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Author’s Note

Hideaway Whirlwind is my darkest and perhaps most triggering of the Big Boys of Berenson Trucking books in that it deals with on-page, physical DV and other major traumatic themes, but with a hard-fought, sweet HEA at the end.

This book was heavily inspired by the freeze of 2021 that left the state of Texas without power, my Granny’s house flooded from multiple burst pipes, the visibility of our breaths when the temps dropped to 45 degrees inside the house, having to fill four pots of water to boil on the gas stove so we’d have some heat, and me mentally kicking my own ass six ways to Sunday for never having bought a generator.

I hope no one takes offense at how I represent a certain dog breed within these pages. I’ve had two of these mixes, raised since puppies until they passed away. They were the goodest of good girls, but I’ll be the first to acknowledge they have a bad rap, and seriously, please, not just anyone should have one. While they were so incredibly sweet and gentle…they also stopped an intruder who tried to break into my house at 1 a.m., with my babies asleep upstairs, and the would-be burglar (or worse) took off as soon as my dogs jumped at the door. I love this breed type, and I also know how powerful and scary / what a deterrent they can be, so I wrote what I know.

As for Elliott, not to be cryptic, but there is this *thing* he does that I also wrote from experience. Please do not think I’m implying that everyone who does this *thing* is doing it for *the reason he does it*. (ok, I’m doing a terrible job of explaining this while trying not to spoil anything, but I just needed to put it out there. A little disclaimer, if you will.)

Onto the lighter stuff. I’m going to say what I do in all the Whirlwind books: UTIs don’t exist in this fictionalized version of Texas, m’kay? I know it’s not realistic (not much is), including some of the more imaginative elements of this story, and that’s intentional. Also intentional: the spelling of certain curse words. They’re slang I use and hear often, so please don’t report them as errors. Thank you.

My very last disclaimer: I have not used generative A.I. to write any part of this story (nor any of my other books), and I never will.

Now, I’ll stop yapping and leave you with my hope that you’ll love Teagan & Elliott’s story as much as I loved daydreaming and writing it! Thank you x infinity,

May Alder


This book contains sensitive content and is intended for an 18+ audience. For a full list of sensitive content, tropes, and themes, please visit my website at https://bit.ly/MayAlderWebsite
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Chapter 1

Teagan

I hold my service tray up with the dirty dishes I bussed from my last table, earning a big fat zero-dollar tip, and squeeze sideways through the tiny kitchen toward the dishwashing station. “Behind you,” I call out as I pass each line cook, and the last in line, Rohan, discreetly drops his phone in my apron pocket.

I nearly fumble my tray as the jitters get the best of me and hope no one notices how shaky I am when I slink out of the kitchen and down the slim, smelly hallway that leads to the restrooms and cleaning supplies closet. The already struggling restaurant has only deteriorated further since Priscilla’s boss bought it and turned it into a money laundering front, granting her the ability to keep an even closer eye on me and make my life more miserable.

I’ve memorized my former co-worker’s phone number, which she gave me when she last visited with her husband. I knew it was too dangerous to add it to my contacts since Priscilla goes through my phone every time she drops by my apartment to “check up” on her granddaughter, and thus me, especially since I know too much, meaning I can never, ever leave. But I have to find a way out. I have to.

I chew the skin around my thumbnail, my stomach clenching as the phone rings on and on.

Marigold’s voice is a pure ray of sunshine in the agonizing dark when she answers, “Hello?”

The two-day-old gash on my cheek throbs when I whisper, “Did you mean it?”

The background conversation and children’s laughter fade as she moves to a quieter location. “Teagan?”

I nod, cupping my hand over the bottom of the phone. “Can you get us out? All of us?”

“Yes,” she says fiercely, without hesitation. She snaps her fingers several times, and booming footsteps approach her. “When?”

I have to clap my shaking hand over my mouth so I don’t break down with the surging hope I’ve been too afraid to reach for. There are too many mouths willing to wag for the right price—or product—if they were to find me in here talking to someone I shouldn’t. “Now. Please, as soon as you can.”

A gruff male voice I don’t recognize comes on the line. “You have a safe place to stay until we can get someone to you?”

“No. Nowhere’s safe. I don’t know how much longer—” I swallow my terror, unable to say the words out loud in case I jinx myself. I thought when my ex-boyfriend died, my problems would die with him, and I’d be free. But I’ve only been leashed to a more dangerous, rabid animal.

“F—” he cuts off his curse word. “Kids and ages?”

“I have three. They’re six, five, and two.”

“Let me check the schedule.” The seconds tick by louder, bile rising in my throat while I wait after I give him my address. He lets out a relieved sigh. “My brother is the closest and can be there in twelve hours, give or take. Can you hang on that long?”

I tell him honestly, “I’ll try.” I freeze when shoes scuff the floor on the other side of the door. “This number isn’t mine. Lose it.” I end the call, deleting the evidence while holding my breath, only letting it go when the shoes move past.

Twelve hours, Teagan. Twelve hours and my kids will be safe. My hand drifts to my lower stomach. And so will this one.

Elliott

I get plenty of odd looks that I ignore as I shop the baby section at Walmart, shifting boxes around the shelves until I find the different car seats Goldie told me to purchase in preparation for my mission of smuggling her friend, Teagan Palmer, and her kids out of Las Vegas. I stack two in the shopping cart on top of the tools and groceries I already picked out, and I carry the heaviest on my shoulder as I steer the cart to the checkout line.

The cashier is a tiny woman, maybe a few years older than me, with bright pink lipstick, and she carries on a maddeningly long conversation with the person in line ahead of me before it’s finally my turn. She looks me up and down as she scans my items. “You picked the good ones, I see. Fancy.”

I say nothing, pulling my billfold from my jacket pocket.

“Are these for your grandkids?”

Of course, she’d think that. At fifty-five years old, my beard and hair have already turned fully silver. I don’t respond, passing her the exact total in cash.

“Man of few words, huh? That’s ok. My husband’s the same way. He says I talk enough for the both—”

I steer the cart through the exit and around the side of the building where I’ve parked my eighteen-wheeler in the darkest part of the lot beneath a broken light pole, forcefully shoving the cart ahead of me when the wheels jam after crossing an invisible boundary. Locked inside the cab with the blackout curtains pulled along the sliding track to cover the windshield and side windows, I turn on the overhead light in the back sleeping area. I stock the mini fridge with milk cartons, water, and pre-made sandwiches, then shove the bags of non-perishable snacks into the overhead cabinets above the fold-out bed.

Now comes the fun part of figuring out how to bolt the car seats to the back wall of the cab on top of the bed so we can safely travel with such young children, which is where the tools and an internet blog post come in handy. It means I’ll have to sleep in my front seat when I hit my time limit, which is hard on a man my age and size at six-foot-six and damn near three-hundred pounds. But it will be worth it, knowing the back pain I’ll wake up with tomorrow will be nothing close to the pain Teagan and her kids may have already suffered if Teagan is desperate enough to trust a stranger to transport them across multiple state lines.

The last thing I do before I settle into my seat is pull up the street view of Teagan’s apartment complex, picking out the best place to park the rig. It needs to be far enough away so as not to draw attention, but close enough to make a run for it should someone come after us. I may be a hell of a lot bigger than most men, but I can cover some serious distance after the number of hours I’ve put into training at whatever gym is nearest my rest stops five out of seven nights a week. So it’s not a question of if I can run, but how many kids I might have to carry if we do run.

Hopefully, if all goes according to plan, I’ll be able to walk in calmly and escort them and their bags out. Strap the kids into their seats, steer the rig onto the highway, sticking to the speed limit, as I always do, and then drop them off in two days’ time at Goldie and Davis’s house in Texas.

After this trip concludes the end of my twenty-two years of long-hauling, working for my brother’s national trucking company, I’m supposed to enjoy my forced semi-retirement out on my property, thanks to my worsening eyesight, only having to put in half as many hours as I’m used to at the warehouse instead of out on the road. I just need to get through the next few days, and it’ll be nothing but sunshine and rainbows.

I’m miserable just thinking about it.


Chapter 2

Teagan

I keep a smile on my face from the time I pick the kids up from daycare after my shift until the time I put them to bed, all for their sake. They’re used to me pinching pennies, having to put off raising the heat from time to time until the temperature in our two-bedroom apartment becomes unbearably cold before I’ll adjust the thermostat. It’s an ugly reality that makes me shrivel up inside with guilt.

This time, however, it has nothing to do with being unable to afford a higher electric bill mid-February, but rather the fact that I tucked the kids into bed with as many layers of clothing as they could comfortably wear beneath the largest pajamas they own. It’s the same for me, layering two T-shirts over a long-sleeved one, followed by an oversized dark green hoodie I found in the donation bin at a women’s shelter when I first arrived in Las Vegas.

My stomach protests at the tight waistbands of the leggings I’ve doubled up on beneath a pair of my ex’s gray sweatpants that Quincy left behind after I managed to kick him out of my apartment when I discovered his years-long addiction by pure accident. I had been looking for an earring that had fallen on our closet floor. Instead, I’d stumbled across an old, half-crumpled shoe box I didn’t recognize, shoved in the far corner. There was something ominous about the box that made my heart pound hard against my ribs. I didn’t want to look inside. I really didn’t. But with Quincy’s shortening temper, weight loss I couldn’t explain, and erratic sleep schedule, I knew I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t at least take a peek.

I found exactly what I, at first, didn’t want to acknowledge was real—a dirty glass pipe, tin foil, lighter, and several small, resealable baggies that most certainly did not contain powdered and crystallized sugar. It was just sitting right there, on the carpet, where my babies could have found it, too. What if they’d thought it was candy? Or that the pipe and lighter were toys?

I thought I was going to die of shame when I realized the second chance at life I’d fought hard to give my kids was built with a drug addict for a pseudo-stepfather who had a complete disregard for not only their safety, but their very lives.

Thankfully, Quincy never was able to convince me to marry him or put him on my apartment lease, even though he did pay for a majority of the rent in his efforts to “take care of me”—i.e., keep me on a shorter and shorter leash. Though there was no great love story between us, it wasn’t all that surprising how difficult it was to kick him out of my apartment.

Even without all that, we wouldn’t have worked out long-term, if I had any say in it. It was clear soon after we started living together that I’d never measure up to his mother, who I would always come second fiddle to, which was its own set of creepy issues.

I’m nothing short of a stuffed sausage as I lie in bed and go through the mental list of everything I’ve packed in the garbage bag I’ve left in the kitchen trash can to disguise it after having taken out the actual trash right after dinner—greasy spaghetti leftovers and stale garlic bread from work. I’ve carefully folded all our forged birth certificates small enough to fit inside the plastic sandwich bags that I’ve hidden in the kids’ tiny jean pockets, along with my fake driver’s license, and the measly amount of cash tips I’ve made over the last week. It’s more than I left with last time.

Kendall rolls over onto her belly, trapping her small polar teddy bear beneath her arm after popping her thumb into her mouth, drawing my attention to her toddler bed shoved between the wall and my box spring and mattress on the floor. I gaze at her tiny, perfect features in the dark, gratified that she took after me with her straight black hair and rounded cheeks more than she did her father with his spiky, sandy brown hair and angular jaw that only grew sharper as his addiction worsened once he no longer felt the need to hide it from me.

My phone vibrates in my hoodie pocket with the alarm I’ve set. Twelve hours. It’s been twelve heart-pounding, skin-tingling, hard-to-breathe hours since I placed the call to Marigold that could very well get me killed should anyone find out what I did…or get Rohan killed should anyone discover it was his phone I used.

I squeeze my eyes shut, praying to I’m not sure what for Rohan’s safety. Or better yet, that he and his mother are able to get out, too, for the risky favor he’s done for me. Get out of this city, this state, and away from his father, who long ago hit rock bottom, hooked on the product Priscilla peddles, dragging his family down with him.

I strain my ears, listening for a hint of anyone approaching my apartment—the trucker Marigold has sent, or worse, someone who owes Priscilla money being tasked with watching me and reporting back. But the strip club near the backside of my complex is too close, their dance music drowning out everything except for the competing music booming from the apartment below mine. The only reason I took the leap of faith to call Marigold in the first place is that Priscilla is out of town attending her fourth funeral—her own brother’s—in the last six weeks. That’s one of the problems when it comes to dealing drugs, and everyone you know is hooked on your product—your best customers drop like flies.

When my phone vibrates an hour later, I can’t take the sick, sinking feeling that our tentative freedom is slipping from between my fingers, and I roll out of bed. After a quick stop into the tiny shared bathroom to dry heave over the toilet, I pace the living room, forcing down crackers that lodge in my throat, chasing them with the ginger ale I splurged on last week and have been rationing.

A creak from outside my front door has me whipping around to face it after checking the time on my phone. He’s here. A lifetime of relief washes over me, making me sway in the three pairs of socks I’ve worn to bed. I rush to let him in just before two o’clock in the morning, whoever he may be, only to stumble backward, horrified when a key turns in the lock. The trucker doesn’t have a key, which means it can only be one person.

Priscilla swings open the door, immediately looking me up and down with a shrewd eye beneath her long brown perm with her grown-out gray roots, having expected me to be in bed or asleep on the couch. She slowly closes the door behind her as I stop breathing entirely, my mind taking flight with rising panic that I try not to show.

Quincy’s sociopathic mother throws the deadbolt and juts her chin up, scratching the skin-picking scabs she hides beneath layers of concealer and foundation that mar her jawline and saggy neck. “Teagan.”

“Hi,” I answer through my tight and dry throat as I subtly slip my phone into my hoodie pocket. I’m dead, I think, when my phone vibrates with my next alarm loud enough for Priscilla to hear.

“Hand it over,” she says coldly, her brows an angry slash as her eyes narrow while holding her hand out, impatiently gesturing for my phone. It’s a cruel game she plays, plucking at my nerves when she doesn’t immediately take it after I silence the alarm before sliding it out of my pocket, watching my hand shake the longer I hold it in the air.

Her overlined eyes immediately shoot to mine when I nearly drop it, my fingers numb with terror and the freezing temps in the apartment. She snatches it from my hand at the same time as she shoves me backward with her palm on my chest forcefully enough that I trip over the low coffee table and land on my back, my head bouncing off the dingy, threadbare couch cushion behind it with only my thick, messy bun for protection. I know well enough not to cry out or rage when I fall, my teeth clacking together and rattling in my head, because she would only find more satisfaction in my reaction.

As instructed, or else, my phone is not password or code protected, and Priscilla swaggers closer when I sit up, exaggerating the sway of her hips, looming over me in her fringed leather jacket and skin-tight acid-wash jeans. The blue light from my phone illuminates her craggy face as she begins searching my messages and phone log, in case I’m communicating with anyone I shouldn’t…like the cops. My alarm, which I must have only snoozed instead of turning off, vibrates again.

“What’s the alarm for?” She flips the phone around, shoving it in my face hard enough to bruise my nose and make my eyes water.

Still, I manage not to react, despite my flaring anger at the fact that fighting back will only make things worse for me. She may not be the one in charge of the organization, but she probably moves enough product to be protected if she were to put me in the hospital or even go so far as to kill me.

Oh, how many times I have thought about killing her. Of stealing the knife she uses to threaten me often enough and slicing her throat. Of perhaps slipping rat poison into her food whenever she eats at the restaurant. Of cutting her personal stash with a drug that would leave her permanently impaired, if not worse. Really, there are so many options to choose from. But every single scenario could ultimately lead to the same ending: me six feet under and my kids even more vulnerable and unprotected.

Turning my head away a fraction, I quickly think up a lie. “I thought I had set it for the afternoon when I need to get ready for work.”

“Bullshit.” Priscilla grinds the phone into my throbbing cheek, and this time, I can’t hold back a whimper of pain, curling my fists shut so I don’t lash out at her. She smirks in my periphery. “You’re working the morning shift, not the dinner,” she says, since she keeps track of my work schedule and anywhere else I may go.

“I switched shifts,” I say when she finally straightens. Resisting the urge to palm my cheek, I curl my stiff hands together on my lap.

“With who?”

I open my mouth to lie again, but nothing comes out. I should be better at this by now. Telling her I’d switched shifts was the worst lie I could have come up with. No matter which co-worker I pick, she could easily verify if I’m telling the truth, which would only lead to more questioning and potentially hurting them if Priscilla thought they were covering for me.

She gets in my face, her pupils dilated as large as her irises from more than just the lack of light. She’s been hitting her stash more frequently than I thought since her son passed. “You’re hiding something from me, aren’t you?” For once, her increasingly volatile paranoia isn’t misplaced.

“No, I promise,” I say, keeping my voice low, careful not to let my foot bounce on the floor with anxiety and the need to do something. “You saw it. You saw my phone. You know I’m not hiding anything.”

My shoulders curl inward as I try to lean away when she harshly drives her sweaty forehead into mine and screams, “Lying bitch!”

“Mama!” Kendall toddles out of our bedroom, clutching her polar bear, her little chin quivering. She wants to run to me, but she’s always been terrified of her smelly, crazy grandmother, who stands between us, and she waffles about what to do.

Priscilla slaps an easy, clownish smile on her face and moves toward her. “Kendall, baby, come here.”

Kendall screams and tries to dart around her on her little legs, running to me for safety with her mouth open wide with a cry.

I shoot up onto my feet, reaching for my daughter, but Priscilla snatches her up and bands an arm around her back, crushing her to her skinny chest, growing angrier the harder Kendall thrashes against her, twisting and reaching for me, screaming for Mama repeatedly.

Approaching six feet tall to my five-foot-nothing frame, Priscilla towers over me as I approach, holding my unsteady arms up, adrenaline surging through my veins with the need to yank my daughter out of her hold and run for our lives…But I can’t. Not with my other two children asleep in their bedroom.

And Priscilla knows it, angling her body to further block the hallway.

I swore I would never let anyone hurt my babies. That I would happily continue to take it all to protect them, as I promised each when they were born. I’ve broken my promise when Priscilla gives Kendall a quick swat on her butt, and I sink further into my guilt.

“Please, give her to me. I’ll put her back to bed and then we can talk,” I say, ducking my head slightly in forced submission.

“Yeah, you wish,” Priscilla yells above Kendall’s cries, bouncing her roughly up and down in a poor imitation of a soothing gesture, which only serves to terrify her further.

“Please,” I beg on a whisper, taking another step forward. “She’s scared.”

Priscilla raises her hand, but I automatically back away before she can shove me again, which pleases her, given the smirk that morphs her smile into something more sinister. “Why would she be scared?” she asks in a mockingly innocent tone. Her grin drops in an instant when Kendall claws at her cheeks to get away, arching her back to put as much distance between them as she can. “Are you turning her against me?”

“She’s two, and you’re hurting her! Of course, she’s scared,” I snap instead of keeping control of my emotions and trying to de-escalate the situation.

I whip my head to the side at the mouth of the hallway when my six-year-old son, Dustin, asks, “Mommy?” Standing in his race car pajamas, he shields his five-year-old sister, Sydney, behind him in her pony pajama dress.

No, no, no, no!

Priscilla raises an overly plucked brow at me expectantly. Shoving my fear and rage into a tiny black box in my mind, I lift my voice. “Go back to bed. I’ll tuck you in soon.”

“Here.” Priscilla shoves Kendall into Dustin’s arms, making him and Sydney stumble backward. “Take the fucking brat with you.”

“But, Mom—”

“Now!” Priscilla screams shrilly at Dustin, advancing on him, making him and Sydney cower while Kendall clings to her brother.

And I see it. The glint of her favorite knife kept in the leather sheath buttoned to her belt loop beneath her jacket.

Priscilla whirls on me before I can finish debating whether I should risk everything by reaching for it, and she grabs me by the throat, forcing me to roll up on my tiptoes with her freakish strength. “Tell your bastards to fuck off, or you know what will happen.”

She doesn’t give me a chance before she spins me around and pushes me into the galley kitchen with the kids screaming for me in the background. I crash into the counter with a cry, twisting my body around in time to avoid hitting my stomach. But my momentum is too great, and I can’t find my balance in time, falling on the trash can, knocking it over. When the lid skitters across the peel-and-stick vinyl floor, but none of the “trash” spills out, Priscilla cocks her head to the side with feverish glee, and I know it’s all over.

Priscilla moves faster than I can react, ripping the garbage bag open and throwing everything I’d packed so carefully across the room. “I knew it! You were trying to take my granddaughter away from me, you fat cunt!”

“No! I swear!” I lie, even as I’m getting my feet under me, ready to spring up and grab my kids.

Priscilla shoves me onto my back but fists my hoodie with both hands to lift my upper half off the floor, her dusty, high-heeled, gaudy cowgirl boots planted on either side of my hips. “Bullshit!”

“They’re old clothes I was throwing out, I promise!”

Priscilla’s laughter is unhinged, and she shakes me, knocking my head back and forth on my neck while I claw at her hands uselessly with my chewed fingernails, unable to reach her knife in my dizzy state. No matter how much noise we make, Priscilla won’t stop unless she wants to. We both know none of my neighbors will miraculously come to my rescue or, at the very least, call the cops. Everyone here has something to hide, with lives as miserable as mine, and no one will risk the police coming down on them.

It’s when she drops to her knees, crushing my upper thighs beneath her frame, and flattens me on the floor with her hands around my throat that I let go of any hope that I can lie my way out of this mess. For the first time in my life, I truly fight with all of my strength, knowing that if I don’t, this will be the end. Our third chance at life is riding on this one moment in time. My kids’ futures. Mine. Mine and Quincy’s unborn baby that I made sure Quincy never knew about. The one Priscilla still doesn’t know about.

“I told you!” she screams several times while tightening her grip, my blood rushing in my head that swims with the lack of oxygen. “I told you what would happen to Dustin and Sydney if you ever tried to leave!” She rears back and tries to slap me across my face, giving me the chance to draw in a life-saving breath.

And there’s Sydney, ripping at Priscilla’s hair before Priscilla can bring her hand down. Sydney screams at Priscilla to get off of me while Kendall clings to Dustin, but Priscilla easily throws my daughter back, only for Sydney to come at her again. My beautiful baby girl’s face is mottled with rage no five-year-old should ever have to feel, battling her fear as she fights for me.

It’s a position I never should have put her in, but did so anyway, simply by chance, when I met Quincy three years ago and fell for his knight in shining armor mask, rescuing a nineteen-year-old single mother of two a year after I made it to Las Vegas with only the clothes on my back. A mask that started to dissolve the minute I got pregnant with Kendall. He was the pot of water that slowly began to boil, and I was the desperate, naive frog who didn’t notice until it was too late.

Sydney strikes Priscilla across the head with the chopping board left on the counter, though Priscilla took all my steak knives and any other sharp objects long ago. When Priscilla twists around, screaming obscenities, shifting the full weight of her unrelenting, maniacal cruelty from me to my daughter, I take the one and only opportunity I have while she’s distracted to sit up, reach under Priscilla’s jacket, and grab the hilt of her knife.

Elliott

Teagan’s apartment complex looks like it ought to be condemned. Of the six two-story buildings, three have roofs missing close to half their shingles, their gutters sagging or having come loose completely from one side or the other. Maybe at one time, this place was nice, the decorative swirl designs in the metal fence perhaps bright and shiny, but now it’s rusted straight through, gouged by wind, dust, and neglect.

Each step up to Teagan’s unit on the second floor groans, the bolts used to anchor the stairs to the side of the building threatening to come loose beneath my bulk, irritatingly leaving me unable to move silently like I usually would be able to do. I don’t have to check the apartment number to know I have the right one when children’s wails reach my ears above the sounds of a vicious fight, and I quicken my steps.

I pause briefly to press my ear against the door with chipped off-white paint, doing my best to discern if the kids are standing in front of the door or not. Praying that I’m not wrong in my conclusion, I pull the sawed-off shotgun I’m legally not allowed to own or travel with—but never go anywhere without—from inside my jacket. I back up a pace, then slam my steel-toe boot against the door. It gives way as easily as if I’d kicked an empty tin can down the road.

Swollen red eyes swing toward me from where a boy and a tiny girl are huddled together. A woman’s scream and another woman’s howl from the other side of the wall opposite have the little hairs on the nape of my neck standing on end.

The boy’s face crumples beneath his short black hair. “My mommy needs help.”


Chapter 3

Teagan

Priscilla’s eyes flare wide with alarm when I rear my arm back and bring the knife down toward her chest, but she deflects it at the last moment with her forearm, her thick jacket protecting her from the slash of the blade. It’s enough of a shock, though, to have her howling and throwing herself to the side to avoid my next strike.

I launch myself off the floor and scramble toward the living room, screaming at my kids to run. Anywhere is safer than here, even out on the dark streets on the seedier side of Las Vegas’s outskirts. But I don’t make it one step out of the kitchen before Priscilla grabs my hair from behind, ripping long black strands from my scalp. She locks one forearm around my neck, and I lose my hold on the hilt of the knife when she digs her manicured nails into the underside of my wrist beneath my cuff. I scream with fury and frustration that I botched my only attempt to get away.

And then we both go still when a massive silver bear of a man blocks the opening, holding a shotgun aimed at my head, a black ball cap pulled low over his face. I didn’t know Priscilla had brought backup, and now it doesn’t matter if I’m able to escape her or not. Not with this beast ready to blow my head off. A current of horror sweeps me off my feet when I think about Priscilla punishing me tenfold for what I’ve done. Punishing my children for what their mother has done.

I should have just let her kill me.

But then the bear shifts his aim up at Priscilla. “Let her go,” he demands.

It takes a few seconds while she probably calculates her next move, but she eventually draws her arm away from my throat and takes a step back.

Without taking his eyes off Priscilla, he says in a deep, gruff growl to me, “Move, Teagan.”

I hang my head for a brief moment, my shoulders caving in and my eyes fluttering shut. I hadn’t known until now if he was a random passerby, butting in when it would have been in his best interest not to, or if he was the trucker Marigold sent to pick us up and smuggle us out.

I cling to a knife’s edge of hope that we’ll finally be safe when I suddenly crouch to grab the chopping board Sydney had dropped on the floor, jump up on a spin with the board raised high above me with both hands, and bring it down on Priscilla’s head as hard as I can, cutting off her screech when she realized what I was going to do a half second too late to dodge the blow.

“Damn, girl,” is all the bear says under his breath.

“It buys us time to get away before she wakes up,” I tell him, watching Priscilla with narrowed eyes, sprawled on the kitchen floor. Oh, how weak and feeble she is, in the end. Just as they all are.

Our gazes collide when I look up and up and up into the bear’s eyes, shadowed by his hat’s bill, waiting to see what he’ll do. A beat passes, and then he lowers his gun and steps out of my way.

I swerve around his huge body, dropping the chopping board when I crash to my knees in front of my children, holding their little sister in a group hug beside the front door, which is lying face down on the carpet. I crush them together in my arms, bowled over by the sheer force of my relief that they’re ok. That we’re all going to be ok.

Blue eyes as cold as a predator’s meet mine when the bear silently appears over my shoulder and works his jaw beneath his big silver beard while he stows his gun and Priscilla’s knife inside his dark red plaid jacket. Wordlessly, he holds out the tattered remains of my garbage bag with any shoes and clothes that weren’t tossed out, along with a new garbage bag. I reach for them after wiping my clammy hands on my sweatpants and snap open the new garbage bag when the bear grunts impatiently, and the kids frantically help stuff everything we can inside. Squatting down, he drops the chopping board in the bag last. When I tie the drawstrings together, he stands and throws the bag over his broad shoulder at the same time as he scoops Kendall up into the air on the crook of his arm.

Startled and shaking uncontrollably with tears and snot running down her cherubic red face, Kendall grabs onto his jacket with both fists, clutching her teddy bear between them, to keep from falling back. She doesn’t cry out for me, even as the bear forces us through the front doorway ahead of him, so tall that he has to duck beneath the frame.

He levels an unexpectedly approving look at me when I grip Dustin and Sydney’s small hands, one on either side of me, and then he says in a low southern drawl, “You did good. Now run.”

Elliott

My mind is a mess of static, brief bouts of hysteria bursting through in bright red plumes as I hustle down the stairs and away from the complex, holding the toddler on one arm, curled into my chest. I don’t have to worry about us keeping to the shadows, what with all the street lights having been shot out.

“Left,” I bark to Teagan when we reach the metal fence.

They race toward my rig parked in the lot of an abandoned pawn shop at the end of the street, puffing air loudly, but without complaint, as Teagan urges the kids to run even faster in a desperate, ragged whisper.

I drop the heavy garbage bag on the pot-hole-riddled pavement to open the cab’s passenger door with fingers gone tingly with my rapidly beating heart, which has nothing to do with the exertion of running away. There have been a handful of times when I’ve suffered an adrenaline surge this intense—the first leading to far-reaching consequences I’ve carried like a shroud for over thirty years and have never recovered from. I’ve come close to going over the edge and letting it happen again in recent years, especially where my brother and his wife are concerned, but this is the closest I’ve ever been. If Teagan hadn’t crossed that line in regards to the demon trying to murder her, I’m scared I might have.

No, not might. Would. I would have done it, but she saved me from it. From myself. Saved me the same way I’ve saved her, only to condemn herself.

She has kids who need her.

No one needs me.

So I’ll bear this for her, and she’ll never have to know.

The little girl in my arms whimpers and struggles to hold onto me when I set her on the cab’s passenger side pleather seat with her teddy bear and throw the garbage bag into the footwell. I turn and heft the boy up, still holding onto his mama’s hand.

“It’s ok, Dustin. Let go,” Teagan says, laboring for breath after their sprint, shuffling her son, who already reaches her sternum at his height, in front of her. He scales the two steep, narrow steps without help, plucking the toddler up. After lifting the older girl into the cab, she pushes Dustin ahead of her between the two front seats into the back sleeping quarters.

