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			Chapter One

			Kira Andersen wasn’t a fan of taking flights at the crack of dawn. For one thing, they happened in the morning, her least favorite time of day. For another, they involved airplanes, which meant she would spend the duration of her trip envisioning every catastrophic failure she could come up with—and she was creative, so she could envision quite a few—while running on nothing but coffee and nerves.

			Seth was lucky she loved him. That was all there was to it. But there was no way she was turning down an invitation to spend these precious few weeks before his wedding doing what she did best: pestering him. Not when the planets had aligned so neatly to mix business and pleasure. Landing a plum assignment in the same town where she was already scheduled to visit her brother? Yes, please. It had been a long wait, but this was the clearest sign yet that things were finally looking up.

			Any other day she would have worried about it. Strokes of luck happened so rarely anymore that they made her nervous. But after spending the past couple of hours smashed between the window and a man who smelled strongly of onions and couldn’t have taken up more leg space if he’d tried, plus turbulence, she was worried out. All she wanted to do was get to Harvest Cove, settle in, and enjoy the rest of her day. Preferably with a series of warm, caffeinated beverages in hand while she annoyed her brother.

			Repairing the deep cracks in her relationship with her twin was taking time, especially long-distance. His life was very different now than it had been when he’d left Florida, running off without so much as a good-bye. He’d cut her out, and though her head understood why he’d done it, her heart was slower to come around. Seth had been her first friend—her best friend. And then . . . she’d been on her own. Getting to spend this time with him, with the people who’d helped him heal, was an opportunity to get back some of what she’d lost.

			If she could finally get her professional life together at the same time, Harvest Cove, Massachusetts, would make it into her top ten favorite places in the world. No matter how remote it was. Or cold. Or full of flannel-wearing people with funny accents. Maybe Seth could take her moose watching or something. Was that a thing up here?

			She guessed she’d find out.

			Kira walked quickly through the terminal, her messenger bag slung across her body, stopping only to get a giant vanilla latte before making her way to the baggage claim. She took her phone off airplane mode as she walked, reading her texts and letting the latte kick her higher brain functions back into gear. One of the first messages was from Seth. Her stride slowed as she read.

			K—Got called into work. My buddy Fitz will pick you up. Give him a call when you get your bag. He’ll be waiting. Be nice. I know how you are in the morning! Love you.—S

			“Great,” Kira groaned. The baggage carousel designated for her flight began to run just as she reached it. At least some things in her universe were in working order today, she thought, eyeing Onion Man as he lingered on the other side of the carousel. She looked again at the unfamiliar number Seth had texted her, then shifted her focus to the bags trundling past her. She didn’t recognize the name of the guy picking her up. Fitz? Fitz-what? He hadn’t been one of the people she’d met when she visited Harvest Cove over Christmas. Then again, Seth seemed to have come out of his shell a lot since moving there. He had quite a few friends these days. It was almost like he didn’t even need her pithy commentary on life, the universe, and everything to brighten up his days anymore.

			Neither does anybody else, for that matter.

			Kira pushed back against the knot trying to form in her stomach and tried to focus on the positive. Living in a little New England town had been good for her brother. Of course, so had falling in love. Not that she’d know much about that, but love looked good on him.

			A lot better than travel looked on her, that was for sure.

			Kira glanced down at her traveling clothes—beat-up skinny jeans, slip-on canvas shoes, a T-shirt featuring a cartoon she liked, and an oversized military jacket she could hide in on long flights—or whenever—and sighed. It was one thing for her twin to see her roll into town looking like the dog’s breakfast. It was another for some random townie to meet her this way.

			Nothing I can do about it now. She brushed her long ponytail back over her shoulder as she spotted a familiar, clearly well-used suitcase headed toward her. Kira hauled it off the conveyor, extended the handle, and dragged it behind her as she headed for the doors that led outside. She pursed her lips, rereading her brother’s message, then pressed the number of her mysterious chauffeur.

			So totally sure this won’t be awkward. Thanks, Seth. Well, maybe she could pick this Fitz’s brains a little on the way to the Cove. She hadn’t planned to do any work today, but if the guy was a local, maybe he’d be able to tell her something useful about her quarry. It wasn’t like a famous writer could get away with being completely anonymous in a place as small as Harvest Cove, after all. Some people had to know who he was. It was just a matter of turning over the right stones. Probably wouldn’t even take her that long.

			She hoped.

			The phone rang only once before the mysterious Fitz picked up.

			“Hello? Is this Kira?”

			He had a nice voice, warm, not too deep, fairly mellow—not that it meant a thing about the guy himself. For all she knew, he could be Onion Man. The thought worried her enough that she looked back toward the baggage claim, where her erstwhile seatmate was still waiting for his suitcase. Fortunately, he wasn’t on his phone.

			“Hey. Yes. Fitz?”

			“That’s me. You ready for pickup?”

			She smiled. He made her sound like a fast-food order. “As ready as I’m going to be. I’m the brunette in the big green jacket lugging the giant suitcase.”

			“Okay. I’m in the cell phone lot. I’ll head right over.” He gave her a brief description of the blue crossover SUV he was driving, enough that she figured she could spot it. They hung up, and she waited. It wasn’t even five minutes before the car that had to be his pulled up alongside the curb in front of her. A dark head of hair popped out of the driver’s side of the car, followed by . . .

			Oh. Well. This is . . . unexpected.

			Kira mustered an expression that she hoped was, if not convincingly perky, at least friendly, while trying to ignore the happy little flutter in her stomach that always heralded the arrival of a cute boy. Fitz was better than cute, though, and he sure as hell wasn’t a boy. She wanted to kick herself as her smile went from appropriate greeting to Hey, sailor in the blink of an eye.

			Think calm. Serenity. It’s too early in the morning for attraction. I haven’t even had my fourth cup of coffee yet!

			It wasn’t like Seth having a good-looking friend was so shocking. After all, he’d been in the army before he was a cop, and both jobs meant he was likely to end up with at least a few buddies who qualified as uniformed eye candy. She’d always appreciated it, even though she’d never taken advantage. Dating his friends had just seemed like a great way to invite trouble for no particular reason, and besides, she wasn’t so much into the buff, uniformed type.

			This guy, though . . . yeah. He was right up her alley.

			Fitz came around the front of the car, his slim, athletic frame clad in frayed jeans, a Captain America T-shirt, and a hoodie. His hair, just long enough to be on the shaggy side, was jet-black, his skin tanned. Big, soulful dark brown eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled at her, and she couldn’t stop herself from dropping her gaze to his mouth. His lips had just the right amount of fullness and were, in her opinion, the sort utterly perfect for kissing.

			If this were a movie, he’d be walking in slo-mo, the wind would be blowing his hair, “Dream Weaver” would start playing . . .

			“Kira?” he asked, and it was the same warm voice she’d heard on the phone. She cleared her throat to hide her smile. The combination of her extended singlehood and lack of sleep had definitely affected her brain.

			“That’s me.” She let go of her suitcase handle, shuffled her coffee cup, and stuck out her hand, determined not to act like a complete ass. It was hard to manage this early, but she hoped to get through the rest of the day with her dignity intact. “Nice to meet you, Fitz. Thanks for picking me up.”

			“No problem.” His hands enveloped hers, and the warmth of his touch rippled over her skin so quickly, and so unexpectedly, that Kira didn’t quite manage to fight off a shiver. His dark brows drew together with concern. “Cold? I bet you are, coming here from ninety-degree weather.”

			“More like eighty, but yeah. Wind’s a little nippy.” Kira laughed and pulled her hand away, huddling into the sanctuary of her coat. The temperature change was going to take some adjustment, which she’d known even before Fitz grinned at her.

			“Hey, this is warm for the end of September. Low sixties, sunny. It’s cooler in the Cove, though, with the wind off the water.”

			Kira wrinkled her nose and made a soft, disgruntled sound. Conceptually, the idea of a New England fall appealed to her. Cold, however, was not her friend. Fitz’s sun-kissed skin reminded her of home. One more reason to keep looking at him. “Good thing I brought sweaters.”

			“Yep,” he agreed. He pressed a button on his keychain and popped the trunk, then reached for the handle of her suitcase. “Go ahead and hop in. I can get this.”

			She briefly considered refusing, then discarded the idea. Her suitcase was maybe possibly a little overstuffed, and she didn’t feel like making a spectacle of herself wrestling it into the car. If he thought she was some kind of delicate flower, he’d figure out otherwise soon enough. Though she couldn’t imagine Seth hadn’t told him some stories about her. He told everyone stories. She chalked it up to deep-seated feelings of inadequacy because she’d won so many of their fights as kids. Which she’d told him. He’d loudly denied it before putting her in a headlock.

			She still rued the day he’d finally gotten bigger than her.

			“Thanks,” Kira said, handing off the bag and then walking to the car, sliding gratefully into the comfy leather passenger seat. She pressed the seat warmer button and smiled a little when she recognized the satellite radio station. It was the same one she listened to.

			If her brother was trying to set her up, he had outdone himself. Not gonna work, but still. Impressive. Not that you’re in any less trouble for trying.

			Not everybody was made for happily-ever-afters, Kira thought. Seth was. She’d always known it, even if he hadn’t. But some people just did better with a string of happy-for-nows. Or just plain happy-on-their-owns. Her work situation since she’d left the newspaper was enough to think about without adding in men who wanted things like, say, regular attention. The last one she’d given it to hadn’t deserved it, and she planned to make damned sure the next one wasn’t a snake before taking that kind of chance again. On the upside, the solid reputation she’d taken such care to build was paying off in steady, regular work. That was a big deal. The tantalizing possibility that she might not need to work for anyone but herself was an even bigger one.

			Things were finally falling into place. She ought to be happy. She was happy. Just . . . not as much as she’d expected to be. And that was nobody’s problem but hers.

			Lost in thought, she looked at her hands as Fitz got behind the wheel and shut the door.

			“Did you smuggle a person in that thing?” he asked, jerking her out of her sudden melancholy. She’d been grappling with that too often lately, something she blamed on having way too much time to herself. A year ago, she’d had lots of distractions—a great job, the perfect guy, their friends. All of which had proven to be illusory.

			Way to be a little ray of sunshine this morning. Maybe try polite conversation instead of brooding?

			“Hmm?” Kira asked, grateful for the interruption. It took a second to process what he’d actually asked her, but she came up with it quickly enough. “Oh, no. No stowaway. Just sweaters. Maybe a few bricks.”

			“Good call. You never know when you’re going to need a brick or three.”

			“Words to live by.”

			“Yeah.” He smiled at her again, a quick curve of those amazing lips and a look out of the corner of his eye before he pulled away from the curb. She met his gaze for that brief moment and returned his smile, feeling the same delicious warmth flood her as when his hand had clasped hers. Kira turned her head and tried to focus on the road ahead as they made their way out of the airport, but the smile, rather than fading, threatened to morph into a big dumb grin that would probably creep Fitz out.

			Stop smiling. Seriously. Why am I still smiling? Think of non-smiley things. Like Onion Man. Ah, there we go. A surefire cure for happiness: Onion Man.

			Still, Kira took a lengthy drink from her latte until she was sure she could sit there and look like a normal, polite person who’d just made a new acquaintance. Silence descended over the car, and she breathed deeply, taking the opportunity to stretch out her legs, snuggle into her jacket, and try to relax. A soft tapping noise caught her attention after a few minutes. She turned her head to watch Fitz drumming his fingers lightly on the steering wheel in time with the song on the radio. As she watched him, he mouthed a few words to the song, bobbing his head in time to the music until he caught her watching him. His laugh, embarrassed but good-natured, was cute.

			Like, really cute.

			“Sorry. Habit,” he said.

			“Hey, don’t let me stop you,” Kira said. “I’m all for free entertainment.”

			“Well, you’d definitely be getting what you paid for, in this case. So, um . . . Seth says you’re here for a few weeks. Big plans in the Cove?”

			“Not so much,” she replied, turning her attention fully to him. Outside the car he’d seemed pretty comfortable, but now, one-on-one, Fitz didn’t seem as sure of himself.

			He’s shy. And is he . . . blushing? Yep, just a little.

			Kira watched him with a sinking feeling. There was no getting around it. The man was adorable.

			Feeling a little flustered herself, Kira shifted the conversation to more neutral territory: work. After all, that was part of what she was here for, and that was where all of her non-Seth-related focus needed to be.

			Not on adorable guys who sang along to the same songs she liked.

			“Actually, I’m working on a magazine piece about a local point of interest.”

			That seemed to pique his curiosity. “Oh yeah?” he asked. “What’s that? The Witch Tree? The old lighthouse?”

			“No,” Kira replied. “This is more of a person.”

			Fitz chuckled. “We’ve definitely got a few interesting ones, but I’m not sure any of them rate a whole magazine piece in . . . who are you writing for these days? I read the thing you did on Quake Factory for Squared. Really interesting.”

			Her eyebrows rose. “Seriously?” She was used to people thinking her job was cool, in a completely abstract way, but the audience for her work and the people she spoke to in person didn’t usually have much overlap. Especially not when she was writing about a popular game developer’s role in promoting diversity and inclusion in both their business practices and their product. “What, was my brother making people read my stuff again? He does that sometimes.” Which was very sweet, if sometimes embarrassing.

			It was Fitz’s turn to look surprised. “No, not at all. I subscribe to Squared. Liked the article, saw your name, and when I asked Seth, yep, it was you. When he said you were a journalist, I didn’t realize you wrote about gaming.”

			She tried not to bristle. “Because I’m a woman?” Like that would be a new reaction. Fitz, however, just laughed softly.

			“No. Because you’re Seth’s sister, and Seth is, ah . . .”

			“He’s Seth,” Kira supplied, forcing herself to relax a little. “Yeah, I know. We might be twins, but we’ve always had different interests. He liked motorcycles and military stuff. I liked soccer, makeup, and Nintendo. And reading, which Seth will also do as long as the story involves political intrigue and stuff that explodes.”

			“There’s a lot to be said for stories about stuff that explodes,” Fitz said.

			“Uh-huh,” Kira replied, one corner of her mouth curving into a half smile. “To each his own. Anyway, that’s actually who this piece is for. Squared. Not about gaming this time, though.” It was nice to find someone who seemed impressed that she sometimes wrote for the country’s preeminent geek culture magazine. Nice . . . and very, very attractive.

			And very distracting. Stop it.

			“They sent you here to do a story?” He was cute when he was confused, too, Kira noted. And she couldn’t blame him for thinking it sounded strange. She wondered, briefly, if she should have just found another random subject to talk about, but it was a little late for that. She’d definitely caught his interest.

			“Not exactly. I was coming anyway. This trip just happened to work perfectly for a piece my editor at Squared had in mind. She got an interesting tip, called me, and I said I’d chase it. It does give me an excuse to stay longer than I might have, though, so big win for me.” She jokingly pumped her fists. “Yay, Kira.”

			“Definitely ‘yay, Kira.’” His momentary amusement quickly shifted back to puzzlement, though. Puzzlement and something she couldn’t quite put her finger on, though it felt a lot like suspicion. If he thought she’d come to mock his little town, he was completely wrong, Kira thought, beginning to wish she’d just stuck to conversing about the weather.

			“Seriously, though, who would a magazine like that be interested in up here?” he pressed. “The Cove isn’t really a hotbed of cultural relevance.” He paused. “I mean that in a nice way.”

			“I know.” She briefly debated how much to tell him, then decided this was as good a time as any to start digging for information. Harvest Cove was a small town. It wasn’t like her interest in its mysterious resident was going to be much of a secret once she started asking questions. And besides, considering the tip Lisa was given had originated with someone at a decidedly less scrupulous magazine, she needed to get moving on this. She wouldn’t be the only one here searching, but she’d be damned if she got scooped. Not on this. With a single breath, she plunged in. “Have you heard of Malcolm Roy, the fantasy author? They just made a movie out of one of his books, Smoke and Glass. There’s a TV series in the works. He’s getting to be kind of a big thing.”

			“Uh . . . sure?” Fitz replied, drawing the word out until it became a question. A slight crease formed between his brows as he kept his eyes on the road. “Why?”

			“Well,” Kira said, “turns out he lives around here. In Harvest Cove.”

			He glanced at her with a look that suggested more than a little concern for her sanity. “That would be news to . . . pretty much everybody. Did you set up an interview with him or something?”

			“Not exactly,” Kira said. “That is, not yet. I have to find him first. You not knowing he’s here is kind of the point of the story. He’s”—she waggled her eyebrows—“incognito.”

			Fitz gave a soft, incredulous chuckle that she didn’t much like. “I hate to tell you this, but I think you’ve been sent on a wild-goose chase. There’s nobody famous living around here. Trust me. If there was, everybody would know. It’s a small town. That’s kind of how it works.”

			“No, I haven’t,” Kira replied, trying to keep the edge out of her voice. Of course he thinks it’s nuts. No local is going to believe some outsider knows something about their town that they don’t. At his dubious look, she tried again. “Look, I get what you’re saying, but nobody knowing is the story! The guy is a complete mystery. He uses a pen name, the pictures I’ve seen of him at the handful of cons he attends are . . . well, his most recognizable features are a beard and a fedora, and there’s nothing current. It’s like he became a hit and went underground. People are clamoring for interviews, but he won’t give them in person. Huge, crazy fan base, but nobody can track him down. He’s an enigma.”

			Fitz no longer looked confused, but she wasn’t sure his obvious displeasure was any better. “Okay, let’s say for the sake of argument that this is not completely insane and you’re right about him being around the Cove. Why chase somebody who doesn’t want to be found? He’s not hurting anybody, keeping his private life private. Wherever he is.”

			“That’s not the point,” Kira replied before taking another sip of her latte. Bringing up work had definitely been a bad idea. “A famous storyteller who poofs in and out of existence like Roy does has to expect he’ll eventually be a story himself. It’s way too interesting.”

			It was interesting. And the prospect of figuring it out had her blood pumping in a way nothing had in quite a while. It wasn’t just that it was a ticket to the next phase of her career. Of all the work she’d done since leaving the paper, this was the first story that had grabbed her imagination and refused to let go. She didn’t just want to write it. She needed to write it. That, in her experience, made for her best work. And that drive to grab onto a fascinating thread and pull was clearly not something that Fitz understood.

			“Why?” he asked again. “His stories are what matters, not what he eats for breakfast.”

			Kira rolled her eyes. People didn’t just want the stories. They wanted to know where the stories came from. What was so difficult to understand about that? “Welcome to the digital age, Fitz. Malcolm Roy has hundreds of thousands of fans who would probably love to know what he eats for breakfast. I can tell you, he’s not very forthcoming on social media on the rare occasion he posts something.”

			“I’m sure people are devastated,” Fitz said blandly. “You know, if you find this guy, he may just run you off and slap a restraining order on you. What then? That’s tabloid-level stuff, not what I’d expect from Squared.”

			It stung, probably more than it should have. He didn’t know a thing about what she did, apart from reading an article once, and she needed to remember that. Besides . . . his opinion didn’t count. Kira arched one slim brow. “I’m not going to harass him. There’s a story here whether or not he decides to give me the time of day, though I would definitely prefer an interview. I’m also not the only one looking for him, so it’s not like ignoring me makes the problem go away. I just happen to represent a really good platform for introducing himself—the real him—to the world. He’s better off with me than with a television crew camped out on his doorstep, or a bunch of weirdos who’ve tracked him down and decided to hide in his bushes. I just have to find a way to get in touch, to convince him that—”

			“That you’re the best of a bunch of bad options?”

			Kira pursed her lips and glared at his profile. “I can see this bugs you,” she finally said. She didn’t like being lumped in with a bunch of gossipmongers who didn’t care how they got stories or who they hurt in the process. She produced solid, serious pieces on things that mattered. Well, maybe not to everyone, but they mattered to her. Just like Malcolm Roy did.

			Not that Fitz would be interested in hearing about it, since he was so busy judging her.

			“Sorry. That was out of line,” he said quietly. “I know you’re a professional. It just seems pretty unfair.” The apology surprised her—even more because it seemed completely sincere. It wasn’t in her not to accept it. They didn’t know each other, and for whatever reason, she’d hit a nerve. He still seemed annoyed, but his brief flash of outrage vanished as quickly as it had come. She didn’t know what to make of it, or of him for that matter.

			“Yeah, well. Life is like that sometimes.” Kira knew it sounded cold, but she was done arguing about this. Fitz didn’t understand, and he didn’t need to understand. He wasn’t a part of her life beyond this car ride, and that, she reminded herself, was a good thing. Or at least a less aggravating one.

			Fitz didn’t have a response to that, looking pensive as he drove. Between the silence and the warmth of the car, Kira’s thoughts had begun to drift back to pleasanter things when his voice, softer now, pulled her back to the present.

			“Seth never mentioned you were a cynic.”

			The words arrowed directly to her heart, where they lodged like a sliver of ice. Seth wouldn’t have mentioned it . . . because before he’d come home broken, then vanished on her instead of letting her help him heal, she hadn’t been. Ever since, it seemed like the powers that be had been fully engaged in driving the point home in case she’d missed it the first time—life wasn’t fair.

			They could let up now. She got the point.

			“I’m not a cynic. Just a realist,” Kira said, trying like hell not to resent it. Things had turned out all right, after all. Not how she’d hoped, exactly, but she was working on it. She turned her head to look at Fitz, pushing aside the hurt that came from poking at a relatively fresh scar. “An idealist, I presume?”

			He glanced at her. “Maybe. Idealists have more fun.”

			“Sure, until they crash their unicorn, get picked up for defacing public property with glitter, and need somebody responsible to post their bail.”

			That finally earned her a laugh, along with an excellent view of his incredible smile. “Point taken,” Fitz said, shaking his head. “Your brother was right, you know. You’re definitely a piece of work.”

			“That I am.” Kira settled back in her seat, trying to be satisfied that she’d achieved a truce for the rest of the ride. He might be adorable, but she didn’t need Fitz’s stamp of approval on her pursuit of the elusive Malcolm Roy. It was time to do what was best for her. And for the first time in almost a year, she thought she finally knew what that was.

			I’m exactly where I need to be, Kira thought as she watched the world rush by outside her window, trying to calm the nerves that came from nowhere and everywhere. For once, I’m sure of it. And that’s all that matters.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Fitz pulled into the parking lot behind Emma Henry’s old apartment on the square, feeling the steady ache in his temples that came from extended jaw clenching. He only did it when he was stressed out, and he never realized it until it was too late.

			His damned face hurt. And the cause of his misery was snuggled into the seat beside him, looking just as excited as could be to start making things miserable for him. He was seriously considering hiding out until she’d left town. Too bad vanishing for a month would be suspicious, even for him.

			“This is it?” Kira asked, leaning forward to look up at the building with her wide, appraising eyes. She looked happy. She ought to be. It had taken her less than twenty minutes on the ground to find her quarry. All he could do now was hope she didn’t figure it out in time. What was wrong with maintaining a private life, anyway? Malcolm Roy’s books should be what interested people, not where he spent his time or whom he spent it with.

			He’d spent enough time as a kid feeling different. Over the years, he’d learned to cover for it well enough, until he’d become part of the landscape around here, just like everybody else. He didn’t want to be different again. Not that a determined journalist like Kira would give a damn.

			“This is it,” Fitz agreed, trying to keep his tone neutral. The last thing he needed was to get weird and have Kira notice. And he could already tell those pretty eyes didn’t miss much—she would definitely notice.

			“Perfect,” she said. Fitz turned off the engine and looked at her, sure he heard a hint of sarcasm. It would be a lot easier to dislike her if she turned out to be a snob on top of her determination to mess up his life. Unfortunately, she seemed genuinely delighted.

			His jaw tried to tighten back up. This is not my day.

			Her grin was pure pleasure as she turned her gaze to him. There was no ignoring that it was a great smile, big and genuine, lighting up a face that had arrested him as soon as he set eyes on it. With an inward sigh, Fitz let himself appreciate, just for a moment, the almond shape of her warm hazel eyes; the sharp angles of her cheeks; her straight, aristocratic nose; and the sexy hint of a cleft in her chin. Her light olive skin was flushed with what he guessed had to be excitement. Unlike his own current emotional state, which was some unholy mixture of lust and dread.

			“I love it! I forgot how pretty the square was. I’m so glad Emma kept her apartment instead of selling it. This is much better than being underfoot at their house for a month. I told her not to drop the price for me, but she did anyway. I tried to argue, but you know . . . it’s Emma.”

			“Yeah, I know exactly what you mean,” Fitz replied, laughing a little despite his best efforts not to. He didn’t want her to think they were going to be friendly. Then again, everyone thought he was friendly. If he treated her differently, he was right back to the “being weird” thing.

			Unclench the jaw. UNCLENCH.

			He must have winced a little, because Kira frowned and tilted her head with a swish of her long, dark ponytail. “You okay? You look kind of pained.”

			“Oh, yeah, I’m fine,” he said, hoping he sounded it. “Little bit of a tension headache. I must have slept weird last night. Neck’s kind of knotted. I just need some aspirin. No big deal.”

			“Oh, that sucks.” She began rummaging in the pockets of her oversized jacket, brows still drawn together. “I think I have something, actually, since flying gives me a headache half the time.”

			“No, it’s really fine. I’m fine.” He leaned back against his own door a little defensively. She needed to not be nice to him. It would be better for everyone if she ignored him as much as possible. Unfortunately, hiding from her while he was stuck in the driver’s seat was physically impossible.

			With a pleased “Aha!” she pulled a small white bottle from an inside pocket. “Knew I had something. Here, take a couple of these. I’ve got a water bottle so you can wash them down.” She shook two ibuprofen out into her palm and offered them to him. “Here you go.”

			He eyed her, trying to ignore that apart from the whole “I’m here to drag you into the public eye” thing, Kira seemed pretty sweet. Of course, her twin brother was kind of a Boy Scout, so it shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but Seth wasn’t such a walking contradiction. “Is the water bottle in your coat, too?” he asked.

			“No. Not today, anyway,” she said with a small smile that crinkled her nose. “It’s in my bag. Just take the pills. I’ll get it out.”

			Accepting her kindness was easier than arguing about it, so Fitz let her tilt the ibuprofen into his hand, then waited while she dug around in the messenger bag at her feet. Sure enough, she produced a slightly squashed bottle of water.

			She’s like a cute, female version of Hagrid, he thought, and despite his headache it was a struggle not to laugh. Physically, Kira was about as far from J. K. Rowling’s hairy giant as possible. That coat, though . . . he wondered how much of her life she lugged around in its pockets. It looked as though it could hold quite a bit.

			“I had a couple of sips,” she informed him, interrupting his thoughts. “But I don’t backwash or anything.” Her solemn expression nearly brought on another wave of laughter. If he could have kicked himself, he would have.

			“Good to know.” Fitz hurriedly popped the pills in his mouth and took a swig of the water, which was warm but better than nothing. “Thanks.” He didn’t have to fake being grateful. His tension headaches, once started, generally needed to be nipped in the bud before they turned ugly.

			“You’re welcome. Just give me a minute and I’ll get all my junk out of here. The apartment’s at the top of the stairs, right?”

			“Yeah. I’ll carry it up for you,” Fitz said, a little surprised that she hadn’t asked for help. This was an old building, and the stairs were steep and narrow. Dragging an enormous, heavy suitcase up them wasn’t going to be fun, and there was no way he was just going to drive off and leave Kira to it. He might not want to be friends, but he wasn’t going to be a jerk.

			“I can get it,” Kira replied, her eyes narrowing a little. “You don’t need to be dragging my stuff around. You have a headache.” A tiny, stubborn line appeared between her brows. One he knew portended trouble.

			For God’s sake, just let me be a gentleman before I run like hell in the other direction.

			“Trust me. They’re steep stairs, and your suitcase weighs about a thousand pounds. Let me help.”

			“No, really, I’ll—”

			Fitz opened his door and slid out, then shut it on Kira midsentence. He heard her make an indignant noise as he popped the trunk and hauled out her suitcase, hoisting it off the ground and starting toward the building as Kira scrambled out of the car and hurried after him.

			“Hey!” She finally sounded annoyed. “I said I could take it up!”

			“Your brother requested door-to-door service. I’m just keeping my word.”

			Her eyes flashed prettily in the sun when she caught up and glared at him, then wrapped her hand around the handle, covering a part of his hand with hers. Her skin was warm and soft, and Fitz momentarily lost his train of thought. Kira didn’t seem to have any such problem.

			“Fine. We’ll take it up together. I can handle my own stuff.”

			He blinked. “What?”

			Kira tipped her chin down and looked at him with thinly veiled irritation. “I’m helping.”

			“That’s supposed to be my job.”

			She growled, a low, throaty noise that did strange things to him. He wasn’t ready for it when she gave the suitcase a yank and pulled it out of his grip, and he was too startled to laugh when she stumbled backward a few steps and promptly dropped the bag on her foot. She hissed in a breath, eyes going wide. Fitz waited for the burst of profanity, but all Kira uttered was a soft, pained word.

			“Ow.”

			The laughter, when it came, bubbled up from deep in his chest and refused to be stopped, no matter how he tried. After she’d pulled her foot out from beneath her suitcase, wincing, Kira surprised him by joining in with a little rueful laughter of her own. Fitz ran a hand through his hair while she shook her head, a small smile curving one corner of her mouth.

			“It’s heavy,” she finally said.

			“No kidding. You’re stubborn. And I’m sorry for laughing at you.”

			“No kidding,” she replied. “And I would have laughed if you’d smashed yourself in the foot with a suitcase, so don’t worry about it.” Kira looked away, surveying the buildings and homes on the street behind them. When her gaze met his again, it had softened considerably, and Fitz felt his own resolve dissolving in return. With her huge suitcase and oversized coat, she looked a little too much like an adorable urchin. Probably the kind that charmed a person and then robbed him blind.

			Come on, man, you know better than this. And he did. But that didn’t seem to be helping right this second, which meant the sooner he got her situated and headed home, the better.

			“Can I at least get the door for you?” he asked, thinking he sounded completely ridiculous, and also twelve years old.

			“I . . . yeah. I mean, yes.” She studied him a moment longer, then sighed. “Thanks, Fitz. Really. I’m just used to doing my own thing. You don’t need to go out of your way for me. You’ve done enough already, picking me up on short notice.”

			“It’s just some stairs,” he said with a shrug, feeling his cheeks heat again. Since when did women make him blush? He was well past his nerdy introvert years. Well, not really, but he knew how to make it work for him. He’d even been cool for a while. And he dated. When he wasn’t completely caught up in his work, which . . . wasn’t that often, actually. But he could still get a date if he felt like it.

			Probably.

			Kira was watching him with an oddly intense expression that made him feel as though she was seeing everything he didn’t want her to. It wasn’t as though he had so many secrets—only the one big one. But to feel so exposed in front of a stranger, and a beautiful one at that, was a new and uncomfortable sensation. He wasn’t someone who opened up quickly or easily, and he liked forging relationships on his own terms. He had a feeling that Kira was used to having things go her own way, too, which meant he was going to have to be extra cautious around her. Not just because of her work, either.

			“I’ll, ah, get the door for you, then,” he mumbled, flexing his fingers, patting out an odd little rhythm at his sides, and then turning to hurry over to the door that led to the back stairs. He could feel Kira’s eyes on him as he moved, warming him despite the chilly breeze that lifted his hair away from his forehead. What the hell was Seth thinking, throwing the two of them together like this? Had he known what his sister was up to? Was it supposed to be some kind of diversionary tactic? Maybe somebody could have let him in on that, if so. As it was, he felt like he’d been set up . . . in more ways than one.

			He heard Kira pop the handle out and begin to roll the big bag along behind him, and as he dug in his pocket for the apartment keys, the bell in the tower of the Catholic church nearby began to chime the hour.

			Ask not for whom the bell tolls, he thought morosely, then chuckled softly at himself. Drama belonged in his books, not his life. Kira’s presence here didn’t need to be anything but a minor nuisance. He trusted his friends to keep his professional identity secret, Seth included. She would go home disappointed, and things would stay the way they’d always been.

			Fitz tried to take some comfort from that, but there was surprisingly little to be found when he opened the door and turned his head to watch Kira approach. The wind played with her hair, blowing her ponytail into wild tendrils and turning her into a dark enchantress, seemingly drunk on her own seductive power.

			He blinked, and the fanciful image was gone, replaced by a small woman in an enormous coat shivering in the cold breeze. Stupid, Fitz chided himself. She wasn’t a character he’d written. She was a real woman with her own conflicts and motivations, none of which she’d shared with him.

			Kira began to drag the suitcase up the stairs behind him, muttering quietly under her breath while her bag resisted her with a series of thumps and ominous cracks. “I’m going to knock the damned wheel off,” he heard her say to herself, closely followed by, “Who designed these stupid stairs?” When he turned his head, she’d flipped it onto its side to pull it up by a different handle. When she finally noticed he was watching, she had the handle with both hands, and her cheeks were flushed from the effort. A stray piece of hair, pulled from her ponytail by the breeze, hung over one eye. She tried to blow it out of her face, succeeding only in lifting it briefly before it settled right back where it had started.

			“What?” she asked.

			Her stubbornness shouldn’t be half as endearing as it was to him right then. He tried to figure out a way to be tactful. “Look, that thing’s pretty unwieldy. I could just—”

			“Nope, I’ve got it.” She jerked her chin upward, toward the small landing. “If you can just get the door open for me, that’d be great.”

			With a resigned sigh, he jogged up the remainder of the stairs, unlocked the door, and took a few steps inside. He’d never been in Emma’s old apartment, and he looked around curiously while Kira grappled with the luggage she didn’t want him touching. It was pretty spacious, and decorated with simple, understated, decidedly feminine elegance. In other words, just what he’d expect from Emma Henry, not that he was any expert. She was a year older than him, and they’d never run in the same circles. Even as a teenager, the elder Henry sister had always struck him as beautiful, formidable, and driven. She remained all of those things, having channeled the latter two qualities into building a successful event planning business. But Fitz found her a lot less intimidating since she’d gotten together with Kira’s brother, a cop who was a fairly recent transplant to the area.

			He was maybe still a little afraid of her, but he’d never tell Emma that.

			With a loud groan, Kira hauled in her bag and dumped it on the floor. He only glanced at it, knowing that if he offered to put it anywhere, she’d just refuse. At least dragging it across the floor in here would be pretty easy, he thought. If she hadn’t thrown out her back by now, she probably wasn’t going to.

			“Success!” Kira exclaimed, her cheeks even redder than before. Breathing a little heavily, she planted her hands on her hips—or at least where he surmised them to be under her Hagrid coat—and looked around. “This is great!”

			“It’s nice,” he agreed. “Lots of space. You should be really comfortable. Emma mentioned that she left most of her furniture here, though I’m pretty sure she and Seth are engaged in some kind of cold war over this chair he’s got.”

			“The recliner,” Kira said, shaking her head as she smiled. “Yeah. I know exactly what chair, and the only way she’ll get rid of it is if she takes it out in the yard and burns it. I might just help her. That thing used to be in our parents’ house. Considering how many years Seth spent wiping his nose on it, it’s probably some kind of biohazard by now.”

			Fitz feigned gagging. “Remind me never to sit in it again.”

			“I wouldn’t.” She pulled off her jacket, revealing a figure just as lithe as he’d expected, though she had just enough curves in all the right places. Her skinny jeans left no doubt about that, nor did her T-shirt, which was loosely fitted and featured a big gold star on a red background. He recognized it immediately  and was startled enough that he momentarily forgot how gorgeous she was.

			“You’re a Steven Universe fan?” he asked.

			“I have excellent taste in cartoons, duh,” Kira replied, the corners of her eyes crinkling. “You watch it, too?”

			“Yeah, absolutely. I DVR it and then binge watch since I get, ah, busy. With . . . work and stuff.” He realized too late that this was one path he absolutely should not go down. Sure enough, Kira shot him a curious look as she tossed her coat over the back of the couch.

			“I understand that. What do you do, anyway? You’re not a cop.”

			He froze. “Ah.” People here just didn’t bother to ask, assuming he was doing some kind of combination of freeloading and playing at some nebulous, low-stress job he was allowed to do from the comforts of home. They were right that he worked from home. He just let them fill in the blanks themselves.

			The results were usually boring, but sometimes hilarious. At least one person thought he was running some kind of porn empire out of his house, with no evidence except that he had lots of money and went through periods where he looked completely exhausted. He was not telling Kira that one, though. Frantically, he searched for something acceptable.

			“I’m a, um, groundskeeper.” He was as surprised by what had come out of his mouth as she appeared to be.

			“Oh! That’s . . . that’s really cool, actually. I had you pegged as some kind of techie,” she said, swallowing his lie so easily that his guilt was increased tenfold. Which was ridiculous, because this was necessity borne of self-preservation, no matter how great it was to meet a woman who shared some of his interests. Still, letting the people of Harvest Cove imagine what they liked about what he did all day was one thing. Actively spouting bullshit to a credulous newcomer just felt wrong. Quickly, he tried to modify the lie a little to more accurately reflect the truth. The part of the truth that didn’t involve writing bestselling novels, anyway.

			“Well, it’s more like a combination of groundskeeping and general maintenance. I maintain my family’s estate.”

			Her eyebrows shot up. “Their . . . estate?”

			“Well, yeah,” Fitz said, stuffing his hands in the pockets of his hoodie to keep them from trying to pat out a rhythm at his sides. “My parents don’t live here most of the year, but they have this huge historic home on the Crescent. That’s the, ah, snooty part of town that runs along the water. The place needs a lot of upkeep, and since I’m young, able-bodied, and their only child . . . and also here . . .”

			“Wow,” Kira said, still smiling, though she looked a little less impressed. “Nice deal if you can get it, I guess.”

			He knew exactly what he’d done. He’d made himself sound like an overgrown man-child who’d set himself up to live in his parents’ house for life. This was the perfect deterrent, he thought. No way would someone like Kira be interested in a guy who was doing the glorified version of living in his parents’ basement. Unfortunately, that reasoning was almost fully eclipsed by his pride, which felt as though it had taken a mortal wound. He shuffled his feet. “I do have a college degree,” he muttered.

			Her expression turned sympathetic. “Psychology? Art?”

			He offered her a small, self-deprecating smile. “Close. English lit.”

			“Ahh,” Kira breathed, as though that explained everything. Well, he consoled himself, it could be true. He really had majored in English lit. He’d just coupled that with a major in business and taken an extra year to finish. That last year was also when he’d been writing his very first book, thinking that he’d be well set up to get a normal job and plug away at the literary world in his spare time, since he was under no illusions that his first effort would actually sell.

			He’d been so completely, wonderfully wrong about that. And his parents, because they were also wonderful, not to mention interested in finally doing all the traveling they’d put off for years, had presented him with the perfect situation for a young, working writer. He’d been very lucky. Too bad that was the only part of it he could really convey to Kira.

			Sure, she thought he was lucky, too. A lucky bum. His mouth needed an editor as much as his books did.

			He forgot how closely she seemed to be watching him until she offered a surprising bit of empathy. “Honestly, I’m back at my parents’ house, too. Just temporarily, and I love them, but it’s not ideal. Maybe I’d feel differently if they had an estate, but . . . I don’t really think so.” She flushed and looked away. “Please don’t tell my brother that. He’ll worry, and he doesn’t need to. You know how it is.”

			“Sure. My lips are sealed.” Her honesty startled him. He’d given her a hard time in the car, not knowing she was trying to get on her feet financially, and she still took him into her confidence to try to make him feel better about what she thought his situation was.

			He hadn’t planned on feeling like an asshole today. Kira was throwing all kinds of wrenches into his plans. And still, it was hard for him to do much but stand here and look at her. In his defense, though, he hadn’t been alone with a beautiful woman in an embarrassingly long time. Long enough that the current situation seemed to be frying some important brain cells, anyway.

			Kira, on the other hand, seemed to be in perfect working order. She shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot, wrapping her arms around her waist. “So,” she finally said, letting the word hang in the air between them.

			He was with it enough to get the hint. “So,” he echoed. “I’ll get out of your hair. I’m working on putting the garden to bed for the season, and I need to get it done before the weather cools off at the end of the week. Especially because it’s supposed to rain, and the mud in the house is bad enough when I don’t have a dog trying to help me in the garden.”

			His listened to himself with growing horror. Stop talking. Just leave.

			“A dog?” That, at least, seemed to have caught her interest. “What kind?”

			“Large,” Fitz said. “And furry.” He knew it was time to go before he went into a dissertation on the history of the Newfoundland. “So, hey, it was great meeting you. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

			“Sure,” she replied, smoothing her hair back with one hand and looking like she wasn’t quite sure what to say to him. That made two of them. Asking her out would be totally inappropriate, not to mention dumb. It was a crying shame, considering how much he wanted to.

			“Maybe I’ll see you at Jake and Sam’s Saturday night? They’re having a, you know, a thing.” The word vanished, then reappeared. He grasped at it. “A party! A casual potluck dinner party . . . thing. Before all the craziness starts with the wedding. And everything.” Well, that was crystal clear. I’m sure she could actually hear your IQ dropping as you spoke. Good job.

			To her credit, Kira didn’t look at him as though he’d completely lost it. “Oh, I hadn’t heard about that! Seth never tells me anything unless I ask the right question, though. Um, probably? That sounds like something I will probably be at. Yes.”

			“Yes,” Fitz repeated, then wanted to kick himself. “Great. Okay, then, I’ll probably see you Saturday night.” Because it was an excellent idea, wanting to spend more time with this woman who was interested in unmasking him to the entire world. Pure motives or no, their interests didn’t exactly align. And he was having a really hard time working up much concern about that at the moment.

			He needed to go soak his head. His dog would be happy to help.

			“Okay,” Kira said, following him to the door and holding it open while he walked through it. “Thanks again, Fitz.”

			He smiled at her. “Anytime.”

			They looked at each other for another moment. Kira tilted her head down, then lifted her gaze to his with a soft smile playing about the corners of her lips. In that instance, Fitz realized something. Despite the butting heads and the awkward fumbling and whatever the hell had come out of his mouth in the past hour or so, he wasn’t the only one who liked what he saw.

			It had been a while, but he still knew what mutual attraction looked like.

			Fitz swallowed hard.

			“Bye,” Kira said softly.

			He said something. Some bizarre combination of “yeah” and “bye” and “later” that came out as a garble. She grinned at him, eyes dancing, then shut the door, leaving Fitz alone on the landing. He stood there a moment longer, then turned to walk down the stairs, shaking his head.

			This will pass. I’ll do some gardening, get some fresh air, do some wrestling with the monster before I get in my word count for the day. No problem.

			And as he stepped out into the bright fall day, he almost—almost—believed it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Once she’d unpacked a few things and spent half an hour standing in a hot shower, Kira felt marginally more human and almost fully awake. She had no intention of hiding inside all day, even if it was ridiculously chilly out, but long experience told her that one more cup of coffee would be just the thing to set her world aright and help her focus on something, anything, but Fitz.

			Fitz who watched Steven Universe and casually threw around phrases like “cultural relevance” and still managed to come off as down to earth. Why did she feel such a connection with him? It’s not like they had anything in common. Except for their taste in pretty much everything, apparently. And now he knew what she hadn’t wanted to tell Seth—that she’d moved home to save money until she was comfortable she could make it on her own again. Just like he didn’t know that the double blow of her breakup with Jamie and the loss of her job had happened on consecutive days, because one was directly connected to the other. Was she really that desperate for somebody to talk to?

			Probably. But Seth has had enough to worry about. And I’ll be fine. I’m always fine. Everybody counts on me being fine.

			It was a less convincing argument every time she made it, and it pissed her off. When Seth was struggling with his PTSD, her parents had been so consumed with worry that it had fallen to her to be the strong twin. The one who could handle things. And she’d certainly tried. But “strong” didn’t mean “never needs somebody to lean on, ever,” and she was tired of pretending it did.

			Tired . . . but so wary of making another bad choice just because she didn’t want to be alone.

			Kira was so lost in her own thoughts that she didn’t see the handwritten note on the counter until she went hunting around in the kitchen. Emma had promised her disposable travel cups, and while she didn’t yet know her brother’s fiancée as well as she would like, she knew that Emma Henry was a woman of her word. If she said she’d buy travel cups, they were here somewhere. Kira opened and shut two cupboards before spotting the elegant, feminine piece of stationery propped up against the canisters. She picked it up, eyes skimming the flowing script.

			Welcome back! Come down and say hello when you get in! Coffee’s in the cupboard next to the stove, along with the cups. I’ve put a little food in the fridge and stocked a few snacks to get you started, in case you don’t feel like hitting the grocery store on your first day. We’re so glad to have you here!

			—Emma

			Kira smiled, allowing herself to feel wistful, just for a minute, that Seth was part of a “we” now. It was just what she’d wanted for him. He would settle down, flourish, hopefully produce some nieces and nephews she could spoil at some point. And she would . . . she would be out in the world somewhere doing her own thing.

			Her brother had found his own way. She could, too.

			“Supergirl, that’s me,” she muttered, pulling the box of individual coffee pods out of the cupboard so she could get to work dumping more caffeine into her system. She sang softly to herself while she worked, her mind clearing as she banished everything but the simple tasks at hand and the lyrics bubbling effortlessly up from her overstuffed mental jukebox. She got through two rounds of the chorus before realizing the song was the one that Fitz had been lip-synching on the drive to Harvest Cove.

			“Honestly.” Kira made a disgusted noise, doctored her coffee with sugar and creamer as quickly as she could, then snapped a plastic lid on her cup and grabbed her keys and phone before heading down to see her soon-to-be sister-in-law.

			*   *   *

			A rush of warm, lightly scented air greeted Kira as she walked inside Occasions by Emma, her presence announced by the tinkling of a tiny silver bell above the door. She shivered gratefully. Her jacket was still upstairs on the bed, forgotten in her hurry to escape her own company. At least the trip around the side of the building had been short. Kira rubbed her arms for warmth and looked around, curious. On her last trip here, she’d only seen this place from the outside. There hadn’t been time for much else. Now, though, she could take in Harvest Cove at her leisure, and Emma Henry’s elegant little corner of it seemed an excellent place to start.

			Kira was immediately impressed. She also felt like she ought to be wearing heels. Gleaming wood floors, tastefully arranged photographs and albums of clients’ events on display, samples of centerpieces and floral arrangements . . . everything in the shop was perfect, right down to Sinatra singing softly in the background.

			A dark-haired woman was bent over a large antique desk, conferring with a redhead seated behind it. At the sound of the bell, both of them lifted their heads to see who’d arrived. A pair of bright blue eyes met Kira’s gaze, and the expression in them changed almost instantly from polite interest to genuine pleasure.

			“Kira!” A flash of smile, a few rapid clicks of Emma’s heels against the floor, and Kira found herself enveloped in a hug that she couldn’t help but return with enthusiasm. “You’re here!” She smelled like flowers in the nicest way, Kira thought. Perfect, just like her shop. And somehow, it was impossible not to like her anyway.

			“I’m here,” Kira agreed, giving Emma a squeeze before pulling back. “Underdressed, but clean. So there’s that.”

			Emma wrinkled her nose and gave an unladylike snort, which Kira appreciated. “I don’t think it’s possible to underdress for the Cove. And even if it was, you wouldn’t be. I’m just so glad you’re here!”

			“Me, too,” Kira agreed. “If I had to spend much more time stuffed into that cattle car of an airplane, I was going to end up raiding the snack cart and hiding in the bathroom. Which reminds me . . . thanks for the snacks. You went above and beyond.”

			Emma waved her hand dismissively. “Think nothing of it. Traveling aftermath always involves junk food and pajama pants for me.”

			Kira eyed the simple, classic circle dress Emma wore with a skinny black belt and tried to imagine that. The black and white bird print of the dress managed to be classy instead of weird, and Emma had paired it with a simple black cardigan and heels. It was the kind of thing you’d find in a fashion magazine. The kind of thing Kira had never quite grasped how to put together. If someone had instructed her to buy a bird-print dress, she would have ended up looking like an extremely unhappy parrot.

			“What?” Emma asked.

			“Nothing. Just doubting this whole junk-food-and-pajama-pants thing. You probably have a silk boudoir ensemble specifically for eating Doritos.”

			There was laughter from behind the desk, which had Emma turning her head. “That’s not funny, Brynn.”

			“Yes, it is,” Brynn sang back sweetly.

			When Emma turned back to her, Kira was grinning. One of the first things she’d checked out, upon being informed that Seth was madly in love, was his future wife’s sense of humor. After all, being an Andersen required a healthy dose of humor most of the time. Fortunately, despite looking practically perfect in every way, Emma found plenty of things to laugh at, including herself. Right now, though, she just heaved an exaggerated sigh.

			“Anyway, you’re welcome. I see you found the coffee.”

			“That was first on my list after showering. Find the coffee,” Kira replied, cradling her cup like the precious item it was.

			Emma quirked one dark brow. “The public thanks you for putting showering first.”

			“I’m a giver.” She looked around. “So how are things? I like your place.”

			“Thanks!” Emma’s cheeks flushed with pleasure, and Kira sighed inwardly, just a little, at how pretty she was. According to, well, everyone Kira had met here, some of this sparkle was her brother’s doing. She liked knowing that. It was almost sweet enough to be a little gross, but Kira exempted them because they were family.

