wife’s water just broke and I really want my ring on her finger before this baby comes.”

      I laugh just before another pain stabs through me cutting my laugh short. Callan’s brows crease. “Hurry up,” Callan says again. Our small crowd laughs.

      Callan and I promise each other forever before the next contraction hits.
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      Callan

      Walking into a hospital and telling them your wife is in labor is an exhilarating feeling. I was on top of the world until seven hours passed with Iris barely progressing in the labor.

      I lean my forehead against hers. “I love you so fucking much.”

      “I can’t do this,” she whispers. Her forehead is covered in sweat with pieces of her hair sticking to it. She shakes her head and grabs my hand as another contraction hits.

      “On the next contraction, you’re going to start pushing, Iris,” the doctor says. She smiles reassuringly. “It’s time.”

      Iris trembles. “I’m not ready,” she says to the doctor.

      “You are,” I say into her ear before I kiss her cheek. “You’re ready. Do you think it’s a boy or girl?” I ask to distract her. We chose to wait to be surprised, but Iris has been insisting for the last several months that our baby is a girl.

      She says she just knows.

      “Why do you have to be so much bigger than me?” Iris asks. “Why do you make big babies?”

      I chuckle and run my nose along her jaw to ear her. “I love you,” I whisper.

      “I love you, too,” she responds.

      The next contraction hits and Iris starts to push and push and push. She collapses back on the bed and shakes her head. “I can’t do this.”

      “Yes, birdie, you can. You can do it. Our baby boy will be here in a minute,” I say.

      “Baby girl,” she returns before she begins pushing again.

      Finally, our baby is laid down on Iris’s chest as we meet her for the first time. Iris looks up at me with tears swimming in her eyes. “Pancakes,” she whispers. “I already love her so much.”

      “I love you so much, birdie. I’m so proud of you. You’ve given me more than I deserve. I spend every second until my last breath trying to balance those scales.”

      “They’re balanced,” she murmurs. “I love you.”

      My lips land on Iris’s and we both open for each other. My tongue slides against hers soaking in her taste. I pull back and plant a peck on her lips once more as I wrap my arms around my wife and daughter.

      Just as Iris predicted, our new daughter, Wren, has me wrapped around her finger before she even cries for the first time.
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        The End
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      Meet me in Crater Falls for an epic, twisty, swoony, and heartfelt duet. Book one and two coming this fall!

      Click here to pre-order Breaking Apart
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      You can find Emma in all the book-loving hang outs! I’d also love to have you in my Facebook reader group: Emma Renshaw’s Books. In my reader group you’ll get behind the scenes info, be the first to know about upcoming books, and exclusive giveaways!

      

      Website: emmarenshaw.com

      Facebook: facebook.com/emmarenshawauthor

      Instragram: instagram.com/emmarenshawauthor

      Goodreads: goodreads.com/emmarenshawauthor

      BookBub: bookbub.com/profile/emma-renshaw

      Amazon: amazon.com/author/emmarenshaw
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      You can make a huge difference in a book’s life!

      

      Reviews encourage other readers to try out a book. They are critically important to getting the word out about a book and mean the world to every author.

      

      I’d love your help in spreading the word for Vow of Devotion. If you could take a quick moment to leave a review on your favorite book site, I would be forever grateful. It can be as short or as long as you like. You can do that on your preferred retailer. Or on Goodreads. Or on BookBub. Even better? All three! It’s as simple as copying and pasting!

      

      Email me a link to your review at emmarenshaw@outlook.com so I can be sure to thank you. You’re the best!
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