Teagan skips two steps away and launches her phone across the pawn shop’s parking lot like a major league pitcher, then smothers a surprised yelp when I lift her straight off the ground and onto the seat.

Without looking directly at her, I tell her, “Get the kids strapped in. I’ll be right back.”

She nods, already twisting out of her seat, even as she asks, “Where are you going?”

I lock and close the door without answering, shutting the four of them safely inside with the thick blackout curtains pulled closed, then jog back to the apartment at a faster clip.

When I return, after locking up the back of the truck and putting the gear in drive, Teagan’s large amber eyes are a brand on my neck. Her unspoken questions are heavy in the air, sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the kids now buckled into their car seats, out of view.

I tune out her bird song as she whispers words of comfort to her kids, diligently sticking to the speed limit as I push through the deserted roads in one of the shittiest areas of Las Vegas, keeping my eyes peeled for any potential threats. A cop up ahead, idling behind a large road sign, has my blood turning to ice. If we were stopped and my truck searched, should anyone who might have been silently watching me from between their blinds call the police, giving them my description, I wouldn’t be able to buy our way out of it like I could at home.

My blood only starts to thaw as the cop car grows smaller in my side mirror and disappears, and Teagan suddenly leans against my seat to lay her hand on my right arm.

“Thank you,” she says in that lyrical voice of hers, “for getting us out.”

I have to swallow twice while forcing my body not to react to her touch before I can say, “You’re welcome.”


Chapter 4

Teagan

In theory, the silver giant might be a man Marigold trusts enough to help us, and so I should be able to trust him, too. But at the end of the day, he’s still a stranger—and a man at that. It means I can’t let my guard down, refusing to let my eyes close for more than a few seconds, no matter how many times they drift shut, my body begging to be laid on the floor with my exhaustion and pounding headache.

The sentiment is echoed in my children, who try their hardest to remain awake, but whose heads bob on their necks in the car seats crudely bolted to the cab’s back wall. They’re no match for the steady motion of the truck luring them to sleep.

Just before dawn breaks, the trucker, whose name I still don’t know and who hasn’t said a word since Vegas, takes an exit off the interstate somewhere in Arizona, winding his way down an old, crumbling highway, and pulls over under a canopy of trees tall enough to conceal his truck. I’m immediately on high alert when he leaves the truck running and ducks to stand over me, blocking the view through the windshield.

I knew it. I fucking knew it! I knew I couldn’t trust him, and visions of what he could do to me so far away from civilization batter me on the inside. Or he’ll at least try to. He’ll find himself on the wrong end of his shotgun if he does.

But then he says, “Need to wash your hands and patch your face before we get to our next stop. Get rid of your clothes.” His uninterested gaze trails down my hoodie and lands on my sweatpants. “Kids’ clothes, too.”

Taken aback by the revelation that I was wrong about his intentions, I touch my cheek, and my hand comes away with flecks of dried blood where the fight must have reopened the wound. The blood blends with some of Priscilla’s thick makeup on my clothes, leaving too much evidence of our fight behind.

My tension melts, and I would cry if I were ever able to when the bear grabs a brown leather duffel bag and a first aid kit from a compartment hanging from the ceiling above the bed. After retrieving my garbage bag, he turns his massive back, then exits the truck. I don’t know how I’m supposed to wash my hands or face since he doesn’t have a bathroom here, so I follow him to the front.

Wordlessly, he reaches for me like I would Kendall, and he lifts me from the cab with his hands around my ribs to set me on the frozen, hard earth, all while I suppress the shiver that shoots through me at how easily he’s able to maneuver me. It’s unsettling.

He crouches to untie my bag, but I stop him. “I have clothes on under these,” I whisper, though there’s no good reason I need to keep my voice down.

He stands and holds up the chopping board, and now it makes sense. We need to get rid of that, too. Respectfully, he gives me his back again while I take off my hoodie and roll down my sweatpants, even removing my outer layer of socks.

“I’m done,” I say, holding the bundle of clothes up for him to take.

He carefully inspects my clothing, then holds up my sweatpants and eyes my leggings. “Think a bit of blood might have seeped through.”

I don’t bother saying anything when he forgets to turn around after I reach under my T-shirts to grab the waistband of my top layer of leggings, his brows shooting up when I roll them down in front of him, only relaxing when he sees that I’m wearing a second pair.

He swallows and takes the dirty leggings, rubbing his thumb across the material, nodding when he decides that’s good enough. After rolling up the cuffs of my long-sleeved T-shirt for me, he produces a small bottle of hand sanitizer from the kit, dousing my hands and forearms. Next comes the worst part when he gently grips my jaw to clean my cheek with an alcohol swab, then plasters the cut with two clear butterfly bandages. When he lifts me into the cab afterward, I’m more prepared for it, keeping a lid on my reaction to his hands on my body.

The kids are so worn out that they hardly stir as I undress them, finding specks of my blood on their pajamas from when I’d crushed them in a hug, and I rebuckle them in their seats, so fucking thankful I thought to dress them in so many layers.

After I slide into the driver’s seat and pass him the kids’ clothes, he closes the door and disappears around the back of his truck, then stalks off with his duffel bag, moving silently. I don’t question what he’s doing, though I keep watch through the window, spotting a low flame mostly concealed by the trees in the distance, burning the evidence of my fight. When the fire is stamped out, he returns without his ball cap, dressed in all new clothes, and opens the door, propping one boot on the top step.

“What’s your name?” I ask, remaining in his seat instead of letting him climb inside, my eyes flitting all over my rescuer’s expressionless face.

Though it’s hard to see in the low light, I don’t miss the deeply creased lines at the corners of his eyes and how there’s not a strand of any color other than silver in his thick beard and mustache. If I had to guess, I’d place him as older than my dad would be, if he hadn’t passed from a dune buggy accident when I was three, but not quite old enough to be my grandpa, who I never got to see again after my mother remarried when I was ten and moved us out to the Nevada desert. He’d died before I made it out.

“Elliott Berenson,” the bear says, tipping his head to the side.

I lean too far out to get a better view of the tall, red BERENSON TRUCKING logo painted on the side of the white trailer, and with my shifting center of gravity, I slip from the truck. Elliott catches me with a sigh before I’m ever in danger of hitting the ground, my nose pressed to his barrel chest. His arms around me are a furnace, staving off the chilly morning.

A lifetime seems to pass as he holds me, until he jerks when I break the taut silence, my voice muffled by his smoky, dark green and gray flannel. “You’re the owner?”

“My brother.” He immediately lifts me back into the truck and drops his baseball mitt-sized hands at his sides. “We need to go,” he says in a rougher voice, staring blankly over my shoulder.

Coming to my senses and recognizing I’ve been dismissed after that seriously awkward interaction, I crawl into the rear of the cab and sit on the floor, resting the back of my head against the truck frame, my eyes pinned to my babies. They’re my whole world and the only reason I keep putting one foot in front of the other.

We’re free, we’re free, we’re free, is all I can think as the confusing man gets us back onto the road, headed for Texas. Third life’s the charm. Hopefully.

* * *

I wake from my curled position on the floor with my hands for a pillow beneath my uninjured cheek. I don’t want to open my eyes, my head still pounding with a headache and every muscle too sore to move.

Elliott says in an annoyed tone, “She’s asleep.” A brief pause follows, and he grunts, “Sure.” His seat creaks, the rig shifting with his bootsteps, and then I feel his presence at my back. “Teagan,” he says more softly.

I roll over, lifting and dropping my hand when it almost drifts to my stomach. Nearly halfway through my pregnancy, I catch myself rubbing my bump more and more often, knowing this baby will be my last. I’ll make sure of it.

Blinking a few times to clear the sleep from my eyes, I find Elliott crouched on his steel-toe boots with the sun spilling in behind him. He hands me his phone, watching me when I answer, “Hello?”

Marigold says on the other end of the line, “I’m so happy to hear your voice. I was worried when I didn’t hear from you. I mean, Elliott told me he got you all out, but I just wanted to check. How are you? How are the kids?”

I twist my head to check my babies, who are slowly waking themselves. “We’re ok,” I say simply. Physically, they’re mostly ok, but mentally…I don’t know how to answer her questions just yet, too tired to go into much detail, especially in front of little ears.

“Elliott says you should be here tomorrow or the day after, depending on the weather. We’re so excited for all the kids to meet. I’m sure they’ll be best friends. And we have everything ready for when you get here,” she fires off, more chipper in the morning than I ever am.

“Thank you,” I murmur, my brows creasing when Elliott remains still as a statue, listening to our conversation.

Kendall is the last to wake with a cry, confused as to where she is. I sit up, my forehead nearly colliding with Elliott’s if he hadn’t reared back in the nick of time. Holding the phone to my ear with my shoulder, I roll onto my knees to unbuckle Kendall from her car seat. “Can I call you back? The kids just woke up.”

“Yes, yes, please do,” Marigold answers.

Elliott moves around me, taking a knee to unbuckle Dustin and Sydney, helping them down from their seats and steadying them when they stumble in their exhaustion. We might have slept, but that’s different than having rested.

Right when I’m about to end the call, I bring the phone back to my ear as I gather Kendall close. “Thank you for sending him to us.” I rest my chin on Kendall’s head and look at Elliott. Taking a deep breath when our eyes meet, my voice cracks when I tell Marigold, “We wouldn’t have made it out without him.”

Elliott drops his eyes and stands, though he has to crouch under the low ceiling when he leaves with his duffel bag. I push Elliott’s phone into the side pocket of my leggings and scoop Kendall up, ushering Dustin and Sydney ahead of me toward the front, where Elliott is waiting with the passenger side door open.

Dustin hops back and forth on his feet with the need to use the restroom after Elliott helps the kids out of the truck. Sliding across the passenger seat, I expect him to take Kendall from me, then help me down, but he lifts us out as a pair. He stops just as he’s reaching for the garbage bag, and he slowly brings his hand up to my throat.

Though I have all the practice in the world at stifling my reactions, there’s no help for the way my body jolts when Elliott tips my chin up with his thumb along my jawline, his soft touch at odds with his threatening demeanor. “Never again,” he says when he brushes his thumb down my neck, following the line he traces with his eyes.

My mouth drops open, unsure what to say, but he’s already reaching around me, slinging the garbage bag over his shoulder, and motioning for me to move so he can close the door.

Looking left and right in the parking lot of what appears to be an old motel painted an ugly shade of russet brown in the middle of nowhere, Elliott tells Dustin, “Hold your sister’s hand.” And even though there are only two cars parked in the lot and zero traffic, he says, “No running in the parking lot.”

About to burst with every step I take, I follow in his large shadow from the edge of the lot to one of the motel rooms on the ground floor. With a key for the room he must have booked before we woke, he unlocks the door and pushes it open, sweeping his hand to motion us in first. Two queen-sized beds with faded mustard yellow and brown paisley-patterned quilts greet us, the room surprisingly clean, missing the stale stench of cigarette smoke I had been expecting. Dustin races for the open restroom door at the back, slamming it closed behind him.

Dropping both of our bags and the motel room key on the first bed, Elliott moves back to the front and says over his shoulder, “I’ll grab the food from the truck while y’all settle in.”

When Sydney has taken her turn in the restroom, I sort through the garbage bag for the small pack of diapers and wipes I packed so I can change Kendall. Putting her down on the carpet afterward, I start to ask Dustin, “Will you watch her while—”

Kendall says, “Santa, up,” and reaches for Elliott just as he walks into the room.

I don’t know who is more shocked—me, the kids, or Elliott. Yet he immediately lifts her and sets her on the crook of his arm while Sydney digs through a plastic grocery sack of prepackaged food Elliott brought.

“Santa’s not real,” Dustin announces, clapping his hand over his mouth after having spoiled the secret for Kendall. “Is he?” he whispers, turning his head from Elliott to me and back again, questioning his assertion.

“Santa,” Kendall says around the thumb in her mouth, tugging Elliott’s beard. “Santa.”

“I, uh, I’m sorry,” I say to Elliott, wary he might be offended, since a man his size could do some serious damage with just the flick of his wrist if he lost his temper. Just because I was able to find some trust in him when he was helping us escape and didn’t take anything from me by force, that doesn’t mean I’m comfortable letting him watch the kids unsupervised, even if it’s for only a few minutes while I do my business.

Elliott nods as if he’s read my mind. “It’s fine,” he says, setting Kendall on the bed beside Sydney, who passes her a pouch of applesauce and a tray of crackers and cheese. He loops the crossbody strap of his duffel bag over his shoulder and holds a second motel key up in the air, then tips his head to the side at the door in the wall connecting two rooms. “I’m in the next room over. Knock if you need me.” He disappears out of our front door, and the one next to ours squeaks open and closed through the thin walls.

I pause to press my ear to the adjoining door, listening to the springs shift and groan loudly on the bed he must have lain on. Quietly, I test the doorknob, ensuring that the lock works as it should and isn’t just for show. Satisfied with the modicum of security, I leave the older kids to watch Kendall while I use the seventies-style yellow tiled bathroom, audibly gasping when I catch my reflection in the small oval mirror above the sink.

That’s what Elliott meant when he said, “Never again.” He’d brushed the darkening bruises on my neck, swollen and tender from Priscilla’s strangulation. I lock down my mind, unfocusing my eyes until the hammering of my heart slows and I no longer want to slam my fist into the mirror, shattering the reflection of the woman I’ve become.

Elliott

The shower next door repeatedly turns off and on, washing last night away, and I find no sleep thinking about Teagan’s cheek and neck and the compulsion I had to cup the back of her head and lean down to kiss her bruises. And with the kids getting a little rowdy after being cooped up in the truck, I eventually give up.

Rolling out of bed in my red sweatpants, I use the desk chair, missing one of its four legs, as a makeshift dumbbell, curling it up and down. It’s too light to do much good, but it keeps me sane since I won’t leave Teagan and the kids here on their own in order to find the closest gym and get a proper workout in to silence the never-ending noise in my head.

Dustin screams, “Mommy!” when there is a thump on the other side of the wall, preceded by a crash and high-pitched cry from one of the girls, and the shower cuts off abruptly.

Fearing the worst, I toss the chair to the side and throw my shoulder into the door between our rooms, since I heard Teagan testing the lock earlier. I barge inside just in time to crash into Teagan running out of the bathroom in a thin white towel that hardly fits around her body with sudsy shampoo running down her silky, raven-black hair. I cup Teagan’s elbow to keep her from bouncing off my bulk and falling while Dustin flips the TV that is almost as big as Sydney off of her legs with an oomph, the device having fallen from the two-drawer console opposite the beds.

Teagan drops to her knees on the thin brown carpet. “What happened, baby?” she asks, spitting out shampoo that runs into her mouth while clutching the sides of her towel together at her ample chest.

I scoop Sydney up in her clean nightgown, her hair wet and combed out neatly. Setting her on the edge of the right bed so I can look over her legs, I kneel and turn them about to check for any cuts or bruises while Kendall hugs her crying sister from behind.

Beside me, Teagan swipes her forearm across her face with her eyes pinched closed against the sting of the shampoo and tries to ask again, “What hap—ow—are you—ow, fuck—sorry—ok?”

“We were playing hide and seek, and I bonked my head on the TV thingy,” Sydney says with a sniffle.

When I’ve assessed that Sydney isn’t seriously injured—though her head is tender and I’m pissed that the TV hadn’t been anchored to the wall like it should have been—I nudge Teagan’s bare shoulder with mine. “She’s ok. I think the fall scared her more than it hurt her. Go finish your shower. I’ll watch them, then get some ice.”

I know Teagan wants to argue by the set of her mouth, but she’s also furiously rubbing her eyes while keeping a tight hold on her towel. “I’ll just be a second,” she says, standing up and stubbing her toes on the other metal bedframe with a howl.

With Teagan biting back more expletives, hopping on one foot across the room, I try not to look at the way the backs of her thick thighs jiggle, especially with her short towel lifting with each hop. I also try not to think of scooping her up, carrying her into the bathroom, and getting in the shower with her. Of stripping off her towel and my sweatpants. Of washing the shampoo out of her hair and eyes before kissing my way down her slippery, naked body to check her toes.

I have to put her and the vision out of my head, because my thoughts are wrong. Immoral. More than that, it would frighten her if she knew what I was thinking. What I’ve been thinking since I first saw her bring that chopping board down on the demon’s head. What’s only gotten more vivid since she removed the outer layer of her lumpy clothes and revealed the delicious way her breasts, belly, and hips curve out from her short frame.

Fuck, I’m a monster.

Not five minutes later, Teagan exits the bathroom and stops when she sees me sitting at the desk with Kendall on the end of my knee, twirling her fingers in my beard. Sydney is tucked into the left bed with a snack and a small carton of milk, watching a loud cartoon on my phone, while Dustin is doing his best to translate Kendall’s babbling about the presents she wants from Santa. I thought the kids’ endless noise might overwhelm me—sensory overload—when Russell called to ask this favor of me. But if anything, it’s a pleasant distraction and reprieve from my morbid thoughts.

Even with the heat turned up as high as it will go in the room—which is to say, not very high—Teagan’s teeth chatter with the cold and her damp hair, dressed only in another pair of thin black leggings and an oversized black T-shirt. She mouths an apology and silently asks if she should take Kendall, but I shrug. Hesitantly, she nods, then digs through her garbage bag of clothes.

“Crap, I think I left my jacket at the apartment,” she says with goosebumps pricking her arms. She upends the bag, separating the kids’ clean clothes from hers, but only comes up with another of her T-shirts, a pair of ripped black jeans, and platform combat boots. It’s not enough.

I stand and step through the side door hanging off its hinges, then return with one of my black and gray flannels. I hold it out to her without saying a word, strangely nervous about whether or not she’ll accept my offering.

“Are you sure?” she asks, chewing the skin on the edge of her thumbnail.

“It’s clean,” is all I say, leaving the flannel on the console and moving back to my chair, looking down at Kendall instead of Teagan. I’m all too aware, now, that I hadn’t thought to put on a shirt myself, since I run hot anywhere I go at my size, and wonder if I’m making anyone uncomfortable.

Damnit. I probably am with my belly hanging out. Old and fat, and most importantly, a strange man covered in some seriously dark tattoos from my collar to my wrists and ankles, holding her daughter on my knee. It looks bad. Abruptly, I stand and pass Kendall to Dustin, who is now explaining the differences between Motocross and Supercross and how badly he wants a dirt bike when he’s older.

Staring at the carpet, I go back to my room to pull on a white T-shirt, socks, and my running shoes. Swinging the motel key around on my finger after shoving my billfold in my pocket, I yell to Teagan over my shoulder, “Ice.” I squint in the early afternoon sun, which does nothing to battle the cold front that’s blown in across the lower half of the country. My breath produces visible clouds in the bitter cold air that I welcome as I make my way to the motel’s lobby for a bucket of ice.

The bored receptionist hasn’t once looked up from endlessly scrolling his phone, not even when I overpaid to book our rooms in cash so I wouldn’t have to use my card or ID, which would be used to track us if anyone is looking. When he tells me that the ice machine is broken, I make the best of it, sprinting to the closest convenience store. The four-and-a-half-mile round trip carrying the five-pound bag of ice plus more snacks isn’t easy, but at least it’s rejuvenating in a way, even if I am gasping for air when I make it back, beads of sweat running down my temples and neck.

After checking that my truck is still secured, back in the motel room, I continue staring at the carpet when I dump the snacks and bottles of apple juice for the kids on Teagan’s desk so I can fill one of the plastic grocery bags with ice for Sydney’s head and the other for Teagan’s foot. I linger at the adjoining door and grunt a goodnight when Teagan finally looks up at me with golden, amber eyes, then prop the door closed as much as I can, shedding everything but my sweatpants since I’m overheated.

The workout did the trick, and so even with the kids making a racket when they argue over who gets which candy, and the sun’s rays shine through the pitifully thin, bright orange drapes, I’m able to shut my eyes and rest for a few hours. I so fervently wish I didn’t have to sleep alone that my stomach aches, as if a little bird’s sharp, amber colored talons have carved out my desecrated insides.


Chapter 5

Teagan

Cuddling Kendall in bed with the covers pulled up to our necks, I press my nose into my shoulder. I still can’t place the laundry detergent scent on Elliott’s warm flannel, but once I do figure it out, I’ll be switching to it as soon as I get on my feet in Texas and we move out of Marigold’s place into our own.

It’s only been a few hours since Elliott fell asleep, yet he sits up within two seconds of the alarm chiming on his phone, which Sydney and Dustin are watching on my other side. If I lean over at just the right angle, I can see him cracking his neck from side to side, rolling his big, round shoulders that are twice the width of mine, then stretching his long arms high above his head. Bracing his hands on his knees, he stands and hikes his waistband up that had fallen dangerously low on his hips, then scratches his strong chest adorned with a huge three-headed hellhound tattoo.

For some reason, at his age, I hadn’t expected him to have tattoos, let alone that he would be covered so completely that he doesn’t have any blank skin other than his hands, feet, neck, and face. And the tattoos themselves…I shudder, thinking of the fractured skull with its jaw open wide in horror as a raven plucks one of its bloody eyes out with its beak on his back. Even though Elliott isn’t bad to look at, his powerful, intimidating size and blank expression scream bad news all on their own. Add to that, the tattoos scream walking nightmare, and I worry what I’ve gotten my kids and myself into, traveling with and relying on a man like him.

It won’t be for long, though. At least there’s that.

Elliott snaps his dark blue gaze up suddenly, as if he can feel me watching and judging him, and I immediately look away, pretending one of the kids is trying to get my attention.

He pushes open the door to poke his head into my room, staring at the wall above my head with his brows pulled low. “Quick shower, then we gotta go.”

He’s gone before I can respond.

* * *

Four hours later, Elliott switches lanes to take an off-ramp. I lean in between the front seats and tap his arm. “Why are we getting off the highway?”

“Need to gas up and put something with more sustenance in their bellies.” He pauses with a grimace before mumbling, “Mine too.”

I slink back to sit on my heels. “Sorry.” The kids have torn through most of the food Elliott had stocked in his mini fridge and cabinet, leaving not much else for him and me.

“Don’t be,” he says with a tone as if he’s offended as he steers into a truck stop, the roof above the gas pumps tall enough to accommodate his truck. “They need it more than I do.”

I turn my head away, shame once again threatening to swallow me whole. If I were the kind of mother they need, I would have been able to keep our refrigerator and pantry full to the brim so they could eat as much as they wanted instead of having to be so, so careful with our food budget in Vegas.

“Teagan,” Elliott says after parking his truck and swiveling in his seat. It’s hard to meet his eyes. “Because they’re still growing and I’m not. That’s all I meant. Ok?”

I nod, though nothing about this is ok.

Elliott squares his jaw and stares hard at me for a moment, then finally exits the truck, leaving me to my self-loathing in private. After filling the tank, Elliott backs the truck into one of the slanted parking spots between two parked, darkened rigs.

“Pretty impressive, backing this thing up without crashing into anything,” I say while unbuckling the kids and helping them to stand and stretch. The tips of Elliott’s ears turn red—flushing, I realize, with my compliment. So I decide to give him another when he helps me out of the cab by way of asking, “You work out a lot?” Yes, he has a belly he apparently isn’t fond of, but having been half naked at the motel, I’ve seen the evidence of his hard muscles beneath his thick, black and gray tattooed exterior.

Elliott grunts a confirmation, ducking his head shyly, the red bleeding across his cheeks above his beard.

“How much can you lift?” I ask, pulling out my hair tie to finger-comb my messy strands so they’ll hang down my face as a disguise since the truck stop likely has security cameras. As paranoid as Priscilla is about me snitching, based on the little information I know about her chosen line of work, she’s downright terrified of what her boss would think if she were to leave her safe haven of Nevada to come after us. I doubt she considers me or Kendall—who she doesn’t actually love or care about—worth risking her life, but one can never be sure. “At least two hundred,” I guess, since he manhandles me without so much as a grunt. Bully for him.

Elliott’s eyes go straight to my fingers in my hair, the red creeping down his neck. “More,” he says, helping Dustin out next, then Sydney.

“Three?” I ask, my voice lifting. He nods. “Four?” When he nods again, I whistle through teeth starting to chatter with the cold, though my own cheeks grow warm to see him blush. “Impressive.”

I carry my inexplicable giggly mood as easily as Elliott carries Kendall as we speed-walk across the parking lot to the truck stop’s convenience store, the wind whipping diesel fumes and strands of my hair back into a messy nest. We stop at the restrooms first, where I flat out give up hope on detangling my hair, more conspicuous now than if it were in a bun, and I accept defeat, pulling it back.

Then, shockingly, Elliott pulls three twenty-dollar bills out of his wallet and hands one to each of my children, even though he’s carrying a stuffed to-go sack from the attached deli sandwich shop. “Have at it,” he says to the kids with the tiniest grin, though he does hold Kendall’s hand and helps her with her selections.

I follow behind with my arms crossed, trying to keep an eye on each child, which is impossible with them running around excitedly. “You really don’t have to do that,” I tell him, though I don’t have that kind of cash to spend, either.

Elliott shrugs, opening a cooler on the left to pluck the strawberry and chocolate milk cartons the kids are asking for that are too high up for them to reach. “I want to.”

I scuff the toe of my combat boot on the peeling vinyl tiles. “Marigold told me there’s a diner or something that would hire me. I’ll pay you back when I can.”

I can’t read the thoughts behind Elliott’s blue eyes when he asks, “Granny’s?”

“Who’s Granny?”

“The name of the diner.”

“Oh. Then, yeah.”

His eyes dart down to my chest, his cheeks burning hotter for some reason.

When we get to the checkout counter, I flip the collar of Elliott’s borrowed flannel up and keep my head turned to the side so the cashier—a man almost as big and grizzly as Elliott—won’t see the healing cut on my cheek or the bruises around my neck and start asking questions. The cashier smiles broadly and produces a plastic fishbowl of lollipops from under the counter, one free for each of the kids. Missing his right eye with a long-healed scar slashed across it, he winks his left after I remind the kids to say thank you, though they certainly don’t need any more sugar.

“I have seven grandkids about the same age and another one on the way,” the cashier says to Elliott as he scans our goods. “Each of them is a blessing, am I right?”

Elliott stands cold beside me and doesn’t respond.

The cashier grins and waggles a finger at me. “I’m guessing you take after your mom more than your dad. Another blessing.” He laughs at his own joke, but his mirth melts when he shifts his dark gray eye to Elliott, whose expression has turned stony.

“Oh, uh, yeah…I do,” I say, realizing too late that he thinks Elliott is my father, though I’m not going to spend the energy to explain why he’s incorrect in his assumption.

Elliott doesn’t give me time anyway, if I were so inclined, when he snatches the two new sacks off the counter after paying without a word and leads us out of the store.

* * *

“Can you hold it a little longer?” I ask when Dustin crosses his ankles, having chugged his carton of strawberry milk when I told him to sip from it, needing to use the restroom not thirty minutes after Elliott had to stop on the side of the road for us to relieve ourselves once already. I do, too, though I haven’t said mum to Elliott, who hasn’t spoken either since our weird interaction with the cashier.

Elliott is already inching down an exit off the interstate before I’ve had to lean up front to begrudgingly ask him, then he helps us all out, since if one needs to go, we probably all should.

Not. Fun. To say the least.

It’s been slow-going as it is with the sky unexpectedly dumping buckets of snow into the night, slicking the roads so that we are moving forward at a crawl in bumper-to-bumper traffic since we can hardly see ten feet in front of us. It’s bad enough squatting on the ground, but doing so while dressed in as many layers as possible to keep warm, hardly able to bend a knee or elbow? Miserable.

Using Elliott’s flannel as an umbrella, I hold it over Sydney and Dustin’s heads when they take their turns, but can’t manage it myself when I have to hold onto a tree trunk for balance, so I’m shivering uncontrollably when I make it back, my nose frozen at the tip.

“Damn, Birdie, you’re going to freeze to death like this,” Elliott tuts, hefting me up.

Freeze is right since we both go rigid while I hover in Elliott’s hold two feet off the ground, snow collecting on our eyelashes. He snaps out of it first, depositing me on the front passenger seat before stomping off and disappearing deeper into the dark woods. It takes a long time for him to come back.

Elliott

We’ve only just merged onto the interstate when there’s a pileup ahead involving two eighteen-wheelers that look to have skidded out of their lanes into each other, and traffic is forced to detour.

“I’m calling it a night,” I tell Russell after putting him on speaker phone so I can keep both hands at the ready. “Need you to find me a place close by since my internet is crap out here.”

“The weather forecast says it should clear up by morning,” he says with a raised voice over the loud country music playing in the background on the dance-hall date I’ve interrupted with his wife. “But you know how things change.”

I huff. “You’re telling me.”

I imagine the grin he’s probably cracking when he takes his time to direct me to another lone motel, this one sketchier and more secluded than the last.

Looks like we weren’t the only ones who had the same idea to stop for the night instead of risking our necks on the road, cars and a few more trucks filling up the lot fast. It takes me roughly thirty minutes to get through the long line to book our rooms, and I grunt when the harried, teenage receptionist, probably unused to this volume of grumpy and tired customers, tells me there’s only one room available, since many thought ahead enough to book their rooms over the phone while stuck in traffic.

“Fine.” I slap cash down on the beige counter with the laminate chipped along the edges, which costs more than the two rooms we booked at the last motel, what with their bullshit surge pricing.

With the below-freezing temperatures and snow salting the inky night, no one pays us any attention when I tuck Kendall into my chest beneath my flannel while hauling our bags behind Birdie, Dustin, and Sydney scuttling as quickly as they can without slipping toward the motel room at the furthest corner of the two-story structure. Dropping the bags on the stained gray carpet, I have to peel Kendall’s chubby fists from my shirt when she resists being let down. I get it. I don’t particularly want to set her down either.