			“Work’s good,” Emma continued. “Busy, but not as insane as our summer season. Your flight was okay, apart from the near miss with stealing food and getting kicked off?”

			“Yeah.” She thought of Onion Man and suppressed a shudder. “I have no luck with seatmates, but yeah.”

			“At least Fitz came to the rescue. Seth felt terrible about not being there to get you, but one of the guys caught the stomach flu from his little girl. He was compelled to do the right thing and offer to fill in.”

			“He’s good like that.”

			“I’ve noticed. I love him for it, even if sometimes I also want to smack him for it.”

			Kira laughed, hooking her thumbs into her front pockets. “I know the feeling. Seth got all the nice genes in the family.”

			“I seriously doubt that.”

			Kira thought back to Fitz’s reaction to learning of her work assignment on Malcolm Roy and shrugged uncomfortably, turning her head to study a group of photos on the wall. Hadn’t she decided she didn’t care how he felt about her job? She obviously needed more in-person human interaction, if she was going to feel the need to defend herself against a stranger’s disapproval. It wasn’t like her to put that much stock in someone’s opinion just because of great eyes and a nice butt.

			Some of her irritation must have shown on her face, because when she looked up, Emma was frowning. “Are you okay? You sure nothing happened?”

			“No, no, I’m fine.” Kira shook her head. “I’m always out of sorts on travel days, that’s all.”

			“I understand completely. I’m always a zombie for twenty-four hours after a big trip.” Emma seemed to accept her explanation without reservation, which was a relief. “So,” Emma continued, “how does a takeout feast sound tonight? Seth is planning to grab you after he gets off of work, probably a little after four. He thought you two could figure out what to get.”

			Kira’s stomach rumbled, a reminder that she hadn’t actually eaten much all day. Coffee only went so far. Emma’s laugh told her she’d heard it, too.

			“That’s fine with me. Obviously,” Kira said. She’d always been a small person with a big appetite. So far, she seemed to have inherited her mother’s ability to consume mass quantities without paying much of a price, but she worried it would catch up to her one day. She just hoped coming from a long line of tiny Italian women on one side of the family worked in her favor, because her love of food sure wasn’t going anywhere.

			“If you want lunch, there are tons of good spots right here on the square,” Emma said. “But you’re also welcome to borrow my car if you want to look elsewhere.”

			Kira shook her head. “Nah. I can wait until Seth hands over the keys to the precious.” She still couldn’t believe he’d offered up his motorcycle as transportation while she was staying here. The bike, a beautiful Indian Chief, was his baby. At least, it had been. His priorities had definitely shifted around since he’d been away from home. “I guess he really missed me,” she added with a laugh.

			“He really does,” Emma said without a hint of sarcasm. “He was so excited last night he could barely sleep. The tossing and turning was bad enough that I almost gave up and slept on the couch.”

			It was exactly what she needed to hear. When she visited over Christmas, the trip had been rushed, lasting just long enough to smooth over any initial awkwardness but without the time to really reconnect. She still worried that somehow the bond they’d shared all their lives hadn’t just changed but diminished in the past few years. After all . . . he’d been gone, in more ways than one, for quite a while. But getting used to having him back, really back, was a wonderful problem to have.

			“Aw,” was all she said, but her smile was so big that her cheeks ached. Emma’s big blue eyes reflected a surprising amount of understanding. Seth had said more than once that his fiancée had been through her own battles. Maybe one day she could sit down with Emma and a bottle of wine and compare notes. It would be good to have a close girlfriend again, Kira thought. Most of hers had drifted off, getting married or just getting absorbed in careers that didn’t involve odd hours and ramen-fueled writing sessions and extended periods of not leaving the house. Her friendships at the Tampa Bay Clarion, her dream job turned nightmare, had become awkward after her departure—particularly since most of her friends had been aware of Jamie’s behind-the-scenes machinations to jump ahead of her.

			There was nothing to anchor her anywhere right now. Nothing but her parents, who she knew would like to get on with their lives knowing that their only daughter was once again just fine on her own. Kira knew her rootlessness was behind some of her bouts of melancholy. She just wished she knew how to fix it.

			When her stomach growled again, both women laughed. “I think that’s my signal to go forth and consume mass quantities of calories,” Kira said. “Can I grab you guys anything?”

			Emma shook her head. “Thanks, but it would go to waste today. The afternoon is full of appointments, so I’ve got a salad in the back that I’m going to wolf down shortly. Brynn’s in the same boat.”

			Brynn looked up from her work and gave an exaggerated thumbs-down. “I had salad yesterday, too. Down with health food.”

			“Yum,” Kira replied, wrinkling her nose. She was at best a sporadic fan of green food, and salads were only okay if they included meats and cheeses and olives and pepperoncini and were pretty much not a salad. “No problem. Have fun with that. Hey, are we going to some cookout Saturday night? Speaking of food.”

			“We were going to make sure you felt up to it first,” Emma said. “Did Seth tell you?”

			“No.” She remembered how Fitz had just sort of blurted it out, almost like he was asking for a date. His red cheeks and unintelligible good-bye had just enhanced the impression. How could someone so hot be so charmingly unaware of it? He had to know the effect he had on her. He had to be playing her. He lived on an estate, for God’s sake. Rich and attractive men usually knew they were both.

			Of course, if he were that much of a jerk, her brother would have nothing to do with him . . . which was a frustrating barrier to working up any kind of actual bias against the guy.

			“Fitz told you.” It wasn’t a question, and when Kira turned her attention back to Emma, the other woman was watching her with a small, curious smile that indicated just a little too much perception.

			“Yes, he mentioned it.” She shifted her stance, smoothed her hair back over her shoulders, and tried to look casual. Even if it felt like she was squirming. “It sounds like fun. I’ve got tonight and tomorrow to work through whatever’s left of my post-travel funk. No reason I wouldn’t be good to go.”

			“Good! It’ll be fun. Well,” she added, tipping her head from side to side, “I mean, it might have been a little more fun if Sam had let me organize the food, but she has a better time thwarting me. Anyway, I’m glad you and Fitz got along.”

			Kira arched her brows. “I didn’t say that.”

			“You didn’t have to. Don’t worry, Fitz is cool. We figured you two would hit it off. Enjoy your lunch, and I’ll see you tonight.”

			That knowing little smile remained, but before Kira could try to disabuse her of whatever notion she’d cooked up, the silver bell above the door tinkled again.Kira turned to watch a middle-aged couple come in, all smiles as they greeted Emma and Brynn. An appointment, she guessed, and pressed her lips together.

			Typical Seth, poking around in her business. Somebody was going to get an earful later. At least it sounded like she wasn’t the only one here with a sibling who liked to tweak them. Resigned, Kira waved at the two women as she headed out.

			“Good to see you again, Kira!” Brynn called. “Catch you Saturday.”

			“You, too,” she replied, then blew an exaggerated air-kiss to Emma before walking back out into the crisp autumn air of Harvest Cove. Kira shivered again as the breeze whispered over her skin and looked up and down the street. The town was decked out in its fall finery, the shops and restaurants around the square displaying flags and wreaths and handmade brooms, Indian corn and pumpkins and baskets of gourds. Everything, even the trees, was touched by shades of red and orange and gold. The famous Witch Tree, at the center of the little park in the middle of the square, was in the midst of turning the bold and beautiful orange that brought tourists flocking to photograph it every year. Kira breathed in, and along with the light, pervasive scent of the sea that marked this as a coastal town, she could also smell the rich, earthy aroma of fallen leaves and wood smoke.

			For just a moment, she forgot to be cold and out of sorts. Instead, she felt warm, wrapped in the welcoming embrace of this place she barely knew. Deep in her chest, something she’d been holding tight for a very long time began to loosen and relax, and with that came a whisper of a memory. Not of people or places, but of a feeling: contentment. Belonging. Home.

			Kira blinked rapidly, shaking her head a little as she set off toward a restaurant she thought she remembered seeing during her last visit. Whatever was going on with her, this weird restlessness, her nagging loneliness, a change of place wasn’t the answer. That much she knew. The problem was somewhere inside her.

			And she’d figure it out for herself.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Fitz hadn’t planned on going back into town. He didn’t need anything, and the possibility of running into Kira Andersen and losing his powers of speech twice in one day was daunting enough that he preferred to do just what he’d told her and putter around the house for the rest of the afternoon.

			That was before he realized he’d forgotten to thaw something for dinner. Again. Though “thawing something” would imply that he had anything to cook in the first place.

			“Damn it,” Fitz said, shutting the refrigerator door. He turned to look at Norman, who immediately sat up and began to pant. The big black Newfoundland looked like he was smiling. Fitz wasn’t surprised. This happened pretty regularly. The dog knew the drill. He breathed in deeply, then sighed. “Okay, boy. I probably don’t need to ask, but . . . do you wanna go in the car?”

			Norm immediately scrambled to his feet, bounded into the other room, then came back to stand in the doorway and stare at him, chocolate brown eyes bright with expectation. Fitz laughed, amusement cutting through his irritation at himself. Having Norm around made it a lot harder to brood about things. That was one of the reasons he’d finally given in to temptation and gotten a dog. He had an overactive brain, and it sometimes got hung up on things that didn’t matter much in the great scheme of things. Having a buddy in the house—a buddy who liked to put his big, drooly face directly in Fitz’s face dozens of times a day—was an excellent distraction. It was also the gateway to more regular socializing. Norm liked car trips. And people, who usually fell in love with the canine at first sight.

			It was enough to make him consider abandoning shaving and developing a drooling problem.

			Fitz looked at the clock, then called Mario’s, down on the square. It was almost four, which should put him ahead of the dinner rush. A familiar voice answered, one of the handful of teens who always seemed to be manning the phone.

			“Hey, Mr. Fitzroy. The usual? Two large pepperoni and mushroom?”

			“Hey, Micah. Ah, yeah. Yes. That would be great.” He knew he should probably be embarrassed, but a man had to eat. A man might also need extra pizza to feed him until he made it to the Fresh Pride to do some actual shopping this weekend. At least Saturday night was covered. Sam and Jake—well, mostly Sam, and hopefully not so much Jake—would be feeding him, along with their closest friends. And, of course, Kira.

			He didn’t realize his mouth had curved into a stupid smile until Norm assumed it was for him and reacted accordingly. A loud thumping noise came from somewhere behind the big dog—his tail was a hazard—and that canine smile had broadened. Fitz chuckled softly, glad for the reminder that he had plenty of genuine, uncomplicated affection right here.

			“Good boy. You’d never sell me out, would you boy?”

			“Wuff!” A long, thin thread of drool emerged from one side of Norm’s mouth and descended slowly toward the floor. Fitz watched it, fascinated and just a little repulsed. How did any living creature produce that much saliva? And how did Norm not seem to notice or care that he was a living, breathing leaky faucet?

			“Fine, I’ll get your leash. Let’s go get pizza. If you’re good, maybe I’ll take you for a walk around the square before I pick it up.”

			Norm watched him attentively, head slightly cocked. It was one of Fitz’s favorite expressions, making it seem as though the shaggy Newf understood all the words, not just “pizza.” He might, too, Fitz reasoned. But his dog had priorities, and food words came first. Amused, Fitz repeated two of Norm’s favorite words in rapid succession.

			“Food. Walk.”

			With a deep, delighted bark, Norm bounded off. It wasn’t hard to hear where he went, between the paws of a one-hundred-fifty-pound animal hitting the floor and the resumption of the thump-thump-thump of a powerful tail hitting the wall off in the direction of the mudroom. “You’re going to put a hole in the wall doing that!” Fitz called, which only increased the sound’s speed. He shook his head, walking after his dog and finding him exactly where he’d expected: standing in front of the row of hooks where a few of Fitz’s jackets and a bright green leash were hung.

			Fitz slipped it off the hook, then clipped the leash to Norm’s collar. “You’re lucky I don’t know what I’m doing half the time. You know that, right? Of course you do. You’re a smart doggy. Big and smart and smelly!” He ruffled the sides of the dog’s huge head, touching noses, then laughed when Norm tried to slurp him. He dodged the first attack, but the tongue got him the second time, wetting the side of his face in a burst of canine joy. Fitz wiped it off with the side of his arm and laughed.

			“Ew. You slimed me.”

			Seemingly satisfied with a job well done, Norm circled once before trotting off to lead him through the house. Fitz followed willingly enough, his mood already lightening. Maybe it would be good to go walk around downtown a little, he decided. Clear his head.

			As much as possible, anyway, because “clear” would be stretching it even on a good day.

			Fitz grabbed his hoodie off the bannister on his way past, along with the keys he always meant to put somewhere better but never did, and the two of them emerged through the front door into the afternoon sun. A sleek Lexus sedan was parked behind his SUV, and a tall redhead was standing beside it fumbling with his phone.

			“Hey, you can’t park there. Didn’t anybody tell you this is private property?”

			Shane Sullivan looked up and grinned. “Bite me, loser. I have the gate code. I do what I want.”

			“Thanks for reminding me I need to change the code, stalker.” He let go of the leash, and Norm bounded over to one of Fitz’s oldest friends.

			“Hey, boy! Hey, who’s a—aww, man, you’re drooling! And . . . shedding!” He ended with a playful high-pitched scream. In seconds, Shane was covered in patches of gooey drool. It didn’t seem to faze him much, though he looked a little pained when he lifted his gaze to meet Fitz’s again. “Doesn’t he have an off switch for at least, like, fluids?”

			“Nope. There was nothing about that in the manual.” Fitz watched Shane brush himself off as best he could, amused. A lot had changed for his friend in the past few months. Last year at this time, Shane would have shown up in a tie, fresh from work and looking every bit the lawyer he had been. Now, he was a little more rumpled in khaki pants and a casual button-down shirt, and there was a bit more than a five-o’clock shadow on his jaw. Because it was Shane, he still managed to look stylish, but there was an ease about him that hadn’t been there until recently. Some of it was leaving his overbearing father’s law firm, no doubt. Most of it was falling in love with Harvest Cove’s beautiful bakery owner, Larkin O’Neill. Having Larkin in his life had finally pushed him to quit trying to be Shane Sullivan, lawyer extraordinaire of the Harvest Cove Sullivans, and just be Shane, high school theater director and generally happy guy.

			Fitz was glad to see it. A happy Shane meant a happier everybody else . . . because Shane was nothing if not vocal when things were not right in his world.

			“Where are you two going? I was thinking pizza.”

			“So was I, which is where we’re going,” Fitz replied. “You want in?”

			“Hell yes, I’m starving.” Shane walked over to Fitz’s car and patted the floor in the opened hatchback. Norm jumped in obligingly, sitting while Fitz closed the hatch and eyed a drying drool smear on Shane’s light blue shirt.

			“Larkin still at work?”

			“Yeah. I went there before here, but she told me to, and I quote, ‘Go find someone else to play with.’ She was doing something with batter. I don’t know. Her hands were conveniently busy.”

			Fitz snorted at Shane’s self-satisfied smile. “No wonder she kicked you out.”

			“Hey, she likes that I take a hands-on interest in her work.”

			“Get in the car before you say something that makes me want to bleach my brain,” Fitz said, rounding the car to slide behind the wheel. He was actually glad for the company. It might turn out to be a decent night after all, despite having been too preoccupied to get anywhere near the word count he wanted to reach on his current manuscript. It was hard to pen an epic, bloody battle when his mind kept going back to a beautiful woman dragging around the world’s heaviest suitcase.

			Shane wedged himself into the passenger seat and maneuvered the seat back so he could stretch out his long legs. He sighed with relief, then turned his attention to the cup holder where Kira’s empty latte cup still sat, forgotten in the great battle of the suitcase.

			“Where’d you get the froufrou coffee?”

			“Uh, I was out earlier.” Fitz put the car in gear and headed down the long driveway, stopping to wait for the tall wrought-iron gate at the end to swing open. When he realized Shane was still looking at him and waiting for him to elaborate, he briefly considered dodging the question, then realized how stupid that would be. It wasn’t a secret. It wasn’t like anything had happened.

			“I picked up Seth’s sister for him at the airport this morning. He got asked to take somebody’s shift at work last minute, so he called me.”

			“Oh.” Shane’s brows lifted, and he looked mildly interested. “Yeah, that’s right. I knew she was due in sometime soon. I think I saw her once when she was around at Christmas, but I was pretty busy.”

			“Yeah, busy moping. I remember.”

			“I don’t mope. I brood. Manly brooding.”

			“Whatever.” Fitz looked in the rearview mirror to check on Norm, who appeared to have created several wet nose smears on the back window. “You were being unhappy in a masculine fashion. That better?”

			“Yes.” Shane yawned loudly and rubbed a hand through his hair. “So, what’s she like?”

			“She’s, you know. She’s fine.”

			They had known each other too long. He could almost see Shane’s ears prick up, and quietly cursed himself.

			“Really.” Shane’s smirk was extremely punchable. “Nice. I don’t suppose you asked her out.”

			“No.” Fitz frowned and gave Shane the worst look he could muster. “No. And quit looking at me that way. She’s Seth’s sister. God, I just picked her up and drove her to Emma’s old place. It was no big deal.”

			“Yeah, I can tell.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Nothing. So sensitive. Jeez.” Shane looked anything but contrite as he relaxed into his seat, smiling beatifically at nothing in particular. Fitz tapped his fingers on the wheel, trying not to be irritated. He didn’t even know why he was irritated. He’d been friends with Shane since they were kids. It wasn’t like the teasing was anything new. He’d quit letting it get to him ages ago. Mostly.

			“Don’t start on the ‘I need to get out more’ thing.”

			“Wasn’t going to.”

			“I’m busier because of all the TV stuff now. They want me to write the script for the pilot, plus a couple of episodes a season if it takes off. And they’re talking about the next movie.”

			“I know.”

			“And I can’t fall behind on the book series. I’ll always be a book guy, and I like having regular releases. So do my readers, for that matter.”

			“I know.”

			“Plus I still have to keep the house and grounds up. The stuff I don’t hire to get done takes time. The place is huge, if you hadn’t noticed. And I owe it to my parents to get my hands at least a little dirty taking care of the place.”

			Shane exhaled a little more loudly than Fitz thought necessary. “You done?”

			“No.” He didn’t know why he was getting so wound up. He was usually the laid-back one, the calm one. Something about the combination of today’s events and Shane’s knowing smirk had shortened his fuse considerably. It didn’t take much to figure out what the source of his discontent was. Hell, it was his job to dig into human motivations and lay them bare. He wouldn’t be much of a writer if he couldn’t even figure out his own.

			Utterly frustrated, he dumped it all out at once. “Fine, if you really want to know. Yes, she’s beautiful. And funny and pretty nice, really, if you ignore that part of the reason why she’s here is to hunt down Malcolm Roy and write a big story about how he’s been hiding in Harvest Cove as not-Malcolm while his work becomes this big important thing out in the wider world. Which I’m pretty sure makes asking her out the worst idea ever.” He shot a fulminating glare at Shane. “Even worse than most of your bad ideas, and that’s saying something.”

			There was a long moment of stunned silence from the passenger seat. Fitz drove silently, grateful for the small amount of relief he felt at having shared the burden. He wasn’t much on bothering other people with his problems, but at least when he needed to, he knew where to go. Not that Shane was usually the King of Sympathy or anything, but he could usually be counted on for a clearheaded assessment of the situation if nothing else.

			Finally, Shane managed a comment. “O-kay. No wonder you’re pissy.”

			Fitz nearly denied it, then simply shrugged. “Yeah. Well. You would be, too.”

			“Does Seth know what she’s doing?”

			“I feel like he would have mentioned it if he did. I’ll ask him when I get a chance, but I doubt it.” Seth was a more recent addition to the small group of people who actually knew what he did for a living. The more Seth had been around, the more he’d enjoyed the soft-spoken policeman’s company. They had some things in common—the tendency to quietly assess a situation before jumping in, the need for a certain amount of space. That and slightly bent senses of humor.

			Yeah, he liked Seth quite a bit. No way he would have tossed him right into Kira’s path if he’d known. Underhanded just wasn’t his style.

			“You’re probably right,” Shane said. After a moment of silence, he sighed. “Well, shit.”

			For some reason, that made him laugh. “Pretty much, yeah.”

			“I forgot she was a journalist. How’d she even know to look here?”

			“Who knows? A leak from somewhere, I’m sure. It . . . it was bound to happen eventually.” He didn’t like admitting it, but Kira had been right about that part. At some point, somebody was always going to point in this direction. It was the price of his skyrocketing profile, he knew. He just wished his books could get famous without him. For a while, it had seemed like that was a possibility, despite his agent’s nudging for him to get more publically involved with things.

			“So are you going to talk to her, then?”

			“No,” Fitz replied flatly. “If and when I decide to let people know, it’ll be on my terms. Not somebody else’s.” That was one thing he’d always been very clear on. He wasn’t going to be badgered into giving people access. He didn’t know what they wanted access to anyway. His cool Lord of the Rings sword collection? His messy desk?

			“Fair enough. You going to ask her out?”

			Fitz widened his eyes and gave him a look. “Are you on drugs?”

			Shane put his hands up, the picture of innocence. “Hey, it was just a question. It’s not a bad strategy, you know. Keep your friends close, your good-looking enemies closer. Anyway, maybe Seth will get her to back off the article. Then she’s not an enemy at all. She’s just your friend’s hot sister who just happens to be in town long enough to get friendly.”

			That was one way of looking at it. It was certainly a very Shane way of looking at it. Fitz knew he meant well. It had been a while since he’d been on anything resembling a date. There had been plenty of casual relationships, one even moving to semi-serious before fizzling out. The last couple of years, though, he’d just quit putting in much effort. He wanted to get comfortable enough with someone to really open up, but there was always something that got in the way. Usually a deadline. He’d lose himself in work, whoever he was seeing would decide he’d ghosted on her, and before he knew what had happened he was back at square one all over again. It got old.

			“I don’t know,” Fitz said. “It just feels like asking for trouble, and I’ve got enough to deal with right now. My agent’s been trying to get me to do a feature with somebody big. He’s had enough of the mystery author, too. If I wasn’t making him so much money, I swear he’d just give up and tell me to find a new agent.”

			“Too bad you’re too nice to enjoy being a thorn in his side. He needs to talk to your friends. Jake and I could tell him the pigheadedness isn’t a new thing.”

			Fitz shot him a smirk. “I’m not pigheaded. I just like my universe organized a certain way.”

			“Which is hilarious, since you’re not organized at all.”

			“Yeah, well, that’s just, like, your opinion, man.”

			Shane snorted. “Nice. Seriously, though . . . if you know it’s coming, why not her? I mean, if you like her. Could be good. You’re going to have to figure it out, Fitz. I get that you have this best-of-both-worlds thing going on, but it’s starting to look like a giant pain in the ass from out here in normal land. Didn’t it suck to sneak into your own movie premiere?”

			“No. It was great. I got free popcorn and nobody took my picture.”

			Shane looked blandly at him. “At least you didn’t wear the stupid hat or grow another beard. I can’t deal with any more appearances of Van Down by the River Guy.”

			“Don’t call him that! It’s Malcolm Roy. He looks suave.”

			“He looks like a felony waiting to happen.”

			“You’re just pissed because you can’t grow a beard in a week. Hater.” Fitz grinned when Shane had no response to that but a muttered epithet. He was glad to have a distraction and also glad for the company. There were very few people he could talk about his problems with, but Shane, for whatever reason, was one of them. Maybe because he knew Shane would always tell him what he thought. And then call him an asshole and make him forget about the problem by, for instance, splitting a couple of pizzas and trying to annihilate him at one of a vast selection of gory first-person shooters.

			It was an odd way to feel soothed, but it worked.

			“Well, you’re going to do what you want anyway, but you should at least think about it,” Shane said. “I doubt things around here would change as much as you’re worrying they will.”

			“They’d change, though.”

			“So?”

			Fitz waved his hand. “Forget about it. This is one of those things you’re not going to get, and I don’t feel like explaining it. I just like things the way they are.”

			For whatever reason, that made Shane chuckle. “Yeah, well, I’ve got bad news for you. Nothing ever stays the same. You might want to give different a shot before it knocks you on your ass. It’s going to anyway.”

			“Not if I can help it,” Fitz said, earning him another snort from Shane. He just shook his head and turned up the radio. It’s not like Shane had ever been that conflicted about who he was. Sure, he’d struggled with his miserable father’s expectations, but the guy had always seemed comfortable in his own skin. Fitz, on the other hand, had spent more than half his life trying to blend in with the local scenery.

			Black-haired, perma-tanned adoptees of wealthy blond local bluebloods did not, he could personally attest, have as easy a time doing that as some people. Especially not when that kid not only liked “normal” hobbies like soccer, but was also into parking his butt in front of a computer for hours on end, tearing through fantasy books as thick as the Bible, and communing with his nerd buddies over orc battles and twenty-sided dice.

			There was a reason Shane had wanted to kick his ass way back then. And sadly, it wasn’t because he’d just oozed awesome.

			Kira didn’t seem too put off. And it’s not like you were trying to impress her.

			Shane’s mind seemed to be in the same basic place. “You know, it’s not like it has to come up right away,” Shane offered. “It would be good for you to go out with somebody once in a while.”

			“Well, it’s not like I haven’t tried. It’s not easy to meet somebody.”

			“Not if you don’t leave the Cove. Or your house.” Shane looked pensive. “Though I wasn’t having much luck within about an hour radius, honestly, so you might have a point.”

			“Yeah, that last thing was more of a you problem. So can we talk about, maybe, anything else for the rest of the night? Because if you don’t knock it off, I’m telling Larkin you’re trying to give me romantic advice. Again.”

			Fitz turned onto the square, determinedly not looking at Emma’s place as they passed. There was a parking spot open not far from Mario’s on the opposite side of the square, so he pulled in.

			Shane was laughing. “Ah, yeah, forget I said anything. You do you, big guy. Just don’t try to pick up women with the whole hat-and-beard getup. Seth will get called, your mug shot will be in the paper, and then you really won’t have a chance with his sister.”

			“Wow. That’s such good advice. Why didn’t I ask you before . . . oh yeah, because you’re a dumbass. Can we eat pizza now before you come up with any more pearls of wisdom?” Fitz asked, and there was scrambling in the back at the sound of the magic word.

			“Hell yes,” Shane groaned. “Now stop asking me to fix your personal problems. How many times do I have to tell you that your life is never going to be as perfect as mine no matter what I tell you to do? I realize I’m the smartest guy you know . . . and the best looking . . . but—”

			“Okay, I’m getting out before the car fills up with bullshit and we all suffocate,” Fitz said, unable to keep himself from laughing. If there was one thing he could always count on, it was Shane’s ability to lighten the mood. He got out and walked around the car to get Norm, who was practically vibrating with excitement. The air temperature was already beginning to dip, but it was a nice afternoon, Fitz thought. As usual, his dog had the right idea about how to approach it.

			“Come on,” Fitz said, taking Norm’s leash in hand. “I promised him a walk around the square.” He could already hear someone’s “Aww!” as they caught sight of his bear of a dog.

			“Great. Let’s walk him by Petite Treats. I’m still trying to sell Larkin on one of these monsters.” Shane ruffled the hair on Norm’s head until a tuft stood straight up, making him look a little like a furry cockatoo. Norm shook his head, slinging a ribbon of drool directly onto Shane’s jacket. He sighed.

			“Yeah, maybe don’t do that when we see Larkin, Norm.”

			“Okay. Walk, then pizza, then video games. Sound good?”

			“Sounds perfect,” Fitz replied. Life is good, he told himself as they set off down the sidewalk. It really was. And as long as he kept his head on straight, there was no reason he couldn’t keep it that way. Maybe Shane had a point about Kira. Maybe it would be good for him to just stick a toe back in the dating pool, no worries, no expectations. His secret was safe . . . so why avoid someone he found interesting? Especially someone who probably had a work schedule as odd as his own. He’d balanced everything for this long. It would hold a little while longer.

			Life is good, he thought again, knowing it was true . . . and thinking, for the first time, that it might not hurt to try to make it just a little bit better.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			When the knock came at her door, she was ready for it.

			Seth’s bright smile seemed to fill up all the space between them. “Hey, sis,” he said. “You ready to—oof!”

			Kira cut him off, throwing her arms around him with a high-pitched squeal and squeezing so hard his amused protests turned breathless. That was when he started squeezing her back, tightening his arms until she squawked and relaxed her grip. She pulled back to look at him, and they both burst into laughter.

			All the worry, all the fear she’d stored up that he’d be different this time because everything seemed to be different these days, vanished as though it had never existed. The coffee-colored eyes that sparkled with amusement, his olive skin flushed and healthy above the deep blue of his uniform, everything about him was exactly as she remembered. Exactly as he’d been for all those years before he’d retreated inward, struggling to stay afloat in a place he no longer felt he belonged.

			He was better. Even better than he’d been at Christmas, and he’d been good then. Silly, to think she’d need to get used to the idea that Seth was really, truly happy again. It was a gift, to be able to do that. She didn’t need to worry anymore. He was here and whole and she was . . . well, she was working on getting her life together, anyway. Kira felt her eyes welling up. Through her laughing, she sniffled. Seth, because he knew her, immediately stopped and hauled her into another hug.

			“Hey. Don’t start crying. Be happy! I’m happy; you be happy!”

			“I’m happy,” she sniffled, smiling through her tears. “I’m not crying.”

			“Are, too. My shoulder’s getting all wet.”

			“Stop lying, jerk.” She snuffled again. “You smell nice. I missed you.” It hit her in that moment how much she really had missed him. She usually managed to block it out, determined to get used to his absence in her life. But with him right here, her best friend since before she could remember, she felt an empty space fill within her.

			Seth’s laughter rumbled against her cheek. “I missed you, too. And you smell . . . actually, you just kind of smell.”

			She pulled away, grinning, and smacked him in the arm. Then she wiped her eyes. “You shouldn’t talk about yourself that way. Wow, look how much I’m not crying!” She was thankful she’d been smart enough to use her waterproof mascara today.

			“I’m impressed,” Seth said. “So, you ready to go? Everything’s good here, right? I’m so sorry I couldn’t get you this morning, but I figured Fitz would entertain you. You two like the same things.”

			Kira gave a final, indignant sniffle. “Yeah, about that. Stop trying to set me up. I saw right through it.”

			He rolled his eyes. “I wasn’t trying to set you up. He was around and willing to help. I just figured it would be even better because you’d probably get along. It’s not my fault your mind went right in the gutter.”

			She looked at him and decided he was only semi-innocent at best.

			Kira smacked him again, and he laughed, putting his hands up defensively. “Very funny, butthead,” she said. “Yes, it was fine you were helping somebody out. Yes, we got along fine. Can we go eat before I have to remind you who the bigger, stronger twin is?”

			Seth hooked an arm around her neck and tugged her playfully out the door. “Oh no, we wouldn’t want that. Yeah, I’m hungry. Come on.” He flipped some of her hair over her face. When she glared up at him, he simply grinned. Then his expression softened. “Just so you know, I’m really glad you came. Three days over Christmas wasn’t long enough for you to really see the Cove, but I think you’ll like this place. And my friends. I hope so, anyway. Emma was all nervous.”

			She blinked, startled. “Emma? Your Emma? Because the person I saw today was not nervous.”

			“Trust me. She’s just good at hiding it.”

			“Huh.” The idea of Emma Henry being nervous about anything was bizarre to her. If the zombie apocalypse ever came, she’d want Emma Henry on her side, girly dresses and all. Emma always seemed to be perfectly put together at all times. She’d probably kill the undead with her high heels. “I don’t know why she’s worried,” Kira said. “All I need is coffee and Wi-Fi to be happy, and she went way beyond that.”

			“Of course she did. She wants everything to be perfect, and she wants you to like her.”

			“Oh.” Kira smiled, happiness forming a warm pool at the center of her chest. She wasn’t used to people vying for her affections—she actively discouraged it. But this was . . . actually kind of nice. “That’s sweet. I already like her, though. Not that it matters what I think. She’s marrying you.”

			“Sure,” Seth said as they descended the narrow stairs, him in front, turning his head to talk back at her. “But I think she considers my family a bonus. Just so you know. It’s important to her. And to me.”

			She heard Seth’s worry loud and clear. That was her brother, she thought, sweet and protective. He was one of the most loyal humans Kira had ever met, and Emma had clearly earned his loyalty right along with his heart. For that reason alone she’d never be able to dislike Emma. Seth never went all in on people unless they were worth it.

			“Well, set your mind at ease, Captain America. For the billionth time, I like your fiancée. Mom and Dad are still over the moon about her. They keep asking me when I’m going to settle down now, too, so thanks for that, it’s great.”

			He gave her his trademark slow, lazy grin as he held the door open for her. “No problem. And I’m not Captain America.”

			“Are.”

			“Am not.”

			“Are.”

			When he walked in the direction of the square instead of to his cruiser, Kira assumed he wanted to poke his head in and say hello to Emma quickly. She hurried up to keep pace with him as they bickered happily. She was oblivious to everything else around her, simply enjoying the warm familiarity of arguing with her brother, until Seth stopped short in front of Occasions by Emma’s front window.

			“Stormin’ Norman!” he cried, and dashed off like a five-year-old. Kira watched him go, utterly perplexed until she saw where he was headed. Just a little further down the sidewalk was an enormous black dog. Fascinated, she watched as Seth wrapped his arms around its neck, laughing with pure delight as he was covered in sloppy doggy kisses. She shook her head, amused, and started to follow, since no way was he going to keep all the affection to himself.

			Then she took a closer look at the person who was walking the dog, and her feet slowed. There was a tall, handsome, athletic-looking redhead. And beside him, holding Stormin’ Norman’s leash and staring at her with enough heat to provoke spontaneous combustion, was Fitz.

			Even after the therapeutic effects of a shower, lots of caffeine, nourishment, and having the rest of the day to wake up, he was still, Kira noted with dismay, completely enticing. In fact, a clear head only seemed to make him better looking.

			Figures. My lucky streak continues.

			She lifted one hand in an awkward half wave, then flopped it back to her side. He gave her a similar sort-of wave, then rubbed at his neck while offering up a smile that said he was happy to see her. Kira bit her lip to keep herself from a full-on nose-crinkling grin, then quickened her pace toward them. Maybe they could manage a fresh start after that odd good-bye they’d had earlier. She’d been tired. He’d been way too cute. It had been weird and almost hot and . . . not what she was looking for.

			Well, whatever remained of her common sense said no, anyway. The rest of her still seemed to be all for it.

			Seth had devolved into baby talk and was squatting down beside the dog, which seemed overjoyed about all the attention. The redhead watched him, shaking his head. “Get Boof a buddy,” he said, referring to Emma’s big, friendly cat. “I think Boof needs a buddy.”

			“Boof would fit in Norm’s mouth.”

			“So? That kind of thing can happen in a friendly way, right?”

			Seth looked up with a pained expression. “If you and Larkin ever get a pet, maybe you should start with a fish. Or something simpler, like sea monkeys.”

			When Kira looked at him again, Fitz was still watching her intently with his dark eyes. She went from chilled to overwarm in a matter of seconds.

			“Hi,” she said.

			“Hey,” he replied. They stared at each other until the silence spun out long enough to be noticeable. It seemed to have caught the redhead’s attention, and he looked between them curiously.

			“You must be Kira,” he said, and she didn’t miss the look Fitz shot him. It was a strange feeling, though not exactly a bad one, to know he’d been talking about her. “I’m Shane,” he continued. “Shane Sullivan. Seth talks about me all the time, so I’m sure you’ve heard of me.”

			She caught the twinkle in his blue eyes and played along. “Of course. Shane. Doesn’t he keep arresting you for indecent exposure?”

			Shane’s laugh was loud and resonant, and she liked him immediately. “That’s me. Seth told us you were a smartass. I don’t know what he was talking about.”

			“He’s just mad because I got all the people skills,” Kira replied. Seth finally stood up. He was covered in considerably more fur than a few minutes ago.

			“Ignore those two,” he said to her. “You need to meet my dog.”

			“Norman, I presume?” Kira asked. When she reached down to pet him, he offered a paw to shake. Charmed, she shook it. Then he craned his giant head upward and licked frantically at the air, trying to reach her. Kira laughed and backed up. “That’s a big nope right there, puppy.”

			“He’ll get you eventually,” Shane said.

			“He gets everyone eventually,” Fitz agreed, though he at least sounded slightly apologetic. The way he was looking at her led to a burst of fluttering sensations in her stomach. It wasn’t just butterflies. It was a butterfly bomb. The redhead might be gorgeous—how did her brother keep finding these people, anyway?—but Fitz was in a league of his own. Maybe it was the way his dark eyes didn’t seem to miss a thing. Or the sexy curve of his mouth whenever he found something amusing. But it wasn’t just his looks, though there was plenty to appreciate there. There was a quiet intensity about him that pushed every damned button she had. He had a lot simmering just beneath the surface. She could feel the heat from here.

			“Thanks for the warning,” Kira said with a soft laugh, suddenly self-conscious. She tucked a lock of hair behind one ear and tried to find something, anything else to look at. If he had any idea what she was thinking, she was going to sink into the sidewalk and disappear forever.

			Her eyes lit on a small puddle beside one of Norm’s massive paws. While she watched, he continued to add to it, panting happily while a thin rivulet of drool slowly descended from his jowls.

			“Oh . . . wow,” she said quietly. “That’s some drool.”

			“He’s excited,” Fitz said. “He doesn’t drool quite this much at home.”

			Shane coughed out the word “bullshit,” making her laugh. Fitz gave him a look full of dark promise before turning his attention back to her.

			“So you, ah . . . you settled in okay? Still like the apartment?”

			“Yes, it’s great,” she rushed out, grateful to have a subject to grab onto. “Really nice. And Emma bought me some food.”

			“Food is always good,” Fitz replied, and she nodded vigorously. Yes, food is good. But this is the lamest conversation ever, and I’m about as thrilled as I can be. She needed to get out of here before she just melted into a pool of desire at his feet.

			“Food is good,” Shane said conversationally, as though there was nothing bizarre about the conversation he was butting into at all. “Speaking of, we’re picking up some pizzas here in a minute. You two want to join us? We can order extras. Fitz and I are just going to sit around and play some video games while Norm tries to scarf pizza crusts.”

			The offer was unexpected, and not just to her. Fitz seemed completely caught off guard, though not exactly in a bad way. Actually, he looked more like he wasn’t quite sure how to feel about it.

			That made two of them, though she, at least, had a ready-made excuse until she decided how she did feel about it.

			“Well . . .” Seth let the word hang in the air and looked at her, a question in his voice. This was the whole “be happy” thing he’d been harping on, she guessed. He would let her choose. Tonight, at least, the choice was a simple one.

			“We would, but Emma’s kind of counting on us to grab dinner. She had a busy afternoon, and we were all looking forward to catching up over takeout.” The words came easily to her, probably because it wasn’t just an excuse. It was the truth. She really did want to catch up with Emma. And she wanted to relax, which definitely didn’t seem like a possibility with Fitz around.

			Kira caught his look of relief and decided she’d just spared them both an awkward evening.

			“That’s okay,” Fitz said, and the smile he gave her looked much calmer. “We’ll do it some other night.”

			“Good call,” Seth said. “It’s been a while since I kicked your ass at Mario Kart.”

			She looked between them. “You guys play Mario Kart?”

			“Don’t judge,” Shane said. “That shit is hard. Beat me on Rainbow Road and then you can poke fun, but not until.”

			“Deal,” Kira replied. “I happen to be a master of the Kart.”

			Shane’s answering smile was smug, until Seth rose to his feet and poked him. “Don’t encourage her. She’s just as competitive as you are and she plays a lot of games.”

			Shane’s smile faded a little, replaced by dubious curiosity, and she decided that taking him down a peg was in order sometime this month. Proving herself was a compulsion—one that sometimes got her in trouble, actually, but she was pretty sure beating his ass at Nintendo was a safe way to indulge it.

			They said their good-byes, and Kira had just started to back away when Shane stopped her in her tracks by saying, “Oh, by the way, good luck on that Malcolm Roy thing you’re doing.”

			The air itself seemed to still around them. Kira stared at him, the silence that descended so complete she could have heard a pin drop. Her tongue refused to let her form any words. All she could see was the devilish glint in Shane’s eyes. Fitz was staring at him, too, but she couldn’t seem to focus on him. She was much more interested in Shane’s Cheshire cat grin.

			Maybe he was just being a smartass. And maybe there was a little more to it.

			“Thanks?” It came out as a question, all wrong, but was enough to get her a response.

			“Sure. If he’s the guy I’m thinking of, though, he seems a little creepy. Like the kind of dude who lives in a van down by the river, you know? So be careful.”

			“Um. I’ll . . . take that into consideration. Thanks.” She couldn’t decide whether he was serious or not, and nothing in his face gave it away. Her gaze shifted to Fitz, who wore an inscrutable expression and had reached down to scratch Norman beneath his chin. Apparently they’d had quite a conversation about her. Given his reaction earlier, she wanted to resent it, but she’d obviously piqued his interest enough to talk about it. If word got around, she might hear something useful.

			Or she would just get Shane yanking her chain. That seemed at least as likely, given how pleased with himself he seemed to be.

			Seth only looked confused. “What Malcolm Roy thing? You mean the author? Is this something new?”

			And here comes all my oceans of guilt for not telling him before I got here. Kira had a sudden urge to strangle Shane. She bet he got that a lot.

			“It’s something that came up a couple of weeks ago,” she said, keeping her tone light. “I’m doing another piece for Squared, actually.”

			“Oh yeah? That’s great!” Seth said, his expression brightening. His obvious pleasure made her feel like even more of a heel for having kept this to herself. It wasn’t like keeping all the gory details about why she’d walked out of her job at the Clarion to herself, or swearing her parents to secrecy about her current living situation. Those were her problems. Seth had had enough of his own to deal with, and he didn’t need to worry about hers when his life was finally coming together.

			Then again, maybe it was exactly like those things. They all fell under the general heading of “Don’t look, I can do this myself.” She was getting a little tired of people watching her fail.

			“She’s looking for Malcolm Roy,” Shane offered. “That big fantasy author. You’re going to track him down in the Cove and get some big exclusive, right?”

			“That or write about how he chased me out of town with a medieval sword, but yeah. I’m hoping for the interview.”

			Seth was a tough read for some people. Not for her. She’d purposely caused this particular look of horror enough times to know it when she saw it. He knew . . . well, something, anyway. It seemed like the elusive Mr. Roy wasn’t completely incognito in Harvest Cove after all.

			No wonder Fitz got angry about it. He probably knows him. All three of them do!

			“Something like that,” Kira said, keeping her voice steady. Inwardly, she was kicking herself. She might have picked up on this before if she’d mentioned it to Seth. As it was, now she’d be wondering if everyone in town was in on Roy’s secret but her, and there wasn’t much hope of her brother helping her answer that question. Prying information out of him was a near-impossible task if he didn’t want to give it. She still didn’t know where he’d disposed of her Totally Hair Barbie, and that was twenty years ago.

			“Well,” Seth said, his expression going carefully neutral, “that’s great. You can tell me all about it in the car. Have fun tonight, guys. We’ll see you later.”

			“You, too. Nice meeting you, Kira,” Shane said, and turned with a casual wave as though all was right with the world. Fitz was less smooth, but she kind of expected that. Still, he managed a reasonably intelligible good-bye before he led his massive dog away, back toward the pizzeria. Kira watched them go, feeling Seth’s agitation as if it were her own. She knew what was coming before he even opened his mouth, and tried to head him off.

			“You knew I’d be working while I was here.”

			“Not on a story about someone here. This is a big deal, Kira. The guy’s famous. And you writing it . . . this is important for you, isn’t it?”

			Denial was pointless. She nodded. “Lisa, my editor there, got in touch when she heard through the grapevine that the guy writing as Malcolm Roy was living somewhere in Harvest Cove. A tip from a friend toiling away at Entertainment Now! I think. She remembered me mentioning this place when I did that piece on gaming helping people with PTSD.” That had been her first piece for Squared, and the response to it was good enough to give her a foot in the door there. Lisa Bloom, the editor, had promised to keep her in mind for other pieces . . . and she had. But seeking Kira out specifically to try to land an interview with Roy, sharing a tip that a lot of journalists would kill for right now—it was big for her. A show of faith, of confidence in her abilities that she’d sorely needed. Lisa had called the story “a perfect fit” for her. Kira was determined to prove her right.

			Seth was nodding—he remembered. “Anyway,” she continued, “Lisa wants me to push hard for the interview, but if that fails, I’ll at least do a piece that ties this place to his work, maybe dig around for bits and pieces of the man behind the books. I mean, I’ve written a little about his Storm’s Wake series before, I’m a fan of the work, and I have a connection here. Makes sense, right?”

			“But if you could talk to the man himself . . . ,” Seth said, letting it hang in the air between them.

			Kira finished it for him. “If I could talk to the man himself, it would be huge. For them, and for me. Definitely more work. Possibly a job offer.” Lisa had certainly implied it.

			“Would you take it? I thought you were into working for yourself.”

			“I would have to seriously consider it,” she replied. It was a possibility she hardly dared to think about. Her job—finding work, networking, passing along contacts and being directed to new ones, and of course, delivering content—was her life at this point. And apart from a few online friends in the same boat, she was sailing these freelancing waters alone. If she had an opportunity to join up with a publication she believed in and enjoyed, to be a part of something she felt mattered again . . .

			Well, having to make that choice was a problem she’d love to have.

			Seth sighed, a long-suffering sound that she was quite familiar with, since she was so often the cause of it. “Why do I feel like this is only the tip of the iceberg when it comes to things you haven’t told me?”

			Kira tried not to stiffen. There was no accusation in his voice, after all. Just resignation, colored with hurt. She knew the feeling well . . . and throwing that in his face would solve nothing. They didn’t talk like they used to. It was one of the things she wanted to change if she could. “I meant to tell you, Seth. I just didn’t want you to think this was the main reason why I came, I guess. Yeah, it’s important, but it’s not everything.”

			He tipped his chin down to look at her, clearly exasperated. “Why would I think that?”

			“I don’t know.” She wrapped her arms around herself and looked away. “I know you think I work too much.”

			“I think you push yourself too hard. I also think you’re too hard on yourself. That’s not exactly the same thing. And you don’t listen to me anyway.”

			“I listen to you as much as you listen to me,” Kira pointed out, arching an eyebrow. “Or do you want a list of all the advice you’ve ignored? I’d be happy to write one out.”

			“No,” he said quickly. “I’m good.” At least that got a smile out of him, she thought. She wanted her time with him and Emma to be a break from work, not messed up because of it. Still, since they were on the subject, there was one thing she had to ask.

			“Just so we’re clear, you’re not going to help me with the Malcolm Roy thing, right?” she asked. And there’s that look of horror again.

			“How could I help? I don’t know him.”

			Seth and his loyalty, still both a blessing and a curse. She breathed in deeply, pushing back the flash of irritation that would have made her snap if she hadn’t reined it in. She was good at it by now, bottling everything up so it wouldn’t spill onto anyone she cared about. It’ll be fine. I can handle it. I can handle anything. By myself.

			Again.

			“With the understanding that both you and I know that you’re completely full of it, I’ll accept your neutrality on this,” Kira said.

			“Just like that?” Seth asked, his brow furrowing. “No impassioned speech to try and sway me, no badgering, no drawing on my face with Sharpie while I’m asleep—”

			“No promises about the Sharpie, but no. This is my thing, not yours. And if you do know him . . . you’re the one who has to live here, and you usually have good reasons for what you do and don’t do.”

			He stared at her like she’d grown an extra head, which Kira found extra flattering, if not unexpected. “That’s . . . really mature of you. Are you sure you’re my sister?”

			“I’m not, actually. I disowned you when we were ten. Remember?”

			Seth considered this as they started to walk back to where his car was parked. It was better, she thought, to keep her personal and professional lives separate here. Easier, less frustrating, more fun. Everything had been mixed together when she was working at the Clarion.

			She’d learned her lesson there, and it had been a bitter one.

			“Was that the time I broke your Spice Girls CD?” he asked.

			“You didn’t just break it! You stuck it to a tree and shot BBs at it!” It was possible she’d disowned him that time, too. If she hadn’t, she should have. “Remember Totally Hair Barbie?”

			His face was blank for a moment, then broke into a grin that did her heart good, even though she should probably deck him just on general principle.

			“Damn it, Seth, what did you do with her? You also made Mom and Dad believe I just lost her, which, for the record, is still so much crap.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			She had no words. Just a sound of inarticulate fury. Seth laughed as he pulled out his keys.

			“Just do me one favor while you’re here, okay?” he said. Kira looked at him curiously. “Have some fun. Maybe try to find a few things to smile about. I know you’ve been really busy and I know there was a while when I wasn’t . . .” He trailed off, then tried again to complete the thought. “Work isn’t everything. Like I said, I want you to be happy.”

			He wasn’t teasing now, she saw, and she wasn’t sure how to respond. Be happy. The goal seemed out of reach since she wasn’t sure she remembered how, but being here made her want to. After all, it wasn’t that long ago that she’d had settings beyond just “determined” and “hungry.”