To stop myself from taking the thousandth peek of Birdie wearing the flannel I offered her last night, which swallows her whole and falls to her knees like a nightgown, I keep my eyes trained on the A/C unit beneath the wide, cracked window facing the lot, raising the temperature as high as it will go. I also try to tune out her song when she tells the kids to take off their snowy outer layers and climb into the questionably sturdy queen-sized bed on the left side of the room to huddle for warmth, her teeth chattering. I wish I could offer her my jacket, but I had to burn that with the rest of the evidence.

“Try to get some rest,” I tell her over my shoulder with my hand on the doorknob.

“Where are you going?” Birdie asks with a frown.

“My truck.”

“Wait.” My tense shoulders relax when she lays her hand in the middle of my back—the opposite reaction I should have, considering she’s young enough to be my daughter, as the busy-body cashier assumed. She skirts around my side, her other hand pressed flat against the door to stop me from swinging it open. “You can’t stay out there. It’s freezing, and you can’t sleep on the foldout with the kids’ car seats in the way.”

Staring a hole in the door streaked with years of grime, I tell her, “I’ll sleep in my seat. The cold won’t bother me.”

“But you’ve been stuck in your seat all day already.”

“It’s fine.”

“No, it’s not.” Like I did with Kendall, Birdie peels my hand from the doorknob, hers so small and soft in mine.

I don’t ever want her to let go, which is a problem. The other being that there’s only one small bed, and it wouldn’t be appropriate for me to share it with them, even with Birdie between me and the kids. I’d take up most of the room, anyway, and then no one would get any sleep.

“Crap,” she mutters.

I squeeze her hand and use every speck of willpower I have to drop it. “Goodnight.” I toss her room key on the bed, and then I’m out the door before the little bird can stop me.

* * *

With the blackout curtains closed and my seat reclined as far as it will go, I’m alone for the first time in two days. Alone with my static and monstrous thoughts, there’s nothing and no one to stop me from pushing down the sweatpants I’ve changed into and pulling my cock out. I don’t have to spit in my hand when I grip my shaft to wet it. The precum I’ve been leaking since seeing Birdie’s curves painted in my flannel does the job on its own.

If I unfocus my eyes, the daydream version of Birdie—who is very much not my daughter—appears before me, hazy around her soft edges, somewhat transparent, but as close to reality as I’ll ever get. It has to be enough. Daydream Birdie rolls her leggings down and straddles my lap, arching her back to fit between my belly and the steering wheel as she wiggles her knees out as wide as they’ll go, spreading her center. Her offering. She caresses my bare chest as I angle my cock down to press my crown against her sweet heat.

I slam my eyes shut and shove my cock back in my sweatpants, yanking my drawstrings tight when I knot them. I don’t even want to sully the daydream version of her with the man I’ve become. My skin itches and buzzes with need, but there’s no way I’d willingly leave them alone in the middle of nowhere and drive the frozen roads to find a tattoo shop that may or may not even be open.

A rattling knock against my door makes me snap up straight. Grabbing my gun and holding it at the ready, I rip aside the blackout curtains, horrified to find Birdie shaking like a leaf, hugging herself, her back hunched against the wind. I throw open my door and slip out of the truck as soon as she steps out of the way, hiding my gun behind my back while my socks dampen with the slush on the ground.

“It’s too cold for you to be out here,” I tell her, scared she’ll catch a cold, her body already run down after everything she’s been put through.

Birdie tugs the hand I’d thrown toward the motel room, her fingers already half-frozen, and shoves my driver’s side door closed. As small as she is, she wouldn’t be able to make me budge so much as an inch if I didn’t allow her to. Which I do. More so, I loom over her, pushing her to move faster with my bulk against her back, ready to catch her should her feet slip out from under her…hoping, like an asshole, that she will so I can hold her again.


Chapter 6

Teagan

This is crazy, even for me. It shouldn’t matter to me that Elliott wanted to sleep in his truck. If anything, I should have been happy that I’ve been spared another day to think through how I’m going to approach him with my appreciation for his help, as I’d thought about doing at the last motel. But when I had wrapped my kids in my arms, squeezing us all together for warmth, our muscles slowly uncoiling, all I could think about was how the man who made this very thing possible was sleeping cramped and alone in his truck.

As soon as the kids had fallen asleep after eating the rest of the sandwiches and snacks while watching a movie, I slipped out of bed without disturbing them, shut the TV off, then hefted it down to the ground so it couldn’t potentially fall on any of them before I left the room, triple-checking that the door was locked. With the stack of extra blankets almost as tall as me that I picked up from the lobby, I arranged everything on the floor into a makeshift sleeping bag. Crazy as I might be, I wouldn’t go so far as to offer to let Elliott get in bed with us, but hopefully the padded floor will be comfortable enough for him to sleep on while easing my conscience.

Elliott’s hand is hot and rough wrapped around mine while I fumble with unlocking the motel room door, my muscles seizing with the cold. Finally succeeding, I pull him inside the darkened room and around the bed to the warmest spot between the bedframe and bathroom wall, sweeping my hand out to show him the blankets.

“You sure?” he asks just above a whisper.

“Yes,” I answer simply, then have to tug my hand twice to get him to release his hold so I can bend and unlace my boots. I climb onto the bed, scooching into the middle to drape my arms over my babies with the flat sheet and comforter pulled up over our noses. “Goodnight, Elliott.”

“‘Night, Bir—Teagan.”

I listen as Elliott tosses for fifteen minutes, wondering if dragging him out of his truck was such a good idea after all, since the hard floor, even with all the blankets, might be more uncomfortable than his seat. I flip over onto my opposite side and try to make out the lines of Elliott’s face when he sits up and fluffs the only pillow I was able to get before he lays down with a low huff. After another ten minutes of tossing, a few headlights filtering through the moth-eaten drapes and intermittent slamming car doors in the parking lot, neither of us is finding any sleep just yet.

“What’s it like in Texas?” I whisper. “I’ve never been outside of Nevada, so I don’t know what to expect.”

Elliott’s rustling comes to a stop. “You want the truth?”

“Yes…” I answer, drawing out the word, burrowing deeper under the comforter. “Why do you sound so ominous?”

Elliott releases a muffled chuckle. “The truth is, we get a few months where we don’t have to run the A/C, though not always. Then all of a sudden, the weather turns, and we’ve entered pre-heat season—that’s March and April, and if we’re lucky, May too.”

“Doesn’t sound that much different from the desert,” I say with slight disappointment.

Elliott puts his hand up in a stop motion. “Now, hold on. Come June, the humidity is so high, it feels like stepping out of the shower and pulling on your clothes without toweling off first.”

“Oh. Sounds wonderful,” I say sarcastically.

“That’s not the worst part. Then come the mosquitoes, and there’s no escaping them. And then—”

“Oh, man,” I groan, scooting closer to the edge of the mattress. “What then?”

“Then comes August, and it’s like being thrown in a boiling stockpot with the crawfish and taters.” He pauses and takes a deep breath between each sentence, as if he’s unused to talking so much. Maybe he’s not. “The air is thick as soup, you never truly get dry, and everyone wonders why in the hell they still live in Texas.”

“You know, I think I’ve changed my mind. I’ve had enough of the heat. Do you think Marigold could find another trucker to take us north?” I ask, half joking, half questioning if I’ve made a huge mistake going east.

“No,” Elliott answers quickly, a little too loudly, cutting off my low laugh. He clears his throat. “What I meant was, it’s not all bad. We’re green most of the year, where I am. Plenty of lakes and state parks to camp in and explore. And we have the best food in the country. Anything and everything you want to eat from all over the world, we’ve got it.”

“That’s a big claim. Think you can back it up?”

“Been to every state in the lower forty-eight, so I can confidently say yes. Big cities aren’t too far, so there’s plenty to do or see.” Here he takes several more deep breaths, his voice louder now. “We could take a family trip down to the beach for the weekend. Drive right on the sand and up to the water in some areas. Go fishing on the pier. And we could take the kids to San Antonio or Houston for the Rodeo,” he says, growing more animated than I’ve heard him speak thus far. “They’d love the carnival rides and deep-fried Oreos, I bet. We could also—”

I cut him off when I ask with a squeak, “We?”

Elliott takes a long time to answer. “You,” he says in a subdued voice. “You and Goldie, I meant.”

I nod, silence stretching between us. With my heart beating too fast to find any rest, and Elliott tossing again, I tell him, “We’ve never gone on a family trip before.” At least not one I can remember from my earlier years when I still lived near Grandpa. And certainly not after Mom remarried. “And you’re right. As gross as it sounds, I bet the kids would lose their minds over some deep-fried Oreos.”

“They’ve never, uh, never gone on a trip with their dad—dads?” he asks, stuttering out his real question.

“Dads,” I answer. “And no. When I was with…my first, we weren’t allowed to leave. And with Kendall’s dad, we were too broke,” I say, upset by the reminder that the kids have missed out on so much. Missed out on having a big, normal, happy family. Though, believe me, I tried building one for them. And failed epically.

Elliott shoots upright. “What do you mean, ‘allowed’?”

I pinch my lips together to contain my groan at my slip-up, but Elliott isn’t letting me off the hook, squinting and leaning closer until I can feel the force of his question like a living being breathing down my bruised neck. Though I’ve told as few people as possible about where I come from, I find myself wanting to open up to him, and I scoot closer, on the cusp of falling off the bed. Maybe it’s the dark that makes it easier to tell my story, or the traumatic experience we’ve shared that loosens my tongue. Or maybe it’s just the simple, human connection I crave. Whatever the reason, I start by asking him, “Have you heard of the Zeraxists?”

“The polygamist sex cult out in the desert that worshiped some kind of fake galaxy or something like that?”

“Zeraxy,” I confirm with contempt. “Our galactic version of paradise that we’re supposed to ascend to when we die and populate with our insane amount of children to battle the aliens of the Gonarfa Galaxy for control of the universe.” My insides feel like they’re being squeezed in a vice when I think of the absolute lunacy of my time in the crackpot, demented cult and what it cost me—everything, except for my children.

“Tell me you’re joking.” Elliott leans his shoulder against the mattress. “I heard they were raided because of the…the child brides and…and…” Elliott clears his throat, tipping his chin down. “Fuck, I don’t even want to say it.”

“Yeah. You name it, we did it,” I say, focusing everything I have on the lock of hair that falls across Elliott’s forehead and not my rapidly beating heart as we trudge through my awful past.

“You were really a Zeraxist?”

“Not me—my mom. She joined when I was ten. Even at my age, I knew it was all crazy bullshit. I couldn’t believe she’d fallen for it. She was my stepfather’s third wife. I was my husband’s first,” I say, still trying to determine why I feel comfortable opening up to a man when it backfired so spectacularly with Quincy.

Elliott shoves his hair back on his head with a low growl. “How old were you when you got married?”

I move my hand up slowly so Elliott won’t notice when I have to clamp it over my mouth until I can speak without wanting to vomit. “Fourteen. I was lucky,” I say sarcastically—a tone that would have earned me two days and nights sleeping on the concrete stoop without food or water, waking up with sandy grit in my eyes and teeth. “At least Guxxer was my age, and we weren’t related. He wasn’t as bad as the rest.” At first. “We loved each other, in the beginning. Or what I thought was love. Some of my stepsisters weren’t so lucky.”

“Birdie…” My shoulders hunch up to my ears when he lays his hand gently on my head, but slowly settle when he simply slips a few strands of my hair through his fingers before letting his hand drop. “Were you with the kids who were rescued before the cult blew up their compound?”

I shake my head. “I wasn’t a kid by then,” I say with a bone-deep ache for my lost childhood. “Some of the boys who were kicked out over the years joined a group that helped smuggle women and children out of the cult. I escaped right before the raid with Dustin and Sydney. But my husband…he never made it out of the compound.” I smile behind my hand. Just a little one. Private, all for me. “Neither did my mom. I kept begging her to leave, but she chose to stay with her husband.” I try and fail to keep my voice down when I say heatedly, “I would never do something like that to my kids. Never.”

We go quiet when a car’s headlights streak through the room, and I discover Elliott staring directly into my eyes, wearing the same expression he wore at my apartment. Murderous. The opposite of Quincy, whose eyes had turned soft and pitying, which I now know was performative. Elliott, though, looks like he wishes he could travel through time and blow the compound up all over again.

Ready to shove my bleak past back where it belongs—in the past—I ask, “What about you? Are you married? Have any kids?”

Elliott shifts his gaze down, squeezing his hands together on his lap. “Not married. No kids.”

“You never wanted any, or—sorry, that’s none of my business.”

“It’s…it’s fine,” he says, though he doesn’t answer my question. Instead, he lies down and throws the spotlight back on me. “Not that it’ll change things, but…Kendall’s dad…he isn’t going to raise a stink about us suddenly taking off with her, will he?”

“No. He—” I cough to cover the nervous giggle creeping up my throat. “He died a few months ago.”

Thank the devil for that, as my grandpa would say. If only he’d stayed in Tennessee instead of moving his then-young family to Nevada, the cult never would have been able to worm its way into my mom’s life and destroy it.

Elliott lets out what I think might be a sigh of relief, knowing he hasn’t done anything illegal, like facilitating Kendall’s kidnapping. “That demon at the apartment? Who’s she?”

“Kendall’s grandmother. I don’t think she’ll come this far for her, but…you never know.”

“You never have to worry ‘bout her again,” he says gruffly, as if he really believes it.

“Maybe.” There will always be that what if lingering in the back of my mind. What if Priscilla risks coming after us? To get back at me, if nothing else.

“Definitely,” he promises.

I want to believe him. I really do. But how can I? I’ll always be looking over my shoulder, just as I have for any of the old cult leaders, though I know all of them died in the explosion. Deciding I’ve had enough of this grim trip down memory lane, though, I roll onto my back to stare at the low ceiling with its busted, dusty light fixture and whisper, “We should get some sleep.”

Elliott

I hadn’t known I’d fallen asleep after hoping Birdie would suddenly start our conversation back up again until Dustin kicks my shin, which sticks out farther than the bed, nearly tripping when tiptoeing past me into the restroom. My eyes pop open, and I reach for my gun stowed beneath the bed before I remember where I am and who I’m with. I stare blankly at the ceiling until my vision adjusts to the low light in the room. The cheap frame squeaks when Dustin climbs back into bed, and Birdie rolls onto her side in her sleep with her arm thrown over the edge, the covers slipping down to her hips.

I sit up to pinch the comforter, slowly drawing it back up to her chin, reprehensibly letting the backs of my fingers skim over her smooth skin and across her lips. I yank my hand away, sickened by my actions, and curl onto my side as well, facing away from her achingly beautiful—and too young—face. My god, the horror she’s lived through. Counting to ten repeatedly to rid my mind of her works about as well as a single ice cube does to cool a ten-gallon pot of boiling water.

Damnit.

Birdie whimpers in her sleep, and I turn over immediately, wanting to slay the demons that haunt her and have followed her into her dream world. When she whimpers again, I reach for her hand dangling over the side and rub my thumb along her delicate inner wrist. Her next whimper is shorter, quieter this time, and I wonder if I’m there in her nightmare, protecting her. Letting her know that she doesn’t have to be scared. That I’m bigger and badder than anything she might face in there or out in the real world, and I’m on her side.

Another few seconds of rubbing her wrist leads to her relaxing, her lips parting on a puff of air until she goes quiet. I should let her hand go. Try to get back to sleep before we make the next leg of the trip.

But I don’t.

Can’t.

Worse, I prop myself up on an elbow so I can brush the back of her hand against my time-worn face. And when that’s not enough, I do sit up, leaning back against the mattress, placing her hand on the crook of my bare shoulder, my ear an inch from her mouth so I can feel her breath on my neck, wishing for a song.

I’m disgusted by the abhorrent relief that filled me to hear the kids’ dads were dead. Sickened that I was pleased more by the delusional idea that I could fit myself into that role for them after knowing them a grand total of forty-eight hours than I was by the knowledge that there wouldn’t be any trouble on our tails, at least where they were concerned. And for the first time in nearly thirty years, I let a tear roll down my cheek.

* * *

The next time I wake, I’m slumped over, my back screaming at the uncomfortable position, with the shower running in the background.

A slobbery little hand pats my cheek. “Santa. Santa.” Kendall slaps my cheek harder and jumps on my side before popping her thumb back in her mouth.

“No, Kendall! Mommy’s gonna be so mad.” Sydney scoops up the toddler, who kicks her feet in the air, crying to be let down.

“It’s ok,” I say, gingerly sitting upright and stretching my arms above my head, wincing and sucking in a pained breath when a muscle in my side spasms. “You can put her down.”

“Mommy said don’t bother you,” Sydney says, out of breath, trying to keep control of the toddler.

“I’m not bothered.” I hiss as my muscle continues to cramp and spasm every time I shift, especially when I try to pinch the comforter to wipe away Kendall’s drool from my smarting cheek. Grinding my teeth through the pain, I roll over to lie flat on my front, breathing deeply until the spasm passes, only for it to start up again when I try to push up off the floor. That’s what I get for what I did last night.

“Are you ok?” Dustin asks, bending over to look at my face, his black brows pinched together.

“Yeah,” I answer gruffly.

“You have scary pictures on your back.”

“Yeah,” I grunt again.

“They’re awesome,” he says with a huge smile and big brown eyes.

I bark a laugh next, my side spasming even worse.

Sydney can’t hang onto Kendall any longer, almost dropping her on the floor, and the toddler immediately jumps on my back as if doing a cannonball into a pool with a squeal, knocking the breath right out of me but providing a brief moment of reprieve from the pain, giving me an idea.

“Do that again, kiddo,” I say. “Someone help her.”

Though Dustin is confused by my request, he lifts Kendall off, letting her go a moment later so she can jump on me again.

“Who wants to walk on my back?” I ask after Kendall’s third jump, needing more steady pressure.

The kids laugh riotously each time they take a turn holding onto each other for balance while walking up and down my back and pounding their feet with my encouragement. I can’t breathe for shit, but at least their bony heels digging into my muscles help work out the knots.

“What are you doing?” Birdie asks shrilly, lifting Dustin off of me after she’s finished with her shower, dressed in my flannel and skin-tight leggings again. “I told you not to bother him.”

Perfect. “It’s ok. I asked them to.”

“Why?” she asks with bewildered amber eyes, leaning over so I can look her in the face, my flannel falling away from her chest. It’s too bad she’s wearing one of her shirts beneath it.

“Muscle spasms from sleeping on the floor,” I answer.

She winces apologetically.

“It’s fine.” I get all the way up onto my knees before my back spasms again, and I collapse. Eyeing Birdie, I ask, “Want a turn?”

“To walk on your back?”

“Yeah. No offense to them, but I think you’d do a better job of it than the kids.”

“Are you sure?”

I grunt.

Looking back and forth between my eyes with one of her brows raised, she finally says, “Be careful what you wish for.” And then she braces her hands on the mattress and steps onto my back on her little bare feet. “I’m not too heavy?”

“No. You’re perfect.”

Any remaining tension leaves me as my eyes drift shut while she carefully walks up and down my back. I’m in paradise.

“I forgot I used to do this to my grandpa when I was a kid,” Birdie says with a little giggle, as if she’s having as much fun as her children did. “Can you breathe?”

I nod when the answer is actually no, but who cares? Not me.

“Oh,” Sydney says as if something has just clicked, finally making sense of things. She sits on the floor with her legs crossed like a pretzel, peeling open an orange for Kendall, spilling juice down her forearms to drip onto her nightgown. “Are you my grandpa? How come I never met you?”

I don’t have to answer since Birdie does so for me. “No, baby, I told you. He’s just helping us out for a little bit. We’re not related.”

Paradise shattered.

“Gu-pa, Gu-pa!” Kendall squeals, clapping her hands together and jumping maybe an inch off the ground before losing her balance and falling on her butt.

“Grand–pa,” Dustin sounds out.

“No! Gu-pa,” Kendall insists.

They go back and forth a few times until they settle on something Kendall can pronounce: Papa.

“I think I’ve been upgraded from Santa,” I say with as much breath as I can muster beneath Birdie’s feet and my crushing grief and longing that I really were their papa. With my back no longer spasming, I suddenly push up off the floor, catching Birdie before she can fall after being unbalanced. As soon as her feet are flat on the carpet, I head into the restroom to be by myself.


Chapter 7

Teagan

“Soooo,” I start off slowly, trying to make conversation. Anything to pass the monotonous time as I sit wedged between the two front seats on the floor instead of buckling myself into the passenger seat like Elliott keeps asking me to. “Have you always wanted to be a truck driver?”

Elliott grunts a non-answer.

I frown, picking at my sore cuticles. Elliott is always quiet while driving, but there’s a different quality to it this time. A heaviness in the air that even the kids can sense, keeping their voices low despite hating being cooped up in their seats again. I have to wonder if his mood has anything to do with what I told him or the way I touched him last night, having woken up with my fingers running through his thick hair before falling back to sleep. Had he been awake? And why was he sitting up in the first place? Maybe it had something to do with his back.

Crap. I’ve done a bang-up job of making everything weird, and he probably thinks I’m a freak.

Elliott sighs heavily, as if begrudgingly deciding to answer me. “I wanted to be a deputy.”

“Really?” I ask, perking up. “So why did you choose trucking? Because of your brother?”

He shakes his head, tugging his collar away from his neck. “It wasn’t a choice,” he mumbles, hardly moving his lips.

It wasn’t a choice. His answer has me reevaluating how much more I want to know about him, and choosing, rather, to scoot away from him, closer to my kids. I end up making my pinky nail bleed when I chew it past the quick, growing increasingly nervous as my mind spins theories as to why he couldn’t become a deputy. He’s bad news, and I don’t need any more of that in my life.

* * *

The temperature falls as the weather worsens after crossing the border into Texas, but Elliott pushes through, probably looking forward to the moment he can drop us off at Marigold’s house. I’m looking forward to it, too, if only so I don’t end up making things weirder. I’ve also run out of clean clothes to wear beneath the flannel that Elliott hasn’t asked me to return yet, since I didn’t pack nearly as much for myself as I did for the kids, so everything needs a good washing.

Elliott grunts as he carefully slows the truck to avoid rear-ending a small sports car that cuts him off suddenly, swerving around an accident in the left lane where a pickup truck looks to have spun out. He mutters curses under his breath as traffic slows even more due to the snow sticking to the ground, which he says is highly unusual since it typically melts soon after falling. More bad news.

“Should we pull over and get another motel room?” I ask, holding onto the front seats, the wipers swishing across the windshield at top speed, visibility dangerously low.

“Probably,” he says with a croak, his voice rusty after so many silent hours. “But last time I checked, the news said the storm is now supposed to hold for the next three days. Without salt trucks down here, we’d be stranded for who knows how long.”

Dustin and Sydney both whine from the back. “Not again,” Sydney says. “It’s so boring.”

Though I’ll take boring any day over the fear and chaos we’re used to, I don’t contradict her.

* * *

“Almost there,” Elliott says, too many boring hours later, when a large, silver lake ahead comes into view.

“Yay!” The kids cheer in their seats, their voices growing louder with excitement that the trip is nearly over.

I feel the same way, my eyes growing hot and my heart beating faster. This is it. We really, truly, finally got out. I almost can’t believe this is real.

And just like that, my excitement plummets when Elliott’s truck starts backsliding when he tries to crest a small hill right before we get to the Berenson Trucking warehouse. I grab Elliott’s arm with a muted shriek, panic rising that we’re going to get in an accident, and the kids scream.

“Buckle yourself in,” Elliott demands for the millionth time, and I finally listen, scrambling into the front passenger seat, tucking the lap belt beneath my baby bump without making it too obvious. Twice more, he attempts to climb the hill, only for the truck to inch backward. “We’re not getting up this hill,” he says, angling the truck off the road on the snowy grass, the truck leaning precariously into the ditch that runs parallel.

Elliott lets the engine idle as he drops his head back with his phone held to his ear. He repeatedly redials his brother, but none of his calls will go through. Next, he tries Marigold’s husband, Davis, who also works at BT. Same thing happens.

“What do we do now?” I ask before looking back to check on the kids, finding tears in their eyes and frightful expressions.

“We’ll have to leave the truck here until the snow melts or we can get it towed.” Buttoning his flannel up to his throat and flipping his collar up, he says, “Stay here. I’ll be right back.” He throws open the door and shuts it quickly. Sticking to the grass, he jogs up and over the hill out of sight.

* * *

Growing worried the longer we have to wait, I let loose a squeak of relief when Elliott steps out of a blocky, vintage brown Bronco with huge tires that he parks beside the eighteen-wheeler. With snow crowning his head and shoulders, he hurriedly climbs into his driver’s side seat.

“The warehouse is closed. Davis left this for me,” he says, passing me a folded piece of printer paper before ducking into the back of the cab to start unbuckling the kids from their seats. “The state’s power grid is failing, so phone service is out. Davis and Goldie are staying with friends after a pipe froze and burst in their kitchen. Don’t know how long it’ll be before they can get it repaired and move back home.”

My heart sinks as I read the apology note, hastily scrawled in unfamiliar chicken-scratch handwriting, confirming what Elliott said. No power, no running water, and no room for us at their friend’s house.

“Where are we supposed to go?” I ask, shoving the note in my pocket.

Elliott plops Kendall on my lap with a tired sigh. “We’ll put the car seats in the Bronco, and I’ll drive y’all over to my brother’s place, since they have more beds to spare.”

I have no choice but to go along with it, hoping it won’t be too awkward staying with and relying on more strangers for who knows how long. Elliott asks me to stay in the truck with the kids while he unbolts and transfers the car seats and our bags to his Bronco with great, big body shivers and ice forming on his mustache.

After slamming his trunk closed with the last of our things, Elliott finally cuts off the truck’s engine. “Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be,” I answer, buttoning up against the cold while we hurry to strap the kids into the Bronco that he left idling with the heat on full blast. My knuckles turn white as I grip the handle hanging from the Bronco’s ceiling above the passenger window and tamp down my fear that we’re going to wreck when Elliott’s tires slip a few times after pulling away from the ditch.

Time passes painfully slow again while the sun sets, and a blanket of darkness settles over the land without any stars or lights flickering in the distance. There’s nothing but the black and dense, sinister woods instead of the vast, empty desert, nor any of the massive, ultra-bright neon signs I’m used to in Vegas. It’s perfect.

Elliott

Just a few feet past the hidden gravel turn-off to my cabin, I have to throw my right arm out across Birdie’s chest to stop her from lurching forward in the passenger seat when the back end of the Bronco swings out after hitting a patch of black ice invisible in my headlights.

“It’s ok, you’re ok,” I say, reluctantly dropping my arm and steering the Bronco over. “Change of plans. Gonna back up and take y’all to my cabin. My brother’s property borders mine on the left side, and I’ll run through in the morning to check on him and his wife.”

“Why not tonight?” she asks with a hand over her heart, taking deep breaths to calm herself.

“It’s a long trek through the woods on foot. Too dark and dangerous for you and the kids, especially with the ice. ‘Sides, I have a generator for power if mine is out. With my setup, we shouldn’t have to worry about burst pipes or losing water either.”

With Birdie’s nod of acceptance, I steer the Bronco onto the gravel, which isn’t nearly as slick as the roads, and make the half-mile journey through the trees to my cabin. The Bronco dips in a pit in the gravel that I’ve been meaning to fill in as I swerve left around the one-story wooden structure with its pitched roof and bottom border of natural gray and brown stones to pull in behind the new-to-me midnight blue Bronco I’m restoring. It’s parked beneath the carport attached to the shed where I keep my tools, spare car parts, and my collection of handy shovels.

I step out of the Bronco first, cocking my head to the side, listening for anything that might be lurking nearby. But it’s a quiet night, the small creek on the right side of the cabin frozen solid and no longer babbling. Satisfied that nothing and no one is watching us from the shadows, I motion for Birdie to hop out with the kids. I know my way in the dark, but for their sake, I shine the flashlight on my phone across the large stone paver walkway and up the four wooden steps to the covered back deck while keeping Kendall bundled to my chest since she’s the smallest and most susceptible to the cold.

“Yup, power’s out,” I say unnecessarily when we step through the back door into the kitchen, flipping the light switch up and down a few times. The cabin remains cold, dark, and somewhat stale, needing to be aired out after five weeks on the road.

I show Birdie, Sydney, and Dustin to the wood-paneled living room just past the L-shaped kitchen of original wood cabinetry. While the older kids collapse on the seventies tweed sofa I should have replaced long ago, I pass Kendall to her mama, who sits in my dark brown leather rocking recliner. After throwing several spare blankets on top of them to keep them warm, I pop into the shed to stow some of the cargo that will need to be burned and buried and retrieve my gas generator. It provides a steady thrum of background noise as soon as I get it hooked up to the cabin, running almost as loud as the diesel engine in my truck.

Dead tired but still putting one foot in front of the other, I bring our bags and leftover food inside last, dropping them on the round, eat-in kitchen table with its four wooden chairs. I’ll have to build a matching high chair for Kendall and get booster seats for Sydney and Dustin. My spine goes ramrod straight as soon as that thought crosses my mind, and I shove it out of my head, slamming my mental walls down.

Dustin jumps up to pick through the remaining food for a snack. Something I’ve learned over the past few days is no matter how much the boy eats, he’s never full…just like his papa.

Damnit. So much for those mental walls of mine.

“Are you super rich?” Dustin asks me through a mouthful of potato chips, eyes wide as he does a slow circle, observing everything.

It’s the last thing I expected him to ask as I eye my place, seeing it for what it is—just an old, mostly bare cabin out in the sticks. But also, I realize with a flicker of pride, a standalone, three-bedroom retreat, set miles apart from my closest neighbors, with recently resanded and stained original hardwood floors, clean except for the dust that has settled since I’ve been gone. And best of all, quiet. So very quiet. Vastly different from their apartment.

“Dustin!” Birdie hisses, standing and tucking Kendall under the blankets with Sydney. “It’s rude to ask people about money.”

His brows dip. “Why?”

“Most people are uncomfortable talking about their finances,” she answers tiredly, peering up at me with a wary expression. “Others might be offended.”

“What’s ‘finances’?” Dustin asks.

“Money.”

Dustin nods, then turns to me. “So you got lots of money?” he asks with a yawn, crumbs falling from his mouth.

I half-bark a laugh and place a hand on Dustin’s shoulder. “I have what I need.” Though I guess in comparison to what he’s used to, I am rich, in more ways than one.

Birdie drags her hands down her face with a groan. “Don’t speak with your mouth full.”

“But why?”

“Listen to your mama,” I tell him. “It’s polite to swallow first before speaking.”

“Sorry,” Birdie whispers.

I tip my head toward her, wishing she would come closer so I could touch her as casually as I do the kids, but with much different intent. “Don’t be. Kids are curious.”

Of course, Dustin hears that and runs with it. “How come you’re not married? My mommy’s not married. Are you getting married?”

“Oh man,” Birdie says with another groan.

The answer comes to me without pause while I try not to stare at Birdie. I would in a heartbeat, kiddo. Plenty of people have asked me the same question over the years. When are you going to start dating again? Aren’t you lonely out in the woods? What do you need that big house of yours for? I know a widow I could set you up with. It’s tiresome, and since I never answer, people should know better than to ask by now.

“Is this our house now?” Dustin continues. “Can I have my own room? And a dirt bike? And a puppy? And a tiger? Tigers are cool.”

Birdie claps her hands once to stop him. “Ok, bedtime, guys.” She looks off down the hallway that separates the kitchen from the living room. “Um…”

“I have a guest room y’all can stay in tonight,” I say, though I’ve never had any guests. Motioning to Sydney and Kendall to follow, I take their bag of clothes and all the blankets, then lead them down to the first of the two doors on the right that look out on the front yard, opposite the hall bathroom and laundry room on the left. “It’s not much,” I warn.

Birdie sits on the edge of the full-sized bed—the only piece of furniture in the room—and reaches for Kendall. “We have all we need,” she says with the hint of a grin. “Thank you.”

I grip the bronze door handle so hard I fear it’s going to break off in my hand, wishing I could stay with them, even risk throwing my back out by sleeping on the floor again, instead of having to leave them for the night.

“I’m at the end of the hall,” I say, tilting my head sideways.

“Got it,” she says, rolling her lips in between her teeth, tipping her chin up.


Chapter 8

Teagan

It’s a tight fit, squeezed altogether in the full-sized bed beneath two stacked plaid comforters after Elliott leaves us, letting me know he won’t be able to run the generator all night. We have to be sparing so we don’t run out of gas before he can get more, in case his brother’s house is out of power, too, which he said is most likely.

Now that I have my real first opportunity, especially after Elliott told me which bedroom is his with that look in his eye while lingering at my door, I debate whether I can go through with my plan since we’re no longer stuck at a motel with the kids. Yes, my mind whispers too quickly, the choice left up to me for once.

Deciding I should just get it over with instead of continuing to drive myself crazy, keeping me from falling asleep when I desperately need it, I stop off in the small hall bathroom with beautifully maintained wood-paneled walls and stone countertops and tiles like the rest of the gorgeous cabin. I’d told Dustin it was rude to ask Elliott about money, but in truth, I was just as curious, since the cabin looks like it’s stepped right out of an interior design magazine—sans any actual decor. Not even photographs.

I shuck my extra layers of clothing, leaving only Elliott’s flannel on for coverage, helped along by the extra weight I’ve carried around my mid-section after having children. Even if I might not exactly be Elliott’s type—though the way I’ve caught him staring at my chest a time or two leads me to believe I am—the fact that I’m willing and available will certainly go a long way…That’s if he can even get it up at his age.

Tiptoeing down the hallway to his room, I hesitate, the floorboard squeaking when I shift side to side. He undoubtedly heard me, so there’s no sense in dragging this out any longer…or slinking back to my room without going through with it. Taking a long, deep breath first, I push open Elliott’s bedroom door and slip inside, closing it behind me. In case any of the kids wake up and come looking for me, I find the lock on the doorknob and flip it.

“Birdie,” Elliott breathes out in a finally, you’re here manner when I turn around, waiting while my eyes adjust in the near-total darkness with his blackout drapes pulled mostly closed around the windows that I think face the side yard. He’s been waiting up for me, like I knew he would.

I shuffle toward the bed without lifting my feet off the floor and with my arms held out in front of me so I don’t accidentally knock into any furniture in the unfamiliar room. Up and up, I skim my hands when my shins bump against the bedframe on the left side of the room, the mattress higher off the floor than the spare. Stepping onto the board running the length of the wooden frame, I haul myself up, the mattress dipping beneath my weight when I get my knees on the bed, then run my hands along until I find his large body, my left hand landing on his hip. Ok, ok, ok, it’s happening. I’m really doing this.

Elliott is silent. Not even his breath stirs the frosty air when I swing my right leg over to straddle his thick thighs that are even firmer than I expected. Being so short, my hips ache with my knees spread so wide around him, especially when I move up, holding my breath when I find the waistband on his sweatpants and pull it down.

Elliott finally makes a noise, just a little sip of air, when I grip his cock that’s already hard and long and bigger than the men I’ve been with, perfectly proportional to the rest of him. I’d thought about using my mouth, but since I’ve dealt with more than my usual amount of nausea in this pregnancy, which I constantly have to hide, I don’t think I could stomach it—if I could even fit him in my mouth, which I don’t think I can. I doubt he’d be satisfied with me just using my hands, so I’m left with only one option, which will be quite the feat. A thrill unexpectedly thrums under my skin. Desire, I shockingly realize. Something I’m not sure I’ve ever truly felt.

Because of our size difference, it takes quite a bit of adjusting and finally having to lift my bottom with my feet flat on the mattress instead of my knees in order to get the angle right and fit his crown at my entrance. Before I sink down onto it—or attempt to, at least—I whisper, “Do you have a condom?”

I feel him shake his head more than I see it. I had thought as much.

“Have you been tested?” If not, then I can’t go through with this, and I strangely think I’d be more disappointed than I would be relieved.

“Yes,” he says after a hard swallow, his hands having drifted to oddly gripping my ankles, which is fine by me. “All negative, and I haven’t been with anyone since my last checkup.”

“Me, too.” I wait in case he would prefer me to use my hands or mouth after all. But when he doesn’t stop me or say anything, I brace a hand over what I know to be his hellhound tattoo and slowly take him inside me, finding it difficult to fit even just his crown at first.

The growing thrill takes on the competitive edge I thrived on when I played soccer during the summers before we moved to the desert, making this experience even more exciting, and I decide to give Elliott my all. I won’t just thank him for his help, as I’d planned. I’ll make him thank me.

Elliott

I would think I was daydreaming again, what with Birdie being in my house and my thoughts of her spinning out of control in my head, if it weren’t for the very real heat wrapped around my cock as Birdie works her generous hips exhaustively to take me deeper, deeper, so deep into her lush body. I hold tight to her ankles as if holding onto reality and refuse to make a sound that would layer on top of the soft gasping noises Birdie makes as her pussy slowly, so very, very slowly, adjusts and stretches to accept me. I don’t know how she does it, but I thank every deity I can think of that she can.

When she’s finally taken all of me with one last gasp, her plump ass flush with my thighs, the need to cum overrides just about all my senses, but I worry that if I do, I’ll disappoint the biggest blessing of my life. Though why she’s in here in the first place and what she could possibly see in me enough to give me her beautiful self, I have no idea.

It’s been so long since I’ve been with a woman, keeping to myself out on the road for as long as possible, never engaging with any of the women who work the lots at truck stops. I know that, if I had, none of those couplings would be as soul-satisfying as being intimate with Birdie…if she’s in fact real and not just my most vivid hallucination to date, having lost hold of the last scrap of reality.

When she leans forward to better brace both hands on my upper abdomen, changing the angle and clenching around my cockhead, beginning to bounce up and down, I finally let the first sound slip when I moan low, “Birdie, yes.”

Her rhythm falters when I skate my hands up the sides of her legs and the backs of her thighs, and I instantly move them back down to her ankles. Maybe she doesn’t like being touched as much as I usually don’t.

But then she whispers, “Help me,” in a breathy voice, unable to keep riding me at the same pace.

I’ll give her all the help she needs for the rest of her life. She’ll never even need to ask me, because I’ll already be there, taking up her cause.

Slipping my hands under the flannel to grip her ass that I so wish I had enough light to properly see and appreciate, I easily lift and drop her back down, pumping my hips up carefully at the same time so I don’t go too hard and hurt her.

“Fuck, Birdie, I’m going to cum,” I moan as her growing arousal slicks my passage, making it easier to thrust in and out of the woman who has an undeniable chokehold on me. I hope she never lets me go.

“Not…” She hesitates before releasing the softest moan and finishing with, “Not yet.”

I flex my thighs, throwing my head back on my pillow, trying not to cum, but another two bounces threaten to shatter my resistance. “Please, Birdie.”

“Not yet,” she says more impatiently, walking her hands down to my belly so she has better leverage to rock her hips forward and back. “Faster, Elliott.”

A whine works its way up my throat, struggling to do as she says. Keeping hold of her round ass and helping her bounce with one hand, I push my other between us, skating my hand up her soft inner thigh, wanting to find and rub her clit with my thumb so she’ll cum and hopefully allow me to as well.

“Stop,” she says, leaning to the side and shoving my hand away.

The iciness of her demand sends a shock wave through me, and my impending release rolls back. I instantly let go, bringing both of my hands up near my head. “I’m sorry,” I say, though I’m not exactly sure what I did wrong. All I know is that I somehow fucked up the greatest thing that has happened to me in three decades.


Chapter 9

Teagan

“No, no.” I grab Elliott’s massive, strong hands and bring them to my ass, squeezing his wrists until he squeezes me. “Don’t stop that part,” I say, surprised by how badly I don’t want this to end yet, and not just because of the challenge. I want desperately to cum after being starved of affection for so long, especially now that I know he’ll stop exactly when I tell him to instead of coercing me to keep going. What a breath of fresh air, even if it is just the bare minimum.

“What…?” Elliott leaves his question open-ended, and I know he must be confused. But that doesn’t stop him from maneuvering my body up and down with ease until his cock starts to swell as large as it had been before my demand took the wind out of his sails, figuratively speaking.

“Just don’t touch my stomach,” I say between moans that I have to bite back so we don’t wake the kids. Being pregnant puts me in an even more vulnerable position, and I don’t want anyone to know…which he would have figured out as soon as his hand brushed my abdomen, scrunched as I am in this position.

“Ok,” Elliott says slowly, then more firmly, “I won’t.”

“Good, good.” Everything is good, including his unbelievably thick, hard cock thrusting into me so deeply that spots of light pulse in and out of my mind’s eye the closer I get to the peak of my orgasm. “Oh, you’re so good, so good, Elliott,” I moan when he ups the pace, grunting and jerking his hips off the bed.

He’s making that noise again like he needs to cum, but I need more before I can let that happen. I didn’t imagine I would actually get anywhere close to finding true pleasure when this was merely a task to be completed and promptly forgotten. But now that I am…I might as well take advantage.

“What do you need?” Elliott asks through teeth he grinds to hold back his orgasm, almost like he can read my mind.

“From behind,” I say impulsively, since that’s the only way I’ve ever been able to make it to the finish line the few times I’ve been able to orgasm, which is just out of reach. My quads and hips ache fiercely from the exertion of being on top when I roll over to the side on my knees and demand, “Do not crush me on my stomach.”

“I promise, I won’t.”

I pause, weighing his sincerity, and then I lower my upper half until my elbows are flat on the mattress. I bite my lip to cut off a yelp when he surges up to loom large and moves faster than I was expecting to kneel behind me. I’m placing even more trust in him when I probably shouldn’t, but I can’t think too hard about that when he spreads my asscheeks, then pushes all the way inside of me with one slow thrust and drops his hands flat on the bed over my shoulders.

“Fuck, that’s it,” I moan as he ruts into me, the front of his thighs clapping against the backs of mine. I bury my face in his comforter to smother my voice that only grows louder, all but screaming when my orgasm rips through me so much faster than I anticipated, ecstasy rolling through my body and out to the tips of my fingers and curling toes.

I hardly hear him ask in a strained voice, “Can I cum now?” over the sound of my own panting.

“Yes!” I whisper-yell after twisting my head to the side and tapping his strong, burly forearm.

He doesn’t even have to pump into me once or twice more—he simply cums as soon as I give him permission to do so. He drops his head above mine on the bed and growls low like an animal, his chest rumbling and vibrating against my spine with his hot release.

For a split second, I fear he’s going to collapse on top of me. “Don’t crush—!”

Elliott rolls us over onto our sides as he takes big, heaving gulps of air, resting his palm on my hip. “Birdie,” he whispers, nuzzling his nose in my hair when he plasters his body to mine like a lover instead of immediately rolling away and turning cold. “Thank you.”

I hum with satisfaction and his affection while my pussy smarts around his cock. My eyes shutter closed, finding more comfort on his soft mattress with his body heat blanketing me against the harsh nip in the air than anywhere else I’ve spent the night in the last horrendous twelve years. Peace. That’s what this is.

But, no. I can’t fall asleep here. I need to get cleaned up and back to my babies. Even with that thought, though, I can’t muster so much as a half-hearted twitch of my top leg so that he’ll take the hint and finally pull out…which he doesn’t.

His hand falls toward my stomach as his breathing deepens when I take too long to work up the energy to leave, and I react as I did the first time, shoving his hand away. I’m the one who goes cold, rolling to the edge of the bed, my knees buckling when I first try to stand. His cum—and there’s a lot of it—runs down my sore inner thighs as soon as I’m upright on unsteady legs.

“Birdie?” Elliott asks softly.

“Thank you,” I say before hastily leaving his room, making a limping run for the hall bathroom.

There. It’s done.

Elliott

I’m used to waking up to all manner of noise from sleeping at various truck stops and motels, but waking to the sounds of children playing and squabbling while someone scrapes a plate from the front of the cabin and another flushes the toilet in the hall is foreign to me. I wish it weren’t.

Rubbing my eyes to clear the sleep, I head into my bathroom. With the narrow transom window at my back letting in the gray, early morning light, I catch one flash of my reflection in the framed circular mirror—my age and all my flaws thrown in my face—before I look away. I don’t need another reason to feel down about myself after Birdie made a literal run for it—from me—without a word last night. That was enough, leaving it impossible to fall asleep for several hours.

Thanks to the gas water heater, we still have hot water, and I stay in the shower as long as possible, putting off seeing Birdie until I absolutely have to. Even then, I try to slip past her in the kitchen without being noticed, only for Sydney to suddenly look up at me from her seat at the table, wrapped up like a burrito in a comforter. My heart skips a beat when she smiles, happy to see me, her black hair combed neat and styled in two adorable braids that hang down just past her thin shoulders.

“Hi, Papa. Can I watch cartoons on your phone?”

I huff a laugh and gently tug on the end of one braid, not only because of her request first thing in the morning, but because she’s taken to calling me Papa like Kendall. “Sorry, sweetie. The internet is out.” When she pouts, I point to the kitchen junk drawer beside the stainless steel fridge and say, “But I think I have a deck of cards you can play with.”

“Papa, Papa!” Kendall squeals from between her mama’s legs, getting underfoot while Birdie is cooking something she somehow scrounged up from my pantry. I can’t imagine what, since I don’t keep anything stocked when I’m out on the road and mostly eat at Granny’s Diner when I’m in town. It’s depressing cooking for one person.

“Good morning, little miss. Did you sleep alright?” I ask, automatically bending to scoop Kendall into my arms when she runs to me and raises her hands, holding onto her polar bear by its tattered ear.

It’s truly one of the most painful moments of my life when she smiles so wide to show off her tiny milk teeth and hooks a chubby arm around my neck to lay her head on my shoulder, popping her thumb in her mouth. Without thinking, I kiss her forehead, rubbing circles along her back.

Birdie sighs and finishes transferring what she’d been heating on the five-burner gas stove onto several ceramic plates. “I told you, baby, he’s not your papa,” she reminds Kendall, reaching up for her, noting my reluctance to hand her over.

More pain. Kendall kicks and screams when Birdie tries to take her, no longer making eye contact with me. Though I don’t want to, I finally give the little girl up and immediately move toward the back door, inset with six small panes of glass in the upper half, pulling a thick, wool beanie down to cover my burning ears.

“Where are you going? Can I come with you?” Dustin asks when he comes charging out of the hallway with toothpaste smeared on his cheek.

I pat his shoulder when he gets close enough and open my mouth, almost answering yes without thinking that through either.

But Birdie says, “No, it’s freezing outside. Plus, he’s a…” She trails off and flicks her gaze to me before cutting her eyes away quickly.

A what? What was she going to say?

“Please, please? I wanna build a snowman!” Dustin says to his mama, putting his hands together in prayer with big puppy-dog eyes, hopping from one foot to the other.

“Me too!” Sydney says, throwing her hand in the air like a student in class. “Please, please, can we? Can we?”

I save them from any further back and forth by telling them, “Don’t argue with your mama. She knows best.” And then I simply walk out the door into the bitter cold.

With a mile of dense woods and icy terrain between my place and Russell’s, I know I made the right choice last night. Even with the light, weak as it is, the hike is too dangerous, at the very least for the youngins, who are used to city sidewalks and the arid desert. It also gives me plenty of time to replay last night over and over and over and over again until I’ve dissected Birdie’s every minute reaction and am still lost as to what I did to make her run away.

Should I have refused her advances? Was last night some kind of test that I failed? Or did I truly hallucinate everything? I don’t know. I just don’t know. And it’s driving me crazy. Crazier.

Layla screams and throws a thankfully unopened family-sized box of cereal up in the air when I appear in her modern black-on-black kitchen with butcher block countertops and a fancy copper sink. “Dangit, Elliott! I think you scared the baby as much as me,” she says with a smile, one hand caressing her baby bump and the other laid over her heart while she catches her breath.

I grunt out an apology, especially when my brother runs into the room on high alert, only relaxing when he sees it’s me who walked into their house unannounced, which I do often enough that they should be used to it. Poor Layla.

“Good to see you home, brother. Teagan and the kids make it to Davis’s?” Russell asks, clapping my back and immediately getting down to business. He motions for us to sit on the caramel-colored couch closest to his roaring fireplace. Without power, even with their own generator, their cavernous house with its walls of windows and glass doors is much colder than mine.

I clear my throat and shift my eyes back toward the view of our shared woods. “They’re at my place.”

“Really?” Russell asks slowly with his dark gray brows raised. He may only be two years younger than me, but he looks even younger since he held onto the brown hair of our youth for much longer than I did, though more and more gray is starting to creep into his beard, which he keeps trimmed tidier than mine.

“Burst pipe at Davis’s house, so I couldn’t drop them off,” I answer, running my hand down my beard, wondering if I would look younger, too, if I were to trim or completely shave it off. Hmm. Would Birdie like that?

“You could have brought them here,” Layla says, taking a seat with a bowl of dry cereal, curling her fuzzy slipper-adorned feet under the fleece blanket Russell throws over her—though she immediately chucks it off while Russell is bundled up to his neck in extra clothing. “We have plenty of room.”

“Little Mama!” a man howls in a high-pitched moan from upstairs, and the tips of my ears burn hot when Birdie’s face flashes in my mind. That would be Trace, my co-worker and Russell’s pseudo-bonus-son, getting freaky, as Trace would say, with Layla’s former-almost-sister-in-law in their bedroom upstairs. It gets confusing sometimes, keeping track of our ever-changing and growing family, most of whom we aren’t actually related to legally or by blood.

“You know what? Maybe them staying with you is for the best,” Layla says with a blush, rolling her lips between her teeth to suppress a giggle that earns her a soft look from my brother, who has been obsessed with her since they met nearly four years ago, three of which my brother spent stalking and pining for her.

“Are you good with that?” Russell asks me, the tips of his ears as red as mine are sure to be.

I grunt, letting my expression go blank, punching my reaction to the idea of living with Birdie and the kids for a few more days back behind my mental walls. How long will I spend pining for Birdie? Forever, probably. Just my luck.

Russell crosses his arms and leans back, watching me closely. “If not, I’ll talk to Trace. Tell him to cool it for a bit.”

“It’s fine. Roads are too slick to drive, and I don’t think they could make the hike here,” I say, impatient to get back home. To them.

Russell clicks his tongue. “Smart.”

“Need a favor, though,” I say after relaying the information about having to leave the truck on the side of the road near the warehouse. I need to figure out how to get to it without being seen so I can grab what I need and scrub the trailer down. “Don’t have much by way of food at my place.”

Layla drops her bowl on Russell’s lap and stands, already moving toward the kitchen. “On it.”

“Anything else?” Russell asks.

“Uh…any idea what I can do to occupy the kids?” I ask. “They’re already a bit stir-crazy.”

“Sure thing,” he says, tilting his head toward the staircase that opens up to a game room and the spare bedrooms. “I think Paul might have left a few board games or puzzles. Let me check.”

Envy that I’ve tried for years to abolish chews me up and spits me out. Russell has it so good. His biological son is twenty-two years old, smart as a whip, and driven—the pride and joy of our family. And on top of his bonus-son, Trace, my brother now has another child on the way with the love of his life, and who knows how many more children they might have? I’m happy for him, since he certainly deserves it. But damn, it doesn’t make it hurt any less, even if my life of isolation is self-imposed.

Layla interrupts my mental spiral when she appears with two full canvas tote bags, looking as sad and drawn as she did the first day I met her. She must have caught something on my face that I hadn’t been able to hide well enough.

“I grabbed a few clothes and toiletries, too,” she says, “in case they weren’t able to bring much with them. Let me know if they need anything else.”

Russell’s brows are bunched together behind Layla, passing me a duffel bag with whatever games he filched from Paul’s old bedroom. “You sure you’re ok with them staying with you?” he asks quietly after Layla settles back on the couch with her cereal.

“Best get back,” is all I say over my shoulder, having already turned to walk away.


Chapter 10

Teagan

Elliott is gone for hours, and I’m surprised by how upset I am when it begins to pour outside again, worrying about him when he’s a grown, competent man who knows how to take care of himself. Because what if he slipped on the ice and got hurt? I don’t know which direction he went or where Russell’s house is, and I have no idea how I would get in contact with Elliott or anyone else. My anxiety gets so bad, constantly getting up to press my nose to the little windows in his back door to look for the first sign of his return, that I automatically stand from the living room floor, where the kids and I had been playing Go Fish for the millionth round, and go to Elliott when he finally returns.

Ice clings to his beard, sleet covering his broad shoulders, his fingers frigid and stiff from being exposed to the elements. As soon as he sets the bags on the kitchen table, I grab his hands, tucking them under my armpits since I read you aren’t supposed to rub them to get warm. Or wait, was the other way around? Crap.

“Why didn’t you wear gloves?” I ask, fussing over him. “You’ll be lucky to keep all your fingers.” I don’t stop to think what I’m doing when I bring one of his hands up to blow warm air over them, accidentally brushing his skin with my lips.

“Birdie,” he says low under his breath, almost like a moan, sliding his other hand around my upper back as he crowds me against the kitchen counter. “You were worried about me?”

“Of course, I was,” I snap, rolling my eyes up and meeting the deep blue pools of his, his expression thawing as much as his fingers. “Don’t worry me like that again.”

“Santa brought presents!” Dustin yells. Sydney and Kendall follow him to the table, jumping up and down when they find a duffel bag filled with games and puzzles—more presents than I’ve ever been able to afford for them at Christmas.

I’m quick to slip around Elliott, putting the table between us, busying myself with sorting through the other two bags, happy to see we’ll have more than the half bag of stale potato chips and the cans of sweet peas and carrots warmed on the stove that we had for breakfast and lunch.

“Oh, man.” I crack open a tepid ginger ale and drink it down, my shoulders relaxing as if I’ve just taken a sip of the nectar of the gods. “That’s the good stuff.”

Elliott clears his throat when I catch him watching me, and he shucks off his boots and his thick, light brown work jacket, worn over a vintage denim jacket that looks like it may be as old as me.

I set my coveted soda down and hold up one of the two pairs of trendy designer boot cut blue jeans mixed in with a few sweaters, sweatshirts, and fancy satin nightgowns with the tags still attached. “Whose clothes are these?”

“They’re from my sister-in-law, Layla. I think she’s around your age,” he says offhandedly.

“Really? How old is she?”

“Twenty-six, if I remember correctly.”

His answer takes me aback. “How old is your brother?”

Elliott tugs at the end of his beard. “Fifty-three.”

“And you are…?”

“Fifty-five,” he answers in a low voice, scratching the back of his neck. He doesn’t look directly at me when he asks, “You?”

“Twenty-two.”

“Christ, I thought you were older,” he mutters under his breath, dragging the heel of his left palm down his face, knocking off the ice that has started to melt.

Sensing he’s uncomfortable and wanting to avoid any judgment in his eyes—which I’m well acquainted with, considering my age and the kids’ ages—I move on to folding the cute jeans, dropping them back in one of the tote bags since I doubt I can pull them up past my knees. “I take it all this stuff means we won’t be staying at their house?” I ask, holding up an unbelievably soft, cream sweater that will fit Sydney and Dustin better than it will me.

He grunts, and I bob my head, chewing the inside of my cheek. Maybe I’m not done thanking him if we have to stay here for a little longer.

“Mama, Mama,” Kendall says with a whine, hugging my thighs, rubbing her eyes with her polar bear.

I pick her up, careful not to rest too much of her weight on my belly. “I need to put her down for a nap,” I tell Elliott, though I don’t take my eyes off Sydney and Dustin, who have settled at the table with a five-hundred-piece puzzle of a commercial dumpster with approximately twenty raccoons wearing sunglasses dancing on trash bags. Odd, but at least the kids are happy to finally have something to do.

“I’ll watch them,” he says. “If you’re ok with that.”

I have to be since I have no other option. “I’ll just be a minute.”

* * *

I jerk awake when Sydney stutters next to my ear, “Papa’s making something called goo—goo—” She huffs. “Goulash! For dinner and asked if you want any.”

“He’s not your papa.” I must have fallen asleep when I had lain down with Kendall, since this last pregnancy is kicking my ass and leeching all my energy. Thoughts of Kendall have panic rising as I pat the empty mattress. “Kendall?” I lurch over the side, fearing she may have fallen off the bed. “Kendall!”

“Hey, hey, she’s right here,” Elliott says, barging into the room with Kendall, who is waving around a wooden spoon like a wand, flinging tomato sauce at Elliott’s face.

I collapse back on the mattress, taking a deep breath to calm my racing heart while Sydney skips out of the room. Elliott takes the wooden spoon and hands Kendall over when I sit back up and reach for her, hugging her extra tight, and kiss the top of her head. “I’m sorry,” I say into her hair.

“For what?” Elliott leans his shoulder against the door frame after wiping the sauce from his cheek with the tiniest chuckle.

I can’t bear to look at him when I say, “For falling asleep and making you watch the kids.” I should have been more vigilant, kept my guard up, especially where the kids are concerned.

“I don’t mind. They’re good kids. And you needed the rest.” Elliott sniffs and abruptly leaves the room.

The unspoken reason as to why I needed the rest, having caught hardly any sleep last night, has me rubbing my sore thighs together.

“Baby,” Kendall says around her thumb in her mouth.

“Yes, you’re mommy’s sweet little baby,” I coo, stroking her black hair that’s thickening as she grows older, already long enough to brush her shoulders. No matter how much harder it’s been since I had her, I’ll always be grateful I get to be her mom.

I lose my breath when she pushes back to pat my belly and repeats, “Baby.”

“No, no baby,” I say with a shaky voice, pulling her hand away with no idea how she knows. How much longer can I keep my pregnancy a secret if even my two-year-old has sensed it? “You’re my only baby.”

When she starts to whine, I distract her by pretending to chomp on her chin and cheeks. It works like a charm, and shortly after, she squirms to be let down, toddling out of the bedroom. It takes me a few minutes more to drag myself out of bed, and when I do, I tug the waistband of my leggings up and pull on a second, lumpy top, before I join the rest for dinner.

Elliott

Birdie is as much a puzzle as the jigsaw we’re working hard at putting together, all the black and gray fur pieces indistinguishable from the next, making it nearly impossible to finish. When full darkness falls, it’s even harder to accomplish, since we can only run a few lights at a time with the generator, needing to conserve gas since I don’t know when or where I’ll be able to get more if this freeze continues longer than forecasted.

Each time Sydney’s head droops forward on her neck, she jerks back awake, only for her eyes to flutter shut. Dustin isn’t in any better shape, yawning repeatedly.

“Bedtime, guys,” Birdie says, pushing her chair back and stretching her arms up with a pleasant groan that reminds me of last night.

“But I’m not ti—” Another yawn squashes the end of Dustin’s sentence, and Sydney almost faceplants on the table top.

Birdie twists from one side to the other to pop her back, and I get a little flash of her smooth skin when the waistband on her leggings rolls down. I want to peel her clothes off and kiss and lick every square inch of her. I immediately set Kendall on the floor so I’m not holding her on my knee with such inappropriate thoughts of her mama heating my blood.

“Your mama says it’s time for bed, so it’s time for bed, kiddos,” I tell them when Dustin tries to negotiate to stay up for another hour.