			“I’ll try,” Kira said. It was as good as she could do, and for now, that seemed to be good enough for Seth.

			“I’ll take it,” he replied. “Now let’s get things started right with ten pounds of Chinese food from House of Gee.”

			“Yes, food time!” Kira replied, throwing her fists in the air. Then she smirked at her brother. “You might want to vacuum yourself off first. I don’t want hair in my lo mein.”

			“Oh, really? Come here,” he said, opening his arms. “I’ll share it with you. Mom and Dad always wanted us to share, remember?”

			“Ew, no,” Kira said, backing away. “Gross.”

			Kira made a dash for the car, squealing. She knew that smile, and she knew when she was about to end up with some dog’s mouth booger in her hair. This was one of those times.

			It probably wasn’t what Seth had meant by “be happy,” but she was laughing. And if nothing else, that was a start.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Kira awoke Friday morning feeling much more like herself.

			Some of it was the excellent night’s sleep she’d had. Emma’s bed was as soft as a cloud, and combined with the sleep sounds app she had on her phone, she’d been out like a light within minutes of her head hitting the pillow. The rest of it was harder to put her finger on, but it had something to do with the weight that had left her shoulders since she’d arrived here. She’d spent a wonderful evening with Seth and Emma, eating Chinese food and laughing while Emma’s big, fluffy cat parked himself on her lap and demanded to be worshipped. It had been easy and comfortable and just . . . right.

			Like she belonged here.

			That thought seemed pretty fanciful—and probably fueled by a little too much wine—in the cool light of morning. Still, the good feelings stayed with her, warming her enough that she felt comfortable choosing one of her lighter sweaters for the day.

			She did add a scarf just before she walked out the door, though. There was no sense ruining a good mood over her own faulty internal thermostat.

			The day was partly cloudy, bright sunlight fading into gray as the clouds passed overhead. There was a brisk breeze, and Kira was glad for the scarf as she walked past the little shops on the square. Her messenger bag hung at her hip, filled with the necessities—her laptop, her phone, a notebook and pen, a small bag of animal crackers, and some tinted lip balm. With everyone at work, she figured today was a good day to get the lay of the land, poke around a little, and see if she could turn up anything interesting.

			She’d turned up a black bottom cupcake and a box of assorted treats for later from the local bakery before reaching Jasper’s Used Books, which was where she’d intended to go first. Unfortunately, Petite Treats’ pink and white and turquoise color scheme had exerted some kind of mind control on her when she tried to walk past it. Or maybe it was just the scent of frosting. She hadn’t yet met the owner, Larkin O’Neill, but if her personality was as lovely as the brownie Kira had already wolfed down, they were going to get along just fine.

			The bookstore windows were filled with books in something like a display, stacked and propped up against other books, their covers ranging from bright to faded and hardback to paperback. A few interesting knickknacks shared the window space—a wooden owl, a teapot, a Martian Manhunter doll. The store’s name was painted formally, in brown and gold with old-fashioned lettering, on the glass, and there were fairy lights strung across the tops of both windows on the inside.

			Kira was already smiling when the scent of the store itself enveloped her. She breathed deeply, smelling leather and paper and some faint, unidentifiable spice that made the rows of used books smell like the distant lands of some foreign country. Perfect, she thought, popping the last bite of cupcake in her mouth and chewing contentedly while she picked up a book from the top of a nearby stack and flipped it over to read the back cover.

			“Can I help you, love? Oh, it’s Kira, then! Andi said you were coming in this week! Good to see you!”

			The friendly, British-accented voice pulled Kira out of the book she’d been perusing. She blinked rapidly for a moment, reorienting herself, and kept the paperback in her hand. This one was coming home with her. A historical fantasy featuring a courtesan marked by a god to save the world? Yes, please.

			“Hi! I was hoping you were working,” Kira said to the tall, slim man approaching her. He was attractive in an unusual way, long and lanky, with sharp features, a piratical little ponytail, and a gold hoop that just accentuated the whole “pirate” thing. Kira liked the idea of a British pirate who ran a bookstore in rural New England, though she wasn’t sure how Jasper Reed would feel about being thought of as the pirate.

			She bet he’d like it, though.

			She was quickly enveloped in a hug that carried the scents of old books and spiced tea. When he pulled back, Kira grinned up at him. She’d spent some time with Jasper at Christmas, as he was dating Emma’s mother.

			“It’s good to see you, too! How’re things?”

			“Brilliant, as always. Didn’t think I’d see you until Saturday, but I hoped you’d come by. I see you’ve already found something. That’s a good one. Think I’ve got the other two in the trilogy as well. Fitz brought them in not too long ago.”

			She blinked. “Oh.” So much for her first full day here being Fitz-free. Not that she’d be against seeing him, exactly . . . but even the mere thought of him did a number on her nerves. Kira looked down at the book, imagined him curled up in a chair with it, hair mussed, firelight playing over his tanned skin, and knew that image would be playing on a loop somewhere in her mind for the rest of the day.

			Jasper smiled. “Ah, I see you’ve met.”

			“Oh,” she said again. “We did, yes, he ah . . . he was the one who picked me up yesterday. Seth had to work.”

			“I see. Well, that’s good. I’d think you two would get on well.”

			“Mmmhmm. So how’s everything else? How’s Andi?” It was a clumsy attempt to change the subject, but Kira didn’t want to get caught up in another conversation about how compatible she and Fitz were. She already knew. The universe needed to find someone else to beat over the head with the obvious.

			Jasper seemed game, at least. He leaned against a bookcase, relaxing his long, lanky form with feline grace. He was, Kira thought, one of those men who really shouldn’t be attractive but somehow managed it anyway. The man was sexy. Andi Henry was a lucky woman.

			And she needed to get her mind out of the gutter before she saw Fitz again, because this weird mood she was in was likely to compel her to do any number of stupid things. Stupid, excellent things.

			“Good, good, can’t complain. Andi’s lovely as always. Been enjoying the weather while it lasts. You’ll have to come up for a fire one of these nights. We’ll put out a nice spread, roast some marshmallows.”

			“I’d love that,” Kira said. “As long as I get to sit close to the fire. Like, really, really close.”

			Jasper chuckled. “I’m sure we can manage that. It’s warmer than you think, though. You’re more apt to get singed than chilled.”

			“We’ll see.” It was, she decided, as good a time as any to ask him a few questions about the other man in Harvest Cove she was interested in. “Hey, Jasper, do you know anything about Malcolm Roy?”

			His gaze sharpened, cautious and curious. “A bit, sure. Excellent author. You looking for one of his books? I’ve got a few.”

			“I’ve read all of them,” Kira replied. “Actually, I’m trying to figure out a way to meet him. Talk to him. For a magazine piece.”

			“Ah. Don’t think he does that, normally. I mean, from what I know. I keep up more with the stories than the personal lives.”

			Kira looked at him blandly, thoroughly exasperated. “Am I the only person currently in town who doesn’t know Malcolm Roy? For real. I was still a little skeptical that this was where he lived at first, to be honest, but I haven’t even been here forty-eight hours and it’s like people are just taunting me with it.” She raised her hands, then dropped them to her sides in a series of quick, irritated motions. Unlike Shane, at least, Jasper seemed sympathetic.

			“Oh, now, don’t be upset. It’s nothing against you, Kira. Every town has a few little secrets. If he’s one of ours, I promise, he’s not a well-known one. I’m sure nobody’s trying to taunt you,” he said.

			“Before you it was Shane Sullivan.”

			“All right, he may have been taunting you. But with him it’s all in good fun.”

			“For him, maybe.” Kira sighed and raked her fingers through her hair, which she’d left down to fall around her shoulders, curling the ends just a bit. “I’m not stalking him. I’d just like to know how to find him. If I can find him. Or even just bump into him. I mean, what’s he like? As a person? I won’t even be able to get a sense of him and why he chose here, of all the places to disappear into, if all I get is snarky comments “

			“Now, I would never be snarky at you.” He lifted his hand to trace the hoop in his ear with his fingertips, looking pensive. Finally, he said, “I don’t think it’d hurt to tell you this. When it comes to the elusive Mr. Roy, I would say that looking around town for breadcrumbs is the wrong approach. You’ll find little apart from . . .”

			“More taunting.”

			“No. It’s not—well, all right, if you want to put it that way, but I promise, it’s not personal. He’s just quite protective of his life here. He’s a quiet sort. Doesn’t want to be given the hairy eyeball by people he’s known for years. Bit sensitive about being different, as many different people are.”

			Kira relaxed a little at that. It was far more information than she’d had—which, granted, was a low bar to clear—and general enough that Jasper shouldn’t feel disloyal. It also piqued her interest. Roy was an enigma to most people. She had a hard time thinking of the successful author as an actual person, with so little to go on. Hearing from someone who obviously knew him and understood his personality was a huge step in the right direction.

			“Is he very reclusive?” Kira asked. “He’s disappeared from the convention scene.”

			“Not reclusive, no. Not any more than anybody else. Just, as I said, rather protective of his private life. It’s not at all unreasonable.”

			“No,” she admitted. Jasper had made her feel a pang of sympathy for Roy, actually. She didn’t think she would. He was rich, talented, had the world by the tail. Why should she feel sorry for him? But hearing it put this way from someone who, considering how Jasper was, was probably a friend . . . it changed her perspective a bit and made his feelings decidedly more real.

			“His books mean a lot to a lot of people,” she continued. “I think if he made himself known to them, even just a little, he’d be freer to set the terms of the relationship between him and the public. Hiding isn’t a very effective way of setting a boundary. It’s just . . . hiding.”

			“That may be,” Jasper said. “We’ve all warned him his day was coming.”

			“We all?” Kira asked, raising her brows.

			Jasper simply smiled. “The small group of people who are aware of both sides of Mr. Roy.” He considered her for a moment. “Tell you what. I can’t give you his whereabouts, obviously, but I can give you some advice. If you really want to draw him out, go right to the source. Be up-front. Ask the man himself.”

			Kira wrinkled her nose. “Uh, you’re aware he doesn’t give interviews, right? I ask, he says no, then what?”

			“Just start with the asking,” Jasper said, “and go from there. And don’t blow smoke up his arse. Just be honest. You may not get everything you want, but that’ll go further than you think.”

			None of this was what she’d expected to hear, but that didn’t make it any less valuable. She knew better than to discount what he was saying, even if it changed her own strategy somewhat. If there was one thing she was capable of, it was adapting.

			“I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks, Jasper. I really appreciate it.”

			“Think nothing of it, love,” he said, and gave her a wink. “Now come on, I’ll grab those other books for you. They earned high marks from Fitz. Tell him you’ve picked them up next time you see him; he’ll be chuffed.”

			Kira smiled and followed him, her thumb tracing the grooves on the embossed cover. She felt as though she’d filled up a day in only a morning—some Jasper, a little of Fitz, and a surprising lot of Malcolm Roy. Not bad, she thought. Not a bad start at all.

			She had a lot of work yet to do. But right now, she had to admit . . . she was feeling a bit chuffed herself.

			*   *   *

			Fitz was supposed to be working. He had a million and one things to do. There was a book deadline looming in a couple of months, which was the kind of thing he brushed off until he was two weeks out and way behind schedule. He had a revised script for the TV pilot to look over. He ought to burn the pile of debris he’d cleared out of the garden, and the lawn needed mowing.

			By four in the afternoon, all he’d accomplished was a shower, five hundred words he’d probably just end up deleting, and a coffee stain on his sweatpants. That, and coming up with hundreds upon hundreds of scenarios that might or might not happen if he went to Jake and Sam’s the next night.

			There was definitely a possibility he’d have fun. There was also a possibility he’d end up standing in a corner nursing a beer and petting Tucker, Jake’s spastic cattle dog mix. And of course, there was the probability he would wind up talking to Kira, the last person on earth he should be conversing with, much less nursing a serious case of the hots for.

			On his list of pros and cons, her presence in his town was supposed to be a con. It kept turning into a pro. He blamed Shane for that one. He’d almost made putting the moves on her seem like a good idea, and no matter how many times he tried to tell himself that making bad ideas seem like good ones was one of Shane’s special gifts and had gotten them all in trouble more than once, he couldn’t seem to shake it. As a final effort to refocus, he resorted to writing a throwaway scene in which a cruel sorcerer integral to his series performed a burlesque for his horrified prisoners and one extremely disgruntled dragon.

			It helped. But not enough.

			By four in the afternoon, he was wandering the house aimlessly, a half-empty bag of Cheetos in one hand. There was an orange stain on his well-loved Aladdin Sane shirt, and he was pretty sure his hair was sticking up in at least twenty directions.

			“Maybe I’ll check email,” he said to Norm, who appeared to be exhausted from following him around all day. It was funny and sweet, the way the big dog hauled himself off the ground and plodded after him whenever he left the room, though it was accompanied by louder and louder sighing . . . just in case Fitz wasn’t aware of how difficult he was making his dog’s life.

			Fitz padded in his socks to the library, where he’d been attempting to write earlier. Norm’s nails clicked on the hardwood behind him, and when Fitz turned back to look, the dog gave him a long-suffering expression he recognized as PICK. A. SPOT. HUMAN.

			“I’m working on it,” Fitz informed him. He dug a Cheeto out of the bag and munched on it while he walked, finally passing through the door of his favorite room in his parents’ ridiculously big house. Some rooms were elegant, some downright fussy, and some—mainly the numerous bedrooms—he rarely set foot in. The library, though, was magic. It was his and had been for as long as he could remember. With its gleaming dark wood, its shelves stuffed with everything from leather-bound rarities to scuffed-up paperbacks, and its rich Oriental rug eternally soft beneath his bare feet, it had always felt like the heart of the house to him. It was where he worked; where he’d hung a few framed, poster-sized prints of his book covers; and where he curled up to chill out when he didn’t really want to be around people.

			Home was where he parked his laptop, and that was here.

			Fitz dropped into the chair behind his big mahogany desk and woke up the computer while Norm circled once and then flopped, loudly, by his feet. “I’ll stay put for a little while, buddy. I promise,” Fitz said, reaching down to rub Norm’s head. He knew he needed an assistant to start dealing with all of the emails he was getting these days. Hiring someone, however, would be daunting. At least if he wanted to make sure they didn’t know who he really was, which would just be weird. Everything was getting weird lately.

			Kira told you she wasn’t the only person sniffing around for you. Silver lining, though: You can probably hire an assistant soon.

			“Yay.” Fitz made a disgusted noise and clicked through his personal email first. Not much to see there. Spam, mostly, along with another email from his agent urging him to consider doing more promo, preferably involving a major news outlet and his face, and a bunch of pictures his parents had sent. A quick look told him this group was mostly shaky shots of unidentified buildings in and around New Orleans. Also some of food, and a few attempted selfies, one of which was a close-up of his dad’s nose.

			“Dad. I’d send you a selfie stick if I didn’t think you’d break it before you figured out how to use it.” Grinning, he typed back a quick note to let them know he missed them. They’d be back before Thanksgiving, and it couldn’t come soon enough. Rattling around this place was fine for a few weeks at a time, but it got lonely, even with his faithful furry companion. He wondered what they’d think of Kira, then pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes.

			“Stop. Seriously. She’s only here for a month and she’s trouble.”

			There was only one thing to do. If he couldn’t stop himself from toying with a bad idea, he’d just overwhelm his poor brain with something truly terrifying. Fitz steeled himself, took a deep breath, and opened his author email account.

			“I have how many new messages? Oh. Shit.” Fitz winced at the screen full of unread mail. He read everything he got, and always tried to answer a few, but he’d ignored this for the past couple of days and the buildup was . . . bad.

			He looked at the time, then at his inbox, and knew he needed to make a decision about leaving the house tonight. If anything could push him out into polite society, it was an overflowing inbox. He tapped his fingers on the desk, scanned the screen to see whether he recognized any of the senders—he occasionally got a gem from Shane or Jake at this address—and was about to close it back up when something caught his eye. The subject was “Harvest Cove Interview?” and the sender was kmandersen.

			It looked like Kira had decided to try the direct approach first.

			He pretended he was going to ignore it for all of five seconds before opening it up. It was a strange feeling, reading a letter she had no idea she was sending to the guy who’d picked her up at the airport. The opening was standard—her credentials, her website, who she was working for. Nothing he hadn’t read dozens of times before. Then it got interesting.

			I’ll be honest, I was going to wait a bit before contacting you directly, but one of your friends has convinced me that the direct approach is best. I’m currently in Harvest Cove, Massachusetts, which I understand is where you live. My knowledge of that probably isn’t welcome news, but as you may or may not be aware, the information is starting to circulate. I’m here visiting family, but I’m also here to write about you. That would be a lot easier if we could talk. Would you be willing to sit down with me, or at least discuss sitting down with me, for an interview? Not only about your work, but about yourself.

			Who had she spoken to? He owed whoever it was some thanks, Fitz thought. Harvest Cove was small, and it didn’t take much to start a rumor. Once word got around that Kira was here asking questions about a secretly famous resident, speculation would run rampant. He doubted any of that would point to him, but hearing about it ad nauseam wouldn’t exactly be comfortable. He pressed his lips into a thin line and finished reading, bracing himself for the ultimatum he was sure was coming.

			I’m fascinated by the connections your writing has to Harvest Cove. It was the inspiration for Hartwood, wasn’t it? I’m already convinced it was. I expect I’ll find more parallels over the next month while I’m here, and I look forward to that. The world you write about was a refuge for me during one of the worst times of my life, and I’ll always be grateful for that, whether you respond to this request or not.

			I know you have no reason to grant me an interview. If you won’t even talk to your local paper, why talk to me? I’ve got the standard answers for you, of course—a great platform, the experience to tell your story right. I do good work, and Squared would treat you well. Beyond that? I’m just another person who wants to know how the peculiar magic of the Storm’s Wake books came to be. I’ll be trying to untangle the knots while I’m here, but you’re the only person who can help me do it the right way.

			I hope you’ll consider it and that I hear from you soon.

			Fitz felt as though he’d had the wind knocked out of him. Kira had read his books? Not only read, but depended on them during a time when she’d needed an escape. He’d always considered that the highest sort of compliment, because it meant he’d made a difference, if only a small one, in the world. He might not be shouting his accomplishments from the rooftops, but he wanted his work to matter to those who read it.

			And it did—to people like Kira.

			So much for his determination that her interest in Malcolm Roy was purely motivated by the prospect of landing a career-making interview. He ought to know better—things were always more complicated than they seemed. And now he had a new and unexpected connection to a woman he couldn’t get out of his head.

			It was like getting punched repeatedly in the face by fate. Kind of hard to ignore.

			He sat back, blowing out a long breath, and looked down at Norm. “I want to see her again. You’re surprised, right?”

			Norm looked up at him. He appeared to be deeply unsurprised. And probably irritated that Fitz hadn’t dropped any Cheetos on the ground yet.

			He didn’t know what to think. He wasn’t about to run off and tell Kira Andersen his life story just because he liked her. But trying to ignore her . . . that would be a mistake. It was the only thing he was sure of.

			Fitz slid his fingers into his hair, propped his elbows on the desk, and sighed. His natural curiosity had served him well in his career, but in this case, he had a bad feeling it would bring him a lot more—maybe too much—than he was bargaining for. And he was just as helpless to ignore it as he’d ever been.

			Fitz considered for a moment, then began to type, his faithful Newfoundland flopping back to the floor with an irritated sigh before drifting back to sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Kira pulled the motorcycle up in front of Sam and Jake’s house early Saturday evening, surprised to find herself in the mood for company despite barely knowing anyone. She felt . . . good. Genuinely, deep-in-her-bones happy, which wouldn’t have been so remarkable except that she couldn’t even remember the last time she’d experienced it. Maybe it was the fun she’d had with Seth and Emma last night, just sitting around talking and laughing. Maybe it was the crazy, probably overly earnest “please talk to me” email she’d worked on all day yesterday before sending it to Malcolm Roy, which put the ball squarely in his court.

			Or maybe it was just riding around Harvest Cove in the autumn-scented air, doing as she pleased, and enjoying some of the prettiest slices of Americana she’d ever seen. Whatever the cause, she was smiling as she parked the bike in front of a beautiful old Craftsman, its wide front porch decorated with baskets of copper-colored mums and ears of Indian corn. A pair of boys riding bikes raced by on the sidewalk, hooting, and Kira watched them go with an amused smile.

			Pretty as a picture. No wonder Seth had found some peace here.

			She pulled her helmet off, yanked out the elastic holding the hastily fashioned knot at her nape, and fluffed her hair out as best she could. Then she tucked the helmet under one arm and headed for the house, the wide wooden steps up onto the front porch creaking beneath her boots. This close she could hear voices and laughter inside, and a distant, excited bark.

			Kira raised her hand to knock, heard another burst of laughter, and paused. She shouldn’t feel like an interloper considering she was an invited guest, but her nerves begged to differ, jangling to life and sending her hand drifting slowly back to her side. She messed with her hair again, rubbed her hands on the legs of her jeans. Then, out of habit, she pulled her phone out of her back pocket to check her email one last time. Not that she’d checked it obsessively all day or anything.

			RE: Harvest Cove Interview?

			Her heart leaped into her throat. Oh God. This is it. Dimly, she heard the doorknob turn.

			“Kira?”

			Dear Ms. Andersen,

			First off, I’d like you to know how much I appreciated your email. Yes, I hear from plenty of people who’d like to interview me, and no, none of them has asked with quite the honesty you did. That’s why you’re hearing back from me, in fact, though I can’t tell you I’ll sit for an interview. I know you think it’s an exercise in futility. And to that I say: probably. Which is also why I’m not saying no to your request. The truth is, I have to think about it. This town is small. Even small changes can provoke big reactions. I’m not a natural spotlight hog, so the thought of becoming a local attraction is off-putting, whether or not it’s inevitable. You said you’re here for a month. I’ll have an answer for you before you go. In the meantime, I’m willing to entertain some of your questions about my work, at least . . . because you’re the first person to have recognized Hartwood for what it is. Well done. Feel free to ask me about the stories. I’ll answer what and when I can.

			Best,

			Malcolm

			P.S. I’m glad to hear my stories helped you through a difficult time. The truth is, writing them helps me, too.

			“Uh, Kira? You okay?”

			She blinked rapidly, remembering where she was. It took a moment, because . . . he’d written her back! He would answer some of her questions. He had in fact said “maybe” in the same lovely, engaging voice that had captivated her from the first page of Smoke and Glass. He had signed his email “Malcolm.” Without the “Roy,” even!

			All at once Malcolm Roy went from an abstract concept to a living, breathing human being. She was over the moon. She was going to land this interview. And she really, really needed to get this fangirl moment out of her system before she started hyperventilating. Or made a sound of joy that would shatter glass. Or threatened her objectivity.

			“Earth to Kira.”

			“Hi! Yes! Sorry, I’m here!”

			A lovely woman with white blond hair braided over her shoulder smiled back at her, the warmth of it reflected in a striking pair of blue-green eyes. She wore an oversized shirt that came to mid-thigh over leggings, all in black but for the shimmering silver scarf looped loosely around her neck. Kira recognized her immediately: Sam Smith, successful local artist and Emma’s younger sister. Like Emma, Sam was strikingly pretty. That, however, was where the similarities ended.

			“I’m glad you’re here. Is everything all right? You looked kind of . . . intense about your phone.”

			“Yeah, sorry. Work stuff. I shouldn’t have checked my email. Too easy to fall in.”

			Sam laughed. “I get it, believe me. I’ve threatened to bury Jake’s phone in the yard more than once. You want to come in? Or you could hang on the porch and be all edgy and alone. I won’t judge.”

			Kira stuffed her phone in her back pocket and smiled, tucking away the email in the back of her mind for later, when she had time to turn it over and over until it was as smooth as seaglass.

			“I’m good. If you see me looking at it again, feel free to smack my hand.”

			“Nah, I’ll just shove one of Larkin’s cupcakes in your mouth. She brought too many. I’m trying to decide whether I’m happy or depressed about it.”

			Kira followed her inside. “What could be depressing about too many cupcakes?”

			Sam turned with an arched brow. “Me eating them all. Which I will. Especially these days.” Kira opened her mouth to ask what she meant when a stocky, medium-sized dog with wild eyes came barreling out of nowhere toward them. Sam’s eyes rounded. “Tucker! Tucker, no! Tucker, for the love of—”

			The rest of her admonition was lost to Kira as she found herself with armfuls of joyful, ridiculous dog. She staggered backward a couple of steps, then started laughing as Tucker got in a couple of good licks while she was attempting to detach him. With a frustrated groan, Sam hauled him back, wrapping her arms around his midsection and plopping him down on the floor. He panted happily, wiggling in place as though it was all he could do not to launch himself back into Kira’s arms. Sam gave him a dirty look, which he seemed completely unaffected by.

			Kira wiped her cheek off, then scratched the top of Tucker’s head. “What a cutie. I didn’t know Spaz was an actual breed.”

			“Oh yes. Look it up and you’ll find a picture of Tucker.” Sam’s hands moved around her, looking for some way to help. “I’m really sorry. He’s usually fine, but there are a lot of people here tonight and he’s got some, ah, impulse control issues we haven’t quite worked out yet. The big hello is usually the worst of it, at least.”

			Kira let Sam brush some of the dog hair off her shoulder while she went after her chest. “Don’t worry about it. I miss having a dog.” She’d have one when life got settled again, if it ever did. She liked big, silly dogs. For some reason, that made her think of Fitz and Norm, and she smiled. Norm and his slobber definitely qualified as big and silly.

			“There’s plenty of Tucker to go around,” Sam replied. “My cat will give you his share. Loki’s probably upstairs yakking up a hairball on the bed as commentary on all the company.” She looked down at Tucker, who wagged his tail merrily. “Okay, you. Let’s get back to behaving, okay? Go find Daddy.”

			He scrambled off, leaving the two women to watch him go. “I feel like he might not have gotten any of that except ‘find Daddy,’” Kira said.

			“You might be right,” Sam replied, then offered a conspiratorial smile. “If you hear Jake shouting, neither of us knows anything. Now come on, let me introduce you to whoever you haven’t met. Hey, you’re still coming to Emma’s bachelorette party, right? Because backing out is totally not allowed.”

			“Wouldn’t miss it.” She wasn’t quite sure what a night on the town in Harvest Cove would look like, but she was willing to find out. Besides, the prospect of seeing Emma let her hair down—maybe—was too good to pass up. She’d heard her future sister-in-law was quite a dancer when she wanted to be.

			They passed the dining room, where at least a dozen plates of appetizers and little ham sandwiches and a couple of slow cookers, all smelling heavenly, were laid out with care. A slim, attractive blond in suspenders was the sole occupant. He looked up as they passed, revealing a bright orange streak in the front of his hair. Sam’s hands went to her hips.

			“Aaron, I see you chewing! Nobody’s eating yet!”

			He made a dismissive sound and waved her away. “Jake said I should sample everything to make sure it’s fit to eat.”

			“I bet. Kira, this is Aaron Maclean. Rhymes with ‘pain,’ because he is one.”

			He looked so pleased by this assessment that Kira decided he must be all right. “Hi, Aaron. I’m a pain, too.”

			“Yes!” he cried, rushing over to spin her around, making her laugh. “One of my people! You can be in my secret club. Sam’s only invited if she leaves me alone with the ham rolls.”

			“Just don’t eat them all,” Sam sighed, and gave Kira’s arm a tug as Aaron happily went back to sample the plates. “Come on. Everybody who isn’t sneaking food is out here.”

			The rest of the party seemed concentrated in the family room, though some of it had spilled out through a sliding glass door onto a back deck that looked fairly new. People stood in loose groups, laughing and talking, some sipping at their drinks. The Eagles played softly in the background. Kira felt her nerves diminish as the atmosphere sank in. She might be an outsider here, but no one seemed to care.

			“Nice,” Kira said, meaning it. “I love your house.”

			“Thanks!” Sam grinned. “I cleaned. It was epic. Especially the part where I made Jake do the bathrooms. So let’s see . . . who haven’t you met?”

			Emma swore that her sister had once been painfully shy, but Sam turned out to be an excellent hostess. Then again, these were pretty clearly her people. First up were Brynn and her friend Annalise, a florist, who were giggling about something that had happened at a wedding they’d been involved with last weekend. Then there was Ryan Weston, an athletic brunet with a great smile.

			“I’m Aaron’s keeper,” he told her. “It’s kind of a thankless job, but somebody has to do it.”

			“He’s raiding the food,” Sam informed him.

			“I’m on break.” He grinned at them, then sauntered off to get another beer. Nearby were Clare and Joanne, a pair of attractive older women who had known Sam since she was a baby and worked with her mother at Clare’s knitting shop. They’d been talking to a tall, somewhat intimidating bear of a man and his elegant, animated fiancée who turned out to be Jason Evans and Zoe Watson—Zoe was the owner of the gallery Sam worked and showed at, and Kira knew that she and Sam were close. She could immediately understand why. Zoe’s warmth was enough to make anyone forget about the evening chill.

			Kira found herself settling into the gathering more quickly than she’d expected. Still, it was good to finally spot a familiar face. Andi Henry, Emma and Sam’s mom, was ready with a big hug when she saw her.

			“Honey! I heard you got here safe!”

			Andi enveloped Kira in a big hug as soon as she saw her. She was rocking a tie-dyed Merry Meet shirt and looked as vibrant as she had when they’d met at Christmas. Jasper was relaxed, dashing as ever, at her side. “You need to come up to the house sometime soon,” she said, pulling back to look her over in the same way her own mother did. “Jasper told me he saw you yesterday and invited you. So how is everything? Still writing?”

			“Still writing,” she agreed. “And by the way, Jasper, I took your advice. So far so good. Thanks.”

			He looked delighted. “Brilliant! At least someone follows my advice.” His pointed look at Andi was met with laughter as she patted his arm.

			“I’m sure one of these days I’ll do something you tell me to, honey. Even if it’s just by accident.”

			Jasper heaved an exaggerated sigh, looping his arm around her. “Anything is possible, I suppose. I just won’t be holding my breath.”

			They were cute, Kira thought. That seemed to be her fate for this trip, to be surrounded by cute couples. Maybe there was something in the water here. Maybe she should be concerned about that. It suddenly occurred to her that she hadn’t seen her brother and Emma, even though Emma’s car was out front.

			“Hey, Sam, where are—”

			Sam’s eyes narrowed suddenly. “Emma, stay out of the kitchen! I see you!” she cried, dashing off. Kira finally caught sight of Emma carrying a covered tray of something or other in the direction of the dining room, Tucker prancing along behind her.

			“No! You don’t see me! I’m out back somewhere!” Emma put on speed and vanished, her sister hot on her heels.

			“Same as it ever was,” Andi said, and Jasper chuckled. The two of them shared a look that gave Kira a small, sweet pang of jealousy. Definitely something in the water. Note to self: Only use the bottled stuff. She wasn’t sure it was much of a concern, though. Everyone around her was pairing up, and she couldn’t even get the guy at the coffee shop to spell her name right on the cup. Seemed like kind of a bad omen.

			Andi sniffed the air. “I just realized something,” she said, looking faintly surprised. “I don’t smell anything burning yet.” At Kira’s questioning look, she explained, “My son-in-law has a complicated relationship with his fancy grill.”

			“Now that’s not entirely true,” Jasper said. “He’s come a long way with the hamburgers.”

			“I’ll give you that,” Andi said, tipping her wineglass at him. “But the Thanksgiving turkey experiment should never be reproduced. Ever.”

			Kira raised her brows. “Is this about the thing Seth called ‘Barbecued Creature’? Didn’t someone almost break a tooth?” She’d thought he was exaggerating. Apparently not.

			“That was a near miss, fortunately. But yes,” Jasper replied. “Of course, Andi had a backup turkey cooked to perfection and ready to go. Also fortunate.”

			“That was wisdom, not fortune. Jake’s very sweet,” Andi said. “But he’s lucky Sam can cook. She swears he used to live on pudding cups, and I believe it. Actually, I think your brother’s out on the deck with him. Him and Shane and Larkin—have you met them?”

			“Just Shane, briefly,” Kira said, torn between relief and disappointment when there was no mention of Fitz. Maybe he’d begged off. Which was totally, completely fine. It might be good to spend an evening not dealing with unwanted sexual tension.

			“Oh, you’ll like Larkin. She’s a sweetheart,” Andi said. “And take Shane with a grain of salt. He’s got a heart as big as his mouth, and that’s saying something.”

			“Got it,” Kira said. “I guess I’ll go see what they’re trying to set on fire out there.”

			“Proceed with caution,” Jasper advised her, a twinkle in his eyes. “Though Jake may have let young Henry take over for a bit. It would explain the lack of smoke.”

			Henry. That was a name she hadn’t heard yet. She looked curiously toward the door.

			Andi shook her head with a look at Jasper. “He hates when you call him Henry.”

			“He does not. He appreciates the way it rolls off the tongue in my lovely English accent.”

			“Yes, he always looks thrilled when you shout, ‘Oy! ’Enry!’”

			Laughing, Kira left them and walked through the open sliding glass door onto the deck. Whatever was grilling did indeed smell excellent, and Jake was definitely not in charge of it. Sam’s husband, who was boy-next-door gorgeous, was leaning against the railing, talking animatedly to Shane, Seth, and a tall blond woman wearing hot pink sneakers who had to be Larkin. They were grouped around the grill, where one more person, his back to her, was assiduously basting what looked like kabobs.

			Even without seeing his face she knew him on sight. Her heart began to flop around in her chest. The legion of obnoxious butterflies returned to torment her.

			Doom. So much doom. And . . . Henry? Really?

			Determined to get a handle on this now, before anyone noticed her standing around gaping, Kira squared her shoulders, took a deep breath, and sauntered over to stand directly behind Fitz’s shoulder. He seemed completely engrossed in the kabobs.

			He also smelled fantastic, damn him.

			This is Seth’s friend. Just treat him the same way you treat all of his other friends and you’ll be fine.

			“Hi, Henry.”

			He jerked his head to the side so fast that some of the liquid he was using for basting sloshed out of the plastic container he held and landed in the flames. Kira’s eyes widened. “Oh, wow. That’s a lot of fire.”

			“I got it!” Jake cried, grabbing a half-empty bottle of water from beside the grill and dousing the fire. He grinned triumphantly at the resulting smoke. “I don’t want to brag, but I have gotten really good at that.”

			“We know,” Shane said solemnly.

			Fitz laughed, but he looked decidedly rattled. “Good thing the Grill Safety Patrol was here to save the day,” he joked, but it seemed halfhearted, and he gave Kira a strange, guarded look she couldn’t decipher. Guilt bloomed deep in her chest. She’d just wanted to break the ice, not singe off his eyebrows.

			“Sorry,” she said softly as he tried to resume basting the food. He looked good tonight, she thought, though she suspected that looking good was a permanent state for him. Faded jeans hung appealingly on his hips, and the blue-and-white-plaid shirt he wore over a white tee was rolled up at the forearms, revealing a hint of tanned, toned muscle that Kira had to work to tear her eyes away from.

			I bet he has good hands.

			Annnd I’m hopeless.

			“Don’t worry about it,” he said.

			“There you are. I heard the bike pull up,” Seth said. “You getting around okay on it?”

			Kira turned to talk to her brother, though she stayed close to Fitz. He hadn’t taken the teasing the way she’d expected, and she wanted to make it right if she could. “Sure. I don’t even turn it on. I just push it around with my feet.”

			He gave her one of his big, genuine smiles that told her he was right in his element here. It did her heart good to see him so relaxed. She could see how this crew would be a comfortable fit for him. And for her, mostly, with the notable exception of the guy who was keeping his big brown eyes firmly focused on everything but her.

			“Perfect,” Seth said. “Oh, this is Larkin. She’s with Shane, even though none of us understand why. Larkin, this is my sister Kira.”

			The blonde’s smile lit up her pretty green eyes. “I knew it,” she said. “You guys look so much alike! I mean, in a sibling kind of way. Not that you look like a man or . . .” She trailed off, then waved a hand. “You know what I mean. You’re the writer, right? Magazines and things.”

			“I am.”

			“That’s so cool,” Larkin said. “I wanted to be a writer for a little while when I was in junior high.”

			Shane looked startled. “I didn’t know that. I thought you always wanted to be a baker.”

			“Well, I did. But then I had this idea that I’d pair that with writing cookbooks. Big glossy pictures, funny little anecdotes, amazing recipes. And then everyone would read it and I’d have my own little food empire.”

			“What happened?” Shane asked. One of his hands rested lightly on her waist, and Larkin leaned into him ever so slightly when she spoke. Kira wondered whether she could bribe Tucker with treats into following her around for the night so she could have a plus-one, too.

			“Writing requires the ability to sit still, last time I checked,” she replied. “The dream died quickly.”

			“You’re better off,” Kira told her. “I’m in constant danger of being absorbed by my chair.”

			“It’s still cool. Hey, I’m going to go grab a soda. Do you guys want anything?” Larkin asked. No one else did, but Shane threaded his fingers through hers and followed, whispering something in her ear as they left that made Larkin laugh, her cheeks going pink.

			“That’s the textbook definition of smitten,” Kira said, watching them go. Fitz finally turned his head to look at her, putting the marinade down beside the grill.

			“Yeah. Shane spent a lot of time as the textbook definition of asshole, so this is a lot better, trust me.”

			“That’s not a nice thing to say about your friend.”

			That produced the ghost of a smile, at least. “He’d agree with me. We’ve been friends since grade school. He was going to beat me up, but I let him have it with my massive vocabulary and he changed his mind. Friends ever since.”

			“You wanted to be friends with a guy who was about to beat you up?”

			Seth and Fitz shared a look that was equal parts amused and “women just don’t understand.” They would be right, Kira thought. Physical aggression as friendly overture was as alien a concept to her as pretty much everything that fell under the “hold my beer and watch this” umbrella of stupid man tricks.

			“It happens,” Seth finally said.

			Kira wrinkled her nose. “Boys are weird.”

			“Girls are weirder,” he replied. “Speaking of, is Emma inside trying to help? And by help, I mean drive her sister crazy.”

			“Yeah,” Kira said. She pointed back into the house. “Last I saw, Sam was chasing her into the dining room. I think Aaron is still in there eating, so he might be refereeing if he came up for air.”

			“That or Sam and Emma have banded together and are duct-taping his mouth shut.”

			“These should be ready in maybe five minutes,” Fitz said. “After that people can go to town on the food. I think this is all Jake and Sam were waiting on.”

			Seth nodded. “I’ll spread the word. And distract Emma from rearranging the table.” He looked happy enough about the prospect that Kira shooed him off.

			“Go rescue her from herself, then.” Love was just as weird as boys, apparently.

			It took her a few seconds to realize what she’d done, but as her brother walked away and the sound and scent of sizzling meat and vegetables sank in, she realized she was alone with Fitz. Again. It couldn’t have happened more smoothly if she’d planned it. Oh God, I hope he doesn’t think I planned this. Her smile faded.

			Fitz seemed deeply engrossed in grilling, but every tense line of his back and shoulders told her he was very aware of her presence. She didn’t want it to be like this with them, all this strange tension coiling around them like a snake, threatening to pull them together to . . .

			Yeah, wow, not going there.

			She positioned herself against the deck railing so that she faced him at an angle, determined to try again. If she set the tone as friendly and casual now, she decided, maybe they could proceed that way. She might as well make an effort.

			“I think it’s—”

			“How did you know my name?” he asked, cutting her off with an abrupt question that silenced her so completely that she forgot what the end of her comment was going to be in the first place. Kira blinked. He actually sounded annoyed, or something close to it.

			“Jasper said Henry was out here. I didn’t know who he meant until I saw you. I mean, I assumed Fitz wasn’t your whole name. You don’t seem like the kind of person who’d insist on a single moniker like Madonna or Cher.”

			“Oh.” She could see a little of the tension leave him immediately, though not all of it. But his shoulders looked a little less stiff, which she guessed was a good sign. She just didn’t understand what the big deal was.

			“What, did you think I was looking everybody’s info up in my dastardly pursuit of fame and fortune?”

			The look on his face was answer enough.

			Kira’s mouth dropped open. “Are you serious? I tell you I’m going to try to get a famous recluse to talk to me and you jump from that to, I don’t know, me running background checks on everyone in town?”

			At least he had the decency to look ashamed. “No. Maybe. Nobody calls me Henry.”

			“Except Jasper.” She glared at him.

			Fitz blew out a breath. “Except Jasper, when he decides he’s going to mess with me. Which he did, I guess. Sorry.”

			“You know, even if I had the ability to run a background check on you, which I don’t because I’m neither law enforcement nor magic, I wouldn’t, because—what?” She stopped and frowned at him, still processing what he’d said.

			“I know. I’ve got it. I was being dumb.”

			“You . . . oh. Well, yes. You were.” It was hard to stay very indignant when the jerk you were yelling at was giving you puppy-dog eyes. “Stop that.”

			“Stop what?”

			Damn it. She hadn’t meant to say it out loud. “Stop making that face so I won’t be mad at you.”

			“I’m not making a face. Not on purpose.”

			“Well, just . . . stop anyway.” She crossed her arms over her chest and tried to look intimidating, which she knew was a complete failure when his lips started to twitch. “Oh come on, don’t laugh.”

			“I’m not. Not exactly,” Fitz said, and then hung his head with a sigh that seemed as amused as it was exasperated. She knew the feeling. She could be exasperated right along with pretty much anything.

			“Look,” he said, “why don’t we try this again? Because believe it or not, I like you when one or both of our mouths isn’t screwing it up.”

			The admission dumped a bucket of cold water on the smoldering remains of her anger. He likes me. The butterflies resumed their internal maneuvers. She wished, futilely, for some sort of emotional bug spray. Sadly, those little suckers had minds of their own.

			“My mouth does not screw things up,” she replied, but it was a weak protest and she knew it. “Usually,” she added, and then gave up. “Okay. I guess I like you, too, when you’re not being judgy and weird.”

			“Hey. My weirdness is one of my best features.”

			She expected he had plenty of fine features, not that she’d be sharing that assessment. Out loud, she simply said, “Mine, too. Maybe some kinds of weird are just incompatible. Maybe that’s our problem.”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“No?” She didn’t know what was wrong with her. Fitz made her nervous in ways she’d forgotten she could be nervous. And the way he watched her, with a focus that suggested she was the only thing on his mind, made it hard to hang on to the things she needed to say. And there were things she needed to say, before they couldn’t do anything but devolve into menacing shrieks and grunts upon sighting each other. This was supposed to be a fun, relaxing evening with people her brother enjoyed, some of whom were about to be family, of a sort. It wasn’t ruined if she didn’t want it to be. Why she wanted Fitz to think better of her than he seemed to was beyond her, but for whatever reason, she did.

			“I’m actually a pretty nice person, you know,” she informed him. “I’m not engaging in some kind of garbage journalism. I’m just trying to do my job the best I can. Because I’m good at my job.”

			“I know,” he said, and that was another surprise.

			“You do?”

			He shifted uncomfortably. “I mean, I think I do. I can’t imagine Seth being close to anybody who didn’t have a lot of integrity, even if you are his sister.”

			“That’s true. He wouldn’t,” Kira said. She looked around at the yard in the fading light, trying to find the words to set things right so they could move on. “He’s pretty good about picking people. Which I guess says something for you, too, so . . .” She glanced at the grill. “That’s smoking again.”

			“Oh, shit. Hang on, it’s not quite on fire yet.” He started to pull the kabobs off the grill and stack them on the platter he had waiting beside it, a study in efficient grace that was as enjoyable to watch as most other things she’d seen him do. After a few seconds of watching him work, Kira lent a hand, leaning across him to help stack the perfectly grilled kabobs and then, for good measure, pouring a little of Jake’s water on the fire that came back to life just as they’d finished.

			“There,” she said, smiling with satisfaction. “Good work, team.”

			Fitz’s warm chuckle was right by her ear, and she realized just how close they were standing. Heat that had nothing to do with the weather raced through her veins, suffusing her skin and making her forget that it was a chilly fall evening. When she turned her head to speak to him, he was right there, his eyes the color of dark caramel in the dying light. He was the perfect height, she thought hazily. If she just tipped her head up a little . . . if he just lowered his head a bit . . .

			His gaze dropped to her mouth. She saw it, registered it, and found that she didn’t mind at all. How long had it been since she’d been this close to a man, her nerves so sensitized that every breath he took sent a tantalizing little shock through her system? Way, way too long. And right about now, all her many months of self-denial seemed like the most pointless exercise she’d ever put herself through.

			“This,” he said softly. “This is the problem.”

			She managed to take in a shallow, ragged breath. “Does it have to be a problem?”

			“Maybe.” His expression was deadly serious, but he made no move to pull away. Barely an inch to close the gap and she’d be against him. And God help her, she was seriously thinking about making the move. He wasn’t looking for this any more than she was, Kira realized. It had made both of them prickly.

			The energy would be much better channeled elsewhere.

			“Maybe not,” she offered. It earned her another sexy wisp of a smile. He really was something to look at, Kira thought. Lithe and dark and smoldering, a fascinating counterpoint to his friends. She could conjure up tantalizing scenarios involving his lips for days. Her fingers itched to reach up and smooth his hair away from his forehead, to feel it slide through her fingertips like silk.

			Yeah, she was in big trouble. And right now, she couldn’t bring herself to care.

			“Maybe not,” Fitz murmured, finally agreeing with her. He studied her, then seemed to come to a decision. “If you want to try and figure out which it is, we should probably see each other again.”

			“Probably,” Kira agreed. In the recesses of her mind, whatever was left of her self-preservation began shrieking an alarm. Don’t do it don’t do it don’t do it! “Well, you’ve still got my number, right?”

			Fitz nodded.

			“So you should use it.” The inner alarm self-destructed in a fit of pique, but at least it shut up. Which was good, because the only way out of this was through.

			His smile promised all sorts of future bad decisions. “All right, then, I will.”

			“Hey, are those kabobs done yet? Everybody’s hungry and Sam says she has something to—oh. Oh. Sorry to interrupt.” Kira jerked her head to the side at the same time as Fitz did, seeing a very amused Larkin watching them from the doorway. Inwardly, she cringed. They had to look as guilty as a couple of teenagers caught making out. Which, she realized, was an activity it would not have taken much to talk her into up until a few seconds ago.

			“What? No, no, you’re not interrupting,” Kira said, trying to appear as casual as possible as she stepped away from Fitz, giving them both some space while she commanded her overheated system to calm the hell down.

			Fitz just slid her a warm, knowing look that threatened to turn her knees to jelly before he picked up the tray and headed for the door.

			Their little talk had cured one of them of any residual awkwardness, at least.

			“Everything’s done,” he said to Larkin. “So what’s this about Sam?”

			“She and Jake have an announcement to make. Andi’s already crying. I think life around here’s about to get a lot more interesting.”

			Kira followed them in, already hearing the cheers and congratulations being offered as a beaming Sam and Jake stood with their arms looped around each other. One of his hands touched what she could now clearly see her loose shirt had been hiding: the gentle swell of her belly. Kira had a fleeting moment of feeling like she was on the outside looking in, happy for all of them even as she stood apart. Then Fitz turned his head to catch her eye, his lips curving in a smile that was just for her.

			And she realized, to her surprise, that she wasn’t alone at all.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			I know what you mean about not wanting things to change. I mean, obviously you and I are not in the same boat. Nobody is going to turn one of my old articles into a movie (though if they do, I hope they pick the one about the impracticality of chain mail bikinis in medieval warfare). But I know change is hard. I’ve been through plenty of that in the last couple of years.

			Fitz sipped at some cocoa and read Kira’s email to him. It had taken her the night, and some of the morning, but he didn’t expect she’d keep him waiting long. He was right, though it would have been worth the wait regardless. When they were together in person, the tension between them got in the way of everything else. The Kira who was writing to Malcolm Roy was sensitive, funny, and didn’t seem inclined to hold back what she thought. On, for instance, the matter of the Cove’s reaction to him.

			Harvest Cove seems like a nice place. I mean, it’s Hartwood; of course it’s a nice place. I still want to live in Hartwood. So have a little faith in it. The people who matter won’t be weird about you being famous. Unless you really are a hermit, in which case I would suggest an outside-the-house hobby.

			He chuckled softly. If she was trying to charm him, it was working. Strangely enough, though, he didn’t think she was. The charm was just Kira. He remembered how it felt to have her so close to him, just a breath away. The shift between them when he’d decided to leap into the unknown and ask her out.

			When she’d agreed and told him to use her phone number.

			It really had been a good night.

			Fitz’s gaze drifted back to the words on his screen.

			You said to ask questions, so I’ve put together my most pressing ones. Anything you can tell me here would be great. More to come!

			And there was the journalist, the part he’d have to be wary of if he wasn’t going to stay away from her. She’d gladly accept his answers about his work, the things he could say while staying behind a screen. But he didn’t think she’d stay satisfied with that. This was a temporary way to keep the writer in her occupied so he could enjoy the rest of her, though, and as good a plan as he had for the moment.