“Goodnight, Papa,” Sydney says when Birdie rouses her from the table, smacking her lips after yawning as wide as Dustin before she gives me a side hug.

“I told you, he’s not…” Birdie slumps her shoulders and shakes her head, her feathery black hair half falling out of her high ponytail.

Returning Sydney’s hug, I close my eyes and pretend she’s mine when I whisper, “Goodnight, sweetie. Sleep tight.”

My heart swells and shatters when Dustin does the same, and I find I have to lean forward with my elbows on the table so I can fold my hands over my nose and mouth, pretending to cover a yawn to hide my longing as Birdie eyes me.

Dropping my head to the side, it’s impossible to resist watching Birdie’s curvy backside retreat down the hallway. I’m caught red-handed when she looks back after shuffling the kids into the bathroom to brush their teeth, then into the spare bedroom when they’re done. She lifts her chin a fraction before closing the door.

Shutting everything down and double-checking that the doors are locked, I head into my bedroom with nothing else to do except replay Birdie’s every look, every move, every breath and sigh and word over the last four days to explain the miracle I was gifted last night.

I come up with nothing.

Nothing except the memories of Birdie sinking onto my cock that I still can’t believe she was able to fit inside her. Of the way her naked hips flared wide, sloping out to a gorgeous, full ass that filled my old, unworthy, blood-stained hands. Of what it felt like to curl my body so completely over hers. Of the euphoria of being given leave to cum inside her instead of pulling out like I should have at the last second.

I sit up in bed so fast it makes me dizzy, blood rushing fast in my ears. I came inside her without a condom. How did I not think about that potentially life-altering—please, please, please—fact at all today?


Chapter 11

Teagan

After my long nap earlier, I lie wide awake, listening to the hum of the generator outside while the kids slip into their dreams that I hope are much happier than mine. Literally twiddling my thumbs as I wait, I overthink everything that’s happened since meeting Elliott—the way he gently redirected Sydney and Dustin when they argued over who was “winning” the puzzle; the way he didn’t seem to mind when Kendall would tug on his thick beard and asked for presents in her difficult-to-understand baby babble; the way he watches me, and the expectant look he gave me before I shut the bedroom door.

One night apparently wasn’t enough, not with us having to continue being housed by him rent-free until we can move on. Best get to it. At least I know I’ll more than likely leave with another orgasm that will help me fall asleep. Silver linings, and all that.

I would change into Elliott’s flannel again, with as comfy and roomy as it is, concealing my pregnancy, but it’s beyond needing washing at this point. Inside the hall bathroom, I strip my bulky layers and lift the red scissors I nabbed from the kitchen junk drawer. Hoping Layla won’t mind or isn’t expecting her clothes to be returned, I cut the slits that were already sewn into the deep, wine-colored gown on the sides a few inches higher so the tight material won’t cling to my hips and belly, though the material is nearly translucent as it stretches taut around my ribs, the bikini-type triangles hardly large enough to cover my nipples.

The woman looking back at me in the mirror once I’m done is unrecognizable from the woman I thought, when I was ten years old, I would grow up to be. The Teagan I dreamed up was supposed to go to middle school with her friends, then play soccer in high school and graduate as valedictorian instead of barely hanging onto survival in the desert, ripped away from everything she once knew and loved, thrust into a community that valued our wombs and never our minds. The woman I dreamed of becoming was supposed to get into a good college on an athletic scholarship and become a radiologist, like Grandpa, or an anesthesiologist—any of the wealthy “ologists”—after, of course, retiring from her wildly successful career as an international movie star. She wasn’t supposed to be married off at fourteen to a wacko zealot who progressively became more intoxicated by his authority over her, fall pregnant at fifteen, and become a mother just after turning sixteen.

That Teagan, against my will, led to this one, in hiding with three kids and another on the way. No degree or successful career, no time to so much as kick a soccer ball around at the park. Family, dead and gone. One that I mourn. The others, I do not. Alone. Yet still clinging to the idea that I can one day find the ability to give my kids the future I once wished for myself.

I let my eyes glaze over when they turn hot and heavy and my heart beats hard in my chest, staring into the middle distance until my dark memories are pushed out and I can uncurl my fingers, having dug my short, jagged nails into my palms. I’ll do whatever it takes to give my kids everything they deserve. I will.

So there’s one more thing this Teagan needs to do tonight. And maybe I’ll even have a little fun while I’m at it. Since fun isn’t something I’ve had much experience with, I keep my fingers crossed as I tiptoe to the end of the hall.

* * *

Elliott has been waiting for me, sitting on the edge of his bed atop his deep, sage green comforter that matches his drapes, facing the door. His tone is clipped when he says, “Teagan,” dropping my nickname, letting me know he’s displeased that it took me so long to come to him.

I know words won’t do me any good, so I push between his knees, able to see more of him with the drapes left open over the window. My stomach is a little more settled after I snuck a second soda, so I start by trailing my hands down his strong, bare shoulders and barrel chest, over his thick belly that disguises the ridged abs beneath, then tug on the waistband of his sweatpants that are tented with his huge, lengthening erection.

Elliott circles my wrists. “Wait. Last night…”

“We need to hurry in case the kids wake up.”

“But last night—” He puffs out a breath of air when I break his hold on my wrists and reach into his pants, stroking his cock when I pull it out. The next time he calls me anything, it’s Birdie, his voice soft and wanting.

Since his bed is so high up off the ground, I only have to bend over a little instead of sinking onto my knees to take the head of his cock into my mouth.

“Birdie,” Elliott moans, moving his hand up my arm to slip his fingers through my ponytail, tugging the hair tie out so my hair falls, then gripping it to hold it out of my face. He leans back on his other hand, and I blink against the moonlight that falls across my eyes over his shoulders.

Widening my mouth and slipping my tongue over my bottom teeth, I take him deeper, the corners of my lips close to splitting around his girth. When his hips jump after I add too much suction, I know this isn’t going to work. My stomach will eventually rebel if I try to take him any deeper, so I let his cock slip from my mouth and place a foot on the running board to climb up.

I squeak when Elliott lifts me straight off the floor and onto the mattress beside him. Assuming he wants to get on top when he leans over me, I lie back, pull my knees up and out while bunching the hem of my night gown over my stomach to hide my bump. But he climbs off the bed altogether and paces halfway across the room, the largest in the house save for the living room.

“We have to talk,” he says with a slight whine at the end when he turns back around, his eyes going to my knees that I bring together.

“Ok…” I say, sitting up on my elbows. “So, talk.”

His eyes dart from my knees to my breasts spilling from the sides of the tiny, silky triangles. “Damn, Mama.”

His use of the term Mama in a moment such as this leaves me too stunned to react when Elliott’s knees crash hard on the floor, and I fall back on the mattress when he grips my still aching hips and yanks my ass to the edge.

Elliott

Any good intentions I had to discuss what happened between us and work an explanation out of Birdie went out the window when she put her mouth on my cock. And as soon as I grabbed hold of my lust, putting physical distance between us, my control went right out the window, too, when I laid eyes on the supple swells of her tits, teased into oblivion by the sliver of her nipples not concealed by the top of her nightgown.

Nothing, and I mean nothing, compares to how utterly fucking blessed and cursed I feel when I place her little bare feet on my shoulders and turn my head to kiss the inside of her right ankle. I drag my lips up and up and up her leg, breathing hard as I intermittently rub my cheek against her silky skin, especially where she’s the softest, plushest along her inner thighs.

“Elliott?”

“Hmm?” I nuzzle my nose at the crease between her thigh and pussy, torturing myself, wanting to drag out this experience for as long as possible, savoring the feminine scent of her before I get my first taste.

“Elliott,” she says more insistently.

I roll my eyes up, losing my breath completely when she drops her knees out as far as they’ll go and spreads her pussy lips with her first and third finger, pressing the pad of her middle finger against her clit.

“Right here,” she says.

That’s all she has to say since I immediately replace her middle finger with my firm tongue, shivers of pleasure wracking my body at her divine taste and the way she moans my name when I grip her ass and spread her wider, thrusting my tongue inside her pussy. Surely, this has to be real, right?

“Yes, that’s it,” Birdie moans, answering my unspoken question. Her hips writhe, and she pulls me closer with her hand on the back of my head.

“My name,” I beg, scooting closer on my knees so I can push deeper into her, bristling when my cock head bumps against the bed’s running board.

“Elliott,” she moans, granting me my wish and arching her back off the bed.

I whimper at hearing my name on her lips, accidentally knocking the bedframe again with my sensitive crown, wishing even more fervently to bury it inside her swollen heat.

I move up to give her clit the attention it deserves. “Birdie, Birdie, cum for me.”

“I…I…” She shoves her nightgown down the swell of her lower belly when it skates up with the jerk of her hips. “I’m almost there,” she says as if pleasantly surprised.

Pushing aside the pain of my bare cock battering the bedframe as I fuck the air, I open my mouth wide, sucking her clit, then thrust my tongue in and out of her pussy, drinking her down. Reaching around her upper thigh, I curl my fingers so I won’t accidentally touch her stomach and find her clit with my thumb, rolling it with the same rhythm. On and on, I fight the snap of her legs around my head, gloriously trapped by her thighs, so I can continue working her just right until she cums, gasping my name.

As soon as her legs give out, I surge up between them and grip my shaft, wet with my precum. Bending over her to yank one triangle toward the center, I take the nipple that had teased me into my mouth while lining my cock up with her center, pressing an inch inside.

“Stop!” she yells, pushing me away.

Fuck!

I lurch backward, finding her palm splayed across her lower abdomen.

“Did I hurt you?” I ask, horrified by my actions. She specifically told me not to crush her last night, which is nearly impossible not to do at my size.

“No, no, but you almost…” Birdie squeezes her eyes shut.

I’m much more careful when I bend back over her, sucking in my stomach so none of my weight will rest on her torso. I gently rub my thumb over the crease between her bunched brows until her eyes blink open. “I’m sorry. What do you want to do?”

She bites her bottom lip, considering leaving me for several heart-stopping moments, before she says, “Help me roll over.”

My heart restarts, and it’s easy enough for me to flip her over, holding her hips in the air until she gets her knees situated on the bed so that she isn’t lying flat on her stomach. Braced on one elbow on the mattress, she slips a hand between her thighs to spread her pussy lips for me again. “Now, Elliott. Now, now—”

She’s so wet that I bottom out on my first thrust, pushing her forward on the mattress. I yank her ass back to clap against my hips, the sensation so deliriously pleasurable that I have to pause for a moment, clenching every muscle to keep from cumming immediately.

She has the same idea, clenching and releasing her pussy around me.

“Fuck, Mama, you’re going to make me cum too soon,” I say with a whine, my ears burning hot when I let Mama slip out again.

“Not yet,” she says instead of spurning me with disgust, rocking forward and back on both elbows now, fucking me instead of the other way around. “So good, Elliott.”

“Please, please,” I beg, remaining still, my eyes glued to the recoil of her asscheeks every time our skin claps. “You’re a goddess, Birdie.” I shove the back of her night gown up to hold her waist, sliding my hands down to her hips and back up again, loving the shape of her.

She goes still when I kiss the middle of her back, moving her nightgown farther up to bare more skin. When I go too far, my left hand slipping around her waist because I want to hold her, she grabs my hand and yanks it up to her heavy breast.

I moan gutturally, my dick swelling larger with her plump tit spilling out of my palm. Feral with my desire to claim this woman for myself, wanting her stuffed full of my cum for the second night in a row, I grind hard against her while moving my right hand up to cup her other breast. Using my leverage, I lift her upper half so that her back rests against my chest when I start rolling my hips.

“Elliott!”

“Tell me I can cum, Birdie.”

“Not yet,” she says, tipping her head back on my shoulder, raising herself up and down on her knees.

“Please, Mama, I need to.”

“No.” She reaches up and behind her to grip the back of my neck when I drop my face in the crook of her shoulder, continuing to work herself on my dick while I try my damnedest to follow her orders.

Knowing I’ll break before she lets me if I don’t get her off soon, I drop my hand between her thighs and find her clit again. The clap of our skin echoes off the paneled walls as I fuck into her, intently focused on making her cum as soon as possible. With the simultaneous pinch and roll of her large, hard nipple between my thumb and index finger, Birdie finally shatters around me.

“Tell me,” I beg, gone mental with need.

“Yes!” Birdie’s luscious body jerks with her orgasm, her fingertips digging into my scalp as if trying to keep from floating away.

I loop my arm around her ribs and the other around her hips to hold her in place as I sink my teeth into her neck with a throaty growl and fill her with my cum.


Chapter 12

Teagan

Elliott slowly releases my neck, placing featherlight kisses over the spot where he’d bitten me like a wild animal, my body going lax in his comforting hold. My eyes flutter shut when he kisses across my shoulder, his dick twitching inside me as it softens.

And here I am, idly scratching the nape of his neck, humming with contentment the longer he’s affectionate with me. “Why do you call me ‘Birdie’?”

“Your hair,” he says, sweeping the strands back behind my opposite shoulder. “As black as a raven’s feathers.”

A sad smile tugs at the corners of my lips. I only allowed my grandpa to call me Raven, though plenty of people tried to stick me with that nickname when I was younger.

“And your voice…As pretty and sweet as a bird’s song. I could listen to you talk all day long.”

“If I’m Birdie and…and…Mama, then who are you?” I tease, turning pliant inside and basking in his compliments. It’s been a long time since anyone has done anything more than criticize me, from my weight to my age to my parenting. It’s a nice change. He’s nice. At least, for now.

Elliott chuckles, his big chest vibrating against my back. “Anything you want me to be—just not Grandpa or Santa.”

“Well, you wouldn’t be my grandpa, would you?”

“I’m old enough to be,” he says in a grumpy whisper.

“No, you’re not. My daddy, though…” A giggle slips past my lips when he grumbles at that. “How about Big Papa? Oooh, or maybe Papa Bear? That’s sexy, right?” I ask with another giggle at the silly nicknames, lifting my hand to slide my fingers through his hair, transported to a different time and place where laughter and joy were the norm, not the exception.

“You’re serious?”

I laugh. “All your grunting and growling and—”

“Being as big as a bear,” he says with a huff, as if he’s offended, but not quite.

“Yeah, but that’s not a bad thing.”

“It’s not?” he asks, kissing up my neck to the corner of my jaw, cupping my tender left breast, his dick starting to thicken within me.

“No, it’s definitely not.” I squeeze my sore pussy around him, thinking maybe I wouldn’t mind having another orgasm if he’s ready for round two.

All the contentment I had found falls by the wayside when Elliott tries to drag his lower hand up under my nightgown to my waist. That’s when my good—arguable—senses come back to me, and I push away his arm, dropping forward onto my hands.

“I need to clean up,” I say, waiting for him to pull out. “Elliott?” I look up over my shoulder when he doesn’t do so, finding his brows deeply creased in the middle as he stares at where we’re joined. “I need to clean up,” I say a little louder, colder.

His chest rumbles low when he grips my hips and so very fucking slowly withdraws from me, his cum already spilling down my inner thighs. I have to bodily push him out of the way so I can slide down to the floor, squeezing my legs together so I don’t make a mess, shuffling toward his bedroom door.

“Wait,” he says, circling his hand around my wrist to pull me back after tucking his half-hard dick into his sweatpants. “We need to talk.”

I sigh and repeat tersely, “I need to clean up.”

“Exactly.” He rubs his thumb across my inner wrist. “We didn’t use a condom. I came inside you. Twice.”

I don’t bother responding, because obviously I know that.

“You’re not worried about getting pregnant?”

“No,” I say, tugging my arm back. “You don’t have to worry, either.”

“I…I’m not,” he says, almost like a question, dropping his eyes to my stomach. “But what if—”

“I can’t get pregnant,” I interrupt, gripping the doorknob that’s as chilly as my demeanor.

“Oh,” he says, ducking his head so I can’t see his eyes. “You’re on birth control?”

“Something like that,” I murmur, and he doesn’t try to stop me again when I swing open the door and slip out of his room.

* * *

“We’re almost out of gas,” Elliott says two evenings later when he steps into the cabin, stomping his boots to rid them of ice.

The forecast Elliott was able to catch on his radio in the Bronco said the freak, record-breaking freeze is supposed to continue for at least the next two days, if not longer. Even then, it might take several weeks for people to get their power back, and Elliott has already emptied the spare cans of gas he had stored in his shed.

“What are we going to do?” I ask, wringing my hands.

Since it rarely snows or gets this cold in Texas, Elliott doesn’t have much by way of split, readily available firewood for his fireplace, which we’ve been using to heat the cabin while rationing the use of the generator. That is cause for worry all on its own since we have to keep an extremely close eye on the kids, especially Kendall.

Although…this isn’t the worst thing to happen. After working multiple jobs at a time during certain periods, it’s nice to finally get a break, like a vacation of sorts. Not a very fun one, since there’s not much to do or see, but one nonetheless.

He sighs. “I’m going to drive around. See if there are any gas stations open. If not, I’ll have to start chopping trees, and I don’t know if they’ll be dry enough to burn.”

“You can’t drive in this weather!”

“I have to, Mama,” he says, grabbing my hip to pull me closer. “I promise, I’ll be careful.”

I step away and cut my eyes to the kids bundled together beneath a pile of blankets on Elliott’s recliner while Dustin practices reading aloud a comic book from Elliott’s childhood that he found in a box in his attic. He’s never called me just Mama in front of the kids—only ever referred to me as your mama when speaking to them—and I worry they’ve overheard him. Thankfully, they’re too engrossed in the story to take any notice of us.

“Sorry.” Elliott shoves his hand into his jeans pocket. “‘Sides, we’re running out of food, too.” His stomach rumbles right on cue, and I can’t ward off the mounting guilt. A man as big as him needs as much food as me and the kids combined, yet he’s lied about how hungry he is each time we’ve sat down for a meal, urging the kids to finish their plates first, giving them seconds if they need it. I’ve tried to do the same, but then he just plops more onto my plate from his portion.

I’ve picked the skin around my fingernails bloody as night falls, my stomach roiling with nausea the longer time stretches without Elliott’s return. After tightly tucking the kids into bed, I sit on my hands on his recliner, worrying my bottom lip next as I stare out the wide, frosty front window. With two pairs of Elliott’s woolen socks on my feet, I bounce the balls of them on the floor, listening to the generator sputter and eventually die.

What if he crashed his vehicle or ran off into a ditch? What if he’s trapped and runs out of gas and heat? Is there anyone else out there, looking for food and gas, who could help him? What if he never comes back?

I clap a hand over my mouth at the thought of never seeing Elliott again, wondering how in the world I became so attached to him when he was supposed to be in and out of our lives in only two days. A passing, helpful stranger. Someone to get us safely from point A to point B as a favor to our mutual friend. That’s it.

It’s my nightly visits, lingering in his room and his arms longer than the night before. It’s turned what had been a task and a little bit of fun into something dangerously more than that. Something I need to nip in the bud. Something that I’ll be forced to let go of once the freeze does finally end and we move on. Something I can look back on, a fever dream of sorts, and perhaps think of fondly. Or if not fondly, then…

I don’t know what to call this, but I do know that I’m absolutely sick over the idea that I’m repeating the same pattern, falling for the wrong type of man disturbingly fast. Sick over the idea that my girls will repeat my pattern because I’ve set a terrible example for them. Sick over the idea that last night might have truly been the last night with Elliott…

As soon as I hear the distinct, distant rumble of Elliott’s Bronco, I throw myself out of the recliner and run out the front door. I scream and grab onto the wooden handrail when my feet slip out from under me on the slick front porch steps. Stupid, stupid! I shouldn’t be risking a fall, and though I want to run down the gravel drive to meet him, I force myself to go back inside, pressing my nose to each window, tracking his Bronco as it makes its bumpy way around the cabin to the back. Even then, I have to wait longer for Elliott to fill the generator and get it started again before he steps through the door I already have whipped open for him.

His face is blooming red beneath his beanie, and his fingers are so stiff and frozen solid around the handles of several plastic grocery sacks and a bundle of firewood that it takes effort for him to relax his grip enough to chuck everything on the table, a two-liter bottle of ginger ale toppling over.

“We need to get you warmed up,” I say, hustling down the hallway, pulling the shivering silver bear behind me.

Like the rest of his cabin, Elliott’s en suite bathroom is wood paneled with natural stone counters and tiles. Having used it last night for the first time to clean Elliott’s cum from my thighs so I wouldn’t have to leave his room just yet, it’s easy enough to find the glass shower door’s handle and pull it open to turn the water on full blast with only the weak moonlight to see by.

“In you go,” I say after stripping Elliott of his clothes, catching a whiff of smoke and a familiar, chemical scent I can’t quite place beneath the smell of gasoline on his hands. When he remains stock still and silent other than his chattering teeth, I tell him, “I’ll wait for you in the bedroom.”

“Birdie…” Elliott gently grabs my arm to stop me from leaving when I step aside to move around him, and he draws me into his big, naked body, his skin so, so cold. At my lower back, he tugs on the hem of his sweatshirt that I’m wearing over two of his T-shirts that fall to my knees. “Please,” he says.

“I can’t.”

“Can’t or don’t want to?” he asks quietly.

What I don’t want to do is lie, so I pull one of his trademark cards and simply don’t respond. Neither do I stop him, after a long pause, from taking my sweatshirt and top T-shirt off, though I hold down the bottom T-shirt when he tugs on that, too.

“If I get in the shower with you,” I say, “you have to promise not to look at or touch my stomach.”

“Why, Mama?” he asks, rubbing his hands up and down my bare arms that start to prickle with goosebumps as steam fills the room. “Every inch of you is gorgeous.”

I shake my head. “Promise me.”

“Ok,” he says, kissing my cheek and then my neck as he helps me roll my leggings and panties down, kneeling to remove my socks while I tie my hair up with one of Layla’s scrunchies I’d been wearing on my wrist.

He scoops me up with one hand under my ass, enclosing us in the shower, his cock hard and brushing against the V of my thighs. Out of the direct moonlight, I’m less concerned now about him seeing anything he shouldn’t—which is a good thing, considering I hadn’t thought through my plan of keeping my shirt on, which is now soaked through and plastered to my body like a second skin anyway.

I wiggle to be let down and internally sigh with annoyance when I slip the T-shirt off over my head, dropping it in the corner of the rather large stall. Elliott makes a pleased grunt when I press my naked upper body against his and circle his waist as much as I can, my arms too short to reach all the way around him.

With my cheek resting against his upper abdomen as the water heats our skin, thawing out his muscles and my tension, I finally find the courage to ask something that’s been on my mind since the first time I touched and explored his bare torso. “Why do you have so many scars?” I find one of the larger scars along his right side, the tissue raised and thicker than the surrounding skin. With his tattoos, you’d never notice them just by looking.

“A few reasons,” he mumbles cryptically.

Given that he captures my wrist and moves my hand away, I decide not to press any further for answers right now and simply bask in this moment of peace now that he’s home safe. I don’t think I’ve ever been so relaxed in all my life than when Elliott starts massaging my shoulders with soapy hands, bending so he can kiss my neck where he keeps biting me when he cums, and I tip my head to the side to offer him more of me after we’re warm enough.

“Birdie,” he hums into my neck when I grip his lengthy, hard cock with both hands and stroke him, tightening my grip until he’s shuddering. He crowds me to the side, slapping one hand against the tile wall over my head when my back connects with it, fucking my fists. “If this is a dream, I don’t want to wake up,” he murmurs, drawing back and cupping my breasts. He’s at the perfect height when he kneels to take a nipple in his mouth, slipping a hand down between my thighs, pushing two fingers into me when I step my feet out.

“Oh, yes,” I moan, pressing on the back of his head to pull him closer, luxuriating in his hot mouth wrapped around me, sucking me deep inside. “Keep going,” I breathe out, rocking my hips onto his fingers, arching my back while trying to suck in my lower stomach.

Elliott growls into my skin, widening his mouth to take more of my breast, increasing his suction.

“Mmm, yes, Daddy. Hard—” We both freeze when it strikes us at once what I said. “I—I didn’t mean it like…like anything gross,” I say, pushing his shoulder and curling my back to pull my breast out of his mouth, paradoxically finding Daddy might be pushing things too far. “I meant it like…like Papa Bear,” I say, growing shrill and flustered. “I swear.”

“Birdie,” he says breathily, thrusting his two fingers deeper into me, making me moan. “I’ll be whoever or whatever you want me to be.”

“I don’t…I don’t want that.”

“Yes, you do, Mama.” Elliott taps my ankle until I widen my stance, and he adds a third finger on his next thrust.

Still, I clam up, rolling and pressing my lips together, biting down onto my tongue, tasting copper.

Elliott draws my other nipple into his mouth, giving it the lightest of licks while looking directly into my face, and when I continue to keep my lips shut, he says, “It’s just you and me in here, Mama. No one else to judge us for what we want or what we do or say.”

“What do you want?” I finally ask in a whisper.

Elliott

I want to be everything you want and need in life.
I want you and the kids to stay with me forever.
I want us to be a family.

Since we’ve only known each other for six days, I can’t say any of that, knowing how crazy it sounds and that it would scare the daylights out of her. She’s already been through enough. So instead, I hint at the truth. “I want you to tell Daddy what you need. Harder, faster, softer, gentler. Tell me, and I’ll do it.”

Maybe finally accepting that she doesn’t need to hold back, she says, “I want you.”

“Me?”

“Your cock,” she clarifies.

I briefly drop my forehead on her chest between her breasts, fighting back the crushing disappointment that she doesn’t mean me, as in all of me. A woman as young and beautiful as her would never want that, not long term, not outside these bizarre circumstances. It was stupid how high my hopes had flown.

Rising, I find her hip and turn her around. Our height difference is too great, though, for this to work logistically, so I lift her onto the stone bench at the back of the shower. “Bend—”

Birdie has already pressed her palms and shoulders to the wall, giving me her ass before I can finish my sentence. “Now, Daddy,” she demands.

“Fuck, Birdie,” I hiss against her neck after pushing into her, holding her in place so she won’t knock into the wall with each thrust. “I love…being inside you.”

She moans in agreement, shifting her feet out a few more inches and arching her back.

Propping my left foot on the bench beside hers, I make Birdie sing my name as I drive deeper into her. And when I snake my hand around her hip to find and massage her clit, she sings even louder. If this is all she wants from me, then I’ll make sure it’s the best she’s ever had. No one who follows after me will ever make her forget about this week. About how it felt to be held so tenderly in my arms. How it felt to take me—mind, body, and soul—deep inside her.

Tears build in my eyes when Birdie reaches up to palm the back of my head, moaning yes when I sink my teeth in the crook of her neck. My upper body shakes with the sob I try so hard to contain, knowing she is the best thing to ever happen to me, and I’ll lose her soon.

“Birdie,” I choke out after she tells me I can cum once she does. “Birdie, Birdie, my Birdie.” But she isn’t really mine, is she?

* * *

Three days later, the godforsaken rain and snow have finally stopped. After yet again lying awake all night without Birdie asleep by my side, I rise with the sun before the kids wake and head outside. My skin buzzes and begs for the soothing burn of the needle, but the only way to find relief and quiet the static in my head before I can meet up with my tattoo artist is to push myself to the limits with my workout.

For hours, I flip the biggest tractor tire I could find at the junkyard two years ago, where I’d purchased both of my Broncos. Some of the ice on the ground has started to melt, dirty slush splattering across my yard with each flip, back and forth and back and forth, while I try to rid the memory of Birdie ducking her head when I tried to kiss her on the lips for the first time last night. My kiss had landed on the bridge of her nose, and she’d rolled out of my arms, out of my bed, and out of my room with barely a whisper of goodnight.

Get out of my head. Get out of my head. Get out of my head.

I sweat through my thick hoodie and toss it toward the front porch, where it falls pitifully short since my arms are hardly cooperative at this point. A tiny little yelp follows from under the stairs where the balled-up, heavy material had landed. For a moment, I think the yelp came from Kendall, who must have snuck outside who knows how long ago.

With fear of finding her little body in shock, frozen solid, I make it to the porch in two strides, reaching under the stairs to scoop her up. My hand brushes against what I at first think is Kendall’s wet hair, but turns out to be fur.

“Hey, little guy,” I murmur as my rush of adrenaline fizzles out, cradling the muddy puppy to my chest. He’s nothing more than skin and bones, his whole body trembling violently. “How on earth did you survive out here?” He nips at my skin with the most adorable little growl as I jump the stairs to bring him inside.


Chapter 13

Teagan

Something is wrong. The kids can sense it, too, even if they’re not aware of what has changed. For three days, Elliott has grown quieter and more reserved than usual. Deflated like the air has been let out of his tires. He’s not a man who smiles much as it is—merely an uptick of one corner of his mouth here and there. But even those have become rarer. Barely a twitch now, and those are solely for the kids. I don’t get any.

No, what I get is at most a quick glance before he looks away, even when I’m speaking directly to him. I know well enough how quickly a man’s mood can change. I’m terrified and pissed off that I’ve once again made the worst decisions and put myself and my kids in a situation where we have to walk on eggshells around a man so we don’t set him off.

My temper flares—at myself, not the kids—when Sydney and Kendall squeal and scream as they dart away from Dustin, who is chasing them around the cabin, the big bad wolf who is going to swallow them up if he catches them. I should be able to enjoy their antics and boisterous laughter, especially since they’ve managed to find a physical activity and some joy after being cooped up inside for over a week. Instead, I have to remind them that they’ll need to keep their voices down once Elliott is finished with his superhuman workout. I don’t need a man as large and intimidating as him blowing up at the kids for being too loud, like Quincy used to.