			His fingers hovered over the keyboard for a minute while he mulled what to say. He hadn’t been able to forget the look on her face last night when she’d thought no one was watching, at the edge of the crowd but not a part of it, her expression wistful. She was looking for something. Not just Malcolm Roy, either. He knew because what he’d seen on her face was something he understood.

			What he didn’t understand was how the hell a woman like Kira Andersen could ever be lonely.

			There was a lot he didn’t understand about her. But he wanted to, and it was going to plague him until he did something about it.

			Fitz considered his options, then pushed back his chair and stood, resigned to the fact that he wasn’t going to get Kira out of his system by keeping her on the other side of a screen.

			This isn’t going to go over well if she figures out you’re the man she’s looking for. The idea had occurred to him a number of times since yesterday, each time with increasing vehemence. Fitz brushed it aside again almost as soon as it surfaced. He wasn’t all that excited about being the man she was looking for, so they were even. He wanted to get to know her as Fitz, not Malcolm. If he gave himself up now, he’d instantly quit being the guy whose eyebrows she nearly singed off and just be The Amazing Malcolm Roy.

			There really wasn’t a choice to make. Malcolm was the professional. He’d write her back as Malcolm later. Fitz, on the other hand, was a bored local guy rattling around a big house who wanted something to do today. She’d put the offer on the table last night. He was going to take it.

			After all, if they were going to frustrate each other, they might as well do it in person.

			*   *   *

			She’d almost forgotten how good it felt to have her own place.

			Kira sat crosswise on the couch, laptop open in front of her, typing while she wiggled her fuzzy-sock-clad feet. She had a few things scattered across the coffee table—keys, phone, two books, the local paper and the Boston Globe, an empty coffee cup, and an opened container of yogurt. Never taking her eyes from the screen, she picked up the yogurt container, stuck a spoonful in her mouth, and then left the spoon there while she set the yogurt back down.

			It was Sunday, the world was peaceful, and she was in a groove. She’d finish up this piece later today, send off a pitch to one of her contacts by this evening, poke at a framework for her currently nonexistent interview with Malcolm Roy whenever her brain needed to switch tracks, and come up with some more questions to pelt him with. Tonight, her plan was takeout sushi and a movie. It would be beautiful, productive, solitary bliss, all experienced from the comforts of an apartment that was hers alone for an entire month.

			This sealed it. Her living situation was priority one when she got home. Much as she loved her parents, she needed a place that was all hers.

			The knock on the door startled her so badly that she nearly fell off the couch. She went completely still after the initial shock, her first thought what it always was when she was interrupted: Maybe they’ll go away. There was a brief moment of silence . . . then another light volley of knocks.

			“Crap.” Flustered, she popped the spoon out of her mouth and padded to the door to look through the peephole. This had better be good, she thought. It had better be family, almost family, or someone with a surprise pizza. She pressed her eye to the tiny hole, and her stomach dropped right into her toes.

			Not a surprise pizza. Definitely a surprise Fitz. She had no idea how to feel about that, and no time to figure it out. She’d wanted to see him again. With some warning.

			Kira took a quick mental inventory of her physical state. Hair in a sloppy braid? Check. Big shirt, leggings, and fuzzy socks? Check. Food stain somewhere on her person? Probably.

			Why couldn’t he have called first? Telling people to stay away via phone was so much easier. Resigned, Kira unlocked and opened the door. If he was horrified, well, that was his problem.

			“Fitz, hi,” she said, hoping she sounded friendlier than she felt. She watched him take in her outfit, the messy hair, everything, and waited to see how he’d react. It was as good a test as any to determine just how superficial he was.

			“Hi,” he said. “You look amazing.”

			Kira stared. He couldn’t be . . . no, he actually seemed serious. The food stain, wherever it was, must not be too obvious. His cheeks turned the light shade of red she was already growing accustomed to. “Uh,” he said, with a soft, embarrassed laugh, “that wasn’t actually supposed to come out of my mouth.”

			Has manners, actually apologizes when being a jerk, is gorgeous. Possibly an alien. She tilted her head to regard him. He was the one who looked amazing, naturally. Battered jeans, a jacket over a different flannel shirt over a Star Wars T-shirt. Totally casual, rumpled to perfection. How did he do that? She wished she wasn’t so curious, but every little thing about him just made her want to know more. Her problem, and so typical.

			“Do you work at being this smooth?” she asked. “Seriously, did you take a class?”

			One of his dark brows rose. “You think I’m smooth?”

			“Yes.” She leaned against the doorframe. “I guess that means you’re not working at it.”

			“If you think I’m smooth, you must have very low standards.”

			“Probably.”

			His grin lit up his entire face. “Then I am definitely in the right place.”

			Kira laughed. It was impossible not to want him around. She kept trying, and he kept redirecting it somehow. Last night she’d even taken some comfort from his presence, which had spawned a thousand fantasies about how their little grill scene would have fallen out if they’d been left alone. It wasn’t like her. It certainly wasn’t a good idea.

			She seemed to have an overabundance of bad ideas at present.

			“Okay, now that we’re clear on just how easily impressed I am, what’s up?” she asked.

			He looked past her, taking in the cozy nest she’d made on the couch. “It’s nothing major. I can leave if you’re busy.”

			She pressed her lips together. “That depends on your definition of busy. If I wanted you to take off, I’d say so.”

			That seemed to amuse him, provoking a half smile. “You would not. You’re blunt, but you’re not rude.” The assessment surprised her. How would he know? Not that he was wrong, which surprised her, too. It was as she’d suspected—he didn’t miss much. That was both intriguing and worrisome. What else had he already figured out about her?

			“Okay, well, I’d be way more fidgety than I am right now if I wanted you to go,” she said. “I also expended a lot of energy getting off that couch, so the least you can do is tell me why you’re here.”

			He shrugged, a single, embarrassed lift of his shoulders. “I was at loose ends. Thought you might be, too. It’s a crummy day.”

			“It is?” She hadn’t looked out the window in hours. She glanced back at the clock and was startled to see it was already three in the afternoon. The curtains were drawn against the world outside, just the way she liked it when she was cocooning, so the passage of hours had escaped her entirely.

			Fitz laughed softly. “Not a bad day to hide from. It’s raining. Cold, kind of miserable. You haven’t been missing anything.”

			“And yet you’re here to . . . ask me to leave this warm, dry place for something better in the drizzle?” It was a guess, since she didn’t think he’d arrived to suggest they snuggle up on her couch and watch a movie. Which she was almost a little disappointed about.

			“I am. Interested?”

			She really was. And she was beginning to suspect that if Fitz was just as interested, she wasn’t going to have enough willpower to steer clear. It was something she needed to think about, when she was alone and clearheaded. Later. After she’d spent some time with him so she could evaluate her options properly.

			You are a sorry case, Andersen.

			“Okay,” she said. “You’ll have to wait a minute. I’m like one step above pajamas right now.”

			She moved aside to let him in and didn’t miss the appreciative glance he gave her. “That’s at least two steps above pajamas, which is good enough for just about anywhere in the Cove. You look great. I promise not to take you anywhere fancy.”

			“Are you saying I don’t look fancy?” She looked down at herself, considered the state of her clothes, and then decided he was probably right. A rainy day in Harvest Cove shouldn’t require a lot of effort in the clothing department. “Just chill for a sec. I’ll grab my boots.”

			She hurried to the bedroom while Fitz meandered into the living area. In the quiet, her nerves arrived in full force. I’m voluntarily in a place where it’s cold, I’m staying in a spacious apartment all by myself, and I have a date with a guy who digs the way I look in fuzzy socks. Clearly signs of the impending apocalypse.

			Even so, it seemed wrong not to enjoy it a little. She switched out her fuzzy socks for normal ones, shoved her feet into a pair of soft, bulky black boots, and grabbed a long black cardigan from where she’d hung it on the doorknob. It was thick enough to work as a jacket, and she had no intention of spending any amount of time outside. Wherever they were going, it had better be warm and dry. Kira glanced in the mirror over the dresser, wrinkled her nose, and applied a quick coat of lip gloss.

			It was hard to believe Fitz was all that enamored of her current look, but she certainly wasn’t going to complain about his taste.

			She reemerged to find him studying her makeshift work area.

			“I’m ready, I guess,” she said. He looked up, and his big brown eyes did the thing where they went all warm and soft like melted chocolate. It wasn’t exactly conducive to keeping her wits about her, but she’d have to try.

			“Great,” he said. “No Hagrid coat today?”

			She burst out laughing. “No! Why is it the Hagrid coat? Actually, forget it, I already know why.” It was the perfect descriptor, and she knew she’d never think of it any other way, even if it was a little embarrassing. The laughter warmed her from head to toe—or maybe it was just the way Fitz was looking at her.

			“I was hoping you’d have a spare cake in it if we got hungry,” he said. “I guess we’ll have to forage.” He indicated her laptop with his chin. “How’s the work going?”

			Her ardor cooled substantially, and all at once. She didn’t want to talk about work with Fitz. Especially not if they were going to be spending any time together. This is going to be light, or it isn’t going to be anything at all. “Fine. Busy. How’s the manor house management business treating you?”

			His lips quirked up into a half smile. “Fine. Norm tracked mud into the kitchen. I cleaned it, I cleaned him. Then he did it again. Pretty thrilling stuff.”

			“I bet.” Kira picked up her purse and slung it over her shoulder. “Shall we?”

			“Absolutely.” He didn’t press her on the subject of her writing, and she was grateful for that. It hadn’t gone so well the first time, and a repeat wouldn’t do either of them any good. She locked up the apartment and in very short order found herself right back in the last place she’d expected to be again—the passenger seat of Fitz’s car. She was immediately hit by a sense of déjà vu—the same radio station was playing as the last time, and she pressed the seat warmer button without even thinking about it. The latter was a lot more necessary today. Rain and cold had a way of seeping right into her bones, and once that happened, it was almost impossible to warm back up. It was enough to make her wonder whether she shouldn’t carry a little portable heater with her everywhere she went in Harvest Cove.

			Fitz slid into the driver’s seat and shut the door. “So what do you think of the Cove so far? It’s great, right?”

			“It’s cute,” she said. That didn’t seem to be the answer he was looking for.

			“Cute?”

			“What’s with the face? Yes, it’s cute. Or if you prefer, pretty. Just like a New England town is supposed to be. Where are you taking me, anyway?”

			“A local point of interest,” he said, and she caught the hint of sarcasm.

			She was sure he’d rather she was writing about wherever he was taking her than about any famous town residents. Kira had to stifle the urge to check her phone at the thought. Had Malcolm written her back yet? It was odd, having a friendly back-and-forth with someone who refused to meet with her, but as long as he was talking, there was hope.

			In some ways, it was easier to talk to him because she couldn’t see him. He was as friendly as she might have hoped. She just didn’t understand his motives—either for hiding out in the first place or for having a dialogue with her now. Maybe he was just messing with her.

			The thought put a sour taste in her mouth.

			“I was just teasing,” Fitz said, pulling her back into the moment. “Cheer up. The wonder that is Harvest Cove awaits.”

			“I know you were teasing,” Kira said.

			“Then what was the look of death for?”

			“I have resting bitchy face. It’s a daily struggle.” She arched an eyebrow at him and smirked, putting her worries about work aside for the moment. “Just so you know. My true anger is a subtle and dangerous thing.”

			He widened his eyes dramatically. “Okay, date’s over, it’s been real, please don’t hurt me.”

			Bright little sparks of heat burst to life somewhere deep in her chest and spread, banishing any lingering effects of the damp and cold. A date. This is a date. It had been a really long time since she’d been on anything that could genuinely be called a date. At first, it had just been giving herself time to deal with the emotional fallout from Jamie. Then it had been reasons ranging from flawed candidates to her living situation—she was not bringing anybody back to her place when it was also her parents’ place. Needing to focus on her work, on getting back on her feet, was also a popular excuse she used on herself. But no matter how she tried to spin it, the underlying reason stayed the same: Nobody had taken any care with her heart in quite some time. She’d begun to fear that no one ever would again. And with every month that passed, it had gotten harder and harder to push herself to get back out there and find out if she was right.

			It was only now, huddled in the warmth of Fitz’s car, that she wondered why she’d waited so long.

			“Is that what this is? A date?” she asked. He looked at her again, and she could see him assessing, thinking. For every word he did say, she thought, there were probably thousands he didn’t. She’d love to hear a few of them right now, because the longer he was quiet, the more she worried she’d totally misjudged the situation.

			“I’d like it to be, yeah,” he finally said. “But you do get some input here. What do you think?”

			Kira watched him as he turned his eyes back to the road. They were headed out of town, from the looks of things, on a road where the homes slowly gave way to trees and stretches of open farmland. It was lovely, she had to admit. Even in this weather.

			“We can call it a date,” she said with a small nod. The relief on his face twisted her lower belly into pleasant little knots of desire. “And you said I was blunt.” Not that she didn’t appreciate it.

			“Well, I mean, I could dance around it awhile if you want, but you’re only here for a month.”

			“Yes, I am.” And that was the sticking point, the thing that would have given her pause about starting up a flirtation even if she hadn’t been committed to staying uncommitted. “About that . . . I am absolutely up for spending some time with you. Like, surprising amounts of up for that. But my life right now isn’t really—”

			“Don’t worry about it,” he said, cutting her off neatly. He slid his gaze over to her, his voice soft. “Really. I don’t have any expectations. I’d just like to see you again.”

			“Sounds so simple,” Kira said, wishing she had any faith that it could be. Simple had never been her dating style, much as she wished it were. Complicated and painful, those were her strengths.

			Fitz chuckled, the low and sexy sound rippling over her skin and scattering all of her perfectly reasonable misgivings. “Spending a bunch of alone time with my friend’s twin sister is not what I’d call simple, but okay.”

			It hadn’t even occurred to her that Seth would have an issue with it. “Do you think it’ll bother him? I don’t.”

			Fitz shrugged, slowing to make a turn onto a heavily wooded road that wound up a hill. “It’s not the kind of thing that’s come up in conversation. You’d know better than I would.”

			“Not really. I was never interested in any of his friends.” She smiled. “Too muscle-y, for the most part.”

			“Wow, that’s flattering.”

			“Honestly, you should be happy your neck isn’t as thick as your head. It always struck me as uncomfortable looking.” She looked down and traced a shape on the armrest. “No, it won’t bother him. He likes anything I do that looks like a normal social activity.”

			They were rapidly coming up on what looked like an old mill with a working waterwheel on the side of it. There were a few cars parked in the small gravel lot beside it, and that was where Fitz slowed to turn in.

			“Are normal social activities unusual for you?” he asked.

			She tried to figure out a way to answer him that didn’t make her sound weird. “I just work a lot,” she finally said. It was the truth, after all. The details—and her feelings about them—didn’t much matter. “I’m not antisocial. It’s just, ever since I went freelance, the work is pretty solitary. And, you know, I’m thirty. My party crew has dissolved and moved on to other things, and I’m not even interested in going out dancing until three a.m. most of the time. I’m . . . well, I’m pretty boring,” she said with a laugh. She wasn’t sure exactly when it had happened, but cozy nights in were now infinitely more appealing than wild nights on the town. She wasn’t sure that was a point in her favor, but it was certainly a fact of life.

			“I don’t think you’re boring.”

			She knew he was telling her the truth, and the knowing was sweet, whatever else came of this. “You may change your mind when you get to know me.”

			Fitz parked the car and left it running, turning to look at her with an expression as serious as she’d seen from him. Her nerves prickled a warning, letting her know that no matter what she thought she was playing at here, it was no game.

			“I do want to get to know you. So I have to ask: Do you not want to talk about your job because I have an issue with your current story or because you just don’t want to talk about your job?” he asked. “If we’re going to have ground rules, I’d rather know them from the start than have to fumble around in the dark looking for them.”

			“It’s both, I guess,” she said, then reached up to tug at the end of her braid. “I’m not interested in arguing about my story. And even apart from that, I would rather keep work separate from . . . whatever this is. My last experience mixing work and pleasure was kind of a disaster,” she admitted, as close as she could come to the truth without blurting out the whole messy story. “I’d like to keep my personal time light, for once. Or as light as I can. Does that make sense?”

			“Perfect sense, actually,” he said, and there was something wistful in his voice that made her think he really did understand. How a guy who both lived and worked in his parents’ mansion could have any idea how she felt was beyond her, but she couldn’t shake the certainty that he did.

			For just a moment, Kira let herself enjoy the comfort that came with being understood without any questions asked. In that brief instant, she could almost believe Fitz was someone she could lean on.

			Then she shook it off, because that was the kind of fantasy that would only hurt her in the end. She’d learned to lean on herself well enough, thanks.

			“Well, then, let’s get started. Where have you brought me, and why is it worth walking through the puddle you just parked in?”

			“I’ve brought you to the promised land,” Fitz said, his mouth curving into the kind of smile that would make her seriously consider following him anywhere, puddles notwithstanding. “I know you don’t believe me yet, but you will once you’ve had a hot cider doughnut.”

			Kira raised her brows. “Cider in a doughnut? Okay. I’m game. What’s with the waterwheel?”

			“Old-fashioned cider press. You can’t see it from here, but there’s a waterfall just behind the mill. On a nicer day, we could eat on the deck and watch it, but . . . the doughnuts are worth the rain. That and the maple sugar candies. And the cider, of course.”

			“Of course,” she teased him, and found she was looking forward to the rest of her afternoon. Maybe her worries about getting too close to Fitz were unfounded. Maybe he would bring a little more fun into her month in the Cove. That was all she needed, Kira thought as she got out of the car. So as long as they understood each other, as long as she kept her wits about her, this was worth a try.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			The woman was a machine.

			In forty-five minutes at the old cider mill, Kira ate three cider doughnuts, bought two gallons of fresh apple cider, and filled a bag with maple sugar candies to bring home. She peppered one of the owners, a sweet-natured woman named Joan, with questions until both of them had gotten quite a history lesson on the place. And of course, she’d spent plenty of time perusing the wide selection of apple-themed decorations and trinkets. By the time he dragged her away, Fitz was pretty sure she was on the verge of buying at least one scented candle, along with a framed print of the cider mill. They only had four hands between the two of them, and he didn’t want to be responsible for Kira waking up tomorrow morning in a sea of apples and regret, so he got her out of there as fast as he could.

			He didn’t notice until they were headed out the door that she’d purchased one of the candles anyway.

			“This is the best place ever,” Kira told him as they loaded everything into his car. She didn’t even seem to notice the rain anymore. Or the puddle she was standing in, which was just as well. The boots looked expensive.

			“I thought you might like it,” he replied. That was actually an overstatement. He’d had no idea whether she would like it. He’d hoped she would. Just like he’d hoped she would agree to go somewhere with him in the first place. So far, he was two for two, and feeling pretty good about his prospects for three.

			He’d only just buckled his seat belt when he felt Kira watching him. He looked up, curious, and met a gaze that crackled with enough interest to send a jolt through his system. This was the side of her he’d wanted to see—Kira fully in the moment, completely engaged, not maintaining the careful distance between herself and everyone else like he’d watched her do last night.

			He understood it, that inherent caution with people, even if he wasn’t yet clear on where hers came from. Still, he couldn’t help wanting more than what everyone else got. In the past hour, he’d gotten his wish. She’d come completely to life, her cheeks were flushed, and her hazel eyes had gone such a bright gold they were almost wolfish.

			It made her even more beautiful. And it left him with so many questions about the last few years of her life—he couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to hurt her, but she’d clearly been hurt. The knowledge left him with a nagging sense of guilt. He definitely qualified as mixing business and pleasure. That pretending otherwise was necessary didn’t make him feel any better about it.

			His lie about his occupation had never hurt anyone. With Kira, that might change. He wasn’t enough of a cad to find that acceptable, but he had yet to come up with a solution.

			“Well?” she asked, pulling him out of his thoughts. He must have looked as confused as he felt, because she clarified, reiterating a question she’d probably already asked. “Where to next?”

			He waited to put the car in drive so he could watch her instead of the road. She’d discovered the flaw in his great plan for the day . . . which was that there was maybe half of a semi-decent plan at best, and they were through that part. He hadn’t been sure they’d make it this far. Now that they had, he made a note to himself to try to be a little more optimistic, just for planning purposes.

			“I hate to tell you this, but I usually only have about one good idea a day,” he said. “Coming up with something else might take me a while. I’d say food, but I think you’re covered there.”

			“I probably could have eaten another doughnut,” she admitted. “I mean, they fry them right here. Fried doughnuts! With cider in them! No wonder you people stay up here when it’s rainy and snowy. I would weigh a billion pounds if I lived here. I might have to build a house across the street, too. Why is this place not packed all the time?”

			Her hands moved as she spoke, punctuating her passion for . . . doughnuts, of all things. Fitz simply watched her, body language and facial expressions completely open, and wondered how he’d gone this long without ever meeting someone like her. Kira was entirely different than any of the women who’d passed through his life in previous years. That wasn’t a bad thing, exactly, since none of them had stayed for long. He’d been happy enough, or at least content.

			And now everything was starting to shift beneath his feet again, all because of the woman beside him.

			He had the sense that a relationship with a woman like Kira could open his eyes to something that he was starting to suspect he wanted—except he wasn’t sure how to deal with it. She just wanted to know why half of Massachusetts wasn’t camped out at the cider mill at all times. At least he could answer one of those questions.

			“We’re spoiled,” he told her. “There are lots of cider mills around, though this one’s a little unique because they still use the waterfall to run the apple press. But it’s cider season. Everybody can get their fix when they need to. Opening weekend is pretty crazy, though, so it’s not like it’s never busy. “

			“Lucky.” She sighed contentedly and patted her stomach. “I think I just achieved nirvana. I could write an entire book about this. The Zen of Doughnuts.”

			“I don’t know how well a book that’s just a picture of you passed out with a cider doughnut sticking out of your mouth would sell, but I’d buy it.”

			“Thanks, I think.”

			“No problem.” He considered their options as he backed out of the parking spot. “We could catch a movie, if you want to. There’s a big theater about twenty minutes down the road. Reclining seats and everything.” He’d seen everything that looked interesting to him that was out right now, but the prospect of watching Kira get excited about something else was more than tantalizing enough for him to sit through something twice.

			She winced. “I feel like I would just continue eating, and a bucket of popcorn on top of three doughnuts might not be such a great thing.”

			“You don’t have to get popcorn,” he said. “We could just get water or something.”

			Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her tip her chin down to look at him. “That’s nice, but I really don’t have that kind of willpower near concession stands. Just FYI.”

			“Okay. Well . . .” He tried to come up with something else, but the Cove on a rainy Sunday wasn’t exactly a hotbed of activity. There was always his place, but like an idiot, he hadn’t really planned for that possibility. He’d have to close up the library. And lock it. And maybe make the whole place look a little more boring than it currently did, since he might have let himself indulge in more “I’m a thirty-year-old geek with lots of expendable income and too much time to spend shopping online” decorating than was strictly advisable if he ever wanted to have sex again.

			Not that he was thinking about sex with Kira.

			Okay, yes he was.

			Fitz started to drum his fingers on the steering wheel, and Kira’s soft laughter drew his attention. “What?” he asked.

			“You’re doing the thing. With your fingers,” she added, tapping her own fingers on the dash. “I’ve noticed you turn into Ringo Starr when you’re thinking, or maybe it’s when you get nervous. I’m not making you nervous, am I? It’s really not a big deal where we go. I’m just glad you got me out of the apartment.”

			That simple statement made the entire day worth it.

			“You can tell Seth you engaged in an actual social activity,” he said with a grin.

			“He’ll be amazed.”

			“I have a tendency to go underground, too,” Fitz offered. “It helps to have people drag you into the daylight once in a while. I kind of thought you might be the same.”

			“Really? I must be a lot easier to read than I thought,” she replied, sounding a little disgruntled about it.

			“Don’t worry. You’re still very mysterious,” he said, and she laughed, rolling her eyes.

			“That’s me. An enigma wrapped in a mystery wrapped in a doughnut.”

			It surprised him just how much it bothered him not to be able to reassure her properly. She wasn’t transparent at all. He understood a part of her only because most of the writers he’d met had a penchant for hiding themselves away a little more often than was good for them. Her writing might be of a different type than his, but it took a certain kind of person to enjoy tinkering with words so much, being in their own head for hours on end.

			They had that in common. And not being able to make that connection with her caused a sharp pang of regret about his current circumstances. Fitz struggled to shake it off. They’d find plenty of other things to talk about over the course of the month.

			Just a month. Keep it fun and light. It’ll be good for both of us.

			Maybe if he just kept telling himself that . . .

			“You know, it’s okay. I should probably get back and finish up all the stuff I had going,” Kira said. There was a note of resignation in her voice that made him want to drive anywhere but to her apartment. Something pulled at him to ask her why she stuck with it if it made her unhappy, or if she was having trouble with something he might be able to help with. Instead, with no better options, he made the turn toward the center of town.

			They’d lapsed back into silence by the time he pulled into the parking lot behind Occasions by Emma, parking beside Seth’s tarp-covered motorcycle. He’d watched her ride off on it last night, smiling when she’d gone just a little too fast down the street.

			“Lousy bike weather,” he said, indicating the shape beneath the black cover.

			“Hmm? Oh, yeah,” she replied, seeming startled out of her own thoughts. He wondered if he featured in them the way she featured in his. “It’s supposed to get better tomorrow. By somebody’s definition of better, at least. No rain.”

			“Good. I need to get outside. I need Norm to get outside. I think he sheds more when he gets bored.”

			She raised her brows. “You think he can control that?”

			“Get to know him a little and you’ll think so, too.” He turned off the engine, his mouth suddenly dry. “So . . . I’ll walk you up.”

			He saw the light flush of her cheeks and knew she was thinking the same thing he was. If this had been a date, there was at least the possibility of a kiss. Not that he wanted to push. They had a month to get to know each other and figure out just how deep the attraction between them went. A whole month.

			Only a month.

			“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “You stay dry in here.”

			What fragile hope he had deflated. “I’d argue with you about carrying all that junk up the stairs, but I already know where that’ll get me.”

			Her grin seemed to light up the car. “You’re learning. I’m impressed.” She picked up the plastic bag at her feet that contained the maple sugar candies. “Thanks for taking me out. It was a lot of fun.”

			“It was,” he agreed. “Thanks for coming.”

			It had definitely been a date. Nothing but a date could end on quite this note of awkward-but-affectionate formality. And as there was no way to even attempt going in for a kiss without sort of throwing himself over the cup holder, a simple good-bye would have to suffice. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

			“Definitely,” she said, and with one more flash of a smile she was out the door. She went around to his side and opened the back door to get the gallon jugs off the floor of the SUV. Fitz played with the radio, the only thing he could think of to do that wasn’t staring at her. He heard the back door shut, and then felt a rush of cold, damp air as his opened. He turned his head, startled.

			“Wh—”

			He had only a glimpse of the dark gold of her eyes before her mouth was on his.

			He was too shocked at first to register anything but the firm, gentle pressure of her lips against his own. Then, other sensations began to rapidly flood in—soft warmth, the scent of her perfume like roses in the spring, the light brush of her fingertips at the sides of his face.

			He took a moment to savor it. Then he turned the tables.

			Fitz angled his head, tilting it a little to one side and teasing Kira’s full bottom lip with his tongue. She opened for him with a soft sigh that was almost a moan, letting him taste her slowly, thoroughly. The kiss was apples and sunlight, sweet and tart and bright, singular just like her. Fitz slid one hand around her tiny waist, cupping the back of her head with the other so he could play his fingers through the silken strands that had come loose from her braid. She shivered when he brushed the sensitive nape of her neck with his fingertips.

			Want flooded him. He tugged at her lip with his teeth, then took the kiss deeper with a soft groan.

			Kira leaned over him, into him. He tightened his grip on her waist and pulled her closer until she was wrapped around him. The outside world faded, then vanished as her heart pounded against his. All he knew was this deep and drugging kiss, the shallow rhythm of Kira’s breath, her fingers tangling in his hair.

			When he finally surfaced, she was in his lap, looking as dazed as he felt. Fitz pressed his lips to the sharp angle of her jaw, then the gentle curve of her cheek while her hazy eyes tried to focus. His body ached, a reminder of just how long it had been since he’d made love to a woman. He was painfully aware of every place her body touched his, and harder than he’d ever been in his damned life.

			“I . . . um,” Kira murmured, leaning into his kisses even as she gathered herself to go. Her laughter was breathless. “Wow.”

			“Mmmhmm.” He didn’t really want to engage the part of his brain that formed words right now. He just wanted to stay right here. They could find a way to live hanging out the side of his car. He’d figure out a way to make it work.

			“I didn’t . . . that was . . .” She drew back to look at him, her cheeks flushed, lips lightly swollen, eyes hazed with desire. She was thoroughly mussed, and Fitz felt a purely masculine satisfaction in being the one responsible. Kisses looked good on her. His kisses. He said nothing, content to simply drink her in. She didn’t have to finish her thoughts. He knew exactly what she meant, and words weren’t up to the task this time.

			“It’s starting to rain again,” she finally said, her voice gentle.

			“Yeah.” He vaguely registered having spoken the word. What bearing it actually had on her comment he had no idea. Her smile was far too distracting.

			“Yeah,” she echoed, and pressed one more kiss to the tip of his nose. The simple sweetness of the gesture roused him a bit more from his daze. “I should get inside.” She slid off of his lap, and it was a struggle not to hiss like a scalded cat at the friction. Instead he clenched his teeth and tried not to look pained. He didn’t want her to think he regretted a single second of that kiss, no matter how uncomfortable the aftermath was.

			She wobbled a little on her feet as she bent to pick up her bag and the jugs of cider on the ground, he saw. At least he wasn’t the only one whose head was spinning. He’d never had a woman ambush him quite like that.

			She was welcome to do it anytime she liked.

			“Thanks again,” Kira said, wearing a silly grin as she tucked a loose lock of hair behind her ear and turned to go. “I’ll, ah . . . I’ll talk to you soon.”

			“Soon,” Fitz repeated. “Really soon.” He grinned at her when she laughed, knowing how ridiculous he sounded. Oddly enough, he didn’t care. This was easily one of the best afternoons of his adult life. That realization presented a whole new array of problems, none of which he knew how to solve, so he tucked it away for later, when his brain was in full working order again. For now, he just watched one of the most stubborn, surprising women he’d ever met walk away from him in the rain, her arms full of the afternoon’s prizes.

			It felt as though she’d carried off a little piece of him, too. And right now, Fitz had no idea how to get it back.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			It wasn’t as though she didn’t have work to do, but by Wednesday afternoon Kira’s restless mind had propelled her feet all over downtown Harvest Cove.

			She told herself that it was excellent research, a way to collect impressions to bounce off of Malcolm. That was how she’d started to think of him—not Malcolm Roy, or Mr. Roy. Just Malcolm. It made it easier to conduct interviews with him in her head, and given the conversational way he wrote to her, it seemed more natural. But despite finding a few things that sparked her imagination as potential counterparts to things in Roy’s fictional world, she eventually had to admit to herself that she was mostly walking around to try to clear her head.

			And it wasn’t working. Mind-bending kisses would do that to a person. As would, it turned out, a daily text message telling her good morning (usually around lunchtime, which she really needed to stop finding so funny) and more than one picture of his enormous dog wearing, at various points, a cape, some kind of leather helmet, and a couple different kinds of steampunk goggles.

			Norm generally appeared tolerant but unimpressed. And she looked forward to Fitz’s ridiculous greetings like they were personal messages from Stan Lee. Or Neil Gaiman. Or, well, Malcolm Roy.

			Kira glanced at her phone again as she made the turn onto Harbor Street, which would take her directly to its namesake. She liked the Cove’s little sliver of beach, now empty of sunbathers and populated only by a few locals who walked it slowly, looking for shells and seaglass and intriguing bits of rock. She’d been one of them yesterday, but today, once she reached the end of the road and was faced with a choice, she turned left to walk along the boardwalk that separated the land from a network of docks, a small marina, and the ocean itself.

			Her phone remained stubbornly devoid of messages. Maybe he’d slept in later than usual, she thought, or maybe he’d run out of costumes for Norm. Or maybe he’s just not that into you. Kira glared at the phone, as though it was responsible for her worries, and was about to stuff it back into her pocket when it started to vibrate in her hand. The rush of relief and happiness was enough to turn her giddy.

			She fumbled with the phone, nearly dropping it in her haste to get it to her ear. Before she could answer the call, however, her gaze lit upon the number, and it was definitely not Fitz. She tried to keep the disappointment from her voice when she answered.

			“Hello?”

			“Kira! How’s the project coming?” Lisa Bloom’s voice, warm and friendly as always, didn’t do much but jangle her nerves further. She liked Lisa. They’d clicked well from the first time Kira had pitched an idea to her. But she never forgot the fact that as much as she enjoyed talking to the woman, Lisa was still in a position to make or break her association with Squared . . . not to mention her reputation as a journalist in general.

			“It’s going well,” Kira replied. “Roy’s actually talking to me.”

			“You’re kidding. Already?” The excitement in Lisa’s voice came through loud and clear. “That’s amazing! I knew you’d be on top of this.”

			The praise didn’t settle well with her, if only because she was nowhere near closing the deal. “Thanks! But, ah, he hasn’t agreed to do a sit-down interview with me yet. He says he’s thinking about it. He did say he’d try to answer questions related to his books in the meantime.”

			“Still, you haven’t even been there a week yet,” Lisa replied, sounding unconcerned with Kira’s caveats. “If he’s engaging with you, you’ve already gotten further than just about everyone else. Keep at it. You’ll bring him around, I have faith.”

			“Thanks,” Kira said again, flustered at praise she didn’t feel she’d earned yet—but enjoying it as well. It was a sign of how well she’d done since her Clarion days . . . and how much she stood to lose. Still, it wasn’t like Lisa to call out of the blue just to tell her how wonderful she was. Something was a bit off, just as Lisa sounded a little too cheerful. The hair at the back of Kira’s neck prickled. She knew this feeling. It was the one she tended to get just before a shoe dropped.

			“So what can I do for you?” Kira asked, keeping her tone casual.

			“Well, it’s not so much that there’s anything you can do,” Lisa replied, some of the enthusiasm fading from her voice. “I just wanted to give you a heads-up. I had a phone call earlier. Looks like you’re going to have some company in Harvest Cove.”

			Any pleasure she’d felt curdled in the pit of her stomach. This was nothing she hadn’t expected, or at least known was a possibility. Still, this was such a sleepy town that she’d almost convinced herself she’d have the Roy story to herself.

			“Who is it? Somebody from Entertainment Now!?”

			“It is. Bryce Taney.”

			Kira’s lip curled at the sound of his name. Bryce had been on his way out at the Clarion just as she was starting to work her way up, and his jump to a big entertainment magazine had been met with a collective sigh of relief from almost the entire staff. She hadn’t had much contact with him, fortunately, but enough to know that he was the antithesis of everything she wanted to be as a journalist. Yes, he got great scoops, but he was also a notorious asshole—willing to bother anyone to the breaking point in order to get the story he wanted. She hadn’t been surprised to find out Lisa’s tip had come from someone who had to deal with Bryce on a regular basis. It was just her luck that this story would be one of Squared’s rare instances of overlap with a gossipy rag like EN.

			“I can hear you making the face.”

			“Of course you can. Everybody makes this same face when they hear Bryce’s name.”

			Lisa laughed. “True. Also justified. I just wanted to give you fair warning.”

			“I appreciate that. Do you know when he’ll be here?” Kira asked, already running through possible scenarios in her head. Bryce probably wouldn’t recognize her. Hopefully. He considered most other journalists far beneath his notice, and during the time they’d both been at the Clarion he’d blatantly ignored newer hires—apart from the couple of times he’d asked her to get him coffee. The memory still rankled. She’d just have to keep an eye out for him, Kira thought. The guy didn’t exactly make much effort to blend in, so that shouldn’t be too much trouble. The bigger issue was what he’d do to push her aside and get the story first: whatever he had to.

			“Not sure. Not yet, but definitely while you’re up there. Not to put extra pressure on you—it sounds like you’re doing just fine moving things along. But as soon as you can get a solid commitment from Roy, you should move fast. You know how Bryce is.”

			“I’ve heard. Malcolm won’t talk to him.” That was one thing she was sure of.

			There was wry amusement in Lisa’s voice. “It probably won’t matter what Malcolm wants at all. Just keep an eye out, okay? I want you to knock this one out of the park.”

			Kira knew she meant it, and wished she had a better way to show her gratitude. For whatever reason, Lisa had decided to advocate for her. It was a huge boon. And the best way to repay it, she knew, was to do this job right.

			“Will do. Thanks for the heads-up.”

			“Anytime. Looking forward to seeing what you get. Once you’ve got something solid, pass along my contact info. We’ll want to get somebody out there to get a shot for the cover ASAP.”

			“No problem.” Just hearing it gave her a little thrill. This wouldn’t just be a feature article. It would be the damned cover story. She had to find a way to make this work. Knowing Bryce would be lurking would only push her harder. This was one of those times when her competitive instincts were a good thing.

			She and Lisa chatted a few minutes longer, but it was the middle of a workday for the nine-to-five set, and Lisa let her go before much time had passed, onto other projects and responsibilities. Kira hung up and tucked the phone in one of her jacket’s many pockets—her Hagrid coat, she thought with a smile—and resumed her stroll along the harbor. Boats bobbed gently in the waves, some of them sailboats that she wished she could see on the water with sails unfurled on a sunnier, warmer day. She loved the water and was comforted by the thought that this was the same ocean she’d grown up playing in and dreaming beside, even if it was a colder part of it. Maybe this summer she could come back and—

			A deep, sonorous bark startled her out of her thoughts. Kira jerked her head forward to see what looked like a very determined black bear dragging a human along behind it on a leash as it headed straight for her. She squinted, then laughed when she heard Fitz’s voice.

			“Norm. Norm! Hang . . . can you just hang on?”

			The dog didn’t seem inclined to listen, and Kira found herself glad that they’d have a buffer in case things between them were a little awkward. She hadn’t seen him since that incredible kiss, and Norm pictures notwithstanding, she wasn’t exactly sure how to proceed. She wasn’t even sure what had gotten into her that day. Something about Fitz made her feel like her old self—the one who was just as likely to kiss as be kissed, who could enjoy herself without a bunch of fear and doubt and worry dragging her down. The one who would jump at any chance to be with Fitz simply because it felt right.

			Even now, her feet were moving forward before she really gave it any thought. Sure, a solitary walk along the harbor was nice. But all of a sudden, a little company sounded like just the thing.

			“Hey, Norm,” she cooed, crouching down and waiting for the inevitable. She saw the light in his eyes go from excited to ecstatic, tongue hanging out the side of his mouth as he plowed toward her, panting. Behind him, Fitz seemed to have given up—she heard a frustrated groan.

			An instant later, she was being covered in affectionate, slobbery kisses. “Gah!” she said, trying with her hands to mitigate the onslaught, just a little, and failing miserably. Norm had a giant mouth to go along with the rest of him, and his affectionate kisses made her feel a little like she’d just been tossed into the ocean. She giggled when he stopped long enough to snuffle directly into her face, his big brown eyes curious and friendly. Kira put a hand on either side of his head, amazed by the sheer size of it, and ruffled the silky soft fluff of his ears. That earned her another slurp before she rose to her feet, grinning like an idiot.

			Seth had a point. Norm really was a pretty cool dog. The guy attempting to walk him wasn’t too shabby, either.

			Kira wiped at her face and offered Fitz a smile. He looked glad to see her, if a little fidgety. She saw his fingers move restlessly, but he managed to keep from drumming them. The breeze played with his hair, and the intermittent sunshine gave his dark eyes a warm glow.

			“I did tell you he’d get you eventually,” he said.

			“I know. That’s why I decided I might as well embrace it,” Kira said. “I had a Pekingese when I was young. Ming. His idea of kissing was to try and stick his tongue up your nose.”

			“Ah. Ew.”

			“It was easy enough to avoid if you were paying attention. I mean, his tongue was pretty tiny compared to this.” She rubbed the end of Norm’s muzzle, which was velvety soft.

			“Well, luckily Norm’s nose is too big for him to really be sneaky about that if he wanted to try it. Which he doesn’t, because that’s gross.”

			“Yeah, he obviously has issues with grossness,” Kira said, looking skeptically at the drool that had landed beside her foot. “So what are you two up to?”

			“Checking on the boat. Seb—Seb Arnot, he owns the marina—pulled it out of the water and winterized it this past week. Just wanted to make sure she was all tucked away.”

			“You have a boat? Of course you have a boat, never mind. Mansion on the waterfront equals boat.” He made it ridiculously easy to forget his background. Mostly she just thought of him as a hot nerd with a giant dog. It was probably why she liked him so much.

			Fitz smiled and shrugged. “Yeah. Sailboat. I sail. It’s all very preppy and nauseating.”

			“Do you wear deck shoes and plaid shorts? I must know.”

			He chuckled. “If there were ever any pictures of me that way, I’d never tell. What’s up? Just taking a walk?”

			“Yes. Walking. Pondering. Avoiding work. The usual. You?”

			“Having the same kind of day,” Fitz said with a grin. “Interested in playing hooky from adult responsibilities together?”

			She wondered if it would look bad to just blurt out “Yes!” without appearing to think about it. Probably, Kira decided, so she gave it a good five seconds before agreeing.

			“Sure,” she said. “Where to? Someplace Norm-friendly, I assume.”

			Fitz considered her for a moment, as though he was coming to a decision about something. Then he said, “I know a place you might like. We just need to drop Norm back at my house, if you’re game.”

			Intrigued, Kira nodded. “Okay. What is this, a secret clubhouse?”

			“Kind of.” He smiled. “You’ll see.”

			*   *   *

			Fitz glanced at Kira, who was tucked once again into the passenger seat of his car and looking out the window with an expression of intense interest on her face. He was getting used to her riding shotgun. Enough that he’d pictured her there every time he’d been in his car since their Sunday together. Having her there again, offering occasional commentary on the things they passed, the song on the radio, and finally, his house, relaxed him enough that he realized, by the time they were pulling back down the long drive away from his home, that he hadn’t so much as thought about awkward hand tapping since they’d gotten in.

			Realizing this finally made him nervous enough for his fingers to start twitching, but Kira spoke up and distracted him so quickly it was almost like she could sense it.

			“Wow.”

			“Hmm?” he asked, turning his head to look at her. She craned her neck around to look at his rapidly receding home, eyes wide.

			“Your house. I feel like we should be pulling away in a limo. It’s really . . . wow.” Then she laughed. “See, this is why I gave up on working for today. I’m out of adjectives.”

			Fitz raised his eyebrows, his mouth curving. “I guess it does have that effect. I forget sometimes. I’m more focused on, say, the dishes I left in the sink that I really need to take care of. Or the laundry that’s still in a pile on my floor.”

			Kira turned back around and settled into her seat. “You know, making me think of it as a giant dorm room is kind of killing the mystique.”

			“It’s not that bad.” He wasn’t kidding. He did forget he lived in a mansion sometimes, not because he took his wealth for granted but because to him it was simply home despite the fact that it had been photographed for magazines. The grounds were so extensive that it took a network of hired help to maintain them. There were rooms he probably hadn’t been in for more than a year. He looked in the rearview mirror at the elegant sprawl of European Victorian splendor, then quickly at Kira. She seemed perfectly content—however she felt about where he lived, intimidated wasn’t a part of it.

			Relief flooded his system, relaxing him into his seat as the tall iron gates swung open once they detected the sensor on his car. Having her decide he must be a spoiled rich kid would actually be worse than her thinking he was an affable freeloader, though he’d prefer she thought neither. It was the kind of thing that had been a stumbling block when he’d dated before.

			Baseless assumptions and preconceived notions—his mortal enemies. Which was why he’d decided today was as good a day as any to see how she felt about another important bit of who he was.

			They drove back into town, stopping briefly at Petite Treats to grab a dozen cupcakes. Kira picked up another delicious cream cheese and chocolate fat bomb for herself and ate it in the car, cupping her hand beneath it to catch the crumbs. “Why do we need cupcakes?” she asked. “Not that I’m complaining. Especially if we’re eating all of them.”

			“It’s kind of customary to bring tribute.” When she looked puzzled, he just smiled. “You’ll see.”

			He drove down one of the narrow side streets off the square and parked in a small lot across the street from a one-story brick home that dated from the 1920s. It had been converted from residential space just this past year, and Fitz considered it one of the Cove’s greatest hidden treasures. Across the big front window, Big Al’s Gaming was painted in large, blocky letters.

			When he turned off the engine and unbuckled his seat belt, Fitz caught sight of Kira’s expression. Any lingering nerves vanished—her gold-flecked eyes were bright with interest.

			“A game shop?” she asked with a slow smile. “Cupcakes and a game shop. You’re kind of the best thing ever, just so you know.”

			He knew she was teasing, but his cheeks heated anyway. He ducked his head and grinned. It was still a compliment, and he would absolutely take it. Kira bounced a little in her seat.

			“Let’s go play something. I haven’t been out to a game shop in I don’t even know how long.”

			He tilted his head at her. This wasn’t the first time she’d mentioned not getting out much. He had to wonder why. She was beautiful, smart . . . she had everything going for her. “Why not?” he asked. “You live in a bigger place than this. There has to be somewhere for you to go play if you want.”

			“I . . . I don’t know.” Kira looked embarrassed, her eyes dropping as she lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Busy, I guess. My ex-boyfriend wasn’t big on this sort of thing, and then once we split, I got focused on trying to make this freelance gig work . . .” She trailed off and then arched an eyebrow at him. “But I wasn’t going to talk about work, right? That stuff’s all tangled up with it.”

			“It is?”

			“Yeah. He was kind of a job-stealing ex-boyfriend.”

			He wondered if somewhere, right now, the jerk who’d hurt her was suddenly gripped by the certainty that someone wanted to punch him in the face. He hoped so. Outwardly, though, he kept his expression neutral. He could tell this wasn’t high on her list of things she wanted to talk about.

			“Well, hopefully karma bites him in the ass,” he said. That, at least, made her laugh, though there was a hint of sadness to it he wished he hadn’t put there.

			“Hopefully,” she said. “I’m not sure the world works that way, but hopefully.”

			“Sure it does,” Fitz said. “Come on. I brought my dice.” He popped open the armrest between them and pulled his dice bag out of storage, which returned some of the light to her eyes. When she laughed, he knew they were all right.

			They got out of the car and met behind it to walk across the street. He opened the door for her, which earned him an amused glance, and then headed in after her. Once inside, the warm familiarity of the place enveloped him. There was a counter by the door atop a glass case filled with packages of cards for games like Magic: The Gathering and Pokemon, along with things like dice bags and deck boxes and paintable miniatures for a variety of tabletop games. There was a cooler full of soda and water, racks of snacks, model paints, and shelves of books and games for sale. Beyond that were several long tables, a few monitors hooked up to game systems, and even more tabletop games on shelves ready to be played.

			It was early enough that the place was quiet. It would be busy this evening—just as it was most evenings, when a mix of teenagers and adults would arrive to geek out in a safe space for a while. The whole place had a vibe Fitz wished he’d been able to find when he was a kid, but better late than never. It was one of his favorite places in the Cove, especially when he needed to decompress.

			Kira’s obvious delight was just one more reason to love it.

			“This is great,” she said. “What should we play?”

			Fitz looked around. “Well—”

			“Hey, cupcakes.” A low, deep voice sounded beside him as Big Al Piche appeared, seemingly out of thin air. Kira startled, but Fitz simply turned, used to it. The shop’s proprietor was one of the town’s most eccentric residents, a short, squat, balding, rather hairy man in his forties whose bizarre escapades were the stuff of local legend. Zoe kept trying to ban him from her gallery, but it never seemed to stick. Fitz was beginning to suspect that she liked having fresh Big Al stories to tell.

			“Hey, Al,” Fitz said. “Cupcakes for you, as promised.” He tried to bring some by once every week or two. The guy was a strange one, but he was generous with this place. The tables were always free to use, and he worked up good monthly schedules so that all the groups that played here had space when they needed it. Plus . . . he was just Big Al. The guy had streaked through the square, commandeered an ice cream truck and eaten half the product while joyriding, was known to break-dance (pretty well, actually) at random times in public, and could sometimes be seen in the summer roller-skating around town in knee-high socks, ’80s-style running shorts, and an ancient Hypercolor muscle shirt. Al came from a lot of money. He could have been a snob. Instead, he’d chosen to be weird. It was a level of not giving a damn that Fitz couldn’t help but respect.

			Al looked into the cupcake box with unabashed glee, then lifted his head to study Kira. “Who’s this?” he asked.

			“This is my friend Kira. She’s Seth Andersen’s twin sister.”

			“Cool. Al.” Al stuck out his hand, then looked back at Fitz after she shook it. “Got a couple guys back there who wanna play D&D. Four’s good. I could DM. You up for adventuring?”

			Fitz caught Kira’s eye, though it took a second. She seemed fascinated by Big Al. Maybe it was the Raisin Bran T-shirt he wore. Or the Ninja Turtles sweatband. “Do you know how to play Dungeons & Dragons?” He almost hated to ask. It was not generally a second-date kind of question.