That fucker. By the time I figured out who Quincy really was beneath his mask, I was completely out of options—which was his intention, I’m sure—and I had to urge the kids to stay out of his way until I could finally get rid of him for good. Man, I still hate him as much, if not more, than I did Guxxer, and it’s disquieting how much I enjoyed his death. Guxxer’s, too.

I motion to the kids to end their game when Elliott bounds up onto the front porch. “Who wants to do a puzzle with me?” I ask with a cheery voice, picking another one from the pile we hadn’t done yet—a rainbow array of cats wearing bikinis dancing on trash cans in an alley with giant margaritas raised in their paws. I’m sensing a theme here.

Dustin and Sydney flinch when the front door flies open with a bang. All three children scurry away from Elliott to hide behind me, and once again, my anger and guilt threaten to erupt. I did this. This is my fault. Their fear is my doing, and I curl my fingers into my palms, wishing I had grabbed Priscilla’s knife before Elliott burned it with the rest of the evidence. I’d never go anywhere without it strapped to my side if I had.

“What’s wrong?” Elliott asks, his silver brows drawn below his sweaty forehead as he peers at the kids once he’s closed the door and kicked off his tennis shoes.

“Nothing,” I say between clenched teeth, and then my mouth drops open. “What is that?” I ask, staring at the mutant, wet creature in his arms.

Elliott crouches at my side, turning the bundle with skinny limbs and huge paws around with a genuine smile that softens his brutally masculine features. “Look what I found outside.”

“A big rat?” Dustin asks, scrunching his nose and leaning closer.

“Alien goat rat thingy,” Sydney says, kneeling in front of Elliott to study the creature, to which Elliott laughs so hard that it makes the tattoos on his thick middle dance in a nightmare theater.

“Doggy!” Kendall squeals around her thumb, crashing into Elliott’s side to lay her head against his arm, reaching out to thump the creature on the head.

I catch her wrist before she can hurt the poor thing, who, if you squint right, does kind of resemble a puppy. One so ugly that it’s adorable.

“We need to get him warmed up or he might not last the night,” Elliott says.

The kids trail after him to the hall bathroom like puppies themselves, their earlier fear forgotten. They crowd around his back when he kneels at the side of the bathtub, turning the hot water on, testing the temperature with his wrist. I lean against the door frame with my arms crossed, watching the four of them while Elliott patiently explains how they don’t want the water to get too hot, how they’ll need to carefully wash the puppy, and what to feed him since we don’t have any dog food.

Dustin pushes past me with the biggest, toothiest smile on his face to look for any cans of evaporated milk in the kitchen pantry. Sydney rushes to get towels from the linen closet in the hall, and Kendall helps lather a bar of soap in her tiny hands to wash the mud from the puppy’s short gray fur with Elliott’s guidance.

And I…smile, too. I smile and run into Elliott’s bedroom, figuring he left his phone on his nightstand, charged despite not being able to use it for much of anything. I hold the phone up and tell them, “Say cheese!”

Elliott’s eyes are strangely watery, and Kendall’s are pinch closed with the force of her exuberant smile pushing her chubby cheeks up. I take photo after photo when Dustin and Sydney make it back into the bathroom, each taking a turn to hold and wash the puppy until he’s no longer shivering.

“Come here, Birdie,” Elliott says, capturing my wrist after twisting to the side to sit on his bottom, pulling me down sideways on his lap. He grabs the phone and holds it out, taking several pictures of just the two of us, one with his head turned to the side, kissing the edge of my jaw, then swinging his arm out to include all five of us, sheer joy on everyone’s faces.

And then it’s my turn to kneel over the side of the tub so I can hold the gangly puppy with a strip of white fur down his chest, his large jaw yawning wide. After Dustin drains the bath, Sydney cradles the towel-wrapped puppy on the couch beside Kendall.

“Where did you come from, huh? Where’s your mother?” I babble to the puppy, running my forefinger down his short snout. My shoulders tense, and I cut a look to Elliott, who still needs to warm up himself. “Where’s his mother?” I ask louder, my eyes turning hot. “There’s no way he survived this weather by himself.”

Before I can think about my actions, I run to pull on Elliott’s denim jacket hanging by the back door, and then I’m out the front door like a slingshot. “Where did you find him?” I yell to Elliott over my shoulder, racing down the stairs that are no longer iced over, looking left and right.

“Under the stairs,” he says from right behind me, grabbing my elbow. “Go back inside. I’ll look for her.”

“No!” I rip my elbow out of his hand, hunching to squeeze through the gap under the stairs that is too small for Elliott to fit under. “Here, girl, here, girl,” I call out. “Where are you?”

My fingers go numb as I crawl on my hands and knees, patting the thawing ground. It’s so dark under here that I only happen to stumble across a shallow, roughly dug hole under the stone skirting of Elliott’s cabin.

“Oh man, oh man,” I repeat, clawing at the dense soil to deepen the hole. “Are you in there?” An answering whimper has me biting off a sob as I rake at the dirt with bits of rock mixed in, heaving it to the side. “Come here, girl, come here.”

A cold, wet nose nudges my hand, snorting hot air in short bursts, and I cry out with relief, straining my muscles to dig and dig and dig until the hole is big enough that I can reach under the skirting and help pull her out, her ribs prominent beneath my palms.

“Elliott!” I yell, backing out from under the stairs, sliding the dog across the ground since she lays on her side, panting shallowly, too weak to stand. “Help her!” I beg, since she’s too big for me to pick up. I clap a dirty hand over my mouth when I see she’s so much skinnier than a dog her breed should be—some kind of staffy-lab mix—especially when she’s still nursing.

Elliott easily lifts her and tells me to run inside ahead of him, but I refuse.

“Dustin!” When my son pokes his head out the front door, his eyes going wide at the large gray dog Elliott is carrying up the stairs, I tell him, “Find Papa’s phone and bring it to me.” I point at the stairs, then crouch back under them. “Here, here, here,” I call out, reaching into the hole to pat around until Dustin brings me Elliott’s phone. “Get back inside, baby,” I tell him. “Papa is going to need help.” When he’s gone, I lie on my side and turn on the phone’s flashlight, sweeping the light around the crawl space with my face pushed into the newly dug hole. “Here, here,” I repeat, holding back another sob when I can make out a small form scooting on its belly toward me. “Oh, sweetie, come here, come here,” I urge again and again and again until the puppy is within reach.

I hold the puppy, a girl this time, under my chin while I sweep the crawl space twice more with the flashlight, looking for any other shapes. Certain that the space is empty, I crawl out into the daylight with the puppy tucked under my jacket and T-shirt against my breast to keep warm, then take to circling the cabin again and again, no longer able to feel my toes through my soaked double layer of socks, checking and rechecking the skirting and surrounding bushes in case there are any more puppies hiding.

“Please, please come inside,” Elliott begs, trailing after me.

After his third plea is ignored, he finally forces me to stop searching by scooping me into his arms and carrying me and the puppy into the cabin. I work the puppy out from under my shirt and hand her to Sydney.

“Dustin, keep an eye on Kendall,” I can barely say with my teeth clacking loudly together, my fingers torn and bloody beneath the mud caking my hands, my body perhaps going into shock. “Where is she?” I ask when Elliott carries me past the empty hall bathroom.

“In the shower where I need you both to be,” he says, finally setting me down in his en suite. “She didn’t want to stay in the tub, but she doesn’t seem to mind the stall.”

I nod, my muscles rigid and jerking uncontrollably as he helps to strip off my filthy clothes, mud and slush cascading to the floor when I shake out my hair. Before I take off my shirt, I give Elliott one look. His shoulders droop, and he shuffles out of the bathroom, leaving the door open a crack behind him.

The mother dog startles when I turn on the water, raising her big blocky head off the tile floor, but I shield her from the cold stream with my own body until it warms, then slide down the wall with Elliott’s shampoo, cleaning her first. Beneath the muck is a frayed, hot pink collar, the attached D-ring split just wide enough that her name tag must have fallen off.

“Where are your people?” I ask, hardly able to breathe as my torn skin and cracked fingernails—several of which are missing altogether—sting unbearably when my feeling returns.

She scoots closer and licks the running water from my elbow as I wash myself, then rests her head across my thighs with a long snuff of her snout. How long has she been living in the wild? When did she last have fresh, running water to drink? I curl my body over her, letting the tears I didn’t know I had within me drip down and off my nose as I stroke the large patch of white fur over what should be a powerful, barrel chest.

“Birdie?”

I snap my head up to find Elliott opening the glass shower door and dropping to his knees, his sweatpants immediately soaking up the filthy water from the floor.

“She did so good, didn’t she?” I ask through a hard lump in my throat. “She kept her babies safe and warm and alive during the storm. She did so good, so good,” I bawl. “She’s such a good mom.”

“Yes, you are,” he says, reaching across to caress my cheek.

“I’m not talking about me!”

Elliott ignores my outburst and manages to fit his body into the corner where he can put an arm over my shoulders, pulling me against his side. He tips my chin up, pushing my wet, tangled bird’s nest of hair behind my ear, forcing me to look at him. “You kept your babies safe and warm and alive in impossible situations. You are a good mama.”

I shake my head, jerking away.

“You are,” he insists, picking up my left hand and delicately kissing the back and front of it, blood still running off the tips of my fingers in thin rivers.

“No,” I croak, pinching my eyes shut so I don’t have to look at the earnestness on his face. “I didn’t—I’m not…”

“Yes, you are, Birdie.” He scoots closer, ignoring the water that pours over his head. “You are a good mama.”

“No,” I mouth as I stroke the dog’s silky, floppy ears.

Elliott sits quietly beside me, intermittently kissing my temple or simply resting his hand over mine on the dog. When the hot water finally starts to cool, he stands and steps out of his wet sweatpants, and I get my first good look at the tattoos on his legs. In a line down from his left hip to his knee, he has MEREDITH tattooed in big, traditional lettering, the upper half of each letter left with negative space and the bottom half shaded in. I want to ask who Meredith is, an uncomfortable tendril of something ugly snaking its way into my thoughts, but I don’t have the courage.

He gathers three large, dark green towels from the tall cabinet to the right of the sink, draping one towel over the dog and another around my shoulders after cutting off the water. Wrapping the third towel around his waist, he leaves the bathroom and returns a few minutes later.

“I left clothes for you on the bed,” he says, reaching for my hand to help me up so I don’t slip. “I’ll get her dried off while you get dressed.”

Quickly pulling my towel around my front, unsure how much Elliott has seen with the dog’s head in the way and my body curled, I dress in the flannel and sweatpants he left for me, having to roll down the waistband and roll up the cuffs repeatedly so the pants will fit. I lay back on his bed, exhausted, my legs dangling over the side, while I take deep breaths, not wanting to face the kids yet with my eyes puffy and probably bloodshot from crying so hard. I have no idea where that came from.

I blink my eyes open several times when Elliott, fully dressed, dabs at the cuts on my hands with cotton swabs. “Did I fall asleep?”

He nods and helps me sit up, passing me an open can of ginger ale from the nightstand before he returns to disinfecting and patching my wounds.

“The kids?” I ask, giving him the half-drained can to set aside.

“The happiest kids you ever did see,” he says, kneeling before me. “Thinking up names for the puppies.”

My stomach rumbles just as he finishes sticking the last bandage on my left pinky. Elliott rubs his hands up and down my thighs, his head tipped forward to shield his eyes beneath his brows. What seems an eternity later, he turns his cheek and gingerly lays his head on my lap, wrapping his arms around my legs.

If I had any hope of my eyes returning to normal so I don’t upset the kids or cause them any worry, it’s lost when new tears well up as Elliott takes his comfort from me while I rub his back and stroke the hair off his forehead. “You’re a good man, Elliott Berenson.”

He doesn’t respond other than a fractional shake of his head and the tightening of his arms. We stay like that, silence stretching on and on, until we’re forced to pull apart when Dustin knocks, asking what’s for lunch through the door.

Elliott swipes both hands down his face and beard when he stands, sniffing and turning toward the door. At the last second, he darts back around. Bending low, he cradles my face and places a kiss square on my lips before I can turn my cheek. And then he’s gone just as fast, his voice and my son’s fading down the hallway.

Elliott

The dog, which the kids have decided to temporarily name Storm until we find her family, is cuddled up with her two precious puppies, twins in color if not size, in my second spare room on a nest the kids made of my extra towels and pillows. She’s already eaten every can of shredded chicken and diced sweet potatoes we have, and I know the kids were lying when they said they were full halfway through lunch and supper so that they could give her the rest of their plates.

Come bedtime, I don’t know what possesses me other than the need to torture myself when I slip into Birdie’s room and watch her and the kids sleep in their own puppy-pile together until I can’t bear the sight any longer. I also can’t bear to be alone in my bedroom, so I head out to sit in the lone Adirondack chair facing the creek that should be finished thawing in a day or two. The static in my head is as loud as the gas generator drumming in the background while I swipe through all the photos we took on my phone this afternoon…then to the pictures I’d discreetly taken of Birdie in the days beforehand. Nothing overtly sexual. My memories are enough for that. More torture.

I would give anything to experience what it’s like to have a family and cuddle them close at night. To belong with them. To them. But I can’t change the past, and there’s not much future for me either. If I hadn’t already known that before Birdie, I certainly know that now after Birdie, since there is no after for me.

“Sorry I took so long.”

“Fucking hell.” I suck in a strangled breath after being shocked out of my spiraling thoughts, having been taken by surprise for once by Birdie appearing out of thin air, as I’m accustomed to doing to other people. It’s a taste of my own medicine, and I can’t say I like it all that much. I owe quite a few people an apology.

“You should go back inside. It’s too cold out here,” I tell Birdie, pocketing my phone, hoping she didn’t see what I’d been scrolling through. I loop my hands together on my lap so I won’t be tempted to pull her down on it instead.

“You should take your own advice,” she says in response.

“Yeah, in a little bit.” When she moves closer, hiking one of the throw blankets from my couch around her shoulders, I ask, “How did you know I was out here?”

She nods to the window over my shoulder. If she saw me through the window, that means she must have gone into my room.

“Were you looking for me?” I ask with warmth unfurling in my chest.

“Yeah…” she answers slowly. “I heard you come into my room.” The moonlight behind her leaves her face in shadow. “Sorry I fell asleep.”

“Why are you sorry?”

“Because…” she waves to my lap. “Don’t you want to have sex?”

Her frankness elicits a full-bellied laugh out of me. “Of course I do. But you need your sleep.”

Something in Birdie relaxes, and she moves closer, combing her bandaged fingers through my hair. “You need your sleep, too. I know…I know you haven’t been getting much with me and the kids here. Bet you’ll be happy once we’re out of your hair.”

“No,” I answer quickly, hating that she thinks I could ever be happy without them. “I’ll take y’all being here over sleep any day,” I say with all honesty, tipping my head into her hand. In fact, I prefer to stay awake so as not to miss a single moment with them, even if it would eventually do a number on my already poor mental health.

“Really?” she asks with doubt coloring her voice, her song turning melancholy. She still doesn’t get it.

When I take her by the hand, she allows me to walk her around so I can pull her down on my thigh. “Yes, Birdie,” I say, my heart cracking open. “Always.” I swallow hard, thinking of her in the shower with Storm, naked and vulnerable and unable to continue hiding her secret. I had thought all that talk about not looking at or touching her lovely stomach came from a place of insecurity—something I’m quite familiar with—but I was wrong. I’m treading into dangerous territory when I skate my hand down her short torso and kiss her cheek. “All five of you.”

She reacts as if she’s been stabbed when she jumps up, cradling her stomach.

“Birdie…” I lean forward, holding my hand out, hoping she’ll take it.

“No,” she whispers, backing away toward the creek.

“Birdie…” I slip from my chair to kneel on the hard ground. “Please, come here.”

“No,” she mouths, taking another step back when I walk forward on my knees, wrapping the blanket tighter around herself, insulating herself from me and the secret she can no longer keep.

Fearing she’ll walk straight back into the creek and fall through the ice if I keep advancing on her, I sit back on my heels, though every muscle coils, preparing to spring to her rescue if she were to get within two feet of the creek. I won’t let anything happen to her or the baby.

“Please, Birdie, please. You don’t have to hide your pregnancy from me. You don’t have to hide anything from me.”

Birdie hisses, “I’m not pregnant.”

My thoughts are all over the place. I’ve seen the evidence up close with my own two eyes. Obsessed over and finally figured out what she meant when she mumbled “something like that” after I asked her about birth control. Felt how firm her lower abdomen was when I’d picked her up and taken her into the shower the first time. But instead of saying any of that, of arguing with her and driving her closer to the creek, I merely wait it out—something I’m good at.

“I’m not!” she yells.

I remain silent, still holding my hand out, letting her know she can take it at any time.

“Stop looking at me like that!”

I shake my head twice, my arm unwavering. No longer able to stay silent, I tell her calmly, “You called me ‘Papa’ in front of the kids. You stopped correcting them. That means something.” It means everything.

“No, it doesn’t!” she yells, though she looks off to the side, realizing I’m right and she hadn’t even been aware of it.

“You’re lying as much to yourself as you are to me.” Revealing everything I’ve held back, knowing I’m crazy to hope against all odds that she wants me, truly wants me after all, I tell her, “I want you. I want the kids.” I advance and look pointedly at her stomach, which she has tightly wrapped the blanket around. “I want the little one, too.”

Her voice is shrill when she screams, “No, you don’t!” She hurries to take three steps back and slashes her hand through the air. “It’s only been nine days!”


Chapter 14

Teagan

“A lot can happen in nine days,” he says, lowering his voice as I grow more flighty, like he’s calming a cornered animal. “Just ask Goldie. She’ll tell you.”

“Tell me what?” Memories push forward of the day Marigold introduced me to her husband when she visited Las Vegas a year after she left. How envious I was when her husband looked at her like she was the greatest gift to the world. How ready he looked to murder Colton, the father of her first child, Lily. Not because Colton was challenging Davis’s ownership of Marigold and Lily, but because Davis was utterly in love with his wife and his adoptive stepdaughter, willing to do literally anything for them.

“She hasn’t told you that Davis was with her when she gave birth right after they met? That they’ve been inseparable ever since?”

“No,” I answer with a whisper. Marigold and I weren’t truly friends when we worked together, merely acquaintances. I never had time or permission to have friends.

“When you see her again, ask her about the whirlwind. Ask my brother’s wife. Ask anyone in this town, and they’ll tell you what happens when you get swept up by it. You can’t escape fate.”

“Fate?” I shiver when Elliott nods and advances again, frozen in place instead of putting more distance between us. “There’s no such thing as fate! None of that is real.”

“It is real.” As soon as I’m within reach, he circles one arm around my waist and slips the other under my blanket. He pushes up my top to expose my stomach and drops his forehead against my lower abdomen. “Ask them,” he says, his hot breath fanning across my skin, lowering the shield protecting my heart that’s been harder to carry the more time I spend with him. “It’s real.”

I’ve never experienced anything like this moment. None of my pregnancies have ever been celebrated for the right reasons by the men who created them. To those men, our babies never came to be out of love, as I’d first believed. It was only ever about control.

“Elliott,” I breathe out, slipping my fingers through his hair when he kisses my stomach and hugs my hips. I grip his strands tight and tug his head back, locking eyes with a man I never once could have imagined being swept up with just a week ago. “None of that is real.”

“You’re still lying to yourself.” Elliott surges up with me in his arms and carries me into the cabin. “But I’ll prove it.”

I shake my head furiously when he locks his bedroom door, then sets me down in the middle of his bed. “There’s no such thing as fate.”

“Then tell me why I showed up to your apartment right when you needed me,” he says, tugging my blanket away and pulling my top off.

“That was just…good timing,” I answer, my heart racing.

Elliott kisses down my neck after he lays me back, his beard tickling me in such a way that my toes curl as he lightly drags his face down my torso. He takes a nipple into his mouth, plumping my breast in his palm until I’m pulling at his hair, begging him to suck it harder, distracted from our conversation as my fever for him burns hotter.

“Tell me why the freak-freeze forced me to bring you home when that’s exactly what I wanted,” he says around my nipple, and I moan.

“Climate change,” I throw out when he peels my sweatpants and socks off and releases the barest of chuckles. I hike my knees up and out as soon as my legs are free, welcoming him between my thighs when he shucks off his jacket and pushes his pants down to his knees to free his hard cock.

I’m almost frantic in my desire to have him inside of me, fisting his shaft and lining him up with my entrance. “Oh fuck, Daddy,” I moan involuntarily when he sits on his heels and lifts my hips to pull me onto his cock. Elliott hums when I moan for Daddy again, his rumbly voice vibrating through me.

“Tell me why we fit so perfectly together when it should be impossible,” he says gruffly, staring down at where we’re joined and licking his lips.

I have no good answer for that, my eyes rolling back in my head when Elliott lifts my ankles over his shoulders and pumps in and out of me.

“Tell me you want me, Birdie,” Elliott pleads with a whimper, stroking his hands up and down my hips and thighs.

“I want you to make me cum.” I close my eyes against the disappointment reflected in his blues.

“Is that all you want?”

“Yes!”

“Then you’re still lying,” he says, pulling one leg off his shoulder and pushing my knee up and out so he has room to massage my clit with his thumb. He doesn’t speak again until he cums after he brings me to an orgasm that is only physically satisfying, nothing more. “Tell me why all of my tattoos are black and gray except for the raven’s eyes,” he finally says when he slowly pulls out of me, then finishes kicking off his pants and sits on the edge of the bed. He turns on the nightstand lamp and peers over his shoulder at where I’ve curled up on my side. His voice is deeper when he says, “Tell me why they’re the same color as yours.”

I sit up on my knees, pressing them together to contain our mess, and circle the raven’s eyes with my bandaged fingertips. “There’s no way that’s true.” I lean closer to study the colored ink, my stomach fluttering wildly. He’s right.

Elliott stands, then clutches my hand, bringing it to his heart. “And this?”

The year I was born. I hadn’t noticed the small script in the middle of so much dark ink.

My eyes fly wide, colliding with his. “Why did you get this tattoo?”

Elliott’s jaw falls open twice, fear of something flashing behind his eyes. “Don’t be scared. You never have to be scared of me.”

I’m already shaking, though I don’t try to pull away, wanting—no, needing—to know the truth.

“It’s the year my parole ended when I was legally allowed to leave the state. I could have come to you whenever you needed me.”

This time, I do snatch my hand away, climbing over the opposite side of the bed to put it between us. “You’ve been to prison?”

He nods, rubbing his chest, circling the bed, and backing me into the corner.

Elliott

“Why were you in prison?” Birdie asks, her eyes as wide as saucers, losing the blush that had colored her cheeks with her orgasm.

I knew I’d have to come clean eventually, but I was hoping for a little more time. “Thirty years ago, I killed a man.”

Birdie gasps, shrinking away from me. “Why?”

I kneel so as not to tower over her and scare her further, since the story I have to share will do the job well enough. “My wife…” I clear my throat, my chest burning as I think of her. “I met her during her senior year of college while I was in the academy to become a deputy, and we—” I have to stop, fighting to gather myself as I think about the past I’ve been running away from for over half my life. “We couldn’t wait. We married right before her graduation and were going to start trying for a family.” My stomach clenches as I remember the day she told me she had stopped taking her birth control. “We were going out for one last drink before we got serious about our health.” I drop my hand down to pat my stomach. Meredith would have lovingly chided me about my weight, then encouraged me to run a few more miles with her.

“The name you have tattooed on your leg—your wife’s name,” she says with a nod as if she has the answer to an unspoken question.

“We were about to pull into the bar’s parking lot when one of the town drunks got behind the wheel and lost control of his truck. He was going so fast that when he T-boned her side of our car, it flipped. Meredith was killed on impact. Both vehicles totaled.”

Birdie’s shoulders cave in, and she lifts her hand toward my cheek, but tucks it back against her chest. “All those scars? They’re from the accident?”

“Some. Not all.”

“What happened?”

“The drunk got out of his truck, took one look at me, and ran,” I say, my voice turning hard, my index finger curling over a phantom trigger.

“And…?” she asks with reservation, as if she doesn’t really want to know.

“And I shot him.” Memories of Curtis’s blood splattering the pavement assault me. “He’d been my friend in high school, and everyone knew he had a drinking problem. He was waiting for a bed to open up at a rehab. Wanted to turn his life around. I never gave him the chance. He was dead before his head hit the ground.”

Birdie bites her lip, then asks, “But wouldn’t that be…be a crime of passion?”

“That’s what my lawyer argued, and maybe it would have worked, but…” I take a long, deep breath as I try to cut through the memories of what it felt like to kill the man who stole my wife’s life and our future together. “I shot him in the back when he was running away.”

Birdie crosses her arms over her chest and stomach. “The skull on your back…”

“That’s where I shot him. It’s his skull. The horror I inflicted.”

More curious than indignant, she asks, “Why aren’t you still in prison? You should have been sentenced to life or…or—”

“Yeah.” It seems neither of us can bear to say the death penalty, which I deserved. With shame corroding my insides, I tell her, “The judge was a friend of Meredith’s grandparents. Went easy on me when he shouldn’t have. I was only sentenced to ten years in prison.” I clear my throat. “But my brother pulled some strings to get me out early.”

“What about the raven?”

“A symbol of death.” I grip Birdie’s naked hips, pulling her closer, nudging her arms out of the way so I can kiss her stomach. “But also new life.”

“No. No, this is crazy!”

“Fate,” I argue.

“It wasn’t fate that made you a murderer or killed your wife!” she yells, trying to dig her blunt talons into my shoulders to push me away.

“You’re right, it wasn’t.” I kiss her from hip to hip, smelling me on her skin. She’s mine, just as I am hers. “But fate stepped in when you needed me and brought me to you.”

“Why me?” she asks as I stroke her naked back. “Why not your wife?”

A tear rolls down my cheek. “I don’t have an answer for that.”

“Yet you still believe in fate. In this hypothetical whirlwind?”

“I do, Birdie.” I roll my eyes up to hers, pleading with her to understand. “It’s real. Tell me—”


Chapter 15

Teagan

Fate intervenes when Sydney calls out for me, and Elliott and I hurry to pull on our clothes. I run straight into my daughter in the hallway, and my stomach bottoms out that she should find me coming out of Elliott’s bedroom in the middle of the night.

“I’m hungry,” Sydney says, peering around me through the open door, then straining her neck to look up over my head. “Can I have a snack?”

Elliott grips my upper arms and nudges me out of the way. “I’ll get her something to eat.”

Sydney reaches for his hand when he steps around me, and together they head toward the kitchen.

After cleaning up in the hall bathroom and checking that Kendall and Dustin are still fast asleep, I tiptoe down the hallway and stop at the exit, peeking around the corner. Elliott cuts a peanut butter and jelly sandwich diagonally before setting it in front of Sydney at the kitchen table. He takes the seat beside her with his own sandwich, the two of them eating in comfortable silence beneath the dim light switched on over the stove.

“Papa?” Sydney asks around a mouthful of peanut butter when she starts in on her second half, jelly sticking to the corners of her lips.

“Hmm?”

“You’re really nice.” Elliott starts to thank her, but then she says, “Quincy was really, really mean to my mommy.”

Guilt and shame and self-loathing flay me alive that I hadn’t been able to hide the damage Quincy inflicted from my children as well as I thought I had.

“Sydney, sweetie…” Elliott turns in his chair.

She sniffles and her little chin quivers as she drops her sandwich on her plate, her messy bed-head hair falling forward to hide her face. “Please don’t turn mean. Please.” Tears roll down her cheeks, and Elliott lifts her from her chair, giving her a bear hug, rubbing her back as she cries on his shoulder, my baby’s heart broken.

I don’t know whether or not to interrupt. I don’t even know if I can since my knees buckle, and I slide down the wall to sit on the floor, listening to Elliott—a man who has just confessed to being a convicted murderer—promise not to be mean to her or Dustin or Kendall or me.

He holds and comforts her until she falls asleep once she’s cried all her tears, and he quietly stands. We make eye contact when he passes me in the hallway, and I listen to the bed frame squeak and shift when he lays her down.

Elliott crouches in front of me afterward and swipes away the tears I didn’t know I’d been crying. He lifts me without a word and carries me into the bedroom next, drawing back both comforters so I can scooch in beside my sweet babies, who deserve so much better than the life I’ve given them. After tucking us in, instead of leaving us for the night, Elliott sits on the floor with his back against the wooden frame. He has no idea how much we have in common.

Elliott

My head explodes with static at the first crunch of tires on gravel two evenings later. No, not yet. Please, not yet. We’ve had two separate flickers of power, leading us to believe the grid was back up and running. Both times, however, the power went out and stayed out within twenty minutes—just as I’d hoped. But now, someone is here.

Storm raises her head from her food bowl in the kitchen, the fur on her back standing on end as the vehicle approaches, and a low, threatening growl starts up in her chest.

Birdie’s face is stark white as she wipes crumbs from the table after putting Kendall down early for the night after supper. From the couch, sharing a comic book, Dustin and Sydney both look from me to their mama and back again as I approach the front window and peer through the open blinds.

“Who is it?” Birdie asks, flitting to the couch to stand guard in front of the kids.

“Davis,” I say when his vintage cherry red Ford pickup truck bounces into view, hitting the pot hole, surely making him curse up a storm. My breath lodges in my throat. It’s too soon. I’m not ready. I’ll never be ready.

Birdie’s color returns to her cheeks now that she knows it isn’t the police or Priscilla, who she’ll never have to worry about.

“Release,” I say to Storm, wondering if, at one point, she was a guard dog and might know the simple command. Either she does, or she reads the intention in my voice, because she relaxes and lowers her head back to her bowl while her puppies paw at her belly.