			Kira looked like he’d just insulted her honor, and his heart leaped. “Um, yeah. Al, I need to buy a dice set for this. I definitely didn’t pack one, and I hate borrowing. What do you have?”

			It hit him then, as Kira moved to the counter and began to talk dice with Big Al—who elbowed him and gave an approving nod on his way by—just how different she was from all the women who’d come before. He was used to feeling like he needed to cover up pieces of himself, depending on the person and situation. But with Kira, it was a struggle to keep his guard up. Barely a week of knowing her and she was having the same effect on him that the people closest to him did . . . with a few welcome additions.

			He knew he ought to put on the brakes a little before he went careening off the tracks, but he didn’t know how. More, he doubted he’d want to if he did. In this sleepy little town where nothing ever happened, Kira was something entirely new. And though he’d spent years telling everyone he liked things just the way they were, this was a twist he couldn’t take his eyes off of. While she was here, she was his. The challenge was going to be making the most of the time they had—however long that turned out to be.

			“Okay,” Kira said, shaking a little clear plastic box of swirled purple dice as she and Al returned. “Ready for an adventure?”

			“Absolutely,” he said. And for once, Fitz thought with a smile, he really was.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			You’re quiet today.”

			Kira looked up from where she sat at the kitchen table to find Seth’s eyes fixed on her. They reflected a healthy amount of curiosity, which shouldn’t surprise her. Whatever else she was, quiet wasn’t normally on the list where her brother was concerned.

			“Oh. Yeah, I guess. Just a Sunday morning thing.” She smiled as Seth settled himself across from her, stretching his legs out under the table and giving her a kick.

			She’d arrived without plans, expecting nothing more than a lazy day together. Emma had run out to grab some muffins, leaving her to make a cup of coffee, be lazy, and replay Fitz’s kisses another few thousand times in her head.

			Kira took a sip of her coffee to cover her smile. He might be quiet and well mannered, but the man knew what he was doing. It was amazing enough that she found somebody she’d been so instantly attracted to here, a man with whom she seemed to be perfectly compatible on a physical level. But to discover that they clicked so well on a personal level, at least now that any work-related friction was removed . . . it was almost too good to be true.

			He’d been so cute at Big Al’s. Even when his paladin was being mauled by a giant spider. She wouldn’t have expected it from a guy in a Ninja Turtles sweatband, but Big Al was a pretty devious Dungeon Master. He’d killed almost the entire party. And it had been hilarious. Maybe next time we can—

			Kira pushed the thought away before she could finish it. Wanting to see Fitz so much made her nervous. She wasn’t supposed to care. Wasn’t that the point of a fling? Flustered, she grasped around for a more comfortable topic—any topic—to focus on.

			“So I have to admit, Harvest Cove has some pretty nice perks,” she informed her brother. “Great apartment, great motorcycle, muffins . . . you may have to pry me out of here with a crowbar,” she said.

			Seth smiled. “Knew you’d like it once you quit complaining about the temperature.”

			“I’m never done complaining about the temperature,” she replied dryly. “And I’m too poor to move to Hawaii, so that’s probably not changing. Besides, I’d just find something new to complain about. Like sharks.”

			They both laughed at that. He’d teased her about her aversion to open water for years, but they both knew that if either of them was going to get an arm gnawed off, it was going to be him.

			“You’d get used to it if you stayed, you know,” Seth said. The statement was so out of the blue that it took her a minute to process what he meant. When she finally did, Kira looked at him closely and couldn’t detect a single sign that he was anything less than serious. If I stayed. Stay here? Me?

			“Seth,” she said. “Come on.”

			“No, I mean it,” he said, and she saw the stubborn look she recognized very well, as it was one she often wore herself. “You could rent Emma’s place and work from here. You can work from anywhere, right? It has to be better than crashing at Mom and Dad’s indefinitely.”

			Her good mood soured quickly.

			“Mom called you, didn’t she?” Kira asked. His silence was enough of an answer. “Damn it.” She shoved a hand into her hair and propped an elbow on the table to glare at him. “I told her not to do that.”

			“Kira, she’s Mom. Of course she’s going to do that.”

			Knowing it was true didn’t make it any easier to swallow. “It’s not indefinite. Freelance writing isn’t like being a cop. I don’t get regular paychecks unless I bust my ass, and it takes time to make the right contacts.”

			“I know that. I’m just saying that sometimes a fresh start helps.”

			That hit a nerve that was still far more exposed than she’d hoped. Kira’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t need a fresh start. I’m not you.”

			She could see Seth bristle in response. “No, but you’re just as stubborn! Mom and Dad are worried. She said when you left the paper it was like all the life went out of you. Now there’s just work.”

			The words hit her like a slap. It was worse because there was truth in it. Part of why being with Fitz was so much fun was that he made her remember what it was like to have fun for fun’s sake. It was like waking up when she hadn’t even realized she’d been asleep. But the slow-growing awareness of just how much the past few years had affected her wasn’t a comfortable thing. And it wasn’t like she’d had such an irrational response. “What was I supposed to do? Party until it got better?” she asked. “I lost everything I’d built, so I started again. Hard to do if you’re not focused.”

			He glared at the table. “I knew Jamie was bad news,” he muttered. “I wish I’d been there. I would have kicked his ass.”

			As long as Seth’s fuse was, Kira suspected he was telling the truth. It was just as well, then, that he’d never had a chance to prove it. Jamie was an ass, but she didn’t need anybody beaten up on her behalf. She’d done a fair enough job of slicing him up with words before walking out. It wasn’t everything, but it wasn’t nothing, either.

			“I dealt with it.”

			“You shouldn’t have had to.”

			Kira shrugged. Her relationship with Jamie was one of those tough life lessons. She’d taken what she could from the experience, worked through her bitterness as best she could, and moved on. What choice did she have? “It was mine to deal with. And you weren’t around. You left. Without saying anything. Just packed up and moved thousands of miles away, like a thief in the night.”

			The words tumbled out before she could stop them, old hurts she still carried. She could see she’d scored a hit, but she didn’t feel good about it. She didn’t feel good about any of this. Her brother was the last person she wanted to be mad at, though he was making it hard.

			He heaved a harsh sigh and shoved a hand through his hair. “I know. I know it was a dick move; I know I hurt everybody. I wasn’t in a good place. This seemed like the one chance I had to pull myself out of that hole I was in. And it was, but I wish I hadn’t left the way I did. I wish you could forgive me for it, because believe me, nobody has beat themselves up about it more than I have.”

			Kira closed her eyes. She knew. She knew all of this, and they’d been over it before, though not in person. It was easier, somehow, not to have to look at him when they were talking about the distance that had built up between them before her last visit. It was better now, but still not the same. It couldn’t be. Seth had been her rock, and he’d bailed. They’d been closer than close, and then they weren’t. She’d spent months feeling like she had half of herself removed. That was the curse of having a twin. The closeness could be a double-edged sword.

			No, she supposed she wasn’t quite over it. But the only thing that would take care of it was time. It had already softened the hurt more than she could have imagined when Seth first left. And in the end, there had been a few silver linings, after all. He had found his place in the world. And she’d learned how to stand on her own two feet, to trust herself. A lonely lesson, but a valuable one.

			“I know,” Kira said slowly, opening her eyes to look at him again. It was hard to see him hurting. It was time they got past this once and for all. “I’m not angry anymore, Seth. I mean, what was there to forgive? You did what you felt like you had to, and it worked out better than anybody could have hoped. I wish you could have gone about it a little differently, but I wasn’t in your shoes. I just . . . I’ve missed you. For a long time. A lot has happened. It’s not like I had a spare twin to pick up the slack.”

			His eyes, always so warm, had gone dark and serious. “I know. But I’m here now, Kira. Whatever else happened, I’m still your brother. I wish you’d get back to talking to me.”

			She laughed, a short, sharp sound. “We talk. You’re always trying to get me to stop talking.”

			“You know what I mean. Why didn’t you tell me what happened at the Clarion? You know I didn’t like that son of a bitch Jamie.”

			“Well, you didn’t like much at the time,” Kira replied, running a finger around the rim of her coffee cup. “I wasn’t sure how much of that was about him and how much was about you. Anyway, you had enough to worry about.”

			That seemed to irritate him. “Oh, bullshit. Worrying about somebody besides myself would have been a nice distraction,” he said. “Things started getting better as soon as I got here. I know . . . I know why you didn’t call. But you could have.” He shook his head. “I figured things would lighten up for all of you if I got out of town. Guess it didn’t work that way.”

			“Nope.” She smiled and found a lot of her bitterness had gone. It was something to be grateful for. “Jamie trash-talked me to get the promotion I was up for—my former boss is now sleeping with him, by the way, may they make each other miserable forever—and I walked. On the job, and on the relationship, the day they announced it. I actually thought he was going to propose to me. Way to read a situation wrong.” She leaned back in her chair, stretching out some of the tension in her neck. “So, I decided to start over. And to never date anyone I work with again. So far so good.”

			Seth arched a brow. “That’s probably easy to do since you’re living at home.”

			She groaned. “I told you, it’s temporary.”

			“What does that even mean, though?” he asked. “It’s not like you to drift like this. You always had some kind of plan.”

			Her flash of anger caught her by surprise. “Well, maybe I ran out of plans! Or maybe the only one I had went bust! And maybe the original plan turned out to be shitty anyway! You’re not the only one who gets to wander off and find yourself, you know. You’re not the only one who gets to be confused and take some time to figure things out. I have a shot at a really amazing opportunity. If I can make this interview happen, everything else will work itself out.”

			Seth looked as startled as she was by the outburst. “I never said you couldn’t do those things! Don’t take my head off!”

			“I didn’t. I’m not trying to.” She gave a frustrated growl and slumped, taking a sip of her cooling coffee. “I just . . . get tired of being the one who’s always supposed to have her life all put together. I’m good at pretending it is. Otherwise, I’m just winging it like everybody else.”

			“I know that.”

			She arched an eyebrow. “You do?”

			“Yeah. I just didn’t think you were ever going to admit it.” He smiled, looking tired all of a sudden. She guessed they both were. Lugging around all this baggage would take a toll on anyone. But unloading some of it now . . . it was good, even if it was hard. “I guess we’ve both learned some things from being kicked around,” he said.

			“You’re not kidding.” She met his gaze, saw the old, familiar understanding in it, and felt some part of herself she’d been holding tightly for so long finally release. Whatever else was going on in her life, this part, the family part, was still one she could depend on. It might be a little battered, a little scarred, but it was still strong. Still good. She sighed.

			“Look, don’t be mad,” Seth said, his voice soft. “Mom and Dad are just worried about you. It had to be your turn at some point. I would have figured it out eventually anyway.”

			“Oh yeah? Through your mental superpowers?”

			“Obviously. And because I know you. I can still tell when things aren’t quite right, you know.”

			“I know.” She stared into her cold coffee for a moment before meeting his gaze again. “Honestly? I’m just trying to figure out what makes me happy. I wasn’t in a happy place, before. With Jamie, I mean, and at the paper. I was busy, and that seemed like a good thing. But walking away from it was almost kind of a relief, if that makes any sense.”

			“Makes perfect sense,” Seth said. “You’ll figure it out, Kira. We’re just late bloomers in this family.”

			She laughed. “That must be it.” She heard Emma’s car pull into the driveway and turned her head to listen. “Sounds like breakfast has arrived. Not going to lie, Harvest Cove is seriously impressing me in the food department. I can’t wait to see what she got.”

			“This is a good place,” Seth said. “I meant what I said. Maybe you should think about sticking around for a while. Even if it’s just until you decide what you want to do. It would be good to have you close by. Emma thinks so, too. And, you know, it would save you from having to see Dad wandering around in his socks and underwear on a regular basis.”

			“Credit where it’s due,” she said, “Dad’s been keeping that to a minimum. I think Mom is grateful.” Her anger was gone, replaced by the same nagging melancholy she’d been grappling with for a while now. It helped, though, to know who had her back. To know that people wanted her around somewhere, even if she wasn’t sure where she belonged right now. Fitz flickered through her mind again, the way he’d kissed her like she was the most beautiful woman on earth. His smile when he was simply enjoying her company, and the unshakable sense that he just got her. There was something there, a pull that she wanted to explore. Rediscovering that feeling in her personal life was a welcome change, one of a few since she’d stepped off that plane.

			She wanted to see where they took her. Beyond that, it was pointless to plan. She’d tried that for a long time, and it had been a raging Dumpster fire of failure. And because of Fitz, she finally saw that lately she hadn’t just been avoiding planning her life. She’d been avoiding having a life altogether.

			But trying to fix that here, in a tiny little town a million miles from home? Did that make a single bit of sense? There was too much raw emotion mixed in with her rational thought processes to even begin to sort that out right now.

			“I don’t know, Seth,” she finally said. “I don’t know where I want to be. I’ve got a lot to think about. But . . . I will think about it. And hey, if I get offered a full-time job at Squared, you’ll definitely see more of me. They’re out of Boston. Way closer than Florida.”

			He didn’t brighten as much as she’d hoped. “That’s if you get Malcolm Roy to talk to you, right?”

			She tipped her chin down to give him a look. “Give me some credit. He is talking to me. I haven’t convinced him to see me in person, but I feel like I’m making headway.”

			“Really?” His surprise wasn’t exactly flattering, but she brushed it off. The lousy odds just made her want to land this interview all the more.

			“Yes, really. And don’t worry, I haven’t been bugging random people for information. Jasper gave me some advice that turned out to be excellent. I really think I’ve got this.”

			“Huh.”

			Emma emerged through the doorway just then, fresh and pretty in jeans and a sweater set. She was the only woman Kira knew who could pull that off and make it look casual. “Muffins!” she announced, brandishing a large pink box. “Fresh from Petite Treats. She’s doing a little more for breakfast lately, so I thought I’d check there first. Glad I did. I almost started on the chocolate chip ones in the car because they smelled so good.”

			“If these are as good as her cupcakes, there will not be leftovers. I should have picked up more of the cider I got last weekend,” Kira said. “That would be great with muffins.” She realized too late that she hadn’t exactly mentioned that trip to anyone. She hadn’t known what to say about whatever it was she and Fitz were doing, so silence had seemed preferable.

			Well, this is one way to tell people you’re seeing him.

			“Where’d you get the cider?” Emma asked, setting the box down on the table. “If you like apples, there’s an old mill—”

			She tried to keep from sounding guilty. “I know. That’s where I got it.”

			Seth cringed. “You took the bike up there in the rain? It’s muddy.”

			“No.” Kira rolled her eyes as Emma chuckled. “The precious is fine. I went with Fitz.”

			Emma’s knowing smile and lilting “Ohh” were about what she expected. Seth, however, looked surprised . . . then troubled. It shouldn’t have surprised her, Kira thought, and quickly sought to assuage any worries he might have. After all, he was still her brother. It was actually kind of nice to know he hadn’t outgrown acting like it.

			“We’re just having fun, Seth. He knows I’m only here for a month. I’m keeping it light. Don’t be weird; you said yourself that he and I have a lot in common.”

			“You do,” he agreed. Then he muttered, “Some things.”

			“Okay, what’s wrong with him?” There was definitely something bothering her brother, but he didn’t seem inclined to tell her, which was unusual when it came to her love life. While she’d once disregarded any misgivings he had about her taste in men, now it just made her nervous. He was a good judge of people, a talent she couldn’t always claim for herself. “It’s not going to be a serious thing,” she said. “I mean, if he’s a serial killer, I should probably know, but you don’t need to be all frowny about it otherwise. Unless . . . I need to worry about him for some reason?”

			“No, Fitz is a good guy,” Seth replied, and seemed to shake off whatever was bugging him. He flipped open the lid of the muffin box to peruse the selection. “There’s nothing wrong with him. I just wasn’t expecting that.”

			She didn’t think that was all of it, but Kira figured he’d share if it was that serious. For the time being she let it go. Emma, looking just as puzzled, caught her eye and gave a little shrug, as if to say: Men. Who the hell knows?

			Not her, that was for sure, and she was in no mood to let it bother her. Things were finally looking up. That was what mattered. That, mind-bending kisses, and Larkin’s baking. Kira picked out a fat, glossy chocolate chip muffin and dug in.

			*   *   *

			He wasn’t expecting any visitors, but Fitz wasn’t exactly surprised when the buzzer for the front gate went off. Having friends to pull him back to the surface when he’d spent the day buried in work was one of his favorite things about living in the Cove—and they usually showed up just when he needed them.

			Sometimes, they even bothered to use the buzzer to see if he was busy before they just punched in the gate code and came looking for him. Well, except for Shane.

			The sight of Emma’s car on the small screen hooked up to the cameras trained on the front gate had his stomach knotting. It was just a good thing Seth couldn’t see him cringe when he recognized him. He’d known there would have to be a conversation with Kira’s brother about . . . well, everything . . . eventually. He’d just hoped it would stay somewhere in the future where he didn’t have to worry about it. Fitz tapped his fingers on the wall beside the screen and pressed the button to talk to him.

			“Hey, Seth. What’s up?”

			“Hey. You got a few minutes? I need to talk to you.”

			“Sure,” Fitz said, trying to sound relaxed. He didn’t want a lecture about Kira. He’d given enough of those to himself already, and none of them had made any difference. He was enjoying her—hell, he could barely keep his mind off her. They’d spent hours together on Wednesday. Yesterday they’d met up for coffee and ended up digging through the treasures at Jasper’s bookstore. His silly texts to her were now being reciprocated with stupid memes that made him laugh until his sides hurt. He didn’t think he’d ever had so much fun just hanging out with a woman he was attracted to—and the good-bye kisses weren’t too shabby, either. There was no point in arguing about it, conflicts of interest be damned. Why couldn’t he enjoy her company while she was here? Why did his work have to be an issue when she didn’t know who he really was? He’d asked himself those questions hundreds of times.

			Unfortunately, he’d come up with plenty of answers, some of which he was probably going to hear directly from Seth. All he could do was brace himself.

			Fitz met him at the door. Seth’s dark brown eyes gave away nothing of what he thought, though the hard set of his jaw didn’t give Fitz a lot of hope. “Come on in,” he said. “Want a beer or something?”

			“Nah,” Seth replied. “Thanks, but I don’t have too long. Emma took Kira to the gallery for a little bit, and I’m supposed to grill some burgers for us when they get back.”

			“Sounds like a relaxing day.” Fitz debated where to have this discussion, then decided on the kitchen. The parlor felt too formal, even with the cool dragon’s head that he’d hung over the fireplace. He led the way to the back of the house where the expansive kitchen was, with its butcher-block counters and brick fireplace. It had been renovated when he was a kid, then again when he was a teen, and it still had an antique, slightly cluttered charm thanks to his parents’ determination to preserve the original character. He’d always liked it. It was cozy, for such a big space. But his talents in it were fairly limited, and he didn’t have much to offer Seth but a big bag of ruffle chips. “Food?” he asked, lifting the bag.

			“No. Look, you know why I’m here. We need to talk.”

			“I know.” Fitz shoved a hand back through his hair, aware it was already standing on end from hours of doing the same thing while he was writing. “Look, my interest in your sister has nothing to do with her work. Actually, I was kind of hoping not to like her once she told me what she was up to. But the thing is . . . I do.”

			“That much I figured out.” Seth’s gaze was inscrutable. “I hope you know I wouldn’t have asked you to pick her up that day if I’d known about the article. I really had no idea.”

			“I guessed as much,” Fitz replied. “I’m kind of surprised she never mentioned it to you, though. It seems like a big deal for her.” He shrugged. “Not that she talks to me about it, either. Work is strictly off-limits. Her rule.”

			“Yours, too, right?” There was an edge to his words, but Seth seemed to stop himself from launching into the criticism Fitz was expecting. Instead he sighed and settled himself on one of the stools tucked beneath the lip of the island. “She doesn’t tell me as much, either, honestly. Not as much as she used to,” Seth admitted. “I think she got out of the habit. I wasn’t really that available for a while. I was working through a lot of my own stuff, and I shut her out. We’re still working on getting back to where we were.”

			Fitz watched him curiously. He knew bits and pieces of Seth’s background, knew that he’d struggled down in Florida after getting out of the army and had come here to put his life back together. That seemed to go as well as anybody could have hoped, and Fitz was glad to have him around. But it wasn’t like they had deep personal conversations about any of it. They got along. They hung out, though not generally one-on-one.

			And now they had Kira in common. It had changed the equation. Fitz just wasn’t sure to what.

			“You think me seeing her is a bad idea,” Fitz said. Might as well state the obvious, he figured.

			Seth appeared to think that over. “Not . . . exactly. Minus the whole Malcolm Roy thing, I actually think you two would be good together. You’re into some of the same stuff, watch the same dumb cartoons—”

			“Hey, lots of adults watch cartoons.”

			“Keep telling yourself that,” Seth said with a smirk. “You’re also both writers, which I know is one of those funky professions that’s tough to understand from the outside. She needs somebody who gets her that way.”

			“But.”

			Seth’s gaze pinned him to the spot, and Fitz had an inkling of how the criminals Seth caught must feel right before he cuffed them. “But it’s not like you’re going to tell her you’re a writer, are you?” Seth asked.

			Fitz leaned on the edge of the island and hung his head for a moment, wishing the answers he wanted would appear out of the blue and present themselves to him. All he had in the meantime was the considerably more nebulous truth. “I don’t know yet,” he said.

			When he looked up again, Seth’s surprise was clear. “I was expecting a flat no.”

			“It was a flat no. Then she wrote me—well, Malcolm—and managed to surprise me. I’ve been dodging requests from reporters for a while now. I was expecting her to come at me a certain way, and she didn’t.” He was still grappling with it. She was different than what he’d expected. Different than everyone else in his life. And she’d fitted herself in place before he could figure out just where she belonged.

			All of that was confusing enough without throwing her job into the mix.

			Seth was studying him, and he could see the family resemblance then—both Kira and her brother had a way of looking at people that seemed to see everything while giving nothing away. “She mentioned there was some kind of dialogue going on there,” Seth said. “Kira’s good at her job. She’s also a good person. I can tell you right now, if you mess with her head, she’s going to end up hating you. And she’s not the only one.”

			Fitz bristled. “Is that a warning? You know me well enough to know that’s not who I am.”

			“Last I heard, you were two people,” Seth said coolly. “I only know the one guy.”

			“They’re the same guy.”

			“Not to Kira. Not to most people. I know you have your reasons for keeping your professional life quiet around here. I can respect that, even if I think you need to get real about it pretty soon. Nobody plans for fame, but you’ve got it, and it’s not going away. What I can’t get behind is you being with my sister without being honest with her. She’s been through enough bullshit these last few years, some of it on my account. I can’t just sit by and watch her set herself up for more.”

			Fitz wrestled with his temper, because as much as he wanted to rail against Seth’s words, he knew the other man was right. Not only that, but he’d sensed what the conclusion was going to be every time he tried, and failed, to come up with a definite response to Kira’s gentle, continued prodding to meet with Malcolm Roy.

			She was right. He was going to have to own his alter ego, probably sooner rather than later. The only questions were when and how . . . and whether he wanted to spend time with Kira or keep his head in the sand a while longer.

			He couldn’t have both. If his conscience didn’t kill him, Seth would, which was just as well.

			“All right,” Fitz said.

			“All right what?”

			“All right I’ll figure out a way to tell her. Soon. Okay? Just let me do it in my own time. I’ve already decided to give her the interview.”

			Seth blinked. “You . . . Fitz, that’s great, but that’s not what I’m asking you to do. I’m just asking you to be straight with her if you’re going to keep seeing her.”

			“I know that. But honestly, she’s the best choice if I’m going to do this, the personal stuff aside. Squared is a great pick for me because of the audience, and I’ve read Kira’s stuff. She’s good. The mysterious Malcolm Roy was on borrowed time as soon as I signed the movie deal, and I knew it. The only thing I’m asking is that you let me work up to this my own way. I’d like her to get to know me before she finds out I’m not just some local guy she likes spending time with. Around here I’m just Fitz. Being Malcolm . . . changes things.” He thought about how differently he was treated when he flew to LA for meetings, or on the rare occasions he engaged online and had to keep some of his more ardent defenders from dogpiling his critics. If he’d been inclined to get a big head, it would have been easy to do. He knew a couple of authors who had once they’d hit the lists, who reveled in drifting around in a godlike bubble and took any perceived lack of deference as a personal attack. That wasn’t him. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to have to find a way to put the two halves of himself together. And not just for him.

			His friends shouldn’t have to carry the burden anymore, either. His relationship with Kira just drove that fact home in a way nothing else had. It was time.

			He just needed to work out how it ended.

			“This is the last time I’m going to have the luxury of dating somebody who thinks of me as just Fitz. That’s not a small thing to give up,” he said. “I know I need to tell your sister. I just want to do it the right way . . . whatever that is.”

			Seth was silent a moment. “You really like her.”

			“What’s not to like?” When Seth just continued looking at him, he relented. “Yes, I really like her. We have a great time together. I’ve never been with anybody like her. It’s . . . nice.” It was as much as he would admit to himself, but it was still woefully inadequate for what he was feeling toward her. He didn’t realize he was smiling until Seth’s mouth curved to echo it.

			“Uh-huh. Okay. You’ve got some time. Just don’t screw it up, Fitz. I like you, but I’m still her brother. I also don’t want to be put in the middle of something. She deserves to be happy.” That was something they could both agree on.

			“Deal,” Fitz replied, and shook on it. It felt strangely final.

			Once Seth was on his way, Fitz wandered back to the library with his bag of chips. Norm followed along hopefully. He was well acquainted with potato chips and with the debris field that usually ensued when Fitz was eating them. Fitz settled himself behind the desk, looked over the manuscript page he’d left off on, and then opened up his email. He paused just for a moment, then began typing.

			Dear Kira,

			I’ve decided to give you the interview. I’ve known this was coming for a while now, and you’ve certainly made a convincing case for yourself. I’m tied up for the next few weeks, so why don’t we say Monday, October 17, at about two in the afternoon? I’ll meet you in the park, under the Witch Tree, and we can go from there. I’ll be the guy in the fedora. Let me know if anything changes. As you know, I’m around. Otherwise, I’ll see you then. Feel free to continue to send book-related questions in the meantime, since it saves both of us some time, and you’ll have plenty of other things to ask me about in person, I’m sure. Attached are some of my thoughts on your earlier Storm’s Wake questions. Talk soon.

			Mal

			P.S. If you could keep this quiet until it happens, I’d appreciate it. I’d like to be able to get my morning coffee without attracting attention for a little while yet.

			There, Fitz thought as he hit send. The beginning of the end. The clock was ticking. Now all he had to do was make the most of his remaining time as Henry Fitzroy, likable underachiever. That would involve spending a lot more of it with Kira, whose day he suspected he’d just made.

			He’d like to figure out how to do that as himself, not the famous guy. He’d like to figure out a dozen ways to make her smile before she had any idea he’d just given her career a big push. He wanted her to consider that maybe, just maybe, a month with him wasn’t nearly enough. If he could manage all that, then this wouldn’t be the beginning of the end at all.

			It would just be a beginning.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Good news was Kira’s favorite thing. Unless, that was, she had to keep it to herself.

			Monday was agony. Tuesday wasn’t much better, though Emma took her shopping and helped her pick out a killer pair of boots and a new pair of earrings. By midweek, she was ready to explode.

			Fitz had been his usual sweet self via text, but he seemed to be busy this week, or at the very least, too distracted by other things to get together. She wasn’t sure if that was a sign of anything, other than that he had a life and she’d been pretty clear that this was casual. It bothered her, poking at her subconscious when she was busy and loudly wondering whether she’d totally misjudged what was happening between them. So after a quick check with Emma for directions, she climbed onto the motorcycle and headed for the Crescent.

			She didn’t call. Turnabout, after all, was fair play, and she still owed him one.

			The day was breezy and overcast, which seemed to be the norm for fall in Harvest Cove so far. The leaves were in the midst of their change, green still mixed in with deepening shades of gold and red and orange. They rose up tall on either side of the road, oaks mixing with pine and obscuring the massive historic homes that graced the coastal road from view. Kira had to work to keep her attention on the road, since the glimpses through the trees were fascinating. She couldn’t imagine living in one of these places, massive structures of wood and brick and stone. Some were charming, some imposing, and all were ridiculously big.

			Kira zoomed past the fuchsia mailbox that marked Andi Henry’s house—she had been inside that one, and next time she was bringing a camera—and continued along the curve until she’d nearly reached the point where it would veer away from the coast and head back inland. The last time she’d been here, she was riding shotgun in Fitz’s car. This time when she came to the gates, they didn’t simply swing open for her. And somehow, without Fitz’s warm and reassuring presence beside her, this was all a lot more intimidating.

			It might be Fitz’s home, but it was definitely an estate.

			The bike growled to an idle in front of the massive black wrought-iron gates. There was a sweep and curve to them, a sense of motion that made them artistic as well as imposing . . . but she was having an awfully hard time getting around the “imposing” part right now. The mailbox was so normal that it looked a little odd in comparison. On the side, in stick-on reflective letters, was the name “Fitzroy.”

			She hadn’t noticed it before. That was one mystery solved, at least.

			“Okay, Henry Fitzroy,” she said to herself. “Let’s see what you’ve been up to in your natural habitat. Or not, if you aren’t around to open the gate.”

			She pulled the bike up a little closer, into the start of the paved driveway. Beyond it—way, way beyond it—was the house that was no less impressive on her second viewing of it.

			A call box was mounted on a post to her left, and a look up told her she was being recorded by a pair of cameras mounted on the gateposts.

			“O-kay. That’s not intimidating.” Her parents lived in a nice stucco ranch in a cul-de-sac. Her apartment had been in a decent complex with good security, a tiny “fitness center” that was just a room with some treadmills and a weight set, and a pool that the twentysomethings were always hooking up in. Being raised in a place like this was something she couldn’t even fathom. She hesitated, briefly, then flipped up the visor on her helmet.

			She took a deep breath, then pressed the button that, she expected, would alert someone in the house. Fitz, hopefully. Or his armed security detail.

			Kira waited for what seemed like an eternity but was probably only thirty seconds or so. She looked around, hoping no one could see her just hanging out at the end of the Fitzroy Promenade or whatever this was, and then pushed the button again. This time, the voice that responded was breathless but familiar.

			“Yeah, hello? Who—oh! Kira, is that you?”

			He sounded like he’d had to run to wherever the control center for this monstrosity was, but he also sounded pleased to see her. Her worry melted away immediately at the sound of his voice, which was just as warm and compelling as it had been on the phone the day she’d met him. Funny how that worked, she thought, glad he couldn’t see her silly grin with the helmet on. When she got it under control, she looked up and waved at one of the cameras.

			“It’s me. I was out and thought, I don’t know, maybe I could get a tour of the manor house or something. Or see if I could talk you into a burger somewhere.” Or just see you at all, really. She barely knew him. And she’d missed him anyway.

			Kira remembered what she’d said about Shane and Larkin—smitten—and blushed. Even with Jamie, she hadn’t done the whole giggly smitten thing. They’d had some interests in common, they worked together, and there had been a healthy amount of attraction. He’d seemed so adult to her, so very together. So ready-made to fit right into her plans for how her life was going to proceed.

			And now she was parked outside the estate of a hot rich guy who apparently mowed his parents’ lawn for a living, because screw plans. This was better.

			“Yeah, come on up. I’ll be out in a minute. Just, um . . . watch out for Norm.”

			“Sure,” Kira said, surprised he would think she needed the reminder. She was always careful about driving around animals. There was a buzzing noise, and the gates swung smoothly inward. She put the bike into gear and drove in, wishing she had some sort of classical accompaniment as a soundtrack. And a Bentley, for that matter.

			She steered the bike slowly up the long drive, taking in the immaculately groomed lawns that rolled up to a massive French Victorian home of cream-colored stone that perched near the edge of the cliffs. It was absolutely beautiful, the sort of place people painted pictures of or turned into insanely pricey boutique hotels. And Fitz just . . . lived in it. With his dog.

			She didn’t blame him for staying. If she had her own wing to live in at home, she might never leave, either.

			Kira parked at the head of the circular drive, just a short distance from the front door. As soon as she dismounted and pulled off her helmet, the door opened and Fitz emerged onto the wide, wraparound front porch. He was barefoot, covered in dirt, and absolutely the best thing she’d seen all week. She had an urge to just walk over and plant one on him, but she was still getting used to the idea that she could do that whenever she wanted. Were they at that point yet? She was rusty on the protocol for this.

			“Should I ask what you’ve been doing?” she said, taking a few steps toward him. She got a little closer and noticed how much scruff he had—whatever he’d been doing this week, it didn’t involve shaving. He grinned at her, his smile very white against the dirt smeared down one cheek and across his nose.

			“Well, see, what happened was—”

			“Wuff!”

			It wasn’t exactly a bark. More of a deep half bark, a canine Hey, you! Norm bounded out to greet her with his usual enthusiasm. He looked a little different than usual, though. More . . . outdoorsy.

			“Oh my God, what’s all over him?”

			He hurried over, wagging tail flying behind him, and proceeded to butt up against her, wrap himself around her, and generally cover her in a thin coating of dirt and slime, some of which became mud on contact. His soulful brown eyes were bright, he wore a big doggy smile, and the entire situation was so ridiculous that all Kira could do was stand there and laugh while he tried desperately to get her to pet him.

			“Norm! We talked about this!” Fitz’s voice held the resignation of someone who knew he was fighting a losing battle. Norm, on the other hand, was perfectly happy. Kira crouched down to dig her fingers into the shaggy fur on either side of Norm’s massive head and give behind his ears a good scratch. He made some kind of happy grumbly groan-y noise that she found completely adorable despite the mess.

			“All right, Norm,” she told him. “Just one kiss.”

			He made it count. She ducked her head, laughing when she was plastered with one sloppy, dirty dog kiss, and lost her balance to land on her butt.

			“Jesus, Norm, this is why you flunked puppy obedience! Sit. Can you at least sit? Sit!”

			She looked up to watch Norm consider the request, then begin the process of lowering his big, furry butt to the ground. Then he sat, panting happily. When she caught his eye, his tail fluttered, and he whined.

			“No way,” Fitz told him. “Not until I clean you off. Look, you nearly drowned her.”

			“I’m fine. Damp and dirty, but fine,” Kira said, getting to her feet. She scrubbed at her face as best she could. Her jacket could be wiped off pretty easily, and her jeans—well, those were probably a lost cause until they hit a washing machine, but she was still in a better state than the man and his dog.

			She walked over to pat Norm on the tuft that stood up on the top of his head. It wasn’t like it mattered if she got dirtier at this point, and it was hard to resist a big bear dog who looked like he wanted nothing more in the world than to be petted. She could feel Fitz’s eyes on her, and when she lifted her gaze to his, she was surprised to see the appreciation there.

			“Sorry. Again. He loves people even more than he loves dirt, and he really likes you.”

			“That’s what you meant when you said to watch out for Norm,” she said, finally understanding.

			“Yeah,” he replied, giving Norm’s muzzle a rub. “We finally got the garden situated. Then we wrestled.”

			“Who won?”

			“It was a draw. If he tells you otherwise, don’t listen to him.” He looked her over, and Kira could feel the heat of his gaze from head to toe. “He got you pretty good, but it could have been worse.” He hesitated for a moment, looking back at the house. “I need to get him cleaned off. I can’t really give you the grand tour—some of the place is being worked on right now so I’ve kind of got it blocked off. But . . . if you want to take a wet towel to some of that . . .”

			“More like many wet towels, and yes. You clean him inside?” she asked. His nerves were easy to pick up on, and she wanted him to be comfortable. Maybe he was worried about her reaction to the grandeur he lived in, she thought. Or maybe he just wasn’t sure about letting her into his house, period. The worry that it might be the latter kicked up some fresh nerves of her own. Her only consolation was that they were both clearly rusty at this casual dating thing. Or any kind of dating thing.

			Fitz gave Norm’s dirty head an affectionate ruffle. “Yeah, I had one of the downstairs bathrooms converted into a dog grooming area. It’s too tough to try to get him cleaned off in the winter when there’s snow on the ground otherwise. Found that out the hard way.”

			“Ah.” One of the downstairs bathrooms. She wondered if the dog’s bathroom would be bigger than hers and decided she was probably going to be jealous. “So, if you’re busy or something, I can always drive my newly muddy self back home,” she said. “It’s not like it’s far, and I know I just kind of turned up.”

			Damn it, she was nervous now. It was entirely possible that “casual and light” to Fitz meant “see you sometimes, don’t turn up unannounced.” And after all, she was the one who’d told him she wasn’t looking for anything serious, and—

			“Kira.”

			“Hmm?”

			Fitz closed the distance between them in the blink of an eye. He slid his arms around her and she felt her knees go to jelly instantly. All it took was his touch, it seemed. And oh, did he have moves. “I’m glad you came over,” he said, touching his nose to hers. “It’s a nice surprise. Kind of like you.” Just that gentle brush of skin against skin sent a tremor through her, and she slid against him, arms sliding around his neck with barely a thought.

			“I think I might have gotten bad at this,” she murmured. “I hadn’t seen you in a few days, and I wasn’t sure whether I should try to set something up or wait to see if you wanted to set something up or maybe we’d just bump into each other casually . . .”

			His soft laughter soothed the jagged edges of her nerves. “I’m really glad it’s not just me,” he said. “I keep thinking I’m the only one fumbling around in the dark here.”

			“Oh no. I’m a complete spaz,” she said. “I just hide it well.”

			“You really do. I don’t know, you’ve got more going on here than just me,” he said. “I was trying to get the timing right.”

			“It’s right,” she replied, lashes lowering as she let her fingers drift up into the soft hair at the nape of his neck. Kira saw his eyes go hazy at that, and her lips curved into a slow smile.

			“Oh,” he replied with a barely perceptible quirk of his brows as he moved in close. “Well, in that case . . .”

			His lips brushed hers, teasing before plunging her into sweet, decadent bliss. Kira let herself sink into it. His kisses were infinitely better than any fantasy she could have conjured—and she’d conjured quite a few. Fitz changed the angle of the kiss, tasting her with exquisite thoroughness, and she melted against him with a sigh that was more a breathless moan, feeling his hands skim down her back to press into the small of it. She met each stroke of his tongue with her own, the two of them falling into a slow, heated rhythm that her body began to pick up in gentle pulses. It was like this every time, sinking into sultry promise only to force herself to surface before she was in too deep. The thought flickered through her mind, and she forcefully pushed it away. She didn’t want to stop. She was tired of treating self-denial like a virtue.

			Just once, she wanted to indulge this ever-present wanting.

			Kira heard his breath catch when her hips shifted, could feel the hard ridge of his erection press against her lower belly. Her head swam, dizzy with the pleasure of having him in her arms, wanting her as much as she wanted him. Every part of her began to ache, the price of indulging this impossible attraction. Kira let her hands wander, finding Fitz’s slim hips and pulling him into her, moving restlessly against him. Fitz tore his mouth away from hers and buried his head in her neck. His voice was full of dark promise.

			“Kira.”

			No one had ever said her name quite like he did, as though it were another word for desire. She opened her mouth to speak, then gasped when she was abruptly shoved away from him. When she looked down, a pair of baleful brown eyes surrounded by shaggy black fur looked back at her.

			It took her a moment to realize she’d just been head-butted in the stomach.

			Despite being overheated nearly to the point of combustion, Kira took one look at Norm, who looked between them with a pitiful groan, and burst out laughing.

			“That’s sad.” She shook her head, her heart still pounding, and locked eyes with Fitz. He didn’t seem quite as amused, but he did manage a half smile as he gave the dog’s head a halfhearted pat. The way he looked at her made her knees grow weak all over again. It seemed wrong not to indulge an attraction this strong. Not when it had been so long since she’d let her body have its way. If she walked away now, it might be years before she found this again, if ever.

			Besides, I want him. And it isn’t like we have much time to pretend that this isn’t where we’re headed.

			Fitz seemed to be thinking along the same lines as he stepped back into her, shooting Norm a warning look. “He’s not used to sharing me,” he said, hooking a finger in her belt loop and pulling.

			“It’ll be good for him to learn,” Kira replied, sliding her arms around his neck as she fitted herself against him again. “He can thank me later.”

			“He’ll drool in your coffee when you’re not looking. Norm’s revenge.”

			Kira laughed, though she wasn’t entirely sure he was joking. When she got another look at the dirt on his face, she just shook her head. “You are definitely in a state.”

			“I need to shower,” Fitz admitted.

			“We can go out back and I’ll turn the hose on you.”

			Fitz chuckled, the low rumble of it sending a ripple of pleasure through her. “You’re not exactly clean anymore, either, you know,” he informed her. “We’d have to take turns with the hose.”

			“Sounds kinky.”

			She caught his grin before he teased her with a series of soft, brief kisses. “That’s me,” he told her. “Freakiest guy on the Crescent.”

			He made it easy to let her guard down, made her forget to be wary and just enjoy being with someone she enjoyed. So what if Fitz wasn’t the ambitious type? She liked him. A lot, actually. It was a relief to let that be all that mattered.

			“Maybe . . . I should take a shower, too,” she said, only half joking. This close, their bodies fitted together, it was easy to imagine how it would feel to take things further. She was tired of doing nothing but imagining.

			She could see the question in his eyes when he answered her, his voice carefully neutral. “Sure. You can use one of the other bathrooms to clean up, or . . .”

			She had to remember to breathe. “Or?”

			“Or we can get cleaned up together. Your choice,” he said.

			He didn’t push. He wasn’t going to—she already knew that it just wasn’t part of who he was. Kira hadn’t realized how much she’d needed that until now. She spent so much time pushing herself that she tended to forget that sometimes there was no right way to do things. There was only choice and possibility.

			And right now, the possibilities were endless.

			“Just one question,” she said, and Fitz’s brows lifted. “Is Norm allowed in your bathroom?”

			“Not today he’s not,” Fitz growled.

			Kira nodded slowly, forcing a calm she didn’t really feel. “Okay, then. You do what you need to with him and I’ll get the shower started.”

			She saw him suck in a breath, his eyes so dark they almost looked black. Whatever his nerves had been about earlier, they were gone now. “Second floor. Third door down on the left.”

			“Got it. Don’t take too long,” she said, and managed to walk past him into the house on her unsteady legs without stumbling, smiling when she heard him curse softly under his breath.

			“Come on, Norm. You cooperate and there’s a bone with your name on it in the kitchen.”

			Kira hurried up the stairs as they rushed past her, laughing as she watched them go. For once, she didn’t have a single second thought. She was right where she needed to be, just as she’d told herself since she’d arrived in Massachusetts—and this time, she knew with every fiber of her being it was true. Fitz flashed a wicked smile at her on his way by, his gaze full of heated promises.

			And right now, all she wanted him to do was keep them.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Kira wasn’t sure whether it was excitement or nerves—probably both—but she nearly face-planted when she rushed through what she assumed was Fitz’s bedroom to the cool elegance of the bathroom just beyond it. She had a brief glimpse of an unmade bed piled with pillowy bedding, a fireplace, a scatter of random things across a mahogany dresser—a Martian Manhunter toy among them—before stumbling through an open door onto cool white tile.

			She looked around, her heart threatening to pound right out of her chest.

			Am I sure about this? Yes. Hell yes. I’m doing this.

			His bathroom was done in white and soft gray, a soothing contrast to her red-hot nerves. There was a claw-foot tub, a long vanity with two vessel sinks, a small table on which rested a stack of folded towels, and a big glassed-in shower. The faint scent of his shampoo and cologne hung in the air, marking this place as Fitz’s. Kira looked at her reflection in one of the mirrors, seeing her dirty and wide-eyed self staring back. She looked like a spooked animal, which was not what she was going for.

			She lifted her chin, squared her shoulders, and walked to the shower. A quick twist of the knob inside and water rushed out of the round rain showerhead above. It was enough to make her momentarily forget her nerves—she’d always wanted one of these things. Kira fussed with the temperature until she got it right, then shut the shower door. There was only one thing left to do, if she was serious about this.

			Slowly at first, and then with increasing speed, she stripped out of her jacket, boots, a thin sweater, her jeans, and finally, her underwear. Then she dragged the elastic out of her hair, wincing a little at the knots as she finger combed through them as best she could. Kira looked at the pile of clothes for a moment, then shrugged and maneuvered them into a pile in the corner.

			It was strange being naked here—she felt completely exposed, a little wild, a lot adventurous. This wasn’t like her, not anymore. But then, just because this was a part of herself she no longer knew very well didn’t mean it no longer existed. She found some comfort in that. Being here might be different, but it still felt right.

			She stepped into the shower, sighing with pleasure as the warm water hit her skin. Steam had already fogged the glass, making it easy to get lost in the simple pleasure of a nice, hot shower. Kira tipped her head back, wetting her hair as she splashed water over her face. The heat soaked into her muscles, relaxing her. She turned, looking for Fitz’s toiletries and finding them in a recessed nook in the tiled wall. She popped the soap open, gave it a sniff, and smiled when she recognized cucumber and melon. No overpowering cologne-scented soap for Fitz. She was glad for it, too. Kira poured a little into her hand and lathered it up on her skin—not quite as easy as it might have been with her bath puff, but it worked.

			Kira washed her body, then her hair, luxuriating in the warm spray until she nearly forgot why she’d run the shower in the first place. When the door opened behind her, she froze, momentarily startled until she heard the silken purr of his voice.

			“There’s a beautiful woman in my shower. How the hell did that happen?”

			Kira turned her head to find Fitz looking at her with something close to awe. It banished what nerves remained in an instant. He stepped in slowly, shutting the door behind him.

			“I invited myself in,” she said.

			“Feel free to do that anytime you want.”

			Maybe I will. She let her gaze drift lazily over his naked form from head to toe, drinking in taut muscle and bronzed skin, the dusting of dark hair across his chest. He was exactly as she’d imagined, every inch of him sun-kissed and perfect. She could see how tightly he was holding himself, could see the same hesitance to reach out and close the distance between them that she felt. She wondered if he had the same irrational fear that she did—that if she reached for him, he would simply vanish and she’d wake up alone.

			Kira turned then, and he did reach for her, his hands gentle as they encircled her waist to pull her into him. His eyes were so hungry—the expression in his gaze arrowed straight to her core, where it burst in a hot bloom of desire deep in her belly. She didn’t think anyone had ever looked at her with such raw need before, and the power of it rippled over her naked skin, leaving her so sensitive that she could feel every drop of water, every beat of Fitz’s heart where his skin touched hers.

			She slid her hands up his chest, feeling the muscles jump at her touch, then skimmed her fingertips over his jaw, the bristles of his stubble, and then back through his hair to slick it away from his face. He was so still, his eyes never leaving her face while she began to explore him, brushing through his hair again, trailing the back of her hand over his cheek, gently wiping the dirt from the bridge of his nose.

			He was the beautiful one, she thought, lightly touching his bottom lip with her finger. He kissed it, a soft and subtle movement of his lips that sent a shiver through her, her nipples going to taut buds where they brushed his chest. His erection pressed into her lower belly, skin like hot silk against her, leaving no question about how much he wanted her and making her toes curl. His breath fanned her face, smelling lightly of mint. Thinking of him popping a mint as he scrambled up the stairs made her smile.

			Fitz might look like an Adonis naked, but he was still the guy in the Captain America hoodie who played the drums on his steering wheel. And that was exactly what she wanted. He was exactly what she wanted.

			The implications of that had only just started to sink in when he made his move, lowering his head to hers to claim her mouth in a slow, sensuous kiss that scattered every coherent thought to the four winds. She opened for him, tongue tangling with his and picking up a rhythm that echoed in every breath they took, in the way their hips began to shift against each other.

			Kira’s core went to liquid heat, the swelling at the apex of her thighs turning the smallest movements into the sweetest torment. Her breathing grew shallow as she let her hands begin to roam, the one cupping the back of his neck skimming over his shoulder, down his back to cup his ass. The muscles flexed at her touch as he moved against her. Fitz tipped his head back and hissed in a breath.

			“Jesus.”

			She took the opportunity to flick her tongue over the sensitive hollow at the base of his neck, and he groaned. “I’m trying to go slow, but that feels really good.”

			Kira had a fleeting vision of herself, hands braced on the wall, bent at the waist as Fitz pounded into her. The muscles between her thighs flexed, and she squeezed her legs together tightly, biting her lip, digging her nails into his hips. “You feel really good.”

			His laugh was breathless. “You seriously have no idea. I’ve never felt this good. And I don’t even think I got all the dirt off.”

			“Oh? I can take care of that.” It was easy to let go of her inhibitions when he looked like he might just swallow her whole. In here, surrounded by steam so that the outside world felt very far away, she felt like she could do anything. One hand still caressing his hip, she reached over to get the soap bottle. He watched her pour a little of it into her palm, her long, dark lashes lowering as she began to lather up his chest, small circles with her hands that expanded and moved outward . . . then lower.

			She loved the feel of him beneath her hands, the way he responded to her touch. While she worked, Fitz backed up a little to lean against the wall, just out of the endless rainfall of the showerhead. One hand and then the other came up to cup her breasts while she soaped up his abdomen, her hands stilling momentarily when he began to squeeze and knead, abrading her tender nipples with his thumbs. Her eyes fluttered as they tried to roll back in her head. She made a sound, some soft, feral sound that was pure need.