“Elliott? The door?” Birdie says, motioning toward it when Davis knocks. I stare at her, letting him knock again. Then longer when he bangs his fist against it until she frowns and rushes in front of me to open it.

A blast of frigid air sweeps into the room, not nearly as chilly as the night before, but enough to have Birdie hugging herself when she steps back to let Davis through.

“Hey, there, Teagan. Glad to see you made it to Texas.” Davis takes off his ball cap covering his light golden brown hair, and he slaps it against his dark blue jeans, then leans in as if to give her a one-armed hug. He clicks his tongue when Birdie steps out of reach into my chest while I simultaneously lay a claiming hand on her hip. “Well, I’ll be.”

“You’ll be what?” Birdie asks, pulling away from me, though it takes a beat for me to remove my hand.

“Nothing,” he answers with a lopsided grin as he slides his green-eyed gaze to me, then around the room, crinkling his eyes at Sydney and Dustin in a friendly manner. “Can’t wait to tell Old Freddy about this.”

“Who’s Old Freddy?” Birdie asks.

“You’ll see,” Davis replies with a chuckle.

I eye the unwelcome intruder. “What are you doing here?”

“Came to get Teagan and the kiddos now that we’ve got our pipe patched and water running again, though it’ll take some time to repair the drywall. Found a generator, too.” Davis clicks his tongue again while I imagine beating him six ways to Sunday, then burying him in my woods. “Have to say it was a mighty big surprise to hear from Russell that she ended up staying with you.”

I grit my teeth and fold my arms across my chest to keep from reaching for my gun, trying desperately to figure out how the hell I’m going to stop this without committing another murder.

Birdie tuts impatiently, tilting her head to look out the door. “Is Marigold with you?”

Davis shakes his head and moves away so she can shut the door. “She’s back home with the kids. Lots of downed trees and power lines, but passable enough. Didn’t want to risk them out on the road yet.”

“Oh.” Birdie’s lips are pressed thin, staring toward the kids, but not quite.

“So the roads are too risky for your wife and kids but not mine?” I challenge, dropping my voice to a deadly volume and puffing my chest out. I may be twenty years older than Davis, but I’ve got three inches and at least fifty pounds of muscle on him. I could flip him as easily as I do the tractor tire.

Davis’s voice goes up comically when he shifts back on his brown cowboy boots with a brow cocked and repeats, “Yours?”

Panic that I’ve revealed too much has my heart beating triple time when I see Birdie’s mouth hang open while she blinks up at me. There’s no walking it back, so I simply don’t respond.

“Papa?” Sydney asks, drawing our attention to her sliding off the couch in one of my black, long-sleeved T-shirts since her pajamas need washing. “Who’s he?” She hides half behind me, and I drop my arms so I can hold her hand, so tiny in mine.

“Papa?” Davis’s voice goes up even higher. “Oh, Freddy and Pete are gonna have a field day with this.”

“Davis,” I bark when Dustin jumps off the couch to stand on my other side, widening his stance to mimic mine. “You like your job, don’t you?”

“Shit.” He scuffs the toe of his boot along the floor at my implied threat.

A handful of people know that I bought into Berenson Trucking after years of resistance when Russell remarried so he could spend more time at home, which is partly why I’ve decided to semi-retire. While I can afford to fully retire and then some, I’m not the type who can do nothing all day but stare at the wall, so I’ll be working part-time at the warehouse. Though I won’t be Davis’s direct boss per se—that would still be my brother—I do have the power to send him packing if I so choose. Not that I would do that to him, which is why he eventually smirks.

Birdie crouches before Sydney. “This is Davis. I told you about him, right? We’re going to live with him and his family until we can get an apartment.”

“Papa, too?” Sydney tugs her hand out of mine to loop her arm around my knee.

“Well…no.” Birdie chews her bottom lip like she probably wants to chew her fingernails, though she’s still sporting a fair number of bandages. “Pa—Elliott lives here.”

Sydney turns away from her mama, looping both arms around my leg, pressing her face into my jeans.

“Sydney, baby…”

“No!” Sydney runs around my other side.

“What about Storm and the puppies?” Dustin asks, his shoulders falling.

Birdie sputters at first. “They’ll have to stay here with Elliott.”

Dustin’s face breaks, and great big tears well in his eyes. “I wanna stay here!”

“Oh crap, what do I do?” Birdie asks herself, dragging her palms down her cheeks when Dustin runs to hide behind Storm.

Sensing my opening, I nod to the front door. “Get home safe, Davis.”

Davis’s lips part, and Birdie stands. “Wait, no,” she says.

I square my jaw as I look pointedly at Davis. “I said, get home safe.”

“Right.” Davis folds his ball cap between his hands before slapping it open and pulling it down over his hair. “How ‘bout I come by tomorrow morning, then?” he asks Birdie, who has stepped in front of me, trying to cajole Sydney out of hiding.

“Ok, yes, that would…that would be great. Thank you,” Birdie says over her shoulder.

I narrow my eyes when I open the door for Davis, then follow him outside to his truck, which is like a third child to him. “I’ll blow your tires out before you make it five feet onto my property with the intention of taking Birdie and the kids again.”

“Birdie?” Davis chuckles and tries to clap me on the shoulder. “Goldie will blow out your knees if you do.” I wouldn’t put it past her, given she’s as good with her pistol as I am with my shotgun, and she isn’t afraid to use it. “And then she’ll take Teagan and the kids, anyway, if that’s what Teagan wants. You know it.”

I grind my teeth down to the nubs, and Davis hops in his truck with a laugh, tipping the brim of his cap. “See you tomorrow.”

* * *

I don’t wait for Birdie in my room as usual. No, I stalk her throughout the rest of the evening, on her heels everywhere she goes, petrified at the thought that by tomorrow night, she and the kids will be gone. I don’t even leave her alone to finish putting them to bed, hunching in the darkest corner of the room while she lies down with them until they’re asleep. The moment she peels back the comforters to slip out of bed, I’m there, lifting her into my arms before her feet can touch the floor, carrying her into my bedroom.

“Don’t go, Birdie,” I say, laying her down and undressing her from head to toe. “Don’t leave me.”

“Elliott.” Her hands are in my hair as I kiss my way down her body, rubbing my forehead back and forth along the firm swell of her lower abdomen. “I have to.”

“No, you don’t.” I lie on my stomach and part her thighs to fit my shoulders so I can inhale her scent and kiss her pussy. “Stay with me.” I push my tongue inside her before licking up to massage her clit while she grips my hair, pulling me closer until she’s all but smothering me, comforting me. I love it.

The animalistic need to fully claim her consumes me when she cries out with her orgasm after I fuck her with two fingers while sucking her clit. She yelps when I flip her over onto her hands and knees. I know I’m going too fast, unable to control myself, when I curl my body over hers, hands on the mattress beside her head, and push inside her to the hilt in one thrust.

“Stay with me, Mama,” I beg, then sink my teeth into the crook of her shoulder. “Stay, stay, stay,” I chant like a spell as I stroke in and out of her, our thighs clapping together like thunder, the room filled with the sounds of our pleasure and the cloying scent of my desperation. “Stay with me,” I repeat when I go hurtling off the edge and cum inside the woman I want by my side for the rest of my life, as short as that will be.

“I can’t,” she whispers with a croak, her body shaking with the aftershocks of rushed pleasure beneath me, her pussy pulsing around my spent cock.

I swallow, dropping my head beside hers on the mattress and nuzzling her cheek. “Why, Birdie? Why?”


Chapter 16

Teagan

Elliott reluctantly pulls out of me and rolls off, gathering me close so we’re lying on our sides, chest to chest. “Why can’t you stay?” He presses a kiss to my forehead, caressing my hip, my thigh, my waist.

I tip my head back and lay my hand on his cheek, lightly playing with his beard for the last time. He’s so handsome. So wonderful. So confused. “This was only ever temporary. I was always going to leave once the freeze was over,” I say quietly. “You knew that.”

“It doesn’t have to be temporary,” this big, brutal man says with a hitch in his voice, kissing the tip of my nose when I dip my chin. “We could be a family.” He slips his hand between us to lay his palm flat against my stomach. “It already feels like we are.”

My heart thumps hard at that—what a dream it would be. And that is precisely why I have to say, “No. No, I can’t do this again.” I push his hand away and roll onto my back out of his hold, swallowing the shrill note that creeps into my voice. When Elliott reaches for me, I finish rolling off the bed, squeezing my thighs together and searching the dark for my clothes.

“Do what?” Elliott is out of bed, standing between me and the door.

It’s a straight shot of adrenaline into my veins when he crowds me against the mattress, taking the T-shirt I’d found and balling it up to throw it across the room, preventing me from getting dressed.

“Move out of my way,” I demand with an icy tone.

Wounded, Elliott takes a small step back, his face a mask of sorrow in the moonlight. “Birdie, please.”

“No!” I snap, breaking inside, hating how upset I am that he’s upset, and that it’s all my fault. I rush to pull on my clothes and leave so he can’t drag me into bed again…not that I would necessarily hate it, which is all the more reason to leave.

Elliott hurries to get dressed in a T-shirt and sweatpants so he can follow on my heels out of the bedroom, as he’s been doing ever since Davis came and went. Instead of going to the spare bedroom, where he would follow me inside and might wake the kids, I head for the living room.

“Please answer my question.”

I spin and hold my hand out to stop him. “I won’t fall for another man’s lies and let him trap me again! I won’t do it!”

“I’m not lying. This isn’t a trap. It’s us. We’re good together.”

“We’re not together,” I say with a shake of my head, crossing my arms, straining to lift my mental shield back up.

His mouth drops open several times before he says, “I don’t understand. You came to me every night. Every night, Birdie.”

“To thank you, that’s it,” I say, though it doesn’t completely ring true.

It’s as if Elliott hits an invisible wall, rocking back on his bare feet. “To thank me? With sex?” he stresses, horror draining the sex-induced warm flush from his cheeks. “You never wanted me. It was just…some kind of payment?”

“Yes. You knew that.” Didn’t he? Didn’t I?

Elliott shakes his head fast, backing away. “No. No, I didn’t. I never would have let you thank me like that.”

My stomach hollows as I start second-guessing myself, not as confident in my assertions when I say, “But you…the way you look at me when I put the kids to bed each night…”

“What look?” he asks, bewildered.

“Expectant.” I motion to the hallway. “You waited up for me every night.”

“You thought—” Elliott rushes past me to throw himself out the back door and jump down the stairs. He clutches his middle, doubles over, and heaves into a dead bush gone scraggly with the freeze along the siding. “No,” he says, gasping for breath when he’s finished, a vein bulging at his temple.

The chill sets in the longer we’re outside, and I hug myself, rubbing my arms as my teeth start to chatter. “But—”

“I never expected sex. I wanted you, Birdie. I wanted you, all of you, not just your body.” The next look he gives me is one as if I’ve stabbed him in the heart and twisted the knife, and he asks in the most tormented voice I’ve ever heard, “Did you have to force yourself to have sex with me?”

“Not after the first time,” I say quietly. “I wanted to after that.” More than that, I secretly looked forward to it. Craved it. Craved him. Never wanted the night to end.

My admission does nothing to ease his agony, and Elliott doubles over again. When he stands and swipes the back of his hand across his mouth, I shove the knife in deeper, as much into myself as him. I have to. He needs to know that there can never be an us.

“But that doesn’t mean I want to be in a relationship,” I tell him. The fact that it doesn’t ring true, either, as I consider what a life would be like with Elliott—if who he has presented himself to be is, in fact, the real him—is terrifying. I have to break the pattern that my mom started and I’ve followed, if not for myself, then for Sydney and Kendall.

Tears roll down Elliott’s colorless face into his beard. He nods once, then turns and walks away, picking up the pace until he’s full-on running across the yard into the woods.

“Elliott,” I call out, rushing down the stairs. “Wait!” He’s not wearing any shoes or socks, and his thin T-shirt isn’t enough to keep him warm. “Elliott!”

I make it to the treeline, tripping over a branch I hadn’t seen in the dark, crashing shoulder-first into a tree trunk. I will my eyes to hurry up and adjust as I look left and right, even turning in a circle, taking two more precarious steps in my socks that are already soaked through with slush, my feet turning numb. But it’s as if Elliott has become one with the night, as big and still and silent as the trees.

“Come back! Elliott, please!” My voice grows quieter, my throat raw. “Please, come back,” I can barely say at last, shivering so hard that it twists my stomach, and I think I’m going to throw up, too. I didn’t mean for it to happen this way. For any of this to happen.

When I completely lose feeling in my feet, I finally trudge back to the cabin and give the woods one last sweeping glance from the deck, holding my breath as I listen for the sound of his footsteps or heavy breathing. But all I hear is the whistle of the wind and the slow-moving, thawing creek. “Please, come back,” I whisper, tears frozen to my cheeks as I think about what could happen to Elliott with hardly a stitch of clothing on if he doesn’t come home soon. “Please.”

Storm scratches at the door, and I finally turn my back to let her out of the cabin. Instead of bounding down the steps to use the restroom, she faces the yard and barks a few times, waits, then barks again. When nothing answers her back, she sits and stares up at me, cocking her blocky head to the side.

“I messed everything up,” I tell her, stroking her ears. I can’t leave my babies to follow Elliott into the woods and force him to come back home, if I were even able to find him, which I doubt I could. And I have no way of calling anyone for help, either.

Storm noses my hand, then trots into the cabin. I follow her inside and down the hallway, where she circles her puppies in the second spare bedroom. So I do the same, climbing into bed with my babies and throwing my arm over them. They’re my whole world and the very reason why I can’t let myself get sucked into anything that could threaten the future I want to give them.

Now that they’ve started, the tears won’t stop coming. My babies and I are safe and warm and comfortable while Elliott is out there, alone in the dark, and it’s all my fault. It always is.

Elliott

Birdie’s fading voice is like jagged glass shredding me from the inside out as I push deeper into the woods, and I only stop moving when she stops calling out for me. As much as I’d like to keep walking and never look back, never have to face her or reality ever again, I simply can’t. Not when she’s still outside, exposed, and hurting—even if she hurt me first.

Hardly lifting my feet from the ground when I return to the treeline in a crouch so as not to make any noise, I watch Storm come outside and bark a few times before nudging Birdie into the cabin. Only then do I sit with my back against a tree trunk, ignoring the cold that burrows deep into my bones and black heart.

I unlock my phone and open my photos app, tap select, then tap on every single picture I’ve taken since meeting Birdie. I even go so far as to hover my finger over the trash can icon to delete the pictures. But no matter how much I argue with myself that I should get rid of them for my own good and forget about the little family I’ve come to think of as mine, I can’t do it. I can’t do anything but torture myself, once again, by replaying every interaction Birdie and I have had, seeing them all in a new light. She wasn’t lying to me or herself when she said nothing was real. I just hadn’t wanted to believe it.

Though I have nothing left in my stomach, I twist sideways to heave again, thinking of what it must have felt like for Birdie to go through with having sex with me when she didn’t want to. How disgusting and traumatizing that must have been.

I was so delusional. A downright fool. I bought into the mythical whirlwind bullshit that everyone espouses and thought I had been lucky enough to be chosen. That Birdie had been chosen for me. I’m old enough to know better. Nothing and no one would ever choose me after what I’ve done. Not even myself.


Chapter 17

Teagan

I fly out of bed when Storm howls her head off from the front of the cabin, tripping and landing on my hands and knees when my feet get tangled in the comforters and sheets.

“Mommy!” Sydney is already crying when she sits up in bed, hugging Kendall tight as Kendall does her polar bear. “What’s happening?”

I lunge up and toward the door. “Stay here!” I lock the bedroom door from the inside before I leave, my heart beating so fast in my chest I’m worried it’s going to give out on me, my head pounding with a headache after crying myself to sleep last night.

Storm’s barking nearly drowns out the repeated knocks on the front door, her hackles raised, and I wish more than ever Elliott were here.

“Re—” I think better of commanding release as Elliott had done to get her to relax. If it’s Priscilla out there, then I’ll be grateful to have Storm standing with me between Priscilla and the kids.

I drag a kitchen chair toward the pantry on the left wall and climb onto it, rolling up on my tiptoes to reach Elliott’s sawed-off shotgun he keeps hidden from little hands on the top shelf. With no idea how to use Elliott’s gun, or if it’s even loaded, I hold it up the way I’ve seen him do. Only then do I peek through the front window, my shoulders sagging when I see who it is.

“Release,” I tell Storm with my hand on the doorknob. Instantly, she calms and trots off a few feet, though the hair on her back is still raised. I, on the other hand, struggle with turning the deadbolt and letting our visitors inside. I already miss Elliott, and we haven’t even left yet.

“Teagan!” Marigold only waves, since we’re not close enough as friends to hug. Her smile dries up when her gray eyes drop to the shotgun hanging by my side. “Wow. Ok. Do you know how to shoot that thing?”

“Sure.”

“No, you don’t. A woman needs to know how to protect herself.” She lifts the hem of her thick blue sweater beneath her oversized utility jacket, showing off a motherfucking handgun holstered on her hip. “We’ll get you one of your own, and I’ll take you to the gun range so you can learn how to use it,” she says, her earlier smile returning. Then the badass, confident woman who is hardly recognizable from the exhausted teenager I once knew breezes inside, leaving Davis behind on the porch, a large SUV backed up on the driveway.

“Hey, Teagan. Is Elliott here?” Davis appears almost nervous as he pushes his hands into the pockets of his blue and silver plaid jacket and looks over my head. “Ah, dumb question. If he were, he’d’ve already threatened to shoot me.”

“Yeah,” I acknowledge, gripping the shotgun tighter before I finally step out of the way to let him inside.

Marigold is patting Storm’s head and cooing at her like she’s the cutest, tiniest, most non-threatening little puppy ever. Storm laps up the attention, her big tongue lolling from the side of her mouth with a smile that splits her face from ear to ear, her whole rear end shaking with the force of her wagging tail. But as soon as Storm sees Davis, she dips her head with a growl, moving in front of Marigold, crouching to lunge at him.

“Whoa, now, easy girl, easy.” Davis holds his hands up as he backs into the corner between the couch and the fireplace. “You remember me, right? Right?”

“Storm, release!” For a moment, I think she’s going to ignore my command. But then she sits on her bony bottom, though she doesn’t take her eyes off Davis as he cautiously moves away from the corner, swerving around her.

“Goddamn.” Davis sucks his teeth. “Figures a man as scary as Elliott would have a hellhound for a dog.”

“Where is Elliott, anyway?” Marigold asks, her hand tucked under her sweater, ready for anything, it seems.

I sigh, climbing back up onto the kitchen chair to put the shotgun away. “Help me get the kids packed, and I’ll tell you.”

Elliott

I wake to the stench of Storm’s hot breath strong enough to make my eyes water when she licks my face, slathering me with slobber and yipping excitedly when I turn over from my back onto my side to escape her tongue.

“Holy shit,” Davis says, drawing out each syllable, when I emerge from the woods.

I’m so stiff and filthy, possibly hypothermic, that I can barely muster a grunt in acknowledgment. My fingers twitch when I reach for my shotgun at the sight of him, only to remember I left it in the cabin.

Davis finishes stowing two loaded garbage bags into the trunk of Goldie’s Explorer before eyeing the tattoos on my arms with surprise, since he’s never seen them. “You doing alright? Teagan told Goldie what happened. We were worried about you.”

I don’t respond, sluggishly making my way up the back stairs, his pity turning my stomach sour and making everything that much worse. I snap out of my drowsy state when someone hollers from inside the cabin, and I trip over the last step, unable to feel my toes, nearly busting through the back door when I fall. My heart breaks all over again at what awaits me.

“Why can’t we take Rain? He’s mine!” Dustin yells with tears rolling down his red face, hunched in the corner of the kitchen with his favorite of the two puppies on his lap. He twists his body away from Birdie, who sits on her heels before him.

Sydney is rocking on the recliner with the other puppy, Sky, her own sweet face puffy and wet. “Please, Mommy, ple-e-ease!”

“Papa!” Kendall squeals and tumbles off the couch with her polar bear. She throws herself at me, and for just one beautiful second, I forget I’m not really her papa when I pick her up, burying my nose in her hair.

“Elliott?” Birdie slowly rises, and as soon as there is enough space to do so, Dustin takes off down the hallway with Rain, followed by a door slamming shut. “Elliott,” Birdie says again, but with relief, as if she hadn’t known I’d ever come back. She doesn’t step into the arm I automatically open for her, though, crushing more of my spirit.

“Papa, tell Mommy we stay!” Sydney yells, racing toward me after setting Sky on the carpet with Storm, who is growing more alarmed by the minute.

I scoop Sydney up on my other arm, holding both girls close, my heart being ripped to shreds. I’m going to lose them before they were ever really mine.

From over their heads, Goldie and Davis approach, and I automatically back away. They’re going to take them from me. A familiar darkness begins to seep into the edges of my vision.

“Elliott, you have to let them go,” Goldie says, shifting her long golden-red hair behind her shoulders and raising her hands to take Kendall while Birdie does the same with Sydney.

“No, please,” I beg of Birdie, fighting the impulse to run. Even carrying both girls, I could outrun any of them. But I can’t outrun a bullet. I wouldn’t put it past Goldie to shoot the backs of my knees out, just like Davis warned me, if I tried to take the girls. I’m trapped. “Stay with me.”

“I can’t,” Birdie says, shaking her head with purple smudges beneath her amber eyes. They’re as dark as the ones she sported when we first met. The ones that had slowly, so slowly, grown lighter with each passing night spent in my bed.

Sydney screams and loops her arms around my neck when Birdie tries to lift her. Kendall cycles her legs in the air, throwing her head back against Goldie’s chin when Goldie successfully pulls her out of my arms.

“You’re going to hurt Sydney if you don’t let her go,” Davis says from behind me in the open door. He must have slipped around back, perhaps sensing I was thinking of leaving, if only for a little while, to put off the inevitable.

“Papa, Papa,” Sydney cries out when I kiss her temple, pull her arms from around my neck, and allow her mama to take her. “No, no! Papa!”

“I’m sorry, baby. I’m so sorry,” Birdie murmurs, stroking Sydney’s back now that she clings to her mama as Birdie follows Goldie out the front door.

Davis claps me on the shoulder, and I shudder at his touch, lurching to the side. He drops his gaze to the floor and mumbles an apology, then heads into the hallway, knocking on the spare bedroom door while I stand numbly, watching my family be ripped away. How did it come to this? I should have been standing guard at the end of the driveway with my shotgun instead of feeling sorry for myself and falling asleep in the woods.

The blood is rushing too hot and fast through my head for me to hear what Davis is saying when Dustin eventually unlocks and opens the bedroom door. My boy bawls when Davis asks him to bring Rain to the living room and put him down beside Storm, since the puppies are too young to be on their own yet. Dustin squeezes Storm around the neck and tells her he loves her, and she tries to lick his tears away. Then he comes running and crashes into my legs.

Dustin absolutely undoes me when he says, “Don’t make me go, Papa!”

I squat and wrap my arms around him, my chest caving in. I want to say it’s not my choice. I want you to stay forever. But that might only serve to turn him against his mama when Birdie is trying to do what’s best for her and the children, and I won’t do that to any of them. In fact, I can’t find the ability to say anything at all when Birdie comes back inside and talks Dustin into finally letting go of me.

Davis reaches for Dustin’s hand, and I clutch my chest when another man leads my boy out of the cabin. I slide down to the floor and drop my head into my hands, trying to breathe through the onslaught of fatalistic thoughts too great for me to bear.

“Elliott?” Birdie whispers.

I look up through my tears to find her kneeling beside me. I curl my fist over my mouth and bite my knuckle to smother the sob that utterly wrecks me.

“Thank you for helping us. I’m sorry for…I’m just sorry.”

When she starts to stand, I selfishly, impulsively, reprehensibly pull her onto my lap and tip her chin up to steal a kiss, though she turns her head after the briefest connection. It’s not enough. I maul her, shoving my fingers into her hair to tilt her head to the side, sinking my teeth into the spot on her neck that I am compelled to bite, to claim, when we’re together.

After a few seconds, unbelievably, she arches her neck with a moan, moving to straddle my lap of her own volition, one palm on my cheek while she presses on the back of my head. “I’m sorry,” she manages to say before she moans again when I band my arm around her lower back, rubbing my nose up and down her skin, my chest heaving as I inhale her scent, murmuring her name over and over again. “I have to go.”

I shake my head, nipping at her small chin. “No, you don’t.”

She twists away when I try to steal another kiss. “I…I don’t want to,” she says in the barest of whispers. “That’s why I have to. Please tell me you understand.”

“No, Birdie, I don’t. Please don’t leave me,” I beg when she pushes against my shoulders and stands, taller now in her platform combat boots.

“I’m sorry.”

“Please, please, stay with me,” I say to her back when she reaches the front door.

“Goodbye, Elliott,” she says quietly over her shoulder.

“Don’t leave me,” I say to the empty air after she walks out and closes the door behind her. “Please don’t leave,” I beg no one as the Explorer bounces down my driveway out of view. “Come back,” I whisper when I can no longer hear the crunch of gravel, and the sound of the running engine fades. “Come back.”


Chapter 18

Teagan

Davis and Marigold had taken the kids’ car seats from Elliott’s Bronco, and as I sit squeezed into the third row beside Dustin during the drive to their house, I don’t see the passing landscape—only Elliott’s grief-stricken face when he was forced to let go of each of my children. I don’t hear what Marigold says as she tries to be chipper for the kids—only the way Elliott begged me to stay with him.

I fell for him, a fifty-five-year-old convicted murderer, in only twelve days. We all did. That has to be some kind of rock-bottom trauma-bonding record. Which is why it’s even more important that I extricate us from Elliott’s life. Maybe with enough luck, it will only take twelve days to forget him. To forget about his skin flush with mine. His teeth on my neck and his beard rasping against my cheek. His steady, strong presence. The comfort and safety he brought to my kids. The ease I found in just being near him. The guilt that crushes my rib cage for making him believe I never truly wanted him.

“We’re here,” Marigold announces when Davis pulls down a long paved driveway to park behind an old red truck.

The kids don’t respond, and Sydney’s bottom lip still wobbles as we drag our feet to follow Davis and Marigold into the one-story, light-brown brick, ranch-style house set in the middle of a clearing just outside of their small town. With its wide, covered front porch, it’s nice, but it doesn’t feel like home like the cabin.

Marigold was heavily pregnant when I last saw her, but her red-headed son, Rowan, is all gummy smiles as soon as he sees his mom.

“Oh, thank god. I’m burning up,” the babysitter says, practically throwing the infant at Marigold so she can run outside in just her blue maternity tank top and wide-legged jeans. She stands with her arms stretched out at her sides, the wind whipping her shiny, curly brown hair around her shoulders. “Why do you have to keep your house so hot?” she asks over the hum of their gas generator, fanning her face.

“It’s sixty-three degrees in here, Layla,” Davis says, tucking a crochet afghan around his wife when she settles onto the brown leather couch in the living room to nurse Rowan beside her daughter, Lily, who is the same age as Kendall.

“Exactly! It’s hotter than heck.”

“Layla, as in Russell’s Layla?” I ask, lingering at the open door, rocking Kendall side to side when she lays her head on my shoulder, utterly spent of energy after fighting to break out of her car seat and crying for much of the drive.

“That would be me,” Layla says with a smile.

I knew Elliott’s sister-in-law was young, but for some reason, I hadn’t expected her to look so young. I also hadn’t expected her to be so…pregnant, maybe a little further along than I am, since her husband is old enough to be her father and not just the baby’s.

“And you must be Goldie’s Teagan,” Layla says, twisting her hair up and out of the way with a purple claw clip that had been clipped to her tank top strap.

Elliott’s Teagan, I correct in my head, immediately hurling the thought out of my mind. I’m no one’s but my own.

* * *

“So, this is the infamous Teagan. Welcome to our little slice of Texas,” Russell says when he comes to pick up his wife, reaching out to shake my hand.

He’s everything and nothing like what I expected—the same blue eyes as Elliott’s, but with a smaller, tidier beard and dark, peppery-gray hair instead of silver. The same sense of style with dark blue jeans and a thick flannel, but a little shorter, a little smaller than Elliott’s build. His smile is broader and faster to come, yet he’s just as intense when he sees Layla, tracking her from across the open-concept living room, kitchen, and dining room while she gathers her book and leather tote bag.

I make a noise of confirmation and wrinkle my nose when I silently question if I would have had the same reaction to him as I did Elliott if Russell had come to Vegas in Elliott’s place.

No, I wouldn’t have. Objectively, Russell is handsome. In good shape beneath his thick exterior, I’m guessing, if he works out as much as Elliott does. But there isn’t a speck of romantic attraction—only gratitude that he sent his brother to us…which is spectacular news, knowing that I haven’t developed some sort of freak attachment or attraction to just any man over twice my age. And also because his wife, with her sweet face and shy smile, suddenly turns speculative, almost suspicious, the longer I continue to stare at her husband.

To make up for my blunder, I paste on a shy smile to match her own and tell Layla, “Thanks for letting me borrow your clothes. That was really nice of you. I’ll, um, get them for you.”

A whole head taller and thinner than me with perfect makeup, massive wedding ring set, and the expensive cowgirl boots she’s wearing, I’m sickeningly self-conscious when I have to dig through my garbage bag to find her clothes—though I quickly bury the ruined, borrowed nightgowns at the bottom, forcing out the memories of the nights I wore each of them for Elliott.

Layla waves her hand. “Oh, that’s ok. You can keep them.”

“Thanks, but, uh…” It’s harder to keep my smile in place when I say, “They didn’t quite fit.”

Layla’s cheeks turn pink at my embarrassment, so not only is she gorgeous, she’s simultaneously adorable. And now I’m nauseatingly wondering if Elliott had the same reaction to her when they first met as he did to me. He’d better the fuck not.