			“Don’t stop,” he breathed, and she could hear how ragged his voice was, how shallow his breaths. She loved that he wanted her touch so badly, would admit to needing it. Her hands circled lower, leaving a soapy trail down his chest. His stomach muscles were like tightly stretched cords when her hands cruised over them, flexing when her hands finally encircled the hard, silken heat of him and began to stroke.

			Fitz leaned his head back against the wall and moaned, giving her breasts a hard squeeze before bringing his hands back up to rest on her shoulders. His hips began to move in time to her strokes, and she varied the rhythm as she watched his face, fascinated by the rawness of his reactions to her. He hid nothing, held nothing back.

			He began to quiver and pulled her hand away abruptly, opening eyes that burned like hot coals. “Not yet,” was all he growled before dragging her back against him. He was less gentle this time, his touch rougher, more urgent. Fitz slipped his hand between her legs and began to play with the swollen nub of her sex, sending hot little sparks of pleasure cascading over her skin. Kira gasped into his mouth, eyes slipping shut as he applied just the right amount of pressure, one finger flickering between her slick folds until her hips moved of their own accord against his hand. He kissed her mouth, her jaw, nibbled the lobe of her ear until she was writhing.

			Kira exhaled in soft moans, no other sound but the water hitting the tile and Fitz’s ragged breathing. The muscles deep in her belly tightened, tightened, until she was sure she would snap in two.

			“Come for me,” Fitz breathed, dragging her earlobe into his mouth to suckle. It was all she needed to come apart. Her hips bucked against him as the pressure building inside of her burst, radiating outward and flooding her body with a shock of white-hot pleasure. Kira cried out, nails digging into his shoulders as she rode out her climax, letting it take her until she was shaking and ready to sink to the floor.

			Fitz’s hands vanished from her for a moment, and the water stopped, leaving them in a cloud of thick steam and wet heat. Kira looked at him hazily, his ebony hair soaked, his skin flushed. The best she could manage was a questioning lift of her eyebrow. He seemed to understand.

			“We need to move this to the bed before one of us slips and kills ourselves. I almost went down hard a few minutes ago.”

			She would have laughed, if she’d still been capable of it. Instead what emerged was more like a mildly amused breath of air. “Good idea.”

			Somehow, she made it out of the shower and through a quick session with a towel to dry off. Fitz moved with more efficiency, using the same feline grace she’d been entranced with for days. While she worked on her hair so that it stopped dripping, he moved to the vanity and rummaged in two of the drawers before finding what he—what they—needed.

			“Aha,” he said softly, a note of triumph in his voice as he pulled out a small, silver square. She liked that he’d had to dig for it. It made her feel less self-conscious about her own lengthy dry spell . . . and more secure that whatever was happening between them was just as unusual for him as it was for her.

			It was a relief to climb into his bed, to rest limbs that were tired of holding her up. The mattress was pillow soft, and she sank into it only moments before Fitz followed. He put on the condom with the same quick grace he’d used to find it, then covered Kira’s body with his own, bracing himself above her, his rigid cock pulsing between them. She felt languid, lazy, and wonderfully well used—but just having Fitz looming over her reawakened all the parts of her body that he’d lavished such attention on already.

			She took a long moment to admire the dark beauty of him—sensual lips parted, deep brown eyes so intense they might have burned. His damp hair was tousled, his skin gold dusted in the dim light. Kira reached up to pull him to her, drawing him into another deep, drowning kiss that had her opening her legs to slide over his hips.

			“Please,” she breathed against his lips. “Now.”

			He obliged her, sliding into her in one fluid movement, filling her so completely that she felt deliciously stretched tight. A shift of his hips and he was buried to the hilt. Fitz dropped his head and moaned his pleasure, a sound that only heightened her own. Her breasts, still full and heavy, began to ache as he thrust into her. Fitz moved slowly at first, holding back until Kira was meeting each of his thrusts with her own. Then he quickened, his eyes losing focus as the sensation began to take him.

			Kira grabbed his hips, urging him on. The apex of each thrust, when he was buried deep, was a burst of pleasure that pulled that cord deep inside her tighter and tighter once more. This time, though, she had Fitz above her, his hips pumping furiously as he sought his own release. She watched him approach it, the way his brows drew together, eyes closing as he made guttural little noises of pleasure with each thrust. Seeing him come undone pushed her toward her own release, and Kira arched against him, drawing her knees up to take him as deep as she could.

			The shift in position pushed him over the edge. Fitz thrust hard and then gave a harsh cry, stiffening against her as he came. Quivering, Kira pulsed against him once, twice, and followed him over the edge, falling into darkness.

			And tangled in his arms, finding bliss.

			*   *   *

			Kira propped herself on one arm, watching Fitz while he slept.

			It was easier to think now, though the thoughts themselves were really no clearer. They were all jumbled up with sensations, which was something she’d grown unaccustomed to since she’d sworn off . . . well, this. Emotional entanglements. Things had ended so badly with her ex that the ugliness was what she remembered, not the good parts. And there had been good parts, she thought, or good enough. A cozy sort of companionship that they’d settled into.

			What they’d never had was what she’d just experienced—the explosive sort of chemistry that left her reeling. She’d wanted Jamie, yes . . . but what she’d been looking for was someone she could open up to, a partner with whom she could share her hopes and fears with. She’d lost that when Seth had jumped right from college into the army thanks to his ROTC scholarship, vanishing from her life and leaving her, for the first time, truly alone. She’d dated, but no one ever seemed to be quite the right fit. With Jamie, she’d spent most of the time feeling as though he found her just a bit lacking in some fundamental way, but between the pain of being unable to help Seth with his PTSD and dealing with her parents’ worries about him on top of her own, she’d convinced herself that her ex was worth a little extra work if he would only be there for her, a safe harbor. She’d expended vast quantities of effort to keep him happy, to keep the relationship afloat just so she’d have a shoulder to cry on if she needed one. The price of sharing even a small part of herself with him had been steep—and some of the blame was hers, for willfully ignoring what he was. For needing someone.

			She’d thought she learned her lesson—she had learned it. Confusing need with love was a bad idea, and she’d spent the past year relearning to trust herself, to enjoy her own company. If she’d been lonely, well, that was better than making another mistake to try to banish the loneliness. But now here she was, all the vulnerable parts of her exposed as though she’d never hidden them away. Fitz had done that, somehow. Quietly encouraged her to open up to him. Reminded her of what it was to be accepted, enjoyed, and wanted for exactly who she was.

			In a very short time, he’d brought a lightness back into her life that she’d sorely missed.

			Kira gently brushed a lock of hair back from Fitz’s forehead. What am I going to do with you? She didn’t know. This wasn’t supposed to mean anything, and on paper he was all wrong for her. Independently wealthy or not, a guy Fitz’s age who was still hanging out at home doing nothing? Was probably always going to be hanging out at home doing nothing. And great personality or not, eventually, that would make her crazy.

			But right now all she was feeling was the impossible urge to hold on to him as tightly as she could.

			Fitz breathed deep and slow, his long, inky lashes laced together. It was lovely to be able to peruse him at her leisure, and she did, admiring the strong line of his nose, the shape of his lips, slightly parted in sleep. He had beautiful cheekbones, she decided. And apparently he was one of those guys who could grow a beard in days if he wanted to—her own cheeks were a little tender as a result. Kira itched to run her fingers over the stubble on his cheeks, but she refrained. That would wake him, and she needed a little time to collect herself.

			She let her eyes wander over his face, his neck, taking note of the little birthmark beneath one ear, the small scar on his shoulder. She imagined that one had a story behind it, and wondered what it was. She loved stories. Sometimes a bit too much to steer clear when she should.

			Kira tried to console herself with the thought that Fitz seemed pretty normal, for a privileged rich guy. The chances of him harboring some earth-shattering secret were small, and he was so far removed from what she thought of as her normal life that he couldn’t hurt anything but her feelings.

			All of which sounded a lot less complicated than it felt right now.

			A small crease appeared between Fitz’s brows, and he inhaled deeply, then stretched. He opened his eyes, still blurred with sleep, and focused on her almost instantly. The moment his gaze found her, he graced her with a lazy smile.

			“What? Was I snoring?”

			“No.” She laughed softly. “Just out like a light.”

			“I was just resting my eyes,” he replied. “I’m way too manly to pass out two seconds after sex.”

			“Oh, I see. Thanks for clearing that up,” Kira replied with mock seriousness. “It looked like a very peaceful eye rest.”

			“Definitely. I practice every day for at least a half an hour.” He reached up and began to toy with the ends of her hair, casually rubbing it between his fingers. It was a carelessly intimate gesture, and Kira went very still, silently willing him to continue. If he played with her hair for a while, she might fall asleep . . . and he could do that anytime he liked. All of a sudden, his face brightened. “Hey, I just realized that I came through after all. I found us something fun to do. I get a gold star, right?”

			The look in his eye was so wicked that she grinned down at him “Sure you get a gold star. Where do you want it?”

			“I have some ideas on that.” He tucked his free hand behind his head and sighed contentedly. “I could stay right here for the rest of the day.”

			“Lazy butt.”

			She should have known better—she’d watched him move before. In the blink of an eye he’d flipped her onto her back to loom over her, mischief in his eyes. “Who you calling lazy? And you shouldn’t insult my butt like that. It’s sensitive.”

			“I know.” She grinned up at him, and then shrieked when he tickled her sides. She hadn’t been tickled in . . . God, she couldn’t even remember. But time hadn’t made her any less ticklish, and she was consumed by helpless laughter as she tried to fend Fitz off. When he stopped, she blew a lock of hair out of her face and tried to glare at him. She failed miserably.

			“You’ll pay for that. Somehow. Eventually.”

			“Nope. I will pay for food, though. You hungry? We could go down to Beltane Blues and grab something.”

			A day spent on sex and eating. A week ago she would have laughed off the idea that she’d be spending her time in Harvest Cove this way. Currently, it sounded like the best idea ever.

			“Sure.” She’d been told the local blues bar had excellent food. It would be nice to have someone to check it out with. Maybe Seth and Emma could meet them later and—

			Kira stopped herself as soon as her thoughts began to head in that direction. They’d slept together. That didn’t make them a unit, it didn’t mean they were going to go on fun double dates, and it definitely didn’t mean she ought to start mentally decorating their future home together. Going out to eat meant going out to eat. Period.

			Still, her heart skipped a beat when Fitz lingered over her, tracing her jawline with his fingers. “You really are beautiful,” he said. Something in his voice, in his eyes, wouldn’t let her brush it off as a throwaway compliment.

			“You’re not so bad yourself,” she said, feeling the heat rise to her cheeks.

			His eyebrows rose. “Not so bad? Wow, you’re a tough sell. I’m going to have to work harder at impressing you.”

			Suddenly, her cheeks weren’t the only things that were heated. And Fitz no longer looked remotely sleepy. “I suppose you have some ideas about that, too?” she asked, shifting beneath him and drawing one of her feet up the outside of his calf.

			“I’m full of ideas,” he replied, lowering his mouth to hers. “You just wait and see.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			They made it to Beltane Blues for dinner. A slightly late dinner.

			Fitz sat at a high table, perched on a stool with a leopard print cushion, and examined the menu. He’d been here dozens of times, so it was easy to pay more attention to Kira than to the laminated pages in front of him. She didn’t seem to notice—her eyes were the size of saucers as she tried to decide what to get.

			They’d both worked up an appetite.

			“I think maybe I’ll get the Steak Sauce Supreme burger,” she said, looking up at him. He liked the way her eyes turned gold in some lights. Actually, he liked just about everything about her. Especially the fact that she wasn’t afraid to go for what she wanted. Today had been one surprise after another, all of them good.

			The simple pleasure in being wanted for himself made the guilt that nagged at him more bearable. I’m going to tell her, he thought. Just as soon as I figure out how to do it without ruining this entire thing. One more thing to worry about. But not tonight.

			“That one’s good,” he said. “I’m getting The Ultimate.”

			“Is that the one that looks like it would never fit in a normal human’s mouth?” she asked. When he nodded, she smiled. “Thought so. Just checking.” Kira looked around. “I like this place, by the way. You wouldn’t think animal prints would work so well together, and yet.”

			“Well, you also wouldn’t necessarily think a blues bar would work in a tiny town like this, but it does.” It was a cozy cave of a place, full of dark wood and wild prints, a few neon signs and a scatter of blues memorabilia. B. B. King was playing on the sound system, mixing with the comfortable chatter of the crowd in the restaurant. It was seven in the evening, but there were still people coming in. It had never been this busy when it was a pizza place. Probably because the pizza hadn’t been that good.

			The server arrived, bearing drinks, and took their orders. Kira seemed interested in the hush puppies, so he put in an order of those to munch on before their burgers came. Once they were alone again, he picked up his beer, took a sip, and sighed happily at the lingering taste of hops and pumpkin spice.

			“So,” Kira said. She’d twisted her hair up into one of those impossibly-messy-yet-somehow-sexy buns that all long-haired women seemed to be able to fashion. “Today was, um, unexpected.”

			“A little,” he agreed. In the silence that followed, he began to wonder if she considered that a bad thing. “You’re not sorry about it, are you?” Much as he tried to stop it, worry reared its ugly head almost immediately. He was usually slower than molasses getting comfortable with people, but Kira had managed to crank the process up to light speed, even before they’d made love. “I had a great day.”

			Well, no shit. You’re a guy who had sex all afternoon. This is not going to be news to her.

			He didn’t realize his fingers had begun to tap out a nervous rhythm on the table until Kira’s hand covered his, flooding him with warmth. “Of course I’m not sorry. I had a great day, too,” she said. The look she gave him left no lingering doubts about that, and he felt his mouth curving into a silly, satisfied grin.

			He’d had a number of kick-ass days in his life. This definitely ranked in the top five.

			Kira’s answering smile was slightly more embarrassed, but just as pleased. He chalked that up to her thinking about their shower while they were in public. That shower . . . he might have to turn that bathroom into a commemorative shrine.

			“This is all different than I expected. I feel like we’re all out of order,” she said, though it didn’t seem to bother her much.

			Fitz chuckled. He was beginning to see that while she could be wonderfully spontaneous, she was usually at least trying to operate from some kind of mental list detailing How Things Should Be. That had to be frustrating for her, but to him it was fascinating to see which side of her would win out. Kira seemed to have a strong sense of direction, but a taste for detours. Life with her would never be boring.

			As soon as he thought it, Fitz froze. There were a million reasons why he should be careful with his feelings. He didn’t know where they were headed, and he wasn’t sure whether Kira’s thoughts about keeping this light and casual had changed. This was all new—to both of them, it seemed. And none of that changed his deep certainty that being with Kira had already become as necessary to him as breathing. He’d always figured he would fall once, and hard. His temperament practically guaranteed it. It hadn’t bothered him too much to see his friends start to pair up—he’d been busy, and the logistics of finding someone himself had been too daunting to contemplate. He’d gotten good at ignoring the fact that something was missing.

			And now he couldn’t. Because it—she—wasn’t missing anymore.

			The truth sank in slowly, the weight of it anchoring him to the spot. In a heartbeat, nothing had changed . . . and everything had changed. Kira watched him, unknowing, from across the table. He tried desperately to remember what she’d said, what he was supposed to respond to.

			We’re all out of order. Maybe they were, but rearranging it wouldn’t have made a difference. Not for him, anyway. There was a tiny bit of comfort in that.

			“People do things out of order all the time,” Fitz said, forcing himself to sound casual even though it felt as though the ground had shifted beneath his feet.

			“I don’t. I mean, I try not to, usually.” She sounded so serious, he couldn’t help but laugh a little. “What?” she asked, a crease appearing between her brows.

			“You must get along with Emma really well,” he said. “She’s the walking definition of type A.”

			“Oh. Very funny.” She wrinkled her nose at him and played with her glass of stout. “I’m not that bad. I mean, not that Emma’s bad. She’s just so put together and I’m so . . . struggling with that most of the time. But I try.”

			“You seem pretty put together to me,” Fitz said.

			“Well, thanks, but you won’t ever find me organizing my closet by color and season.” She paused and eyed him. “Don’t you dare tell her I told you that. Emma’s sweet. I’m in awe of that closet.”

			Fitz laughed and plucked out a hush puppy when the server set them down, dipping it in the little bowl of honey that came with them before popping it in his mouth. “Don’t worry,” he said after he’d finished chewing it. “I’m not interested in facing the wrath of the Henry women. Did you know one of their ancestors was supposed to have been a witch?”

			Her eyes lit up just the way he’d hoped. “Really? That’s so cool.”

			“Yeah. That’s the whole story behind Harvest Cove, actually. Founded by witches. A magic tree that calls to people who were born here until they come home. I told you this place was pretty great. You should look up the history.”

			“I guess I’ll have to.”

			He could tell she appreciated a good story as much as he did, even if she was reluctant to admit just how much the Cove had caught her interest. He’d found so much inspiration here—and for the first time, not being able to share that gave him a pang. It shouldn’t. He’d kept that part of his life separate for a long time now, and even among his friends who knew, his work rarely came up. The interests and history that bound them together were older, different. But with Kira, he knew he’d found someone who could appreciate that part of himself.

			He could write it all out, he supposed, and send it to her as Malcolm . . . but he didn’t want to. So it would just have to wait . . . though he began to doubt how much longer it could.

			“Is that why you stayed here?” Kira asked. “All the history? Well, and that gorgeous house.”

			No one had ever asked him that before. It was news in the Cove if you moved away, not if you stayed. Still, it was a simple enough answer to give. “I stayed because I belong here,” he said. When she seemed puzzled, he asked, “You don’t feel like that about Florida?”

			“No.” She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “I mean, it’s fine. Jacksonville, that is. But my parents encouraged us to explore our options. They took us on trips, took us on lots of family visits. Neither one of them is originally from Florida. Mom’s from Pennsylvania, and Dad is from Virginia. They met because of work—they’re both civil servants—and work kept them right there. Now that Dad’s thinking about retiring, they want to travel, and I’m pretty sure they’re just waiting for Seth and me to settle down somewhere so they can pick a spot.”

			“One down,” Fitz said, and she gave a rueful little chuckle.

			“Yeah, so they keep telling me. Seth tried to move on as soon as he could, joining the army, seeing the armpits of the world and all that. He came back because . . . well, at that point I don’t think he knew what he wanted anymore. I stuck closer to home. Florida seemed big enough, at the time. I had it all worked out in my head, how it would be.”

			“And that didn’t happen, thanks to the evil ex.”

			“That was definitely some of it.” She looked so wistful when she spoke, a rare slip in her confident mask. It made him want to pull her into his arms to offer what comfort he could, though he didn’t think it would be welcomed. Not yet. Life had banged her up a little. It did that to everyone, some more than others. Seth was right . . . Kira deserved some happiness.

			“I got a job at the Tampa Bay Clarion right out of college,” she said. “I was covering local politics, just like I wanted. I did a little writing on the side, too, guested at some blogs, more the kind of writing I do now. Geek culture was always one of my pet topics, but at the time, I was into politics almost as much.”

			It was good to hear her finally talk about herself this way—he wanted to know about her past just as much as he wanted to be a part of her future. That she’d been so interested in politics surprised him, though it probably shouldn’t have. Political news moved just as quickly as tech and entertainment, and even the cursory look he’d gotten at Kira’s workspace had revealed her to be a voracious consumer of information. She had a busy brain and liked to know things. They were the same that way, though they channeled it differently. Fitz picked out another hush puppy. “What happened with that?”

			Kira took a sip of her beer, licked her lips, and contemplated the neon sign that advertised Real Live Blues above the bar. “Which thing? The paper or the politics?”

			“Both.”

			She shrugged. “Jamie—the evil ex—undercut me for a promotion at the paper. I didn’t see it coming, and I should have. There was just a lot going on. Seth had left without any warning to move up here, my parents were struggling with it, and I coped by burying myself in work. Jamie was probably the only person I talked to about how I really felt, and he used that against me. I thought he was an outlet. Instead he was a really crummy conduit to our boss, who he convinced I was too emotionally overloaded to be given more responsibility. And, you know, as it turned out they were kind of hot for each other anyway.” She blew out a breath, staring pensively into her beer. “It was . . . a mess. I resigned with all the dignity I could muster, but it was tough. I had to start all over again, figure out some new goals. And this time, I promised myself I’d focus on the prize. No distractions.”

			“None?”

			“Well.” Her cheeks flushed prettily as her mouth curved into the kind of smile that made him supremely grateful she’d set aside her rules for him. “This is kind of a working vacation. Technically speaking.”

			“I’m glad you were in the mood for a distraction,” he said. Not that he wanted to think of himself that way, but it was a start.

			“Yeah. ‘The best laid plans of mice and men often go awry’ might as well be my motto at this point. Anyway,” she continued, “I quit covering politics because it’s depressing. I can think of way more interesting things than reality, you know?”

			“I do,” he replied. More than she knew. Still, reality had recently gained a big edge over fantasy in his opinion. He could see she was ready to change the subject in the way her gaze drifted over the crowded restaurant, the slight stiffness in the way she held herself. Still, that she would trust him enough to tell him about the difficulties that had led her here meant a lot to him. Kira was opening up to him. It only seemed right that he should offer another bit of himself in kind, but everything he wanted to say lodged in his throat. Frustrated, he channeled his ire at himself to an equally worthy target.

			“Well, it looks to me like you came out way ahead. Their loss. And just for the record, your ex is a complete asshole.”

			Kira laughed, and he heard no bitterness in it. He was relieved—whoever the jerk was, he hadn’t soured her on relationships for life. He’d just made her cautious, which was understandable. “He really is. Still, what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, right? It wouldn’t have worked out regardless.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“Because he was a complete asshole,” she said matter-of-factly. “Bossy, controlling, made fun of my fuzzy slippers, put cereal boxes back in the cupboard when they were empty . . .” She paused. “Sorry. I’ve had a lot of time to work up a list. This is where you jump in and tell me about one of your crappy exes to make me feel better.”

			Fitz tried to come up with something. “Um.”

			“Oh come on,” Kira said, eyes widening. “Everyone has a horrible ex. It’s like a rule.”

			“I’ve had a lot of bad dates. Does that count? None of them graduated to being horrible exes. I mean, I have a few exes, but not horrible ones.”

			She propped her chin on her hand and stared at him. “I find your lack of bad choices disturbing. Okay, a bad date, then.”

			Fitz pondered that a moment over another hush puppy. “Well. There was one who decided to surprise me with a trip to her favorite S&M club. She bought me a monogrammed flogger for the occasion. That was awkward.”

			Kira snorted. “You can thank all those books about kinky millionaires for that. Did you go in the club?”

			“No. I also don’t have a secret playroom in my house, and if you ask me to spank you, I will either flee the area immediately or drop dead of embarrassment on the spot.”

			“Hmm,” she said, her gaze sharpening with interest. “It almost sounds like you have some experience fielding these questions.”

			Now he was blushing. Again. The woman had a gift. “I . . . yeah, a couple of times.” He shoved a hand back through his hair, flustered. “Something about me living in that big house on my own has created some interesting ideas about what I might do in my spare time.”

			Her smile was wicked, and he found himself wishing she hadn’t followed him here on the bike. He would rather have taken her back to his place. His bed was going to seem awfully empty tonight.

			“Can’t blame them for trying, I guess,” she said. “All right, I feel a little better. Everyone should have at least one bad experience to hold up as their gold standard for awfulness.”

			“I’m glad one of us is happy I got to remember that,” Fitz said. “What were we talking about before we got to my misadventures?”

			“My work,” she said, “which led to my crappy misadventure. Which is one of the multitude of reasons why I don’t want to talk about work. And anyway, how did we end up talking about me? I was asking you how you ended up staying here.”

			She’d given him far more information than he’d expected, so he couldn’t muster up any real indignation at having the subject changed back to himself, as long as he didn’t have to relive any more of his dating failures. Besides, this was something of himself he could share.

			“I told you,” he said as he watched her swirl a hush puppy in honey. “I belong here. I figured it out a long time ago. It’s pretty simple.”

			She sighed. “Nothing is that simple,” she said. It almost sounded like she was muttering it to herself.

			“It was simple by the time I figured it out,” Fitz said. “It took me a while to really feel like I belonged here. The small-town thing can be kind of a double-edged sword, especially if you just show up out of the blue one day.”

			That caught her attention. “I thought you were born here.”

			“No. Remind me to show you a picture of my parents sometime. Tall, blond, blue-eyed couples usually don’t come out with short, dark-haired, brown-skinned babies. Just saying.”

			“I thought you just had a really good tan.” When he just looked at her, she smirked. “Sorry. I already know you don’t have tan lines.”

			This was one of the things he liked so much about her. She was a wiseass. She also didn’t seem the least bit uncomfortable teasing him about what they’d been doing all afternoon. It was easy to let his guard down around her—which should have worried him more than it did, he guessed, but talking to her this way felt like the most natural thing in the world. “The tan is genetic. I’m adopted.”

			She didn’t seem surprised, only interested. “Okay. When you were a baby?”

			“A toddler. I don’t remember, I was barely walking. It was an international adoption. Guatemala.”

			“Wow. That’s some distance.” Kira leaned away from the table as their food arrived, enormous burgers smelling like heaven on plates loaded with fries. “Keep talking. I’m just going to dive face-first into this. Oh, and for the record, you’re not that short.”

			“Being taller than you isn’t much of an achievement.” He grinned, watching her pick up the burger that was partially wrapped in white paper and bite into it. When she pulled back to chew, she had managed to get a blob of barbecue sauce on her nose. He leaned across the table to wipe it with the tip of his finger, which she didn’t notice until he touched her. Her eyes were rolled too far back in her head.

			“Oops,” she said. “Thanks. I think I’m having a spiritual experience.”

			“You’re welcome. These burgers have that effect on people.”

			Her reply was unintelligible because she was taking another bite, so he finished up as quickly as he could. His own dinner smelled delicious, and his busy afternoon had definitely increased his appetite.

			“I guess I’m not exactly short, but I’m not tall. My mom is nearly six foot. Dad is six-four. I’m five-eight. Big difference. And yes, it was a lot of distance. But I’ve never been sorry they adopted me, even if some people around here made it weird when I was younger. Mom and Dad are good people. They spoiled the crap out of me, but they made sure I never turned into an obnoxious little jerk. I have manners.”

			Kira frowned across the table at him and gently set her burger down. He was almost jealous of the longing look she gave it before she turned her gaze back to him. “People were weird? You were so little! I bet you were adorable. Those big puppy-dog eyes.”

			“Puppy-dog eyes?” It was his turn to look disgruntled. “What am I, five?”

			She waved a hand at him. “Stop, it’s a compliment. Why were people weird? Adoptions happen all the time.”

			He thought back, remembering, and lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Like I said, small town. Nobody was horrible. Some people just said things that made an impression. Like the comments when we’d all be out as a family. You’d be amazed what people say out loud.”

			“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I wouldn’t. Politics, remember? It’s totally the realm of the insensitive asshole.”

			She had a point. “Okay, then you can probably figure it out. Where did they get me from, weren’t they worried about raising a child from a different culture, or about raising a child who was a different color . . . and it was like I wasn’t standing right there listening. When I got old enough to understand, I had kind of a complex about it for a while. I was always worried that people were looking at me when I was with my parents. Not in a mean way, necessarily. But like I was some kind of alien. It was probably more me than them by then, and people are naturally curious. Anyway, my parents were amazing about it. They were always open with me, and they always shut the rude questions right down. I was their son, period.”

			Kira’s lips curved into a soft smile. “Sounds like your parents are pretty great.”

			“They are,” he said, and felt better just thinking about them. “They made sure I knew that I was theirs in every way that mattered. And eventually, I just got to be part of the scenery around here. I mean, there were a few assholes in high school who were always trying to get me to wear a sombrero, because they were geniuses. But aside from that.”

			“There are always a few assholes in high school. I’m pretty sure it’s a rule.”

			He chuckled. “True. But having Shane on my side was enough of a deterrent for most of them. So. Anyway. The Cove is my home. Everybody knows me. Any rude comments are just about what I could possibly be doing in the house by myself, and the answers those people come up with are too funny to shut them down. And for every person who ever acted like I was from another planet, there were ten who made me feel like I belonged. I fit here.” He smiled. “It’s my spot.”

			“Okay, Sheldon.” Kira replied. “I got it.” She considered him for a moment, then said, “You do fit here. And I mean that as a compliment. It’s a really nice town. I’d love to feel like I belonged someplace.”

			“Maybe—” He stopped himself, but it was too late when Kira’s brows rose.

			“Maybe what?”

			He shrugged, hoping he didn’t sound like an idiot saying what was on his mind. “Maybe you do.” Maybe you belong here. With me.

			Kira didn’t seem upset, only thoughtful . . . but he was no better at reading the mind working away behind those pretty eyes than he had been. “Maybe,” she finally said, as though she hadn’t really considered it before. And rather than saying it to placate him or change the subject, she seemed to mean exactly what she said: maybe.

			For now, he’d take it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			The day of Emma’s bachelorette party rolled around far more quickly than Kira expected.

			Before coming to the Cove, when she’d been studying her calendar in an attempt to organize herself prior to making the trip, Kira had thought of the party as something to look forward to on the back end of her visit. The wedding was only a week away. She’d leave shortly thereafter, once she’d gotten her interview. And then . . .

			And then she didn’t know. Everything she wanted was supposed to be in front of her. So why did she already feel this terrible sense of loss every time she thought about leaving here?

			Kira’s shoulders drooped. It wasn’t as though she didn’t know the answer. But all knowing it did was create more questions—ones she wasn’t sure she was ready to consider. Not to mention that she wasn’t the only person in this equation.

			“What’s the heavy sighing about?” Emma looked at her in the mirror, pausing in the middle of applying her mascara.

			“Hmm? What?” Kira had been staring at the same three shirts laid out on the bed for a good ten minutes, but she’d only truly seen them for maybe the first two. After that, her mind had turned itself to the Fitz channel and refused to budge. She wished she could turn it off for the night, or at least turn it down. She’d been having fun. Her days had been full of visits to Big Al’s and walks around town and time spent with her twin and eating way too much local food . . . and there had been one extremely interesting paintball match, her and Emma versus Seth and Fitz. It was like sliding into a life that had been here waiting for her all along, fitting like a glove.

			And that was the problem. This wasn’t her life. It was a vacation. And vacations always came to an end.

			“You’re sighing,” Emma repeated. “You’re also not picking out a shirt. You’ve been standing there forever. Do you want to borrow one? I brought extra in case I changed my mind.”

			“You never change your mind.” Kira eyed her, glad her future sister-in-law had decided to come over and get ready with her. She was good company . . . which was more than she could say for herself today. Some of it was the way time seemed to be passing too fast. And because the fates seemed to like to pile on when they were in a mood, she’d gotten a worried call from Lisa this morning. She’d heard from her friend: Bryce was in Harvest Cove sniffing around. Kira hadn’t seen him yet, but just knowing he was here had dumped a bucket of cold water on her mood.

			Do you think you can push Roy a little on the interview date? Lisa had asked. I just want to be sure we have a commitment before Bryce ambushes him and then offers some obscene amount for an exclusive.

			Kira had passed along the question, along with the reason for it. She didn’t see any reason not to be up-front with Roy about the sharks beginning to circle. But his emails to her were sporadic, though his answers to her book-related questions were endlessly entertaining. She didn’t know when she’d hear back. The clock was ticking—on a few things.

			No matter how much she wanted to keep it at bay, her own real life was knocking at the door. She could only ignore it for so long, and knowing that had put lead in her dancing shoes. She wished she could talk to Fitz about it. Maybe she should.

			Or maybe you should remember what happens when you depend on someone too much. You can handle this. Kira sighed again. Sure, she could handle it on her own. But the thing was . . . she wasn’t so sure she really had to anymore. Fitz wasn’t Jamie. He wasn’t Seth, either. He was just himself.

			And she was falling in love with him. Kira wasn’t even sure it was still in progress. It felt like more of a done deal. In love. Finally acknowledging it brought a rush of feeling that was both wondrous and terrible, and she closed her eyes against it as her heart began to pound and ache. She waited for doubt to creep in, but none did. She loved Fitz. Period.

			And she had no idea how he would react if he knew. He didn’t even know she wanted to keep seeing him when she left here. If she left here. She was leaving here, right?

			Emma didn’t seem to notice her having an internal crisis as she resumed running the wand through her lashes. “I do too change my mind sometimes. Don’t tell anybody, though. Perception is everything.”

			“Hmm.” Kira forced a smile and tried to refocus on the problem at hand. There was nothing she could do to fix the other stuff right now. She had a party to go to, Fitz was having friends over to the mansion that had remained curiously off-limits to her—the plastic tacked up over the hallway off his kitchen indicated a pretty extensive renovation happening, which she could understand wanting to be away from—and Bryce was going to do whatever he was going to do tonight.

			Things would keep until morning.

			But she wasn’t sure they’d keep much longer than that. She wished she had more time—

			“Show me the options,” Emma said, her voice cutting smoothly through increasingly panicked thoughts. Kira took a deep breath and tried to reengage with the present. Spooling herself up like this was going to ruin a perfectly good night.

			“Well, first we have this fine specimen. I think I wore this shirt in college.” She picked up a slinky halter top that had shimmery appliqués around the top and bottom and sniffed it cautiously. “In fact, I think it still smells like beer.”

			“Um . . . it would make a statement?”

			“Yes. It says, ‘I am a professional barfly with no taste and no money. I like to spill beer on myself. Avoid me at all costs.’”

			Emma grinned while she finished her mascara, then put the tube down on the dresser and came to join Kira beside the bed. “Hmm,” she said, crossing her arms. “This is tough.”

			“No, this is sad. But I appreciate that.” Kira exhaled loudly and added her shirt problem to the pile. They were supposed to get picked up in an hour, and she had no interest in going out and looking like an idiot. “Maybe I should just wear a T-shirt.”

			“I have it on good authority that we’ll be going somewhere, as Aaron put it, ‘classy as fuck.’ So I think the T-shirt’s out.”

			Kira heaved an exaggerated groan and threw her head back. “Damn it, Aaron!”

			“He tends to inspire that reaction. I just hope they’re not taking us to Anacondas.”

			Kira blinked. “Ana—”

			“Yes, it’s exactly what you think it is. You know, I think I brought something that’ll work. Hang on.” Emma went to her old closet and unzipped the garment bag she’d brought with her. “Here we go.” She pulled out a red bohemian shift dress and carried it over for Kira to examine. It was simple, and sexy, and would look great with her brown boots. In short: perfect.

			“Are you my fairy godmother?” Kira asked. “Where is this from? Not your closet. You don’t wear stuff like this.”

			“According to some people around here, I’m Mary Poppins with just a dash of foul language.” She looked more resigned than happy about that. “I was in a mood a couple of years ago when I was at a big conference in California. So I went shopping and found this dress. Which is so not me, but like I said, I was in a mood. I wanted to be a carefree sexy bohemian chick for about twenty-four hours.”

			“That why the tags are still on it?”

			“You got it.” Emma smiled hopefully. “So? It should fit you fine, you’ve got the figure for it.”

			“True. It’s one of those rare dress styles where having minimal curves works in your favor.” She accepted the dress, handling it gingerly as Emma gave it over. She wanted to act thrilled—it was a beautiful dress and perfect for a girls’ night out—but she could feel the corners of her mouth pulling down.

			Emma promptly sat down beside her, smoothing out the silken skirt of the little blue ’50s-style sweetheart dress she wore. “What’s wrong? Are you okay? I was kidding about Anacondas. Mostly. I think Sam would ignore Aaron’s suggestion, at least.”

			“Oh, I’m fine,” Kira said. “Every time I think I’m done brooding today, it turns out I’m not. Just ignore me.”

			Emma’s bright blue eyes were full of sympathy, and Kira decided that if she had to be all moody and embarrassing today, she was glad it was Emma who was with her. She liked her brother’s fiancée even better than she had thought, and that was saying something.

			“What’s up?” Emma asked. “Work trouble? Fitz trouble?”

			“Neither. Both. I don’t know.” She rested her elbows on her knees, covered her face with her hands, rubbed, and then sighed. “Everything’s going so well, so here I am, waiting for the other shoe to drop. Can you keep a secret?”

			Emma nodded. “Absolutely. I’m too guilt-ridden not to be able to. You can count on me.”

			Kira managed a soft laugh and sat up a little straighter, folding her hands in her lap. “I got the interview. With Malcolm Roy. He wasn’t even that hard to convince. It’s like he was waiting for somebody to come along and ask, almost. I don’t know.”

			Emma smiled. “Maybe he was. That’s great news. When do you meet him?”

			“Just a couple of days after your wedding, right before I leave. I wish it were sooner, but he said he’s busy, and it’s not like I know what his life is like.”

			“Mmm. Maybe he’s just working up to a big reveal. It has to be a little nerve-racking for him.”

			“I guess. Yeah. I thought about that. He’s really friendly, and so easy to talk to that I almost feel like I know him which is . . . bizarre. I’m probably just fangirling too hard.”

			“Maybe. Maybe not.” Whether or not Emma was in on the great Malcolm Roy secret, Kira was glad to see the sympathy on Emma’s pretty face. She needed that right now, and as much as she loved her brother, he was still a guy. There were some things he would never understand.

			“It’s almost too easy,” Kira said, a thought that had begun to haunt her the longer she enjoyed herself here. “I’ve got everything ready. I’ve taken care of most of the other work I brought with me, and I’m not chasing much right now until I have the actual interview under my belt so I can point to it and say, ‘See? I’m awesome! Hire me!’ Not to mention I’m hoping I might get a job offer to consider. I’ve got you and Seth to hang around with, and apple cider doughnuts, and Fitz . . .” She trailed off, frowning, but Emma didn’t seem to require further explanation.

			“You two are cute together. Really cute. That’s not a bad thing.”

			“I know,” Kira said. “It’s just a different thing. I’ve been living at home with my parents for almost a year now. They’ve been trying to get me to go out and have a life again, which I thought was an overreaction on their part. Now that I’m here, I can see that I was basically a Netflix-watching mole person exhibiting brief instances of normal human behavior. The stuff that happened—Seth, then Jamie, leaving my job—it had a bigger effect than I realized.”

			“I’m sure it did. It would do that to anybody. But not everybody pulls through with such flying colors.” Emma gave her arm a reassuring squeeze. “Hey, you may not know this, but you’re talking to the expert on avoidance here, okay? I almost lost your brother because of it. Luckily I have people here who love me enough to talk me down when I’m getting ready to make a huge mistake.”

			Kira tilted her head. “Really? You seem like you have yourself completely together at all times. I’m kind of awed by it.”

			Emma’s brows rose, mouth curving into an amused smile. “I wish. All the planning and organization gives me some illusion of control. I need that, because things get messy on a regular basis. That’s life. If I can have a handle on just a little of it, I’m convinced I’ll keep the world from spinning off its axis.”

			“So . . . you’re pretty much a goddess, then.”

			“Obviously.”

			Kira grinned, then let her shoulder slump a little, trying to let some of the tension go. “I’m freaked out. I didn’t come here to find a guy. Then Fitz showed up and I thought, sure, I can handle a little fling. It’ll be good for me. And now . . .”

			“Now you realize Fitz isn’t really the fling type. And neither are you. And you’re crazy about him.”

			“Yes!” Kira wailed, grateful that someone else had finally said it out loud and pinpointed the problem. “And it’s ridiculous! I mean, what do we have in common?”

			“A lot, I thought.”

			“Okay, yes, we have a lot in common. But our lives are not compatible. I mean, he’s rich, he lives in his parents’ house, he does some basic yard work and things but I know he hires people for a lot of the other stuff, and he’s kind of this adorable professional slacker guy with a cute dog. How is this sustainable? I work. I like to work. I have goals. If he has any, I can’t figure out what they are. He seems perfectly content.”

			“Maybe. You might have noticed that Fitz isn’t all that great at talking about feelings. Because, you know, he’s male. The guy is the living embodiment of the phrase ‘Still waters run deep.’”

			“That’s true.” Kira twisted a lock of hair around her finger and stared at the floor. “And I have lots of . . . feelings. Which he may or may not share. But even if he does, I can’t pretend I’m on vacation forever. He’s here, I’ll be somewhere else. I . . . I think.”

			“You think?”

			Kira turned her head to look into Emma’s understanding blue eyes and wished she could pull the answers she needed out of thin air. Being confronted with so many life-changing decisions all at once was overwhelming. Her instinct was to retreat. But this time retreating to her blanket fort wasn’t going to make anything go away.

			Fitz hadn’t just helped her remember what it was like to have a life. He was a clear sign that in order to move forward, she needed to start really living again. That meant making choices, opening herself up to getting hurt again. Kira could only hope she was ready.

			And that when the time came, she wouldn’t make another mistake.

			“I don’t know what I want anymore,” she said. “It’s a lot to process.”

			“Ahh,” Emma said. There was still a trace of amusement in the creases at the corners of her eyes. Kira took some comfort in that. It told her that Emma had been through something similar and come out the other side. “Look, I understand what it’s like to be blindsided. Everything’s going along fine, and then all of a sudden, here comes this gorgeous, wonderful, frustrating person you can’t get out of your head. You worry you’re making a mistake. Then you worry because you click, even if you didn’t really want to. And finally, you worry because you can’t imagine not having him in your life, which creates a million more problems you have to sort through.”

			“That’s it,” Kira said miserably, taking some solace in the comforting hand Emma put on her shoulder. “I’m a planner, at least for the big things. Except my plans are always going to shit because I make little changes here and there, meet new people, tinker around the edges. And then BOOM, plan is obliterated. I thought I was doing so well this time, too.”

			Emma rubbed her shoulder. Her eyes were warm and sympathetic. “Speaking as a fellow planner, I have to tell you: Life is a lot better, and a lot more interesting, when you allow for some flexibility. Which you probably used to do, before every change seemed like it was a bad one.”

			“I . . . I did. Yeah. I got thrown a few too many curveballs that ended up hitting me in the face, I think.” She had vague memories of being happier, of moments of spontaneity that had brought her joy instead of misery. “I thought coming here would be this great balance between work and actual relaxation. Turns out I forgot how to relax, I ran out of work, and I found a new thing to drive me crazy about twenty minutes after I got here.”

			Kira groaned and leaned to one side, propping her head on Emma’s shoulder. It felt perfectly natural, spilling her guts to the woman who would soon be her sister. She’d never had a sister. With any luck, she wouldn’t screw it up. In this, at least, so far so good. Emma patted her head.

			“You know, I’ve known Fitz for a while now. He’s got his quirks, but he’s a good guy. You might want to talk this out with him.”

			“I know. I really do. I’m just not sure he needs to know that I’m kind of a basket case.”

			“You’re not a basket case,” Emma said. “You’re human. You have baggage. So does he. At some point, if this is going to work, you’ll have to trust each other to be able to handle that baggage. Especially during the times when you can’t carry it alone.”

			Kira sighed heavily, straightening to look at Emma. “I’ll talk to him soon. I just need to sort this all out for myself before I lay it on him. I’ve got a little time.”

			“Famous last words.”

			“I know.” It was the great lie people told themselves, that there was time. But she had no idea how to tell him that she woke up thinking of him, that she went to bed thinking of him . . . that she longed for him every hour of the day. He couldn’t know how drastically her feelings about him, about them, had changed. The last thing she wanted to do was scare him off. She’d already freaked herself out plenty. She couldn’t just blurt out, Hey, guess what, I love you. She had to hold something back. It was the only way she could be sure she wasn’t going to lose herself.

			Emma seemed to know where her mind had gone. “Well, for what it’s worth, which isn’t much, I think both of you might want to lay it all out and let the chips fall where they may. It’s hard to move forward if you’re afraid to do it together.” Her smile turned rueful. “Seth and I learned that the hard way, but all the angst was worth it. He makes me feel safe, keeps me grounded. He’s the home I thought I lost a long time ago.”

			Those words arrowed straight to Kira’s heart, where they lodged and began to ache. “I know you’re that for him, too. You’re exactly what he needed. And I’m glad to finally be getting a sister, because honestly? Seth is great but sometimes he’s still the smelly eight-year-old boy who used to pull my hair. And he still won’t tell me what he did with my Barbie.”

			“I’m glad I get you, too.” Emma’s smile more than made up for all the time she’d spent worrying today . . . and just being able to talk about it had helped. She’d missed this, Kira thought. Missed being able to talk to a friend about her worries, missed just being with people. Up until recently, she thought she had very little left to lose. It hadn’t occurred to her that she might have so much to gain . . . and that most of that gain would have nothing to do with her work at all. Kira rose from the bed and lifted the dress Emma had handed to her. “You knew I’d need a dress, right?”

			“Not necessarily. I just like to be prepared.” She smirked, her eyebrow arched. “Like I said, I like to have a handle on the few things I can control. And I do have a knack for putting together an outfit, if I do say so myself.”

			“‘Practically perfect in every way,’” Kira teased her, laughing when Emma threw a pillow at her. “Okay, Ms. Poppins. The party bus will be here before you know it. Now let’s get our pretty on and have some fun.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			I’m so tired.”

			Fitz sat on his couch slumped to one side against Norm, who had curled up against the pillows and looked only slightly perturbed about Fitz’s invasion of his space. Jake and Shane looked down at him as though he was some kind of science experiment.

			“I don’t know,” Jake said, prodding one of Fitz’s legs with his foot. “Looks terminal to me.”

			“Agreed,” Shane said. “We should probably put him out of his misery now. Bury the carcass in the backyard so he doesn’t stink up the place.”

			“You guys are hilarious,” Fitz said. He could barely keep his eyes open. His brain hurt. His body refused to move. It was like he always got just before he turned in a completed manuscript, except a little worse . . . because while he had a deadline coming up, it was for a short story, not a huge book, and in any case this was not a point in the process at which he would normally feel like he’d been backed over by a truck. He had to start sleeping. Except sleep meant less time to write what he needed to and spend the amount of time with Kira that he wanted to. That was unacceptable. He would conquer his need for sleep. He would . . . he would . . .

			His eyes drifted shut.

			A toe in his gut woke him, and he groaned. “Stop. Go away. No, wait, just grab some food or something. I’m fine.” His friends laughed, because, Fitz decided, they were assholes.

			Jake crouched down beside him to look him in the eye. He was, Fitz noted, annoyingly alert. He did detect something that looked like sympathy in Jake’s eyes, but it might have just been pity. He was too tired to try to work it out.

			“This might surprise you,” Jake said, “but you are not existing in any kind of a sustainable way right now. Has Kira seen you like this?”

			“Mmm. No. Maybe a little. She asked me if I was getting enough sleep.”

			“When?”

			“Couple times. Yesterday. And the day before. I dunno. I’ll be fine, I just need a nap.”

			Shane sighed loudly. “Would you please just tell her you moonlight as a famous novelist and get it over with? This is stupid. She likes you. She’s not going to stop just because you’re the guy she came here to interview. Maybe then you could arrange for some sleep.”

			“Gonna.”

			“For chrissakes, when?” Shane asked.

			“Soon,” he mumbled. “Dinner. Tomorrow. Got a plan.” He’d even made a dinner reservation. He was pretty sure he hadn’t dreamed that.

			Fitz heard Jake’s sigh. “I feel like you might be so overtired by then that you’ll be running around in your underwear and hallucinating.”

			“I’d pay to see that,” Shane said, and Fitz opened one eye to glare at him.

			“Big surprise. Is Ryan coming? It won’t feel right unless all three of you tell me I look like shit.”

			Shane sighed loudly. “I told you, he’s sick. Don’t worry, though. I just texted him a picture of your unconscious carcass on the couch, and he said he feels a lot better.” Shane pulled his phone out of his back pocket and checked it again, grinning. “Oh, he also wants me to tell you that you look like shit. There. Your night’s made.”

			“You’ve been writing all night, right? Deadline coming up?” Jake asked.

			“Mmm.”

			“You dumbass.”

			“Mmmhmm.” Why argue? It was probably true. He knew he could have, and should have, taken a couple days to play catch-up with his work. The problem was that he preferred being with Kira. She seemed to be pretty work-free right now, though, which he hadn’t counted on even though in retrospect, he was at least partly responsible for it. So he got days of fun, nights without sleep, and a dog who he was pretty sure was judging him for his poor life choices.

			“You swear you’re telling her tomorrow,” Jake said.

			“What do you want me to do, pinky promise?” he grumbled. “Yes!”

			Kira’s email this morning had finally convinced him it was time. The interview needed to be moved up, and that was just the latest flashing neon sign that the various parts of his life were headed for one epic collision. Something had to give, and his standard “Just let me finish this one thing before I move on to the next thing” way of operating wasn’t going to work. The short story would keep. Kira wouldn’t. So . . . dinner, and then they’d see where they were. He just wished he knew for sure how she felt about him before he leaped into the abyss.

			Fortunately, he was too tired to worry about it right now.

			“You should have told us you were exhausted,” Jake said. “We could have just gone to Shane’s and left you alone.”

			“No. No. I’m up.” Fitz forced himself into a sitting position. The world was a little blurry, but he’d manage. He always looked forward to game nights, and damn it, he’d gotten a short nap in earlier. He ought to be good to go. “Let’s do this. Mario Kart?”

			They switched off for game nights, and what they did depended on whose place they were having it. Jake’s usually meant a shooter on Xbox. Shane’s meant . . . a different selection of shooters on Xbox. Ryan had a bunch of old systems that were a blast to play on. And Fitz’s meant either a goofy Nintendo game—anything from Mario Kart to Wii bowling—or a tabletop game that would take hours and involve a lot of strategy and trash talk. Neither of which Fitz suspected he was up to tonight.

			“Machi Koro?” asked Jake.

			“Dude, his brain is mush. You want him to build a functional city with mush?” Shane asked. “I vote Mario Kart. He’s so tired it’ll be like watching virtual drunk driving. I won’t even need to hit him with shells. I mean, I will anyway but I won’t need to.”

			“Asshole,” Fitz said. “What about—”

			“Hang on,” Jake said, pulling his phone out of his back pocket. He frowned at the screen for a moment, then rapidly texted something back to whoever had messaged him. “Sorry, guys. I need to go get Sam. She’s hanging in there, but I don’t think partying agrees with Superbaby.”

			“Superbaby?” Fitz asked, stifling a yawn. “What did you do, conceive it in a batch of toxic waste?”

			“No. You only get villains that way. Everybody knows that. It’s just obvious the fruit of my loins will be super. Hence, Superbaby.”

			Shane groaned. “I don’t ever want to hear about your loins again. Ever. Is she okay, though?”

			“Yeah. Just wiped out and a little nauseated. She gets really tired at the drop of a hat. It’s supposed to get better in the second trimester, but we’re not quite there yet. Andi says she felt like shit for the first half of her pregnancies, though, so I just hope that Sam’s luckier.”

			“Damn,” Fitz said, looking at his friend as the reality sank in. “You really are going to have a kid. Spawn of Jake. It’s happening.” The man he’d known since they were just a couple of stupid kids smiled, and for a brief second Jake was ten years old again, grinning at him over some scheme he’d dreamed up.

			A baby was one hell of a scheme.

			They’d come a long way.

			“Well, he was always going to find somebody who liked his cooties eventually,” Shane said. “It’s gross, but inevitable. I guess we’ll have to reschedule for next week. I still vote for Mario Kart. Try not to sleep too much before that; I really want to see how you do.”

			“Ha-ha,” Fitz said, scrubbing his hands through his hair. “Isn’t Sam the designated driver tonight?”

			“Yeah, but Kira volunteered to take over. Sam said Kira’s been, and I quote, ‘helping her out,’ which probably means Sam’s puked at least once and doesn’t want to tell me.”

			Shane’s brows rose. “Yeah, your kid’s definitely a party animal. Okay, I’ll drive you over.” They must have come in Shane’s car, Fitz realized. No game night for him. Just some edits, some writing, some staring into space and drooling while he hallucinated pink elephants . . .

			“I’ll come,” Fitz said, rising from the couch.

			Shane eyed him. “Ew, no.”

			Jake just looked surprised. “You sure about that? I really think you should just go to bed, man.”

			Fitz shook his head. “I’ll be all right. I’ll grab some coffee and we can go. I could stand some fresh air.”

			“You just want to ogle your new girlfriend,” Shane said. Then he sighed. “I get it. Larkin looked hot as hell when she left earlier. I wonder if she busted her new shoes yet. The heels were really high. She might need me.”

			Jake looked at both of his friends and laughed. “This is sad, guys. We are manly men. We don’t crash bachelorette parties just because we miss our women.”

			“Uh, yes we do. Besides, it’s not crashing. You got invited,” Shane replied.

			“To pick up my sick wife.”

			“Still counts. Plus I’m driving you, so technically I’m also invited.”

			Fitz raised his hand for a fist bump from Shane while Jake rolled his eyes back in his head. “Whatever. Swing by my house first so I can get my car and then follow me. They’re just down at the tavern.”

			“Cool. Be just a minute,” Fitz said, and wandered off into the kitchen to make up some coffee. His reflection in the glass of the microwave made him wince. “Ouch,” he muttered.

			“That’s an understatement.” Shane had followed him and leaned against the side of the archway that led into the room. “You look like one of Loki’s hairballs.”

			“Thanks. I think you’re pretty, too,” Fitz said, plugging the small cup into the coffeemaker and pressing the button. He watched his cup fill and started to drift a little again before shaking it off. “I’m awake.”

			“You just keep telling yourself that.” Shane watched him for a moment. “Can I ask you something?”

			“Sure.”

			“What are you doing? Not with the coffee, don’t look all confused. I mean with Kira. The cute Andersen.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean I’ve never seen you like this about somebody. Not even when you were dating what’s-her-face. The hygienist.”

			“Ellie. You don’t remember? We dated for almost a year!” And by the end of it, the breakup had been a formality. He’d been busy, she’d found other things and people to fill her time. Not an epic breakup, just a slow fade, and Fitz knew he was responsible for plenty of it.

			Shane shrugged. “I could tell it wasn’t going to work, so I ignored it.”

			Fitz looked at him irritably. “Because you’re so good at reading relationships.”

			“You’re really going to tell me you don’t think I’d be knowledgeable about relationships that don’t work?”

			He had a point. “I wasn’t ready to settle down then,” Fitz said. Shane’s brows rose before he realized what he’d implied.

			“Meaning you are now?” He grinned. “I knew it. This is serious.”

			“No, it’s . . . I mean, I don’t know. We’re . . .” Fitz trailed off, grasping for an explanation he didn’t have. He and Kira hadn’t really defined what they were. Kira had tried to, at the beginning. She’d been clear this had no future beyond her time here. But things seemed to have changed. It felt like that to him, anyway. So Shane was at least partially right—he was serious. At least, wanting to be around Kira as much as possible seemed pretty serious to him.

			“You’re serious,” Shane said, his statement brooking no argument. “Look, I’m the last person who should be giving advice—”

			“But you’re going to,” Fitz said calmly, stirring some creamer into his coffee before snapping on the top. He thought a moment, then brewed another cup to bring. He figured Kira, if she wasn’t drinking alcohol, might appreciate something to keep her moving.

			“Yes, I’m going to. I’m glad you have some big plan to tell her that you’re not a landscaper. Or whatever you told her you were.”

			“Groundskeeper.”

			“Whatever. I suppose it’s occurred to you that she might actually be a little pissed off when you make the big reveal.”

			Fitz nodded slowly. “Yeah. It has.” It was something he’d begun to worry about. At first, he didn’t feel like he had a choice. They didn’t know each other well enough. All he’d wanted was to be able to get to know her without the weirdness of being a famous author—one of her favorite authors, as it turned out. But the omission was creating barriers of its own. He hadn’t expected that. He’d never thought that anything about Malcolm Roy was holding him back. Kira forced him to think about that in ways he hadn’t before.

			“All I can do is be honest. I’ve been keeping Roy a separate part of my life for a long time. It’s a big adjustment, bringing him into the light. When she said she didn’t want anything long-term, I thought it could wait until she was leaving, but—”

			“But you don’t want her to leave.”

			Fitz turned his head and offered a weary smile. “It’s that obvious, huh?”

			Shane simply rolled his eyes. “I’ve known you a long time. You don’t lose this much sleep over anybody. I know you have a harder time meeting people, between your job and just being you, but I figured somebody would turn up eventually to knock you on your ass. I wasn’t expecting it when it happened to me, either. So this is my advice: Don’t fuck it up.”

			Fitz snorted. “That’s deep. Thanks.”

			“It’s what I’m here for. I’m not kidding, though. I should have told Larkin I loved her way before I did. It’s not like I didn’t know. I was just worried she wouldn’t say it back.”

			“And to the shock of all of your friends, she not only said it back, she says it all the time. In front of people, even.”

			Shane snorted. “Because she has excellent taste. Seriously, though. Kira’s supposed to be out of here in what, a week?”

			“Just about. A week and a couple of days.” He didn’t even like to think about it. Shane was right. He didn’t want her to go. As much as he loved it here, Harvest Cove wouldn’t be the same without her. His life wouldn’t be the same.

			“So do yourself, and her, a big favor. You don’t have time to dick around and neither does she. You’re the wordsmith around here, so make it good. Don’t just tell her who you are. Tell her how you feel. Lay it all out. That way, whatever happens, neither one of you has to wonder where you stand.”

			Fitz picked up the coffees and turned to look at his friend. Shane looked back at him, his expression uncharacteristically serious. They’d known each other a long time, Fitz thought. Both of them had discovered, in different ways, that the decision to stay in Harvest Cove came with positives and negatives. While the former had outweighed the latter for each of them, meeting someone—the right someone—was tough when you already knew almost everyone. Shane had fought hard to get Larkin to see the man he really was, but he’d had time.

			That was a luxury Fitz didn’t have. He had one shot to get this right. He just wished he were as good in person as he was on paper. The words came easier when he was hidden behind a screen. In a way, he was surprised that Kira hadn’t noticed how infatuated Malcolm had been with her from the start.

			“I know. I’ll figure it out.”

			“You’d better. Having you turn into the creepy old guy who lives alone and scares local children is totally unacceptable.”

			With that, Shane sauntered away. After a moment, Fitz followed, lost in thought. He wasn’t sure if he was ready to have the eyes of the world on him—maybe he never would be—but meeting Kira had made him feel like the part of himself he kept in the shadows was a vital one. Going on as he had might keep his neighbors in the dark, but it also kept him from being with her the way he wanted to.

			He wasn’t a shy, insecure kid anymore. It was time to own his whole identity and let people think what they would. For all the worrying he’d done about it, the only person whose opinion he could bring himself to care about right now was Kira’s. He’d let her see more of who he was than any woman he’d ever cared about, and she hadn’t run. It was time to show her the rest. Even if she didn’t know it, he was all hers.

			He just hoped that all of him would be enough.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			If nothing else, she could now say she knew what a night out in Harvest Cove looked like.

			Kira leaned against the bar, watching Emma and Aaron groove to a song with pounding base. The Tavern was packed with people, some of whom were wearing the pink-feathered boas that Aaron had distributed at the start of the evening. At that point, he’d been driving the rented van. Then Sam had taken over as they drove from cocktails and martinis at a swanky little lounge out by the sushi place, to a bar called Remix on the other side of town, and now here, to the Harvest Cove Tavern, which was cute and historic and currently filled with drunk people dancing.

			She grinned as Emma spun past, then grabbed her and pulled her out onto the dance floor. Kira obliged her, lifting her arms and wriggling in time to the music. She was having a good time, but drinking a couple of martinis earlier had been quite enough. She was a fairly small person with a small person’s limits, which she’d tested repeatedly in her early twenties. If she didn’t want to end up driving the porcelain bus, it was best to switch to water after the lounge, which she had.

			It was a good thing, too, because Sam was nauseated enough for three or four people put together.

			Zoe danced up beside them. Her curls were loose and wild tonight, and someone had given her a tiara, which she was rocking with aplomb. She leaned over to speak directly in Kira’s ear.

			“She’s doing a little better right now. Jake’s on his way. You sure you don’t mind driving this crew home later?”

			“I’m sure.” Sam had been fine, right up until she wasn’t. The change had been swift. Fortunately, her feet were swifter. She’d managed to make it into the bathroom at the Tavern before turning the place into a biohazard. Kira had found her and brought her water. Sam was sitting now, at a table pushed against the wall as far from the speakers as she could get. One look at her and it was clear that for tonight, she was toast.

			Emma’s cheeks were flushed, and Aaron had found her a ridiculous glitter-covered veil attached to a headband that she had pushed back from her face. “I’ll go sit with her,” she announced, and hurried off, weaving ever so slightly. Kira and Zoe watched her go. Aaron followed her, looking concerned, while the rest of their party continued dancing in a group, boas flying.

			“Poor Sam,” Zoe said. “And poor Emma. I know this messes up the night a little.”

			Kira shrugged. “She’s just worried about her sister. We had a lot of fun before the puking started. Everybody’s still dancing. It’s not a total bust. I think Emma would call it a night now, but Sam gave her an earful about it.”

			“She’s something when she digs her heels in,” Zoe replied. “Sweet, but she doesn’t mess around.”

			“Like you,” Kira said, making Zoe laugh.

			“Next time you see Jason, please tell him that. I’ve been trying to convince him I’m sweet for a while now, but he’s not buying it.” Her gray eyes sparkled in the dim light, a striking contrast with her mocha skin. She’d been fun tonight, needling Aaron every chance she got and helping Kira fuss over Sam.

			“I . . . is that Big Al?” Kira asked. Beside them, where a group that included Brynn, Annalise, and Larkin was dancing, a large, hairy man in a powder blue leisure suit was doing the Hustle. He caught Kira’s eye and winked.

			“Could it be anybody else?” Zoe asked wryly. “I take it you’ve heard about him. I’m surprised the man’s not in the travel guides yet as a local attraction. Maybe it’s the frequent aversion to pants.”

			“He’s one of Fitz’s friends,” Kira replied, watching. He was actually really good at the Hustle. As she watched, Larkin joined him, laughing and nearly toppling over before she got the hang of it. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Zoe’s look of surprise.

			“Are you serious?”

			“Yeah. He introduced me. We’ve been over to Big Al’s Gaming a few times. He’s an odd duck, but that’s kind of what makes him cool. He just does what he wants.”

			“He sure does,” Zoe said. The rest of their group had joined in, along with quite a few other patrons. “Fitz is friends with him.” She looked amused. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. They’re both . . .” She paused as the DJ put on “The Hustle,” looked around at all the dancers, and shook her head a little as though she was trying to clear it. “. . . creative types.”

			Kira laughed. “I don’t think Fitz is quite this creative.”

			“Let’s hope not, anyway,” Zoe replied. “I don’t think the Cove could handle more than one Big Al. I think he’s got some kind of magic power, like a totem protecting the town. That’s what I tell myself , anyway.”

			Emma returned, draping her arms over Kira’s shoulders to announce that Sam was leaving. “Jake’s here. I think our party just got crashed. And guess who else came?” She grinned, gave Kira a noisy kiss on the cheek, and danced off to join Larkin and the others.

			Zoe craned her head to get a look over in the direction Emma had come from. “I see Jake, Shane, and . . . ah, it looks like Fitz came along, too.” She shook her head. “Looks like you’ve got a dance partner if you want one. I knew at least two of them would get nosy.”

			Kira made her way through the crowd, trying to avoid being shoved or stepped on and mostly succeeding. The place was so crowded that she was almost on top of Fitz before she found him. His hair was mussed, he looked incredibly tired, and he was still the best-looking man in here by a mile. She stopped and watched him scan the room, his dark eyes intense despite the way they drooped with fatigue—and after a moment, he found her.

			He lit up. That was the only way she could think of to describe the change in him when their eyes met. Every trace of exhaustion vanished when he smiled, eyes brightening, his smile transforming his face with pleasure at finding her. Something tightened painfully in her chest, then released. In this sea of people, he was here just for her. Funny how a thing as simple as happiness could have taken her so long to find . . . but that was what Fitz made her feel.

			He’s not built for flings. And neither are you. Emma’s words whispered through her mind as she started moving again, making her way to Fitz. She knew they were going to have to talk about it, but she didn’t want to think about that right now. She didn’t want to think about anything but the fact that he’d turned up here sporting the world’s sexiest bedhead and carrying—

			“You brought me coffee?” She looked at the travel cup as he pressed it into her hand. It was a small, thoughtful gesture that put a lump in her throat. It had been a long day. She supposed that meant she was ready to go home.

			Home? You mean back to Emma’s apartment.

			Having to remind herself of that was telling. She needed things to slow down, so she could think without her head spinning. And that was so much wishful thinking.

			“Jake was at my place when Sam texted him. I thought maybe you’d want a hit of your favorite beverage instead of just water, since I heard you volunteered to drive the fun bus.”

			“You know I’d never turn down coffee. Thank you.” She hesitated only briefly, then slid her arms around him, breathing in his scent, basking in his warmth. Her eyes slipped shut when his body relaxed against hers, when he placed a soft kiss on the top of her head. “Really,” she murmured. “Thanks.”

			“Anytime.”

			That was when she knew what Emma had meant about finding a home in Seth. Fitz managed to fill up all the empty places inside her—places she hadn’t even known needed filling. She didn’t know whether to fall into his embrace or run like hell. Hadn’t she promised herself she wouldn’t make the mistake of relying on someone else for her happiness again? Except Jamie hadn’t made her happy, though God knew she’d tried to convince herself she was. And she wasn’t even unhappy these days. It was just that Fitz made her feel . . . better. Like she’d found a part of herself she hadn’t even known was missing. Sure, their lives didn’t make any sense together, and they’d probably end up fighting all the time and break up horribly if she moved here, and . . .

			And oh my God, drink your coffee and stop second-guessing everything. It’s late. He brought you coffee. For once in your life, chill.

			“I see you brought extra,” she said, pulling away and forcing a lightness into her voice that she didn’t feel.

			Fitz dipped his head and shuffled his feet a little. “Yeah, I thought, you know, if you wanted company maybe I’d hang around.”

			“Sure.” It was an automatic response where he was concerned lately, and it was hard to regret when she was gifted with another brilliant smile.

			“Okay,” he said. He looked down at her through long black lashes. Kira’s gaze wandered over his face, over his lips and chin and stubble and the hair that was always trying to fall into his eyes. He dipped his head quickly, claiming her mouth with a soft kiss that was over almost before it had begun, leaving tingling lips as proof that it had happened at all.

			She didn’t realize they were being watched until Sam spoke up.

			“Aw.” She didn’t say it so much as coo it. Kira turned her head to watch Sam rising from her chair, Jake hovering protectively. He flashed them a quick smile, but it was clear he was worried about his wife.

			Kira glanced at Fitz, still only a breath away even after she’d disentangled herself from him. He was frowning over Sam, too.

			“You going to be all right, Sam?” he asked.

			“I will be when I’m in my pajamas with some saltines and a book,” Sam said. “I think maybe the hors d’oeuvres didn’t agree with me earlier. Nothing agrees with me right now. Except saltines. Sleeves upon sleeves of saltines.” She looked up at Jake. “You ready to take me home, hot stuff?”

			“Always,” Jake said, and Kira smiled to see the way they fit together so perfectly, the boy next door and the ethereal artist. The love they had for each other was palpable, and even Shane didn’t have a snarky comment to make as he grabbed Sam’s purse and handed it to her, speaking to her in a low, soft tone that Kira couldn’t hear over the music. Sam smiled and patted Shane’s cheek, and they both laughed.

			“She’ll be okay,” Fitz said in her ear. “Jake said Sam’s mom was like this, too. She just needs to get home and put her feet up.”

			“Sounds perfect,” Kira replied, and Fitz chuckled. “What?” she asked.

			“I thought maybe I’d find you swinging from a chandelier or something,” he said. “You look like about as much of a party animal as I am, though.”

			“I like to party,” Kira said. “I just have limits. And a bedtime.” She thought about it. “Okay, I guess I’m more of a party slug. Or a sloth. Sloths are cuter.”

			He laughed. “You’re—”

			Sam gave her a quick hug, interrupting whatever Fitz had been about to say. “Thanks for helping me out. Sorry to be such a buzzkill.”

			“You’re not a buzzkill. You’re growing a baby. It happens.”

			“Yeah, well, I’m still getting used to what happens, trust me. Every day is an adventure. We should do lunch this week, before the wedding. Before you go. You, me, and Emma. It’ll be fun. I’ll bring some Tums. And crackers.”

			“Sounds good,” Kira replied, and felt a pang of sadness as Jake squired his wife out the door, waving a quick good-bye before he disappeared into the night. Before you go. Most of her time here was gone already. How had that happened?

			A glance at Fitz told her his thoughts might have gone down that path, too. Still, when he noticed her looking, he cracked a half smile. She wondered how he felt about her leaving. She wondered a lot of things lately.

			“Well, this third wheel thing is great, but I’m going to go find Larkin,” Shane said. “Don’t gross anyone out while I’m gone.” He winked at Kira and left them. Kira took a sip of her coffee. It was exactly the way she liked it.

			You’re not making this easy, Fitz. Actually, that’s not true. You’re making it too easy.

			“You want to get out of here for a few minutes?” he asked. “It’s a nice night.”

			She knew what “nice” meant in this context. It meant cold but not raining or, God forbid, snowing. Still, she was about done with the noise and the crowd. If that meant going outside, so be it. Besides, she had the keys to the fun bus. They could always sit in there to keep warm.

			Kira nodded. “Sure. Let me get my coat and tell Zoe where to look for me.” She looked at her watch—only ten thirty—and sighed. “We may be out there awhile.”

			Fitz considered her a moment, then put out his hand. “Can I have the keys to the van?”

			She wasn’t sure what he wanted with them, but she pulled them out of the small cross-body purse she was wearing and handed them over. He was gone in seconds and back almost as quickly.

			“You’re hereby absolved of chauffeuring duties. Shane wants to stay with Larkin, so he said he’d drive. I’ll just call a cab or something.”

			Kira tried to convince herself that she should immediately stick him on the back of the motorcycle and take him home, but she was tired. She didn’t want to be alone. She wanted him. The future and all its potential complications didn’t seem all that pressing when Fitz was standing right in front of her. When she was drinking the coffee he’d brought her just because he was sweet.

			This was a line they hadn’t crossed yet. She slept at her place, he at his. It helped her keep the illusion of a small but important bit of distance. And right now, she realized that an illusion was all it was. Maybe it was just the weight of her impending departure weighing on her, but she was awfully tired of pretending.

			“Is Norm okay for the night?” she asked.

			Fitz was silent a moment, his eyes searching her face. “He’s fine. He’ll just need to go out in the morning.”

			Kira nodded. “Okay. Well. You can stay at my place. I mean, if you want to.”

			“Are . . . you sure?”

			“Yes.” She said it quietly the first time, then again, more firmly. This was her choice. She might as well own it. “Yes. I do.”

			“Then yes, I want to,” Fitz said. “Let’s go.”

			Banishing every negative thought for the rest of the night, Kira took his hand and led him out the door to take him home.

			*   *   *

			It was an easy walk from the Tavern to the apartment, and Kira was surprised to find that the cold didn’t bother her as much as she’d thought. Maybe she was getting used to it.

			Or maybe it was that Fitz’s hand stayed in hers.

			The night was crisp and clear, and the stars were scattered in a brilliant spray across the pitch-black sky. Even with the tall, wrought-iron streetlights glowing, she could still see more of the stars than she ever could back in Florida. Just the thought of going back home to her old room and her boxes stacked in a corner made her shudder. That life seemed very far away, and tonight, she was glad of it.

			“You’re wearing the Hagrid coat,” Fitz said as they crossed over to the park where the Witch Tree stood, a green oasis in the middle of the square. There was a four-foot-tall wrought-iron fence around the park, and a sidewalk around that. By starlight, it looked like a little patch of forest dropped here out of a fairy tale, dark and deep and full of secrets.

			“I am,” Kira said with a smile and a sidelong glance. “It’s my favorite. It’s the warmest thing I brought. And I can only be so stylish before I start rebelling. Can’t help it.”

			“I like it,” Fitz said. “It suits you. Tiny Hagrid.”

			“Careful or I’ll grow a beard.” She was suddenly struck by the thought that she might not have another chance to walk in the moonlight with Fitz. Flustered, she tried to turn her thoughts elsewhere, but nothing helped. And it was such a perfect night—even with the chill. She made a split-second decision and pulled him toward one of the openings in the fence. “Come on. I still haven’t spent any time with the famous Witch Tree. Maybe it’ll do something cool and magical. Or maybe we’ll get mugged.”

			“Not many muggings here, but you could always get lucky I guess,” Fitz said. He came along willingly enough, and Kira was glad he did. Stepping into Oak Shadow Park at night was a little like stepping into another world. The bushes and flowers lining the fence, along with some of the smaller trees, blocked just enough of the light to turn the little park into a shadowed hideaway. Sound was muffled, but for the rustle of the leaves and the soft nighttime sounds of the creatures who lived here.

			Kira’s heels sank into the soft dirt, making her curse them silently. But she forgot them when they got close to the Witch Tree. It was magnificent from a distance, but even more so up close. It was old, one of the oldest in the country, and it showed its age splendidly. Its gnarled branches grew up and then over, curving into a canopy that sheltered its admirers from the outside world. In the dark, it looked like the sort of tree that might be home to faeries, the sheltering branches able to become a cage in the blink of an eye. She wished she could see it in the summer—fireflies winking their tiny lights would only enhance the image.

			They walked beneath the branches until they reached the trunk, where Kira stopped. Gently, she placed her free hand on it and could imagine that she felt life, ancient and wise, pulsing beneath it.

			“Beautiful,” she murmured. Then she recalled something from Smoke and Glass, feeling the bright spark of connection, and smiled. “Vethras,” she said, and then turned to Fitz, excited. “It’s Vethras!”

			He didn’t look the least bit confused, only watched her with a sweet, almost sad expression she didn’t understand. Since he didn’t ask, she explained.

			“This is the tree of wishes in the Storm’s Wake series. I thought so, but being here I feel it. Maybe because it wasn’t in the center of town. It was in this shrine, and if you prayed to it just the right way, it would . . . never mind.” She laughed, embarrassed. “Sorry. I’ve been trying to find things that match up with Hartwood. In the series. I haven’t found as many as I’d hoped yet because I haven’t exactly . . . um . . .”

			She lost her train of thought entirely when Fitz stepped into her, pulling her into a slow, sweet kiss that was like falling into warm and blissful darkness. His hands were in her hair, gentle, stroking down her back while he tasted her with a slow, seductive rhythm that left her shaking. When he finally pulled back, touching his nose to hers, Kira found her voice long enough to ask, “What was that for?”

			“You looked beautiful standing there. Enchanted. Just like this place.”

			She blushed, flattered. “I wish,” she said.

			“It’s true. And anyway, you said it was a tree of wishes. It only seemed right.”

			Kira leaned into him, feeling his heart beat against her chest. “You wished for a kiss?”

			He was quiet, then lowered his eyes. “Something like that.” One of his hands caressed her back, and then he caught her hand in his, leading her away from the tree and toward the lights of the building where Emma’s shop was. Kira watched his profile, wondering why he’d gone quiet, what she’d missed.

			In some ways, he was as much of an enigma as he had been the day she’d met him. As much as he’d opened up to her, she still felt like she was missing something. In the beginning, that hadn’t mattered as much. She’d promised herself she only wanted a little from him. And that had been a lie, because every day she wanted a little more.

			Maybe it was the starry night, or the sweet emotion in the kiss. Maybe there was a little something magical about the Witch Tree after all. But whatever it was, as they crossed the street to the apartment, Kira felt more clearheaded, more sure of what she wanted than she had been in years. She wanted the quiet, funny, clever, frustrating, caring man holding her hand. She wanted to stop being so afraid of what might happen in the future that she stopped living in the present.

			And most of all, she wanted to let herself be in love. Because the instant she stopped fighting it, stopped questioning herself, she realized that it was no longer a question of “if” or “when”—she already was.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			I’ll just be a minute,” Kira said.

			She took the travel mug from his hands and gestured toward the bedroom. “You look exhausted. Go get comfy.” The magic of the night had quickly become reality once they’d stepped into the apartment. She loved Fitz, yes. And in the light, he looked like something the cat had dragged in. A cute something, but also a semi-dead something. What had he been doing?

			Fitz gave her a sleepy, sheepish smile. “That bad, huh?”

			“Do you sleep? I’m not kidding.” She crossed her arms over her chest, worried. She could see the smudges under his eyes, even darker than yesterday. “I know it’s none of my business, but—”

			“Don’t say that.” Fitz said, brows drawing together. “You can ask. I just haven’t been sleeping well lately. It’s not you, it’s—”

			“I just worry a little, you know? I don’t know why you’re not sleeping, but you looked fine when I met you so I keep thinking I must have—”

			“You worry about me?” Fitz asked, cutting smoothly into what she knew would turn into a ramble. He looked awfully pleased for a guy who, from the looks of things, might be turning into a zombie.

			She smiled and tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “Well, yeah. Of course. I don’t spend this much time with people I don’t care about.” She didn’t think this was news, but he seemed to.

			“You care about me.” He didn’t sound upset about it. In fact, he was smiling, a slow and sweet curving of his lips that spread across his face and banished, however briefly, the shadows from beneath his eyes.

			“Well. Yes.” She considered trying to explain it to him, but there really wasn’t anything to say. She simply felt how she felt. When she met his gaze again, he was watching her with that inscrutable look of his—the one where it was clear he had a million things going on in his head, though he might not even share one of them. She wasn’t ready to bare her heart to him. Not yet, not without thinking about how to say it and knowing where he stood. But she decided it might not hurt to elaborate a little. “The thing is,” Kira said, “I’m not actually good at the whole keeping-it-light-and-simple thing.”

			“No?”

			“No.” She didn’t know if this would be a dealbreaker for him. She didn’t even really know what she was getting herself into. But her feelings about him weren’t going away, and no amount of distance would change that. She took a breath and plunged in. “The truth is, I want to keep seeing you. In an indefinite way. Um.” She blew out a breath. “I was going to write this out first.”

			That earned her a smile, one that crinkled the corners of his eyes. “I get that.”

			“Oh.” Kira waited for him to say more, but he only watched her. His stillness struck her as strange, though it was a moment before she realized why. “Your fingers,” she said.

			“My what?”

			“Fingers,” she repeated, and smiled. “You’re not nervous with me anymore.”

			She saw the light dawn in his eyes, and then he laughed. “No. No, I guess I’m not. You’re easy to be around.”

			“So are you,” she admitted. “So . . . what do you think?” she asked. “About, you know, us? This is uncharted territory for me. Attempted fling gone wrong.”

			“Me, too. But this doesn’t feel wrong to me,” Fitz said. His voice tugged at her, making her want to spill out all the words she’d kept locked up tight. “Feels like we’re right where we should be.”

			It sounded like an answer, but she needed to be sure.

			“Then I’d like to see where this goes,” she said. “If that’s what you want, too. What do you want, Fitz?”

			He spoke only a single word, as though it should have been the most obvious thing in the world. “You.”

			It was all he needed to say. That single word rippled through her, opening doors she’d thought long sealed shut. She knew there were a million questions that still needed answering, so many things she had yet to work out. But for tonight, what she felt was more than enough. Kira gently put the cups down on the table, then took Fitz’s hands.

			“You’ve got me,” she said.

			Something shifted in him then—she could see it, feel it. His eyes darkened with some unnamed emotion. “I have . . . there are things I need to say, but I’m not sure . . . I was going to—”

			She could see his exhaustion getting the better of him, and though she wanted to know what he meant, she had a feeling that nothing was going to come out the way he wanted right now. Oddly enough, she wasn’t worried. For the first time in years, she felt like everything was going to be all right. Because Fitz was here, and they were where they wanted to be.

			“Are you married?” she asked. That stopped him in his tracks.

			“No.”

			“Are you hiding a criminal past and/or a secret girlfriend?”

			His lips quirked into a puzzled smile. “No.”

			“Do you want to stop seeing me?”

			The smile vanished. “No. I want to be with you. Kira—”

			“Then let’s go to bed,” she said. “Tell me tomorrow.”

			Fitz hesitated before seeming to come to a decision. His shoulders relaxed, ever so slightly, and when he looked at her, she could feel his desire all the way down to her toes. “I’ll tell you tomorrow,” he said. “Let me show you tonight.”

			It was an offer no sane woman would be able to resist. “Fair enough.”

			Kira followed him into the bedroom on legs she could barely feel. It was more like floating. She slipped out of her flats in the darkened room and watched Fitz strip out of his coat, then his shirt, the dim light of the hallways illuminating his stomach as the muscles bunched and rippled with his movement. Her breath caught in her throat. To her, he was perfect.

			Her own dress was simple enough to remove. In a single motion she had it over her head and off, then turned to hang it up on the hanger hooked onto the doorknob. Her bra and underwear were unadorned black silk that she’d thought sexier for their simplicity. When Fitz’s hands slid over her hips from behind, she knew he agreed.

			Kira arched back into him, her hair sliding over sensitive skin. His breath was already ragged, hot, though the way he touched her was deliciously controlled. His teeth grazed over her jawline, the nape of her neck. When he pulled her back against him, she could feet the hard ridge of his cock. She gasped when one of his hands slipped beneath her panties, one clever finger sliding between her slick and swollen folds and beginning to stroke. Slowly. Deliberately.

			“This is what I want,” Fitz breathed against her skin. “You. Like this. All the time.”

			“I could . . . try to arrange that.” Her laughter was breathless as his hips began to grind into her from behind, pushing forward each time she pushed back, creating a rhythmic friction that banished every coherent thought from Kira’s mind. All she knew was sensation and need, each building the pulsing pressure at her core. Fitz’s finger teased at her swollen nub, sending tiny shockwaves through her system.

			“Oh God,” she moaned as he pressed into her harder. His breath came faster as he moved against her, only a thin layer of silk separating them. She braced herself against the wall, the only way she could keep from melting to the floor.

			Fitz pulled away abruptly, leaving her hot and aching as he withdrew. She turned on unsteady legs, catching him by the hips and pressing against him, drawing him down into a hot, openmouthed kiss while she wrapped her hand around his cock and began to stroke him, savoring the way he pulsed in her hand, the sound of his guttural moan.

			“Come here,” he growled, pulling her forward while he lay down on the bed, his back against the pillows. She followed, straddling him, her hair cascading over her shoulders as she leaned forward and lowered herself onto him, taking every inch of him in with excruciating slowness. Kira watched his face with heavy-lidded eyes as he let the pleasure overwhelm him, lips parting on a groan when his hips twitched upward.

			She was still for just a moment, squeezing him tight, letting out a single shaken breath. Then she began to move, her hips rising and falling as she started to ride him, the feel of his muscles flexing beneath her thighs only adding to the heady sensation of having Fitz beneath her.

			His hands went to her hips, guiding her forward, gradually increasing the tempo. Kira braced her hands on his chest, her own pounding heart matching the one that beat wildly beneath her hands. She sucked in a breath when one of his thumbs came to rest against the swollen nub of her sex, heightening the friction at the apex of every thrust.

			Kira felt herself tightening again, her body like a coil being wound until it was nearly at the breaking point. Her breath came in short gasps, her hips beginning to pump without regard to the rhythm they’d set. Fitz’s breath came in shuddering moans, his head slightly raised to watch her hips pulsing against him.

			Without warning, he flipped her onto her back and buried himself in her with a single hard thrust. Kira arched in a wordless cry, teetering on the edge of climax. Fitz reached between them and pressed against her, hard, when he thrust again. And again. It was all the push she needed.

			She trembled as everything inside her went still, everything focused on a single, quivering point—and then burst, her orgasm tearing through her in a wave of pleasure so intense the world went black at its peak. She cried out, clinging to Fitz while he pumped his hips into her, prolonging the sensations that rippled through her, wave after wave of bliss. He stiffened, shuddered, and then gave a harsh cry as he came, his head tipped back as he rode out his own climax. Kira curled herself around him, feeling each hot pulse deep within her, pressing her lips to his neck, his chest, trying to say with her body what she couldn’t yet give him in words.

			Fitz collapsed against her, shaking, claiming her mouth with the sweetest kisses while they both drifted back into the reality of the soft bed, her heated skin against his.

			With a few small adjustments they made it beneath the covers, where Fitz curled around her, knees tucked behind hers, one arm draped over her hip, nuzzling her hair. Even the fatigue that slowly replaced passion felt good to Kira, and she let herself sink into his embrace, into the comfort of the bed.

			Fitz sighed, and she smiled sleepily at the simple pleasure in it. She felt his breathing deepen, his body go heavy against hers. Kira let herself slip beneath the comforting waves of sleep, content in a way she had never been. And in the twilight between wakefulness and dreams, nestled in the safety of his arms, she gave him her heart.

			For the first time in years, she felt whole.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Fitz woke up before Kira did, when the sun began to filter through the curtains to pool on his pillow.

			He lay there awhile, letting his mind wander as it adjusted to the morning light. He knew he probably hadn’t slept enough, but he’d slept deeply, and right now his body, completely relaxed, thanked him for it. Kira slept soundly beside him, her breathing even, her small form curved into an S beneath the covers. His hand was still draped over her hip, and his senses were full of her—the subtle scent of her perfume, a whiff of rose petals, the warmth of her skin, the silk of her hair spread out behind her, brushing his cheek.

			His thoughts sharpened as he lay there, bringing everything into much clearer focus than last night. He was glad Kira had taken him to bed instead of letting him speak—he had no idea what would have come out of his mouth, but it would have been a semi-coherent jumble at best. Now, everything seemed clear. Taking her to dinner, for instance, and dropping the truth on her over Italian food. Bad idea. Talking here, with her in pajamas, over muffins and coffee? Better.

			He wasn’t afraid anymore. That had evaporated sometime in the last twenty-four hours. Kira wanted him, cared about him. Hearing her say it, everything else had fallen into place.

			Fitz rose up on one elbow, brushed back a lock of hair that had fallen across her face, and leaned down to kiss Kira’s ear. When she stirred, he murmured, “Don’t get up. It’s only seven. I need to go let Norm out, but I’ll bring back breakfast.”

			“Mmm.” She frowned, stretched. Her eyes stayed shut. “You don’t have a car.”

			He’d forgotten that. “I’ll find a ride.”

			Kira yawned and hunkered down further into the bed. “Take the bike if you want. Just don’t crash it or I’ll kill you.”

			“I think you’d have to get in line behind your brother.” He thought about it, then discarded the idea. “I’ll figure it out. You sleep. I’ll be back.”

			“’Kay.”

			He kissed her cheek, then slid out of bed to grab his clothes. He dressed hurriedly in the bathroom and made his way downstairs and out into the crisp morning air. Fitz walked through the parking lot, keeping to the back of the brick buildings that lined the square. He knew one person who’d be up at this hour on a Sunday, though he didn’t know what kind of shape she’d be in.

			A few minutes later he was poking his head into a fragrant kitchen where “Let’s Dance” was playing on the radio. A tall blonde swayed gently to the beat as she worked over a long metal table, her back to him. He could hear her humming.

			“Larkin?”

			She jumped with a strangled yelp, then turned to look at him. He could see from her eyes it had been a late night, but she seemed reasonably alert. Recognition dawned in her green eyes, and she pressed a hand to her chest. “Fitz! God, what are you doing up? Is everything okay?”

			“Everything’s fine. Can I borrow your van?”

			She stared at him.

			“Larkin?”

			She smiled. “Just give me a minute. I feel like I’ve unlocked a new small-town achievement. Being asked for my car at seven on a Sunday morning so my friend doesn’t have to do the walk of shame.” She wiped a floury hand down her apron. “Not that it’s shameful. You know. But it’s funny.” She shook her head and sighed. “Sorry, I didn’t get a lot of sleep.”

			“You and me both. Don’t worry about it. I’m coming back to buy some muffins for me and Kira, but I do need the van for a few if you can spare it.”

			She turned around, looked at one of the ovens, and then said, “I’ll do you one better. Give me about fifteen minutes. Jo’s up front putting things out, and I just need to get a few more things prepped and ready. I’ll drive you myself so you can bring your car back. All you owe me is a giant caramel latte from Brewbaker’s. Which, I might add, you have time to run and get.”

			“Consider it done,” Fitz said. The coffee shop was just across the square, and their product was better than any chain he’d ever been to. “Back in a few.”

			“You’re very smiley this morning,” Larkin said to him on his way out, and he stopped to look back at her.

			“What’s not to smile about?” he asked. “I smile.”

			“Not like this.” Her own smile was just like sunshine. “It’s good to see. Keep it up.” She gave him a thumbs-up, then laughed.

			“I plan to.” He left through the front, waving to Jo, Larkin’s right-hand woman, on the way out. Then he jogged across the square, pausing for a moment to look at the Witch Tree. Fate was a funny thing, he decided. Kira was right. He had made a wish. A long time ago.

			He wasn’t all that patient, but he couldn’t complain about the end result. Maybe meeting her had been just sheer dumb luck, but he liked to think there had been a little magic in it.

			Sure felt like it, anyway.

			Fitz crossed the square and stepped inside the coffee shop, which was bustling and smelled like heaven. The little tables inside were full, and the air was thick with conversation. He waited in line, only half paying attention as he looked around. His gaze passed over the tables, then, with some faint awareness of something out of the ordinary, returned to rest on an unfamiliar man with his laptop open and a large coffee sitting beside it. He was out of place for Harvest Cove, in a light designer coat and with a scarf draped artfully around his neck. His curly hair was perfectly coiffed, he had a stylish little goatee—and he was staring directly at Fitz. The hair at the back of his neck prickled a warning, but Fitz kept his expression neutral as he turned his attention back to the cashiers. It was almost his turn.

			He was glad. Something about the guy watching him seemed off, and he could feel those faded blue eyes boring into him even as he ordered. When he had the coffees in hand, he hurried out of the shop, not sparing a glance for anything but the door. He made it to the park before a voice stopped him.

			“Mr. Roy!”

			It was close enough to his real name that he turned automatically. Immediately, he felt as though his chest was being squeezed in a vise, pushing all the air out of his lungs. He couldn’t say a word, could only stand there while the curly-haired man caught up to him.

			“Mr. Roy,” he said, putting out a hand. Tucked beneath his other arm was his laptop and a leather satchel that looked to have been hastily gathered up from the table. Fitz looked at the hand, then up into a pair of cool, shrewd eyes. The man’s smile was sharklike. “Bryce Taney, Mr. Roy. With Entertainment Now! magazine? The number one entertainment publication in the country? I’m sure you’ve heard of us.” He didn’t seem fazed at all that Fitz didn’t take his hand, simply let it fall back to his side without so much as a blink.

			With a great deal of struggle, Fitz found his voice. “Sorry, I thought you said Fitzroy. That’s my name.” Now he knew how a deer caught in headlights must feel. His feet had turned to lead, and all he seemed to be able to do was watch the shrewd amusement flicker across Bryce Taney’s face.

			“I know. Henry Fitzroy, also known as worldwide bestselling author Malcolm Roy. Tell me, Mr. Roy, why hole up here in the middle of nowhere when you’ve got every director in Hollywood begging, eating out of your hand? Why hide?”

			He looked around and saw a few people come out of Brewbaker’s to see what was going on. His heart started to pound. “I’m not . . . that is . . . look, I’m not who you’re looking for.”

			Bryce tilted his head and looked at him as though he were an adorably inept child. “Mr. Roy, I have it on very good authority that the royalties from the Storm’s Wake series are sent here. To Harvest Cove. And to you. I paid a lot of money to get that information. And we’re prepared to pay you a lot of money for an exclusive interview. You can write the questions yourself if that’s what it takes. I’m open to suggestion.”

			“I bet,” Fitz said flatly. He couldn’t say Kira hadn’t warned him this was coming, he just hadn’t expected an ambush. Not now, and not like this. “I’m not interested,” he said.

			Something ugly shifted in Bryce’s expression. He was exactly what he’d accused Kira of being the first day they’d met, Fitz realized. He finally understood why she’d been so insulted. She was nothing like this character.

			“Well, I can tell you the people around here are pretty interested,” Bryce said. “None of them had any idea that one of their hometown boys was a big star. This can come out the way you want, or it can just come out. I’ve got all the information I need, along with a personal experience I have to tell you I’m not really enjoying. Is that the picture you want me to paint, Mr. Roy?”

			Fitz breathed in deeply, hands tightening around the cups he carried. If he had an uglier temper, he would have hauled off and punched the guy already. As it was, it was a struggle not to yell. “Don’t threaten me,” he said.

			“It’s not a threat. It’s just the way things work. You want good press. We can provide that, along with quite a bit of money and control over how you’re presented.”

			“And if I say no?”

			“Then you get what you get. Like everybody else. Kind of puts a damper on the whole living-a-normal-life thing you have going on here right?” He dug in his pocket and produced a business card. Fitz stared at it in disbelief. “Here. We’re your best option. Let’s help each other out.”

			“You’ve got to be kidding,” Fitz said. “You’re a complete asshole.”

			“A complete asshole with a great offer. Do you want me to start rattling off our readership stats? Public opinion matters, Mr. Roy. You’ll want to think about it. Whoever you want to be to the world, you’re going to need help.”

			Fitz glared at him, ignoring the small crowd they’d attracted. He saw the pointing, the chatter. All this work to stay hidden here, and his cover was blown in a single morning by a guy who probably had to sit under a sunlamp so his blood would heat up enough to let him move. Bryce opened his mouth to say something, then his face contorted into an ugly grimace completely at odds with his carefully groomed image.

			“Whatever she offered, we’ll top it.”

			Fitz’s heart sank. He knew even before he turned around that Kira was headed right for them. A quick look was all he needed to see her, in jeans and a big sweatshirt, arms wrapped around herself, hurrying across the street to the park. She’d thrown her hair back in a sloppy ponytail, and her face was pale, her eyes wide with concern.

			“Fitz? Is everything okay?”

			He had no idea what to say. It definitely wasn’t okay, but he had no interest in discussing that with Bryce in earshot. “It’s fine. We’re done here.”

			Bryce’s brows rose. “This is the cop’s sister you’re dating?” He looked at Kira as she reached them. “I always did say you wouldn’t know a story if it landed on you.”

			The angry confusion on her face sent guilt slicing through Fitz. “Bryce, what are you doing?”

			“You know this guy?” Fitz asked. He guessed this was going to be a morning for ugly surprises.

			“Sort of,” Kira said. “he used to work at the Clarion.”

			“You weren’t good enough for me to scoop you there,” Bryce said. “I’m not sure you really are now, but you did get here first, so—”

			Fitz saw understanding begin to dawn, and watched all the fire in her eyes turn to ice. “Wait . . . what?”

			Bryce looked between them and gave an unpleasant little chuckle, then shook his head. “You really are underground, huh? This is juicier than I need right now. Enjoy your day, and give me a call when you’re ready, Mr. Roy. You’ll be on the website later if you want to check out my writing. Big exclusive. Malcolm Roy revealed! Clicks galore! You’ll love it.” He inclined his head to Kira with a self-satisfied smirk and turned, walking back toward Brewbaker’s.

			As much as he wanted to put a foot in Bryce’s ass to help him on his way, Fitz managed to put Bryce out of his mind the instant he was out of his orbit. The only person he was concerned with was standing right in front of him, looking at him as though he was a stranger. “Kira,” he started, “this is what I wanted to tell you—”

			“I saw you from the window,” she said. “You and Bryce. I think I knew right away, but I had to come down. I wanted to hear it straight from you.” She wrapped her arms around herself, but he didn’t think she was protecting herself from the cold. She was protecting herself from him.

			“I was going to tell you last night. Then today.” Fitz shook his head. “I didn’t know he was here looking for me.”

			Her laugh was short and sharp. He’d never heard it like that before. “I did know, actually. Got a warning from my editor yesterday morning. I would have told you. You know. If I knew who the hell you were.” She shook her head. “Malcolm Roy. This whole time. What did you think I’d do, fall at your feet and swoon with gratitude when you finally turned up at our interview?”

			“No!” he cried, then softened his voice when she flinched. “No. I didn’t think that, and I didn’t want it.” He wasn’t angry at her—only at himself. And Bryce, but that was something he’d deal with later. “Kira, I wasn’t trying to hurt you. You know me.”

			She shook her head slowly. “No. No, I don’t know you.”

			Those words made him sick to his stomach. “Yes you do. You know everything about me that matters,” he said.

			“You think this doesn’t matter?” she snapped, throwing her hands wide. “I trusted you! I was never anything but honest, and you . . . and Seth . . . God, you even got my brother to cover your ass for you. At least I know I’m not the only sucker here.” She wiped at eyes now glittering with what looked like hot, angry tears. Fitz wanted desperately to put his arms around her, to fix this. But he knew it couldn’t be that easy.

			“Don’t blame him. He made sure I was going to tell you. He made it pretty clear he would kick my ass if I hurt you. I only asked him to give me time. He knew I meant what I said. It’s what I was trying to tell you, Kira. What I was going to say as soon as I got back to you this morning.”

			“I wish I could believe that. And even if I did . . .” She gave her head a short, sharp shake. “I can’t even go there with you right now. Were you even going to do the interview, or was that bullshit, too?” she asked.

			“Everything I said was true. I just kept this one thing back.” He knew that wasn’t good enough, and fumbled helplessly for something that was. If he could do this on paper . . . in person he could never find the words when he most needed them. “This one, enormous thing. I didn’t want you to think of me differently.”

			Kira stared at him, aghast. “Of course I’m going to think of you differently! You’re Malcolm Roy! You’re Malcolm fucking Roy, and you lied to me!” Her voice rose, slicing into him. “I trusted you.”

			There was nothing to do but own it. “I know,” he said. “I know I did, and this isn’t how I wanted to tell you.” His throat felt raw—he could see he was losing her, and he had no idea how to stop her from walking away. “Damn it, I know it was stupid, but I didn’t know you, Kira! This part of my life has never been public.”

			“Why?” she asked. “You can at least tell me that. Why are you so afraid to let people see you?”

			It was a question he’d grappled with for years. Even now, it was hard to find the right words, especially because of what she was really asking: Why were you so afraid to let me see you? “It took me years to feel comfortable in my own skin,” he said. “I was naturally shy, kind of a nerd. I looked a little different, liked things that were a little different. You get tired of being looked at funny. I learned to cover up the parts of me that might draw attention. Writing was an outlet for me, this big dream that seemed so impossible, and when I hit so quickly . . . it set me off-balance. It was easier, at first, to keep it all to myself.”

			“And then?”

			“Then it got even bigger. It was weird enough having all these critics and fans online. I don’t know what to do with it. I never did. And it gave me enough of a headache that I decided to keep that out of my life here. I didn’t know . . .” He trailed off, then tried again. “I didn’t know it would get lonely. I didn’t realize that’s what it was until I met you. Everything I told you, everything you know about me, it’s real. It’s all me. This was the only thing I had left. The only thing I didn’t give you. But I was ready to.”

			“I don’t know,” she said softly. “I mean, there’s this whole part of you I don’t know at all.”

			“You do, though,” he said, finding the one thing that might convince her and grabbing onto it like a drowning man with a life raft. “The questions you asked me, about what inspires me here . . . go back and read what I said. That was me, Kira. I was trying to tell you the things I didn’t know how to say out loud.”

			She drew in a shaking breath. “I’m . . . I’m going to need a little time. Bryce ruined the interview, you’re not who I thought. Everything seemed so great, and it’s all just . . .” She gestured helplessly. “I feel like I imagined what I needed instead of seeing what was really here.”

			“Kira,” Fitz said, “even if you never speak to me again, I want you to hear this one thing and remember it. I fell in love with you because you’re the first person who ever looked at me and saw exactly what was really here. You didn’t need me to be anyone but who I am. It’s the most precious gift I’ve ever been given. I love you.”

			As soon as he said it he knew it was true.

			She dipped her head. “Don’t. I can’t—”

			“I love you,” he persisted, and for once he felt like he was saying exactly what he wanted, what he needed to say. “That’s true. And I know that when you think about it, you’ll know it. Whether or not you can love me back is up to you, but that won’t change a thing about how I feel.”

			She looked so torn that he knew it was time to let her go. She had a choice to make. There was nothing more he could do but let her make it.

			“Larkin’s going to take me home,” he said. “If you want . . . that dinner invitation is still open. Not out, though. Just at my place. I’ll text you the gate code.”

			She nodded slowly. “That’s . . . fine. I’ll think about it. I need to think, and I can’t—”

			“It’s okay,” he said. It wasn’t, but it would have to be. They walked back together in silence, until she left him to make the turn toward Emma’s shop with a quiet good-bye.

			Fitz watched her go, hoping he was right—that it wasn’t too late. Right now, he needed home and his dog, the wind and the ocean air, and a little bit of hope that it wasn’t too late for him to find the one thing he always found it hardest to write: a happy ending.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Kira heard the soft knock on her door in the early afternoon, but she didn’t feel particularly compelled to answer it. Whoever it was would be someone she didn’t want to see, and she was perfectly content to just lie on the couch, wrapped in a blanket.

			Forever.

			When the key turned in the lock, she sat up and glared. “Go away!”

			Seth poked his head around the corner of the door, saw her, and ignored her order as though she hadn’t said a word. She watched him come in, her twin with his perfect fiancée and his perfect life, and had to fight not to bare her teeth.

			“You don’t listen very well,” she grumbled, and dragged the covers up to her chin. “I’m not in the mood for company.”

			“No, I don’t, and I can see that,” he said. He approached her as one might a poisonous snake. Kira noticed and felt some small twinge of gratification. He might have gotten bigger than her, but she was still scarier when she wanted to be.

			“I suppose he called you,” she said.

			“Actually, I called him. You weren’t answering your phone.”

			Kira made a noncommittal noise. She wanted to ask how he was. She wanted to ask whether he was as miserable as he’d made her. Maybe he could incorporate it into another bestselling book. She’d just channel her own misery into a bag of cheese puffs and try to figure out what she was going to tell Lisa. Bryce was probably extra thrilled that he’d gotten to rub her face in his triumph. Clearly, there would be no job offer forthcoming from Squared, and right now she didn’t have the will to even contemplate writing anything else.

			“He sounds awful, if that makes you feel any better,” Seth said.

			“No. Maybe.” She glared at him as he approached and sat carefully in a chair just out of arm’s reach. “I don’t care what everyone else’s reasons for keeping this from me are. You should have told me.”

			He sighed. “Probably. I was ready to. Then he told me that this was the last chance he was ever going to have to be with somebody who was there because they liked him, not just because he’s some famous guy, so I backed off.”

			Kira sniffed. Her nose was still stuffy and swollen from several hours spent with a box of tissues. “You’re supposed to be protective and run unsuitable guys off. Not let some jerk convince me he’s somebody he’s not.”

			“Kira, you know what a jerk looks like. Fitz isn’t it. In fact, I got the distinct impression he’d be really happy if the earth swallowed him up whole right now. Shane says that before he, and I quote, ‘worked his magic on him,’ Fitz was pretty painfully shy. He’s still not what I’d call outgoing. You know that, right?”

			“Yeah,” Kira admitted. “I noticed. But he’s not shy around me anymore.” She remembered how his nervous habit of drumming his fingers on things had gradually vanished over the past few weeks.

			“The first couple of times we hung out in a group, if Fitz and I ended up anywhere near each other, it was like a silent-off,” Seth replied, and smiled. “You know I’m not always Mr. Social.”

			She gave a grudging laugh. “You warm up quickly enough. I can’t believe you’re telling me to get back together with a guy who’s a Lifetime movie waiting to happen. Mother May I Sleep with Writers. Am I really that pathetic?”

			Seth’s warm brown eyes shone with sympathy. “You’re not even a little bit pathetic. I should have said something. You two seemed to hit it off so well, and I just thought, you know . . .”

			“Ugh, I knew you were matchmaking.” Kira glowered at him. “Look, I know my situation has been less than ideal for a while now, but that doesn’t mean I need to be set up with a guy who has an actual alias. That’s messed up, Seth.”

			He rolled his eyes heavenward. “Kira. The guy is a world-famous writer. It’s not exactly the same as being wanted for murder.”

			She didn’t want to hear it. “Whatever. Now my love life and my career are back in the toilet. Thrillsville. Lucky I paid for this place in advance.”

			“Did you miss the part where I said he sounds awful?”

			“And? He lied to me. A big lie, not some stupid little one.”

			“Yeah, well, a while back I refused to tell Emma about my family or anything else until she was just about at her breaking point. But I was crazy about her and vice versa, and we worked on it. I was still a little messed up when I got here, Kira. It’s not like it all magically evaporated when I left Florida.”

			“I know.” Some of the anger left her, though there didn’t seem to be any end to the hurt underneath it. “Seth, he’s famous. I told him how much I loved his books not even knowing it was him. Why would he hide from me?”

			“He didn’t want you to mistake liking his books for liking him, probably.”

			“So flattering,” she said flatly.

			“How was he supposed to know how it would go? You’d just met. I could have told him that sometimes it moves so fast it almost takes your head off, at least when it’s right, but nobody ever asks me.”

			“That’s because you’re a dumbass.”

			“So? I’m a dumbass who loves you. That’s got to count for something.” He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m sorry if I messed up. I didn’t want you to get hurt. It just looked like you two had a good thing. I thought he’d find a good way to tell you the truth. Fully admit that was stupid. A bunch of heart balloons and some clowns wouldn’t have made that any easier to hear.”

			Kira cringed. “I hate clowns. Though I guess I would have been distracted by sheer terror.” She played with the silken edge of the blanket. “Loving his books and loving him are things that can happen at the same time. Honestly, they would have been more special because I would have known where they came from. But he didn’t trust me enough to tell me.”

			Seth looked at her a moment. “Did he show you his movie sword collection?”

			It was hard not to smile a little at the memory. “That copy of Andúril is pretty amazing.”

			“I knew it. He only shows that kind of thing off to people he really likes. It’s like a rite of passage with him. He trusts you, Kira. He just has a hard time saying so. If he could have written you a letter and gotten away with it, he probably would have.”

			Her face fell. “He said he loves me.”

			“Oh. Wow.” His voice was almost too understanding. “Well . . . how do you feel?”

			She curled into herself and rested her head on her knees. “We’ve barely known each other a month. How can I love him?”

			He must have heard the truth in her voice, because he said, “I’m pretty sure I fell for Emma before I ever met her. She had this umbrella . . . and you know how she dresses. She always looks like a million bucks. She was standing in the rain, waiting to cross the street, and she didn’t think anybody was watching her. But you know, I’m creepy, so I was. She looked sad. I wondered why.”

			“She’s not sad now.”

			“Not usually. We have our moments. But we’re good for each other.”

			“Mmm.” She thought about everything Fitz had said, about his request that she read his emails while remembering that it was him, not a stranger. And she decided that if nothing else, she could do that. “I don’t know how I feel right now except hurt and angry. I need to wade through that to get to the rest.”

			He responded the way he always used to when she’d had a bad day.

			“Okay. You want to eat ice cream and watch a movie where stuff blows up with me for a while? Mad Max: Fury Road is on.”

			She loved him for melting a little more of the hurt away. “Um, let me think about it. Yes. How did you know I’d have ice cream?”

			“You always have ice cream.”

			“True,” she said, making room for him on the couch. At least there was one thing right in her world, she thought. “Speaking of, you can get me a flamethrower guitar for our next birthday.”

			“You wish.”

			“Jerk.” Not everything in her life was a mess, she thought. And for the first time since she’d left Fitz, Kira smiled.

			*   *   *

			When Seth had gone home and the ice cream was eaten, Kira sat quietly, contemplating her closed laptop. She looked at the clock: four thirty. She needed to make a decision about tonight, and she couldn’t do it without reading what Fitz had asked her to. After a moment, she grabbed the computer and flipped it open, annoyed with herself for hesitating.

			She immediately saw an email marked urgent from Lisa. Kira groaned softly, knowing this was about Bryce getting the jump on her. Still, she might as well read about her editor’s disappointment now and get it over with.

			Kira,

			Where are you? Left messages on your phone! Do NOT worry if you see Bryce’s “big reveal” . . . had a call from Malcolm Roy personally, confirmed him for excusive in-depth first interview with pics. We get all the things, forget EN. He mentioned he was calling Bryce’s boss to tell them why, too. Great job landing this! Call me ASAP, lots to discuss about the feature, and your future with Squared!

			—Lisa

			Kira read it three times to make sure it said what she thought it did. Fitz had called Lisa personally? He’d saved the interview. And her prospective job. As grand gestures went, this was a hell of a big one, especially because he’d looped in her editor and committed in a big way. She just wished she could have been a fly on the wall when he’d called to chew out Bryce’s boss.

			Kira found herself smiling over it as she closed the email and moved on, though the smile faded as she got to her Roy emails.

			“It’s just a bunch of stuff about Storm’s Wake. It doesn’t matter who wrote it,” she muttered. Still, she opened the most recent email and had another look at the answers he’d attached to her most recent questions. It was harder than she’d thought to read the words and hear them in Fitz’s voice, though now that she knew, it really was his voice, crystal clear. She skimmed down the page, waiting for anything to jump out at her that would do what Fitz hoped. Nothing really caught her eye until she got near the bottom of the page.

			Q: I went for a walk in the park a few nights ago, and now I’m sure Vethras is the Witch Tree! Apart from it being a landmark, is there any reason you turned that into the tree of wishes?

			A: Nice catch. Yes, there is a reason, actually. The Witch Tree isn’t really something you wish on. It’s pretty, it’s a landmark, it has a cool story. But when I was a lonely young nerd with only my Shannara books to keep me company, I decided that if the tree had any actual magic at all, it was worth a shot to wish on it. So I did. I wished for a kiss from a beautiful elven maiden, because if you’re going to make a wish, why not make it a good one? And before you ask, yes, I did eventually meet the maiden. She’s not an elf, but I did fall in love with her. And that first kiss was infinitely better than the fantasy.

			Kira sat very still and let the words sink in. I fell in love with her. Infinitely better than the fantasy. She lifted her hand to her mouth and touched her lips. That kiss under the tree—he’d already told her what his wish was. And not just for a kiss. He’d wished for her.

			Heart pounding, Kira began to look through everything he’d written her, but all she could hear was Fitz: his voice, his sense of humor, and here and there, his gentle hints that some part of him had loved her from the start.

			I know some people were unhappy with how antagonistic Aeryth and Vex were for the first three books, but I always thought the love-at-first-sight trope was unrealistic. I’ve started to reconsider that lately . . .

			Of course Vex has a fatal flaw. Every hero has one. If he’s lucky, his won’t actually kill him, but I expect Aeryth will do her best to save him even if he acts like an idiot. Most of us need a heroine to save us from ourselves every once in a while, even me.

			She needed him, too, Kira thought, and knew he’d been telling her the truth this morning. He really did love her. The truth bloomed warm in her chest, opening the heart she’d been trying so hard to close back up and flooding her with the kind of certainty she hadn’t thought she would ever feel about a man. It wouldn’t be perfect, because neither of them were. But it didn’t have to be. What they had was something precious and rare all on its own. It could only get better from here.

			Kira stood up to put on her Hagrid coat. He’d saved her once today already. It was her turn to save him. She had a feeling they’d be saving each other a lot, actually . . . and she couldn’t wait to get started.

			*   *   *

			Fitz and Norm were on the couch together, Fitz staring listlessly at the television and Norm quietly snoring, when the dog’s ears perked up and he went flying off the couch as though he’d never been asleep. His baying could have woken the dead—fortunately, Fitz felt only half-dead at best. He’d had enough optimism left to thaw out a couple of steaks earlier, neither of which he’d grilled yet, but as five o’clock had come and gone the doubt crept in. Maybe he hadn’t said enough after all. Or maybe he’d said the wrong thing.

			He might never know, and that would be the worst thing of all. Blaming Bryce made him feel a little better—actually, calling Steve Baines, Bryce’s boss, had been the highlight of his afternoon, not that it was a high bar to clear—but it was his own fault that Kira had been blindsided. He’d been hanging on so tight to what he had that he’d never realized it was holding him back. There was more. She was more.

			Malcolm Roy was just the name he used to write, no more, no less. People around here would get used to it. So would he, hopefully. But he’d rather do that with Kira by his side.

			Fitz nearly fell off the couch at the sound of the doorbell. He’d texted her the gate code—another thing he should have done a while ago—but she’d never written back. He got to his feet to follow Norm, glancing at the clock. It was nearly five thirty. It isn’t necessarily her, he told himself, trying to keep his hopes reasonable. Maybe Jake or Shane had come over to cheer him up. He hadn’t spoken to anyone but Seth, but word always seemed to get around anyway.

			He padded to the front door in his socks trying to do something to flatten his hair before shoving Norm aside with his hip and pulling the door open. He breathed in—and forgot to exhale.

			“Hey.”

			It was Kira, looking like she’d spent the rest of the day about the same way he had. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, she was wearing her enormous, amazing coat, her sweats were stuffed into her boots . . . and she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

			They stared at each other for a long moment. He was afraid that if he moved, she’d vanish on him. His house had never seemed so big or empty. Even the library hadn’t held any solace for him. Somehow, she’d become what anchored him. And without her, he was lost.

			“I . . . I did what you asked me to. I read your emails again,” she said.

			“Okay. Good.” He could barely get words out. His throat felt like it had narrowed to the width of a pin. Do something! Say something! Somewhere deep inside, the eloquent part of himself cursed his ineptitude and wept bitter, manly tears.

			Norm wound himself around Kira, wagging his enormous tail and trying desperately to get her attention. She glanced down at him, smiled, and ruffled his fur behind his ears, just the way he liked. And when she looked back up at Fitz, he knew he hadn’t lost her after all.

			“I’m so sorry—” They tried to speak at the same time, stopped, and then laughed together, embarrassed.

			“You’ve got nothing to be sorry about,” Fitz said. “I should have told you.”

			“You should have,” Kira agreed. “But I shouldn’t have walked away this morning. You’re right. I do know you. And since I love you, too, we should probably figure out how to work on any issues we’ve got together.”

			“You love me,” Fitz said, savoring the words. His voice sounded strange to his own ears, but he knew he hadn’t imagined it when she smiled.

			“Yes,” Kira said, walking toward him. “I love you, Fitz. All of you. And now I understand why I always had the sneaking suspicion that Malcolm was flirting with me.”

			“I thought I only had a month,” Fitz said, sliding his arms around her. “I had to get in as much flirting as possible.” He pressed his face into her hair, breathing in the faint scent of roses. “Please stay. I know I’ve got a lot of changes coming, but as long as you’re with me, I’ll consider it an adventure.”

			“Not impending doom?” she asked, and he laughed as she gave him a squeeze.

			“Never.”

			“Hmm. You have a lot to learn about living with an Andersen,” Kira replied.

			She tipped her chin back to look at him, and he wondered how he’d managed in Harvest Cove without Kira in it. He was just glad he didn’t have to anymore.

			“So that means . . .” he prodded, wanting to hear the words, wanting to know that no matter what came next, she’d be by his side.

			“That means I’m not going anywhere,” Kira said. “I think that wish you made was legally binding.”

			“I think I remember something about that. Remind me what that wish was again?” he asked, lowering his mouth to hers.

			And with a kiss so sweet it might have been magic, she did.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Kira perched on the edge of Fitz’s desk and watched the snow falling outside the window, flakes coming down steadily as they swirled and danced in the wind. It was still strange to her, but beautiful—like one of the holiday movies she’d watched as a child come to life. Her children would grow up in this, she thought. Someday, when she and Fitz were ready, they’d have kids who built snowmen and had snowball fights and raced down hills on sleds, probably with poor Norm chasing after them.

			Not yet, though. Watching Sam’s pregnancy was enough of an experience right now, and Norm was a handful in the winter. He loved the snow, but she’d never seen a dog generate such enormous snowballs just from walking through it. They’d had to get out a hairdryer earlier to melt him before he could retire to his favorite spot on the couch. Their couch. She finally understood how Fitz could seem so comfortable in such a big house. It was his home—and he’d made sure she felt like it was hers, too.

			Kira picked up the newest issue of Squared, one of several stacked on his desk, and smiled. Her first issue as a staff writer, and Fitz’s first cover. She didn’t think the thrill would ever get old. Norm took up as much space on the cover as Fitz did—actually, she’d enjoyed sitting through the photo shoot mainly because it had involved Norm, a box of dog treats, a lot of laughter, and that silly fedora . . . though she had to admit, it had grown on her. Somehow, the photographer had caught Norm during the five seconds he was looking dashing. They’d photoshopped out the drool.

			“The Making of Malcolm Roy,” by Kira Andersen. Copies had flown off the shelves. The locals were interested in the sudden fame of their native son, all right, but if they were looking at anyone funny, it was Fitz’s parents. She’d given them so many copies that she didn’t think they’d ever run out, but they seemed determined to make sure every single resident of Harvest Cove had one of their own. So far, that seemed to be responsible for the bulk of Fitz’s embarrassment, which Kira knew could have been a lot worse. So far, most of the Cove just seemed happy to have bragging rights to “their” celebrity. And Fitz did seem happy that everyone finally knew he wasn’t up here making porn.

			“Hey, you.” A pair of arms slid around her waist, squeezing her tight as he pressed a kiss to her temple. Kira turned her head to smile at him.

			“Hey. Are they here?”

			“It’s either them or a horde of angry barbarians coming to pillage the food.” He shrugged. “Either way, you might want to come check it out.”

			“Cool, I’ll bring a sword.” Kira slid off the desk and smoothed down the skirt of the sweater dress she wore. Emma had sworn up and down when they went shopping for it that it wouldn’t itch and wouldn’t make her want to go put on jeans. So far, she’d been right. It was a deep hunter green, very soft, and looked good with the most comfortable pair of flats she owned. Unsurprisingly, her sister-in-law had picked a winner.

			“I wondered where you snuck off to,” he said, leaning over to watch the snow swirling across the yard.

			“I love the view from this window,” Kira said. “Everything’s so pretty.”

			“It is,” Fitz said, pulling her in for another kiss. “Just remember this feeling when it’s February, okay?”

			“No promises, but I’ll try not to reenact The Shining.” Kira rose up on her toes, wrapping her arms around him, and drew him into a long, thorough kiss that burned like a slowly rising flame. When Fitz finally drew back, his eyes were almost as dark as the night sky, his lips pink from her lip gloss. She rubbed her thumb over them to get it off, laughing softly.

			“Oops. You have Very Berry Pink lips now.”

			“Yeah, well, I’ll just pretend it’s a new look.” Kira drew back and looked him over, from his freshly pressed khakis to his collared shirt and sweater. Even his hair had been brushed into submission for the time being. It was almost preppy, but for the reindeer protecting the world from evil all over his sweater.

			“Nobody’s going to notice anything but Santa’s Little Avengers,” she said. “I wouldn’t worry.”

			“Not worried,” he replied, taking her hand. “You picked it out, remember? I’m sure I look fantastic.”

			Kira groaned softly. “I showed it to you because I thought it was funny. Not because I wanted you to buy it.”

			His grin, however, made the ugly sweater well worth it. “You love me in it anyway.”

			“It’s true. I would love you in the ugliest sweater in the world. Though that’s not a request for you to go looking for it, just FYI.”

			“Wait till you see the one I got you. There was a sale.”

			“Oh God.”

			She walked with him down the hallway and into the kitchen, where his parents and hers were laughing over a mostly empty bottle of wine. Ed, Fitz’s father, was getting ready to uncork another one. They’d all hit it off from the moment her parents arrived three days ago, and the embarrassing stories had been flying fast and furious.

			“Honey!” her mother cried. “Do you remember the time you and Seth had that contest—”

			“Nope. I have amnesia. No memory of that at all.” She leaned over her mother to steal a cookie off the massive tray they’d filled last night. Bonnie, Fitz’s mother, was giggling so hard she had tears in her light blue eyes.

			“It can’t be as bad as the time Fitz—”

			“Can’t prove it if there aren’t pictures,” Fitz interjected, moving to give his mother’s shoulder a quick squeeze before lifting the cookie tray to take it into the great room.

			“Oh, there are pictures,” she said. “But they can wait. You two look wonderful.”

			“Thanks,” Kira said, smiling at Bonnie as she gave her mother a quick hug. She was just so happy they were here, and even happier that they were already scouting out the area for their retirement. Her and Seth being here was all the incentive they needed to pull up stakes and try something new. Having them nearby would be the icing on the cake.

			She spent a few seconds watching her father and Ed trying to decide between two bottles of Pinot Noir and bonding over their mutual wine snobbery. At this rate they’d be awake until two a.m. listening to classic rock again. She shook her head, grinned at her father, and then hurried after Fitz.

			“Amazing,” she said when she caught up to him.

			“At least they get along,” Fitz said. “Restocking the wine cellar after they drink it all will give our dads something to do after Christmas, anyway.”

			“True. I hope they can find a few other hobbies, though. We’re running out of cheese. Again.”

			The doorbell rang, and Norm began baying as he galloped past them toward the front door. “I’ll get it,” Fitz said, handing off the cookie platter and hurrying after Norm, who sounded like he was losing his mind at the prospect of people who might pet and/or feed him. So many people.

			Kira placed the tray on the two buffet tables they’d put up, next to the rows of wine and champagne glasses. In one corner of the room they’d put up the massive Christmas tree, which she and Fitz had spent last weekend draping in multicolored lights and red and silver garland. The ornaments were an odd mix of the traditional, the geeky, the fantastic, and Kira’s collection of fat little Christmas mice eating different kinds of cookies. Somehow, it all worked together . . . just like she and Fitz did.

			She took one more look around the big, high-ceilinged room as she heard their guests start to pour in: the candles, the lights twinkling everywhere, the sound of Bing Crosby crooning about a white Christmas on the stereo. She breathed in the scent of bayberry and cinnamon. I think we nailed it, she thought with a grin, and then turned as her friends began to wander in, bearing trays and pans and platters of food to share.

			The third-annual Harvest Cove Misfits’ Christmas Party, created because none of them ever got invited to the mayor’s snooty holiday party, was going to have the best spread in town this year, Kira thought. No question.

			Seth and Emma came in first. Her brother handed her a wrapped gift that looked suspiciously familiar.

			“What’s this?”

			“Early present. Not your whole present, but . . . just open it.” He was just about vibrating, so she didn’t have much choice. Emma simply shared a look with her and shook her head. Kira ripped off the paper quickly—her unwrapping speed had always been one of her talents on holidays and birthdays—and immediately burst out laughing.

			“Totally Hair Barbie?” She was exactly as Kira remembered, right down to the fabulous pink hair accessories and bottle of Dep gel. The rush of nostalgia caught her by surprise, and she hugged the box to her chest, beaming. “My Barbie!” was all she could say.

			Seth was grinning from ear to ear. “Mint in the box. Gotta love eBay. You like her?”

			“Yes!”

			“Her clothes look like the mid-nineties threw up on them.”

			“I don’t care!” She looked at the box again, and the replacement for her long-lost doll in her short psychedelic dress and crimped hair down to her bright pink pumps. “This is so sweet, Seth. So weird, but so sweet. I love it, and I’m sticking her in the office so Fitz’s X-Men can ogle her. So are you finally going to tell me what happened to the old one?”

			“Nope.” He gave her a hug, then went to pet Norm. Kira sighed loudly.

			“I know. He said something about a homemade cannon once. Make of that what you will. Better a late replacement than never, right?” Emma said. She wore a fitted gold dress and a red bow in her hair, and Kira made a mental note to talk her into a shopping trip as soon as possible. Fitz had some things coming up—parties and photo ops and a premiere—and she didn’t think her favorite jeans were appropriate. She and Fitz both had some work to do in that area, which was why she was going to sic Shane on Fitz as soon as possible. Some things were just too far outside her wheelhouse.

			Aaron and Ryan breezed in, covered in snow and carrying a slow cooker full of the meatballs everyone always asked them to bring. A thin band of silver glittered on each of their left ring fingers—their engagement party at Two Roads Gallery had been just two weeks ago, and both the celebration and the ensuing hangovers had been epic. Aaron had managed a two-toned hair streak for the occasion: green and red. Somehow, he still managed to look dashing.

			Right on their heels were Zoe and Jason, who would be heading down to Zoe’s hometown in Georgia to get married at the end of March. Kira was looking forward to that one—by then, she thought a taste of spring would be exactly what she needed, and Georgia would be in full flower. Plus, everyone who’d met Zoe’s family last Christmas said they were a lot of fun.

			“Merry Christmas!” Zoe sang, carrying a carefully cling-wrapped tray of little sandwiches. Jason had the other one.

			“Place looks good,” Jason said, walking over to say hello. “You got Fitz to leave the dragon head in the front parlor this year. Nice.”

			“We actually just ran out of time,” Kira said. “I wasn’t sure about it at first, but it is a little more festive with the Santa hat on, I will admit.”

			He chuckled, a low and bearlike sound. “You two are definitely made for each other. Should I just stick these on the table?”

			“Yep, right over there. Did you make these?”

			“I was on mustard and final assembly. Rosie was on accidental floor scrap duty,” he said, referring to their spunky little Pekingese. “It worked out.” He grinned at her and sauntered in the direction of the tables while Zoe hurried back over.

			“Well, let’s see it.”

			“See what?”

			Zoe rolled her eyes. “I have a very good eye for sparkle,” she said. “And you have something new on your finger. So let’s see.”

			“Um . . .” Kira flushed, but she lifted her left hand to show off the ring Fitz had given her last night. He’d hidden it in the dragon head’s mouth, which was why they’d never managed to bring it into the great room. They’d been too busy celebrating. Zoe’s eyes widened.

			“Ooh.” She took Kira’s hand and turned it this way and that, watching the way the light reflected off the cushion-cut diamond set in dainty platinum filigree. “That’s pretty.”

			“What are we looking at?” Larkin appeared out of nowhere, her blond hair swinging over her shoulder as she leaned down to see the ring. “Oh!” she cried, grinning up at Kira. “Congrats! I knew it!” She leaned in close and lowered her voice. “Actually I did know it. Shane tells me so the secret doesn’t kill him, and I tell no one. It’s a pretty decent system, really. He’s so glad you’re with Fitz. Me, too. Oh, and I brought red velvet cupcakes.” She started laughing. “I’ll stop whispering now.”

			Kira joined her, not really surprised. She was still getting used to the speed at which information traveled around here. It was a wonder she hadn’t found out that Fitz was also Malcolm Roy about five minutes after she’d gotten off the plane. But then, he had good friends. It made all the difference. She was finding that out for herself.

			More people arrived, bearing food and drinks and ready to spend a friendly evening out of the cold. Kira circulated, sipping at hot spiced cider, stopping to chat, and laughing whenever anyone congratulated her. Word did travel fast.

			Sam and Jake were some of the last guests to arrive. Kira joined Emma at Sam’s side, admiring the now impossible-to-ignore baby bump beneath the long, shimmery sweater Sam wore. “Are you sure everything is okay? You’re late!” Emma was saying. “You’re never late.”

			“I’m fine. I’m just learning to be late. That’s what happens when you spend half your life going to the bathr— Oh, hey, Fitz! Thanks for hosting this year. The place looks amazing.”

			“Thanks. I figured Zoe could use a break from hosting at the gallery. Especially since this party seems to get bigger every year.”

			“I feel like that’s a trend that won’t be stopping anytime soon.” Sam’s eyes widened suddenly, and she tugged on Jake’s arm. “Oh, wow. That’s . . . that’s a holiday sweater. Jake? Isn’t that the one you were thinking about buying?”

			Jake turned. His sweater had an enormous moose head on it. And holly. Lots of holly. And Christmas lights. It also kind of sparkled. Kira blinked when her eyes started to cross.

			“Aw, damn it. I knew I should have gotten that one,” Jake said.

			“No, yours is classic,” Fitz said. “You can’t go wrong with the classics.”

			“I don’t know. That reindeer that looks like the Hulk is pretty badass.”

			Sam sighed, but her eyes twinkled when Jake grinned at her and draped his arm over her shoulders. “I can’t take you anywhere,” she said.

			“I’m festive,” Jake said. “There’s even mistletoe on here. I’m the whole package.”

			She was laughing when he kissed her. “I only brought a Santa hat,” she said, looking past him. “I’m going to have to up my game next year. Maybe I should go for a blinking one that plays music? Wait, never mind. I see Big Al already had that idea.”

			“Next year we dress Superbaby as an elf and automatically win Christmas,” Jake said as they walked away.

			“I don’t think it works that way. Plus I was thinking Sugarplum Fairy.”

			“What if she doesn’t want to wear a tutu? Maybe she won’t like glitter.”

			Sam’s chuckle, more than a little evil, echoed across the room. “Oh babe, you are in so much trouble.”

			Kira watched them go, laughing when Jason pretended to be blinded by Jake’s sweater. She leaned against Fitz when he slipped his arm around her waist, glad for his calm, quiet presence. She’d been nervous about pulling this off, but right now, it felt like they’d managed it beautifully. “Where did you disappear to earlier?” she asked.

			“We needed another extension cord. Had to grab one.” He rubbed a small circle against her back with his thumb. “Everybody looks happy. So far so good?”

			“Yes. Except everyone keeps asking to see my ring.”

			He didn’t look surprised, instead craning his neck around in search of the leaker. “Shane!”

			“I didn’t do it!” The reply came from the direction of the buffet table, where a tall redhead with his back to them was perusing the cookies. Fitz’s mouth curved into an amused half smile.

			“Sorry. That’s the Cove for you. I’m going to stand on a chair and tell everybody anyway. Marrying somebody is a big deal. It’s an even bigger deal when it’s you.”

			Kira wrapped her arms around him, feeling the steady beat of his heart against her chest, breathing in his warm, familiar scent. “They’re happy for us, which is what matters. I’m just glad I get to spend the rest of my life with you.” She smiled. “Ugly sweaters and all.”

			“That’s love,” Fitz said, and picking up her hand, pressed it against his heart, “Still better than the fantasy.”

			“Always.” Kira kissed him, knowing she was exactly where she was supposed to be.

			She was home.
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			Chapter One

			Sam Henry slouched farther down in her seat and took another swig of coffee from the enormous travel mug perched precariously half in and half out of her cup holder. She’d made it this far on what was left of her nerves. She could make it just a little bit farther. Sam kept her eyes fixed on the road in front of her, eyes narrowed behind oversize sunglasses as she passed historic homes that were usually written up as “charming” and “quaint” in travel magazines. Ten years living away, and she was already full of that creeping sense of paranoia that everyone was staring at her. “Everyone” at this point being a jogger, a couple of unsupervised kids whacking the hell out of each other with sticks in somebody’s front yard, and an English bulldog that had given her a decidedly judgmental look as she’d rolled by its house.

			Loser, that look said. Right about now, she was inclined to agree.

			This was not the triumphant return she’d hoped for. But when the combination of intense pressure, dwindling funds, and a roommate who’d decided to bail on the lease to become a high-priced call girl left you with a weeklong crying jag and an empty bottle of antidepressants, it was time to reevaluate what the hell you were doing with your life. Preferably somewhere that included free room and board.

			In her case, that was Harvest Cove, Massachusetts.

			“Nobody’s going to recognize me anyway,” she muttered to herself. What color had her hair been last time she’d dragged herself back here for some family function or other—pink? Black? She should be reasonably incognito now that she’d gone just a little lighter than her own naturally pale blond.

			And she was kidding herself. This was Harvest Cove. She’d be recognized from a mile away, and by next week there would be a new spate of rumors about the return of the town’s prodigal daughter. The best she could hope for was that at least a few would be entertaining.

			Anything was more entertaining than the truth.

			Sam tapped her fingers restlessly against the steering wheel, the black polish glinting with tiny red flecks in the golden light that had finally broken through the clouds. She made the turn from Hawthorne, which would have led her down into the village proper, onto Crescent Road, which traced the curve of the rocky little Massachusetts cove that her hometown had been nestled into since 1692.

			Familiarity washed over her at the sight of the trees, complete with leaves of burning crimson and shades of gold, which arched over the narrow road to create a tunnel that was broken only by the entrances to the long driveways of those who lived here. To her right, the land rolled down to the sea between stately homes that had stood, in some cases for hundreds of years, against wind and salt and storm. The names on the mailboxes out here were still, mainly, ones that had existed in the Cove since its beginnings. Owens. Pritchard. Wentworth.

			And, of course, Henry.

			Sam blew a stray lock of hair out of her eyes with a shallow puff of air and tightened her grip on the wheel as she turned in at the mailbox that bore her family’s name. It was never hard to find, since the vibrant purple kind of stood out. It looked like her mom had recently repainted it. The thought of Andromeda Henry out here with her bucket of obnoxiously cheerful paint was the first thing that had brought a smile to Sam’s face in days.

			It was a big deal to live on the Crescent . . . unless you were a Henry. In that case, you were just the well-to-do’s extremely eccentric and generally embarrassing cross to bear.

			With the exception of her sister, Emma, “eccentric and embarrassing” seemed to be genetic. The burning desire to stay put, thankfully, was not. And as soon as she got her feet back under her, Sam thought, she’d be right back down the road and on her way. It had been a long time, but she wasn’t stupid enough to think that things had changed here. Nothing ever changed here.

			Still, as Sam pulled up the long gravel drive, she was unable to stop the overwhelming sense of relief that hit her as she got her first look at the house. It rose tall and stately against the backdrop of the sea and cloudy sky beyond, all arches and sharp angles, with a wide and inviting wraparound porch. The tower room and widow’s walk still looked hopelessly romantic, even to a cynic like her, and despite its age and faded white siding, the house managed to be both grand and welcoming. This had been her family’s land since the beginning, and somehow, it still managed to look more like home than her tiny apartment ever had.

			That was part of the legend of the town, that the original families were bound here, fated to return again and again just like the waves that crashed against the rocky shore. It was one of the reasons she stayed as far away as possible.

			Fate, like most things about Harvest Cove, just pissed her off.

			Her mom had painted the shutters to match the mailbox. Sam grinned and wondered how often the sight of them made flames shoot out of Emma’s ears. Emma, as she liked to remind her wayward sister during their occasional phone calls, was a respectable businesswoman now. Sam guessed that meant the stick Emma seemed to have wedged up her ass was not painted this particular shade of purple.

			Sam pulled around by the old carriage house that had long ago been converted into a garage, then parked. There was an unfamiliar pickup there alongside her mother’s little yellow VW Beetle. She briefly considered wandering down to the water and hanging out until the company took off, then discarded the idea. News of her return would get around soon enough anyway. At least there was no way it was Emma. Whoever owned this truck seemed to enjoy driving through mud.

			She killed the engine, sat for a moment, took a deep breath.

			This is it, she thought. I’m back.

			The urge to put the car in reverse and hightail it back out of town was tempered, more than she’d expected, by the thought of heading back to New York to continue beating her head against a seemingly endless series of brick walls.

			The mild nausea she felt at even considering it had her opening the car door and planting her scuffed black boots on the gravel. The tiny, high-pitched sound coming from somewhere nearby didn’t even register until she’d heard it three or four times.

			Mew.

			Sam frowned, shoving her sunglasses to the top of her head as she walked toward the sound, every footstep crunching loudly. She paused, waiting.

			Mew.

			It seemed to be coming from underneath the muddy pickup, and it was definitely feline. A stray, maybe. Her mother hadn’t had a pet since Cody, their big golden retriever, had passed away right before Sam had left for college.

			She crouched down beside the truck and leaned over to try to get a look at what was underneath. A pair of bright green eyes peered back at her, looking much too large for the tiny black shadow they belonged to.

			Whether it was the long trip, the fact that she’d been skirting the edge of a full-on breakdown for weeks, or just the sight of something even more pathetic—not to mention much cuter—than herself, Sam melted.

			“Aww,” she heard herself coo. “You’re just a kitten. Here, kitty. Come here.”

			She reached under the truck, slowly stretching out her hand toward the crouching shadow and expecting little more than a hiss, and maybe something fun like tetanus for her trouble. Instead, she was surprised when she touched soft, warm fur, the kitten actually moving into her hand so she could draw it out.

			It was little more than a ragged bag of bones, Sam realized as she pulled the kitten from beneath the truck. Pitch-black, with ears much too big for its head, it started to purr for all it was worth the instant she cradled it against her chest, interjecting the occasional pitiful mew just in case Sam even considered putting it back down.

			“Don’t worry,” Sam told it, staring into bright green eyes she just knew were seeing a flashing sucker sign right in the middle of her forehead. She rubbed a finger behind its ear, felt a couple of tiny bumps, and winced.

			“Oh, great,” she said. “Fleas.”

			The male voice almost directly behind her startled her so badly she jumped with a muffled yelp, earning her a reproachful sound from the kitten and a warning prick of its claws through her T-shirt. However pathetic it looked, it wasn’t completely helpless.

			“Hey, Andi! The last one’s out here!”

			“Yeah, it’s also embedded in my skin now. Thanks,” Sam said, turning to glare at whoever the genius was who’d thought it was a good idea to sneak up on a woman holding a cat and then shout.

			“Shit. I mean, ah, sorry. Wasn’t thinking. We were worried that one had crawled off and died. A couple of the others are pretty sick.”

			Sam froze, unable to do anything but stare at the man looking sheepishly back at her. He was exactly how she remembered him. Except . . . he was nothing like she remembered him. Tall, lean, and broad-shouldered, with dark brown hair that would always be a little spiky no matter how hard he tried to get it to lie down and hazel eyes the color of autumn leaves, Jake Smith had only improved with age. His face was more angular now, and the light growth of stubble on his jaw was a new, undeniably sexy addition. The last time she’d seen him, Sam realized, he’d still been a boy. A beautiful boy, but a boy nonetheless. Now there was no doubt he was a man. And even the torn jeans and flannel shirt couldn’t disguise the fact that his body, which had once inspired thoughts her teenage self had been concerned meant she was a complete pervert, had filled out in all the right ways.

			His smile was slow, warm, and more than a little incredulous.

			He still has the dimples. Shit.

			“Sam?”

			She arched an eyebrow and, though it took every ounce of effort she had, looked blandly back at him. “Last time I checked.” Inwardly, she had to fight back her surprise. After their . . . well, after, it seemed like he’d forgotten she even had a name. She’d simply ceased to exist to him. And now he was here calling her mother Andi?

			“Honey! I didn’t know you were here!”

			Despite the tension, Sam couldn’t help but smile as Andromeda Henry came rushing down the porch steps and across the yard, her broomstick skirt whipping around her legs. Her mother’s hair was escaping from the long braid that draped down her back, and her bangle bracelets glinted and chimed as she moved. She was as much a rush of color as she always was, a force of nature dressed like an aging gypsy.

			“Hi, Mom” was all Sam managed to get out before she found herself enveloped in her mother’s arms, one very unhappy kitten squished between them. Still, she found herself leaning into the embrace, shifting to prevent the wriggling kitten from getting smothered. She hadn’t realized until just that moment how hungry she’d been for something as simple as a hug, or how long it had been since she’d been touched with honest affection.

			Sad. But then, her life would have to be to have brought her back here with nothing more than an overstuffed hatchback and a couple hundred bucks in her checking account.

			Sam was appalled to feel the sting of tears when her mother stroked her hands over her hair and kissed her cheek, then pulled back to look at her with eyes that saw much more than she ever let on. The only thing that helped Sam keep it together was the determination that Jake Smith, of all people, was never going to see her cry. She’d done enough of that on his account years ago, not that he probably knew. Or cared. He’d never even kissed her.

			But he held your hand. And he told you things he didn’t tell anyone else. Because for a little while, you mattered to him. Well, he let you think you did.

			She would have wondered why the gods would be so cruel as to shove him directly into her path on her first day back, but lately, the reasons for her lousy luck didn’t seem to have any explanation more complicated than “because today is a day of the week ending in ‘y.’ ”

			Suck it up, buttercup. Welcome to the rest of your life.

			She didn’t bother to look at him when her mother said, “You remember Jake, Sammy. He’s a vet now, works with Dr. Perry. I called him to see if he could help me get a litter of kittens out from under the porch. I didn’t even know they were there until yesterday, and there’s no sign of the mother. He’s going to take them back to the office and see what he can do for them.”

			Only then did Sam notice the pet carrier at Jake’s feet.

			“There are five others,” he explained. “Not in great shape. I’m surprised the one you’ve got was strong enough to get out here. If they’d been much younger, they’d already be dead. I don’t think the mother’s coming back. Something must have gotten her.”

			Sam stroked the back of the kitten’s neck as it settled more comfortably against her. Jake was still looking at her like he couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing, which wasn’t a big surprise. Between the scuffed old boots; black leggings; long, rumpled black T-shirt; and whatever state her hair was in at this point, she probably looked like she’d just rolled out of the nearest Dumpster.

			Well, screw him. If he said anything snide, she’d just act like Dumpster chic was the newest thing in New York. What did he know? At least she hadn’t been rotting up here collecting flannel shirts.

			But when he spoke again, he caught her off guard by being . . . nice. At least, she thought that was what he was trying to be. With him, she didn’t really have a good standard for comparison.

			“You must have the touch,” he said. “It came right to you?”

			Sam shrugged, her cheeks flushing despite her best efforts to stop it. “I’m wearing a lot of black. It probably just thought we were related.”

			He laughed, a lower, warmer sound than she remembered. “I’ll have to try that next time. I got a few scratches for my trouble.”

			She offered him a half smile before returning her attention to the kitten in her arms. He’d said its siblings were sick. Could this one be sick, too? Probably. And then there were the fleas, and who knew what else. She was swamped by a wave of protectiveness that caught her off guard. And there was Jake, former über-jock and King of the World, very helpfully reaching out his hands to take it from her.

			Her feelings on that were the first things she’d been dead certain of in quite a long time.

			Over my dead body.

			“Here. If I didn’t manage to embed the cat too deeply in your skin, I’ll take it.”

			Sam took a step back. “I’m keeping it.”

			He paused, looking startled. “Well. Good. I mean, that’s what I like to hear, of course. But it still needs medical care before it’s ready to come home on a permanent basis. With luck, the kitten will be ready to travel by the time you’re done with your visit—”

			“She’s not visiting,” Andi said, and Sam caught the little smile on her mother’s lips. Damn. What if her mother didn’t want a cat in the house? She hadn’t even thought about it. Yet another hazard of moving back home, though this was only going to be temporary. Really temporary. And she’d use that to argue for keeping the little black ball of fluff if it came to it.

			“She’s home. With company, seems like. It’ll be good to have an animal in the house again,” her mother said. “I’d thought I might keep one anyway.” Sam relaxed a little. One crisis averted, at least.

			“Really? You’re moving back?” Jake asked. He sounded strangely interested. It was annoying.

			“Sort of. For the time being,” Sam hedged. If he wanted more concrete information, he could just stick with whatever rumors were sure to come down the pike. It was what he’d done before. Why should that have changed?

			“Great,” he said, and his easy smile included those damned dimples. She could almost believe he was sincere. That, Sam knew, would be a mistake. Everyone said that people changed, but in her experience, they didn’t change that much. And even if Jake had, she had better things to do than find out.

			Like mope around her mother’s house in her pajamas eating queso out of the jar, for instance. With a spoon. Awesome.

			When the silence dragged out, Sam finally realized why Jake was looking at her so expectantly. Sadly, it had nothing to do with wanting extra information about her scintillating life plans.

			“You still want the kitten,” she said flatly.

			Jake scrubbed a hand through his hair and looked almost apologetic. “Uh, well . . . yeah. Provided you’d like it to stay alive, I think this would be a good thing.”

			Sam sighed heavily, looked down at the green eyes that were full of silent, obvious pleading, and began the arduous process of unhooking its claws from her shirt. It mewed and reattached itself almost immediately. She pursed her lips, looked at the kitten, then up at Jake. She might as well go all in on not caring what he thought.

			“A little help?”

			In the end it took all three of them to detach what Jake determined, with a quick look, was her brand-new male kitten from her now holey T-shirt. Sam hated seeing him put in the carrier with his siblings, already worried that she wouldn’t see him again. His piteous yowling, however, seemed to be a good sign, at least according to Jake.

			“You’re going to have your hands full,” he told her as he loaded the carrier into the passenger seat of his truck. “I can already tell he’s not going to give you any peace.”

			Sam just laughed. “I could use the distraction,” she replied before she could think better of it. But even when she did, it hardly mattered. She wasn’t a stupid sixteen-year-old anymore. Her life was her own, and she didn’t have to share it with anyone but whom she chose. And Jake Smith was long off her list.

			Still, the look he gave her was speculative in a way that left her feeling off balance just before he walked away.

			“I’ll give you a call,” he said.

			“When you get a better idea of how he’s doing?” Sam asked.

			“Sure. That, too,” Jake said, and flashed his gorgeous, infuriating grin before turning to walk around to the other side of the truck, giving Sam an excellent view of an ass that had lingered in her memory far longer than should have been allowed.

			“Let me know how it goes, Jake,” her mother called. “I’ll pay for whatever they need. I won’t have them going in the shelter.”

			“No, ma’am,” Jake called back. “Don’t worry. I will.”

			Sam stepped back as he started the engine and backed out, turned, and headed off down the driveway with the gravel crunching beneath his tires. She stared after him, wondering what the hell had just happened. She’d definitely adopted a scrawny kitten. And she was pretty sure Jake Smith had just threatened to call her for reasons entirely unrelated to said kitten. Which made no sense, since she was still the same girl he’d ignored throughout school, with one notable exception, until he’d graduated and left her, along with her broken heart, in the dust.

			Her mother’s arm slid around her waist.

			“Sorry about that, honey. I’d hoped he’d be gone by the time you got here. I’m sure that’s not the first person you wanted to see, but believe it or not, he is a good vet.”

			Sam shrugged, eyes still tracking the truck as it made the turn onto the Crescent. “No big deal. I grew up. I’m not going to go inside, lock myself in my room, and play ‘Show Me the Meaning of Being Lonely’ until your ears bleed. I promise.”

			That had her mother laughing as she led her back toward the house, giving her a squeeze that allowed Sam to push all of her embarrassment and confusion, old and new, into the back of her mind in favor of simply being grateful for the moment.

			“Good, or you’d be in the attic.” She paused, and Sam could feel her mother eyeing her. “Though I think you surprised him as much as he surprised you.”

			Sam smirked to hide her discomfort. Jake was the last thing she wanted to think about. “Yeah, my hair is actually a shade found in nature now. This town will never be the same.”

			“I liked it when it was purple,” her mother admitted.

			“I don’t know how I feel about matching the mailbox, but I’ll keep that in mind. Lavender’s in right now, you know.”

			Andi surprised her by stopping and hugging her tight. This time Sam slipped easily into the embrace, breathing in the light, herbal scent that would always be her mother’s.

			“I’m so glad you’re back, Sammy. I always understood why you needed to go, but this is where you belong. You’ll see.”

			Sam didn’t say a word. She just took in the comforting familiarity of the house, the meeting of sea and sky beyond, and tried to make herself believe it.
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