Oh man, am I jealous? Is that what this is? This fire in my belly as I think of her and Elliott together, if she’d been the one he was sent to rescue?

Fuck, I am.

I quickly look away from her pretty face, unfocusing my eyes toward Davis, who pulls Russell aside for a whispered conversation. Russell’s jaw has hardened when he returns to his wife’s side, casting me a look I can’t decipher, not quite as warm now, before they both leave.

Elliott

My brother has never been able to move as quietly as me, and I track his bootsteps across the yard as soon as he steps out of the trees that separate our properties. He spins with a boyish squeal when I drop the hood of the midnight blue Bronco with a bang. Never have I been so motivated to finish up a restoration as when Birdie tried to walk out of my life this morning. Tried being the keyword, since I’m not letting her go that easily, no matter that she stomped all over my heart with those big ol’ boots of hers.

Russell clears his throat, crossing his arms as he looks me over. “I just picked Layla up from Davis’s place. Heard what happened.”

“Yeah. You and everyone else,” I say gruffly, wiping the grease from my hands with a rag, then hop into the front seat to fire up the Bronco. It’s a squeaker and still needs some work, but it’ll get me where I need to be well enough until I can source and replace a few more parts.

Russell idly kicks the gravel while he waits, and I try to ignore him for the most part as I put away my tools—ones that I hope to one day teach the kids how to use if any of them show an interest in restoration themselves.

“Sooo,” he starts as soon as I finish washing my hands inside the cabin. He takes a seat on my couch and drapes an arm over the back of it, keeping a cautious eye on Storm while she’s curled on the carpet with her nursing puppies. “When you said you didn’t mind Teagan and the kids staying with you, what you really meant was you were already falling for her?”

I don’t like the way his voice lifts at the end, as if in disbelief or censure, and I curl my fists on my lap when I drop my weight on my recliner, my body still stiff and dead tired but my mind sharp. “You got something against her?”

“What? No.” He’s leery, reading the threat in my body language. It’s a first. We’re not the kind of brothers who fight, especially after all he’s done for me. “It’s just…” The tips of his ears turn red, and he rubs his forehead. “She’s so young and an itty-bitty thing, and you’re…” He doesn’t have to say and you’re an old beast.

I can’t fight the curl of my upper lip. “Don’t be a hypocrite. She’s the same age Layla was when you fell for her. And if you’re asking how things work between us, don’t.” Now both our ears are red, since the height and age difference isn’t as large between him and his wife, so things might work differently in his relationship. Not that I care to know any of the details.

“No, god, no, I wasn’t. Just…” Russell gives up whatever arguments he has and sighs. “What’s going on with you?”

I lean forward with my elbows on my knees and ask a question instead of answering his. “What was it like when you first saw Layla?” I’d barely glanced at her when we met and thought nothing of her.

“Like everything snapped into place,” he says without having to pause to think about it. “Like realizing, all this time, I’d been missing half my heart and hadn’t known it until I saw her. Like everything I’d worked so hard to build was all in preparation for when she would come into my life.” He rubs his thumb across his wedding band like it’s a good-luck charm and studies me for a long moment before asking, “You think that’s what’s happening with you and Teagan?”

“I know it is.” Although maybe it wasn’t as…cute…as what Russell is describing. More like unnerving and life-altering, wrenching me violently out of my solitary existence.

“You’re absolutely sure? Because I know what it’s like to wait for the woman you’re meant to be with to be ready. The pain.” He swallows after casting his eyes to the kitchen window. “Three years I spent waiting, and it never got any easier.”

Like Russell, I don’t have to pause to think about it after having decades of practice coping, living, and breathing pain. “I’d wait a lifetime for her.” I already have.

He blows out a long breath. “Ain’t got much of that left.” A smile tugs at the corner of his lips with the joke.

I huff, wishing it really was a joke. I don’t need a reminder of my age and how much I’ll miss out on when it’s my time to be put in the ground. It’s enough to bring tears to my eyes. I wish I had been born in a different decade so I could have more time with Birdie, as ashamed as I am thinking such a thing, tarnishing the memories of my wife and the life and love we shared.

Russell’s smile falls flat as concern takes over. “Not gonna lie, I was worried about what I’d find when I got here.”

I grunt. “Feeling sorry for myself won’t convince Birdie we should be together.”

I did plenty of that for the first hour or so after they’d left, crawling onto the spare bed and hugging their pillows to my face, breathing in their various scents, missing them so much I thought I’d die of a broken heart in that bed. Then I got my shit together because I refuse to waste another second of my life. I’m going to go after what I want—the missing half of my heart. My family.

Russell says, “You know what people will say about your age difference once they find out about the two of you if you get her back.”

I raise a brow. “When,” I stress. “Not if. And not to my face, they won’t.”

He clicks his tongue, his expression darkening. “Not to yours, but they will to hers. Layla can tell you that.”

“No,” I say, opening my jacket to flash my shotgun that I’ll never let out of my sight again. “They won’t.”

“Alright.” Russell slaps his knees and stands, then rubs his hands together. “So, what’s step one? I assume you have a plan.”

“‘Course, I do.” I stand with a groan as my aching back protests, digging my brown Bronco’s keys out of the front pocket of my jeans to twirl them around my index finger. “I’m not going to let another man drive my family around.”

“Even Davis?”

“Especially Davis.” I crush the keys in my palm when I curl my fist. If Davis hadn’t shown up, I would have had more time to win Birdie over, and my family would still be here. And there I go again, imagining shooting him for the second time in as many days. Slamming my walls down in front of that dark, dangerous line of thinking, I tell the best stalker I know, “I need another favor.”


Chapter 19

Teagan

Although Davis had set up a toddler bed for Kendall to share Lily’s nursery, she’s asleep on top of me, having refused to let me put her down, reminding me of her newborn stage. Davis had also set up a bunk bed for my older kids, squeezed in next to a full-sized bed for me in their spare bedroom. Dustin, however, is tucked into my side. I’m not sure who he’s more upset at losing—the dogs or Elliott—having hardly touched his dinner and never giving more than a grunt when spoken to, which he picked up from Elliott.

Sydney had resolutely turned her back on the bottom bunk and cried herself to sleep, refusing to let me comfort her. She was friendly enough with Lily, playing with Lily’s stuffie collection after we had unpacked, but she hasn’t spoken to me since I carried her out of the cabin. I scratch my neck and hope that when she’s older, she’ll understand why we had to leave. Please let me be right. I’ve put her and the others through enough as it is.

From beneath the crack at the bottom of the door, a dim light flicks on farther down the hallway. I ease out from under Kendall and tiptoe into the large kitchen of warm neutrals with red gingham curtains, where I find Marigold sifting through the pantry.

“Want to share?” she asks, holding up a package of mini chocolate chip muffins when she spots me in her periphery.

“Sure.” I reach under the collar of Davis’s navy blue sweatshirt with a big silver star on it that Marigold said I could borrow, scratching my chest. It’s not nearly as comfy as Elliott’s flannel. Neither does it smell as nice. Clean, but the scent doesn’t have that comforting quality I’ve grown accustomed to. “Couldn’t sleep?” I ask around a bite of my muffin when we plop onto her couch, leaning back against opposite armrests, sharing a blanket over our outstretched legs.

“I’m starving twenty-four-seven. Between Rowan and Davis, I still have to eat for two to keep up my milk supply,” she says, motioning to her breasts that tent her long-sleeved T-shirt, which I suspect also belongs to her husband.

I nearly choke on my muffin, my eyes watering as I cough until I can clear my throat. “Davis drinks your milk? You’re into that sort of thing?”

Even with the low light, I can tell her pale, freckled cheeks have gone flaming red. “Pretend you didn’t hear that.”

“Ha. Not likely.” I snicker and pluck a second muffin from the package. “Guess he’s not lactose intolerant.” Is Elliott? Might he be into that sort of—stop it, Teagan!

“Oh my god, don’t make me laugh like that or I’ll pee myself.” Marigold crosses her ankles, cupping a hand over her mouth so as not to wake the household.

Everything about this new chapter of my life is so strange. I haven’t simply hung out with a friend, another girl, alone in years. Not since elementary school, when I was invited to all the fun pool parties and sleepovers. Now, I’m not sure if I even remember how to swim.

We chew in silence while I glance around the room. There’s hardly an inch of space between all the giant framed family photographs hanging on the walls, like a personal art gallery or museum. It’s a meticulously curated timeline of their growing family and wonderful life.

“I was so jealous when you came back to Vegas,” I say quietly, running my short nails over my left forearm.

Marigold frowns and shifts uncomfortably on the couch. “Because of Davis?”

“Because of your new life. I wanted so badly to strap the kids to my back and hitchhike to Texas with you, and it ate me up inside that I couldn’t. Then you came back, and your life was perfect. I wanted to be you.” She’s two years younger than me, yet she has her whole life together—her own house, a wonderful husband, and a solid community—while I’m hanging on by a thread.

“It was far from perfect,” she says, offering up the package so I can take another muffin.

“I know that now, but at the time…” I sigh. Nothing could have prepared me for the wild story Davis shared over dinner about what happened to Lily, leading to the deep, gnarled scars on Davis’s arms and Marigold’s legs. I shove my hand under my sweatshirt to scratch my stomach, vowing to work on my nail-biting habit so I can decently scratch an itch.

“So…” Marigold starts slowly after our conversation lags. “Do you want to talk about him?”

I don’t have to ask who she means. “Do you believe in fate?”

“I didn’t, at first, when I got here. Sounds like you don’t either.”

I shake my head. “But you do now?”

“After meeting Davis and all his friends…yeah, I do.” There’s a dreamy quality to her voice that I never once heard when we were working together in Vegas. Back then, there wasn’t much to look forward to, both of us simply surviving one day to the next. “It’s been one whirlwind romance after another.”

There’s that word again. “So you think this ‘whirlwind’ thing is real and not some urban legend? Because I’m not buying it.”

“One hundred percent. That’s what it was like with me and Davis. I’ve seen it happen to a few others, too. Did Elliott mention it?” Marigold chuckles when I nod. “I take it there’s a reason for that.”

“He’s fifty-five,” I whisper as if it’s some kind of secret. “The kids call him “Papa”, as in Grandpa.”

She shrugs. “Davis was thirty-four when we met.”

I knock her knee with mine. “Uh, our age gap is double yours. Massive difference.”

“Eh. The whirlwind doesn’t care. Only what’s in your heart.”

“But he’s been to prison.” If anything, that should have Marigold second-guessing this whirlwind nonsense. “For murder,” I stress.

“Eh,” she says again. “That’s weirdly common around here. Davis almost went to prison. Russell, too.”

“Again, big difference.” Why do I seem to be the only one who can see things for what they are—absolutely, mind-bogglingly nuts?

Marigold shrugs, then laughs and pivots. “I can’t wait ‘til the old-timers hear all about this. I hope I’m there when they find out. We’re talking close to a thousand dollars on the line by now, I bet.”

“Who are the old-timers and what does money have to do with anything?”

“You’ll see,” she says in a sing-songy, teasing voice.

I groan, rolling up my right sleeve to scratch my inner elbow. “You sound just like your husband.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment, ma’am,” she says in a deep, fake southern accent, mimicking Davis, then yawns. “You ok over there?” she asks, taking the last muffin and crumpling the packaging.

“I think I’m allergic to your laundry detergent. What kind do you use?” I stop scratching when I find out it’s the same brand I use. “Do you use something different on your bed sheets?”

“No. Same one. I have some allergy meds that are safe to use while pregnant if you need some.”

I suck in a breath. “I’m not pregnant.”

She raises a golden-red brow.

“I’m not. Why would you think that?”

“You’re literally scratching your baby bump.”

Crap. The maddening itch makes me want to peel my skin off, and I hadn’t realized I’d lifted the sweatshirt to scratch my torso again. “Please don’t tell anyone.”

“Alright,” she says, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “But only if you stop calling me Marigold. All my friends call me Goldie.”

Even stranger. To not only have a real friend but also have my wishes respected instead of my secret being used to manipulate or control me is so foreign that, for a second, I don’t quite believe I heard her right.

And then she reaches across and holds my hand. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

My eyes turn hot when I whisper, “Me too.”

After discarding the empty muffin package, I follow Goldie into the hall bathroom, where she keeps some of her meds stored on the top shelf of the medicine cabinet. She whispers a goodnight, and I carefully measure out the dose I need to take. A flash of silver from the corner of my eye draws my attention to the bathroom window, and the little hairs on the nape of my neck stand on end.

It’s so dark outside that I can’t tell where the sky ends and the trees surrounding Goldie’s property begin when I press my nose to the glass like a moth drawn to an invisible flame. The baby chooses that moment to kick me for the first time, and I fall just a little bit more in love with them. The allergy meds must have worked lightning fast, because the itch is gone by the time I lift Davis’s sweatshirt to press my hand to my lower belly. My cheeks ache with the strength of my smile when my baby kicks me right in the middle of my palm.

I carry that smile with me into the spare bedroom, choosing to climb into bed beside Sydney, where my sweet, heartbroken little girl sniffles and immediately turns over, allowing me to tuck her in close.

Elliott

I breathe deep in through my nose and out through my mouth repeatedly as my vision darkens, trying to remain calm so I don’t do something stupid like break into Davis’s house and snatch Birdie up as I watch her through the bathroom window. It’s especially difficult to stay in control of my animalistic impulses when Birdie lays her palm on her rounded belly with the most serene expression…while wearing Davis’s sweatshirt.

My skin is as inflamed and itchy as hers when she turns off the light and leaves the bathroom, and I ball my fists to keep from tearing my skin to shreds when I quietly jog around the side of the house, then down the driveway past the brown Bronco that I’ve left for Birdie.

Russell idles in his white dually pickup with his headlights off, parked halfway in the ditch that runs parallel to the two-lane road, waiting to drive me back home. “You good?” he asks when I wrench open the passenger side door and throw myself onto the seat, rocking the truck side to side like a skiff on rough water.

“No.” I resist the urge to slam the door shut and disturb the peace with my rising hysteria.

Russell drums his fingers on his steering wheel faster as I find it harder and harder to breathe the farther away we get from my family on the way back to my cabin. “Care to share?” he asks.

“She was wearing Davis’s sweatshirt.” I crack my neck, rolling my shoulders, trying to shake off the violence threading itself through my mind when I picture Davis leading my boy out of the cabin by the hand.

“Ah,” he says with understanding. “You know nothing’s gonna happen between them.”

“‘Course I know that.” Davis is as obsessed with Goldie as Russell is with Layla. “Doesn’t mean I want her wearing his clothes.” More than that, I want to set every piece of his clothing on fire so my Birdie can never borrow any of his ever again.

Back at my cabin, I stroke Storm’s fur when she greets me at the door and make sure her food and water bowls are full before I stuff my travel duffel bag with a few more of my shirts, half my collection of sweatpants and socks, and my denim jacket. On my way out, I grab my jug of laundry detergent and fold up the two comforters Birdie and the kids had used. At the last second, I remember to sift through my junk drawer until I find a pad of paper and a pen. Then I’m back on the road, this time alone and in the blue Bronco.

Since my noisy vehicle will give away my presence and run me the risk of getting shot by Goldie if she finds an intruder on her property, I park farther down the road. I jot down a quick note with my phone number, praying Birdie will call me the minute phone service is back up. If I can’t have all of her yet, I at least want to hear her bird song. Like a lovesick teenager, I fold and kiss the note, then run in a crouch up the driveway with my haul. Since I had left the brown Bronco’s keys taped to Goldie’s front door, I have to jimmy open the driver’s side door to deposit my haul inside.

There.

Now I can leave.

Except that I can’t.

I need one more look.

At least with the power still out, the motion-sensing floodlights on the exterior corners of the house don’t flick on as I make my way to the right side of the house, cupping my hands around my eyes when I press my forehead against the spare bedroom’s window so I can see inside, wishing I could scoop up Birdie and Sydney and curl up on the bed beside Dustin and Kendall.

The sun is just starting to break the horizon when I can finally pull myself away from the window. My back is screaming all the worse, and my eyes are probably bloodshot after being hunched over all night, staring at my family as they slept in fits and starts, tossing and turning in bed. They would have slept so much better at home, where they should have been, instead of here in a stranger’s house. I shouldn’t be pleased by that, but I shamefully am.

I want to stay and watch Birdie’s reaction to finding the Bronco and all I’ve left for her, but I’m not confident in my ability to control myself if I were to see her or any of the kids come outside. Since kidnapping apparently isn’t out of the question of what I might do, I force myself to leave so I can prepare for the next step of my plan, knowing I’ll be back as soon as the sun sets.


Chapter 20

Teagan

Davis hooks his thumbs behind his big silver belt buckle while Goldie crosses her arms and taps the toe of her cowgirl boot, miffed that Elliott was able to sneak onto their property without alerting either one of them. Meanwhile, my heart is pounding as I stand in shock before the brown Bronco with the driver’s side door open, clutching the note with Elliott’s phone number and the car keys he left.

Not only was he sneaking around, but he also somehow broke into Goldie’s Explorer without setting off the car alarm and transferred the kids’ car seats to the Bronco. And that flash of silver I saw through the bathroom window last night? I’d bet the itchy clothes on my back and everything I own that it was him, watching me. No, I know it was him.

Elliott. A man perhaps more dangerous—and certainly more deadly—than anyone I’ve ever known, save for the leaders responsible for blowing up the compound. A man I’ve only known for going on thirteen days. A man that the kids miss terribly. A man that I stupidly miss, too.

Dustin, Sydney, and Kendall had been so excited when they saw Papa’s car in the driveway, and the tears flowed freely all over again when I had to tell them Elliott left the vehicle for us, but that he had gone back home.

Davis asks over my shoulder, “Do you know how to drive a stick shift?”

“Yeah. My car was a manual.” It took me two years to save up for the clunker, only for it to die within six months. It’s something I’d once told Elliott in passing. He remembered. “It’s been a minute, though.”

“Let me know if you need a refresher.” He pats my shoulder before moving away with the comforters Elliott left for us.

My eyes automatically go to the trees surrounding Goldie’s house. While they grant Goldie and her family privacy, they also provide plenty of good hiding spots, even for a man as big and conspicuous as Elliott. Did he truly go back home, or is he out here now? Did he see Davis touch my shoulder? And if he did, is he going to get all scary and possessive and jealous and make my life worse because another man was simply friendly toward me? Been there, done that, and I’m not going through it again.

Fuck him.

I crumple Elliott’s note in a ball and drop it into the open duffel bag filled with Elliott’s clothes. Part of me wants to dump everything in the big garbage bin Goldie keeps to the side of her attached garage on the left and say good riddance. Instead, I unfold one of his clean, green long-sleeved flannels and bring it to my nose. It pisses me off that it smells like home, smoky and woodsy with a hint of fresh rain.

I slap my neck when it begins to itch again. That’s the only reason, I tell myself, that I’m not throwing away Elliott’s clothes. Clearly, I’ve suddenly developed an allergic reaction to my old detergent, and unless I want to keep having to take Goldie’s allergy meds, I’m going to have to switch to wearing Elliott’s clothes until I can finally do a load of wash with the detergent he also left for me whenever power is restored.

Starting now.

As soon as Davis steps back inside the house, I race to pull off his borrowed sweatshirt, giving everything a good scratch first, then shiver as the wind whips across my naked skin and soothes the sting. For just a moment, I let my skin breathe as I do a slow twirl, straining my eyes as I sweep the circle of trees before finally pulling on Elliott’s stupid, warm, cozy flannel.

“Are you happy?” I yell to the trees in case he is out there, scaring a flock of birds that take flight from the spindly canopies. I lift my arms and do another twirl. “Is this what you wanted?” Feeling silly for talking to the wind, I let my arms drop, slapping my thighs. “Get a grip,” I murmur to myself, looping the strap of the duffel bag over my shoulder and carrying it and the laundry detergent inside.

Goldie flashes me a guilty look when I catch her and Davis with their heads bent toward each other, whispering and exchanging cash.

“What?” I ask.

“Nothing,” Davis answers, folding the cash and shoving it into his back pocket, chuckling when he sees me drowning in Elliott’s flannel.

“Does no one answer questions around here?” I only just stop short of stomping my foot.

When they cut their eyes to each other and break into a fit of giggles, I surprise myself by cracking a small smile, in love with how in love they are. I love how happy Goldie is. That Davis didn’t turn out to be a piece of shit like her ex. That she found this good life. She deserves it and more.

My smile falls when I remember who and what and where I am. The power can’t be restored fast enough. As soon as it is, I can apply to work at the diner or the dance hall Goldie told me is hiring, get a few paychecks under my belt, and then find an apartment as soon as I can afford it for my kids and me—no grumpy, protective, deliciously thick men allowed. Ever.

* * *

Two nights later, I look up at the moon, wrapped in one of the comforters, leaning against the wide tree trunk that conceals my position in the woods, listening, listening, listening. The kids had been asleep for all of three minutes before I snuck outside, finally able to keep from falling asleep myself as soon as my head hit the pillow. Grief that I’ve been trying hard to dispel and have to hide from everyone has left me lethargic.

And there it is. A loud rumble and squeaky belt reach my ears from down the road. Unlike the few other vehicles that had approached around the bend, their headlights spearing through the woods as they continued on their path, this one cuts its headlights and slows, carefully pulling over into the grass so as not to nosedive into the ditch. It idles for a few moments before the night goes silent again.

Closing my eyes, I envision each of Elliott’s big bootsteps after he exits his vehicle and closes his driver’s side door with barely a snick. As soon as I’m confident he’s rounded the hood, I slip out of the trees.

Elliott whips his head to the side and stumbles back into his blue Bronco with a muffled yelp of surprise, dropping another armful of presents—clothing, toys, flyers for nearby activities and sports for the kids—having left a pile on the porch for us to wake up and find each morning. I have no idea where he’s been getting it all, since all the stores are still closed. He automatically reaches for his shotgun beneath his jacket before his eyes adjust and he realizes it’s me.

Gotcha.

“Why won’t you leave us alone?” I hiss. Or at least I try to, but I’m shot through the heart with longing at the sight of Elliott’s handsome face, his hard edges softened by the moonlight. It rocks me to my core that I want nothing more than to be swept up in his embrace instead of screaming at him to stay away from us or else I’ll call the…Well, I can’t call the cops, but I’d do something.

My longing is echoed in his deep, gruff voice when he jumps the ditch and murmurs, “Birdie…”

“Don’t touch me,” I demand, though I sway toward him instead of stepping out of arm’s reach or knocking his hand away when he slips it around my waist beneath the comforter.

“I miss you.”

“Don’t hug me,” I say as he crowds me, backing me against another tree, his body heat warming me when I let the comforter slip from my shoulders to pool at my feet.

“I’m going crazy without you.” His voice has turned raspy, and I have no doubt he’s telling the truth. But crazy is dangerous, and I’ve had enough of that.

“Don’t kiss me,” I say a little softer as he gently tugs the flannel’s collar away from my neck and dips to kiss the bite mark that has already faded, his lips soft and familiar against my skin, contrasted by his coarse beard that sends shivers of desire up my spine. I’ve missed this sensation. Him. I’ve missed him, even though it’s only been three days since I left.

“Come home, Birdie,” he pleads.

“I don’t have a home,” I say, gripping the sides of his jacket instead of stopping him from unbuttoning my flannel to bare my breasts, my fingertips tingling with the compulsion to do the same to him so I can see the tattoos that have danced on the skin of the big bear of a man fighting off the monsters in my dreams.

“Your home is with me.” He groans when he discovers I’m not wearing anything beneath the flannel, though I should be wrapped up in several layers of clothing—or at the very least, a bra.

“No, it’s not,” I say when Elliott kneels and kisses his way down my body to take my sensitive right nipple into his hot mouth. I arch into his touch instead of away after swearing off men, and specifically him, for the rest of my life. Oh, how I’ve missed this, too.

“Yes, it is. It always will be.” He takes a hard pull that makes my core tighten with arousal, and I moan when he turns his cheek to give my left nipple the same attention.

“You need to leave,” I say with alarm when weak headlights grow brighter from an approaching, beat-up sedan from the opposite direction. The driver slows as if cautious that they’ve spotted an animal that might run in front of their car, then speeds off with a squeal of their tires when they see what we two humans are doing in the middle of the night on the side of the road.

“Not without you, Birdie.” Elliott snatches the comforter off the ground and easily lifts me with one hand under my ass, carrying me into the woods out of sight of any other would-be travelers.

“Don’t call me that,” I say with a moan, hanging onto him instead of yelling at him to let me go. I tangle my fingers in his disheveled hair, imagining him pulling at his silver strands repeatedly, growing more upset the longer we’re separated.

“Birdie,” he murmurs when he drops the comforter and sets me down, kneeling to push his face between my thighs, taking a deep, ragged inhale. “My Birdie.”

I tip my chin up to the moon when Elliott backs me against a tree and rolls my panties and leggings down to my ankles. I should have put on my boots instead of leaving the house in a pair of Goldie’s slippers left by the door, because without them, nothing is stopping him from lifting each foot to pull my leggings off, then draping one knee over his broad shoulder.

“I’m not…not…yours. Oh yes, Daddy,” I moan, pressing my spine into the tree trunk and fisting his hair for balance as I rock my hips, grinding on his tongue as he firms it over my clit.

Elliott’s deep growl of pleasure at hearing the endearment is as powerful as his Bronco’s engine, vibrating through me when he slips one finger into my pussy, then two as my pitch rises for him, louder and louder, wanting more, more, more.

“Wait, stop,” I say suddenly, yanking his head back before giving him the chance to do so on his own, which I know he would have, even if he hadn’t wanted to. His face is the definition of agony that I’ve pushed him away…until I hurry to snap the comforter open on the hard ground, then lower myself on top of it on my hands and knees. “Behind, now.”

Elliott rips down the zipper of his dark jeans and shoves the material and his boxers to his knees. When he lines himself up behind me, I wiggle my hips with impatience. I need him. Now. I bite my bottom lip to hold back a high-pitched moan when he thrusts three times, pushing deeper with each one, until he’s filled me completely, my pussy prepped by his fingers. Then he comes down on top of me, his front draped along my back and his hands braced on the outsides of mine, just how I want him.

When his teeth only nip at my neck, teasing me, I tilt my head to the side and tell him, “Bite me!”

He growls when he clamps his teeth down—not hard enough to break my skin, but enough to keep me immobile beneath him as he ruts me into the ground.

Sparks fly behind my closed eyes when he shifts his weight onto one hand so that he can cup and squeeze my breasts that swing with each powerful thrust, then down to caress my baby bump, holding tight as if he’s afraid he’ll never get to hold me like this again. I’m scared, too, I want to tell him.

When he moves his hand down lower to find and massage my clit, my mouth drops open, every sense heightened by the warmth and aching familiarity that is my Elliott. My Elliott that I never wanted to leave. My Elliott that I had to leave. My Elliott that may never understand why, no matter how hard he tries.

And so even though I try to hold back my orgasm, hoping time will remain still so I can live in this moment forever with him, my body is an instrument he knows how to play with intimate expertise, and bliss finds me. I cum with a defeated groan, crying out with pleasure wrapped in despair, begging him not to stop until I find my second, more powerful release since I’m determined to be stronger, to not let him touch me again after tonight. Because the barest, briefest of his featherlight touches shreds my willpower, blowing apart the shield I need to keep between us.

“I can’t hold back much longer, Mama,” Elliott says with a near-hysterical note to his voice. “Tell me—”

“You can cum now, Daddy.”

He bites down harder and whimpers out his long, hot release, grunting and shaking on top of me, a feeling I don’t ever want to forget but need to for my own sanity.

When his weight begins to sag, I rush to tell him, “Don’t crush me!”

Elliott drops his bulk to the side, taking me down with him, his cock still planted firmly inside me.

“Daddy,” I say quietly, my teeth beginning to chatter when the chill sets in, cooling my overheated skin. “I’m cold,” I say a little louder, almost pleading, and Elliott pulls me back into his body, cradling me with his palm resting on my bare belly.

It’s almost as if we’re back at the cabin, in bed, cut off from the outside world with the kids sleeping just down the hall, where they’ve been begging every day to go back to. Home. Safe. His.

“I missed you,” I whisper, already regretting that I let the words slip, needing to rebuild my strength. “I don’t want to miss you.”

“But you do, Birdie. You miss me as much as I miss you, don’t you?” Elliott tugs the edge of the comforter up to cover my body and partially his, and he pushes his other arm beneath my head for a pillow. He kisses the bite mark he left behind, then nuzzles his nose in my hair that’s pulled up into a bun.

I roll and bite my lips to stop the rising tide of emotions working its way up my throat, threatening to choke me, and shake my head.

“You do,” he whispers and strokes my skin pricked with goosebumps as his cock finally softens. Still, he doesn’t pull out. “Tell me it’s real.”

I shake my head again, just once this time, drowsy with pleasure and Elliott’s body heat, my eyelids growing heavier. “I need to get up,” I murmur when I find it too hard to open my eyes again.

“You need to come home.”

“I told you, I don’t have a home,” I mumble at last, wishing it weren’t true.

Elliott

Cash is king when the power is out, and one of the benefits of knowing just about everyone in town is that it’s easy enough to convince the small mom and pop shops to open their doors for me with the promise of under-the-table cash.

I slide my purchases across the glass-topped display case serving as the checkout counter, and Miss Esperanza pushes her multi-colored spectacles up her nose. “You’re sure this is on the one you want?” she asks, inspecting the jigsaw puzzle I’ve picked out—a group of opossums toasting smores with ticks in place of marshmallows on their skewers, dancing around a bonfire in jean shorts and cowboy boots.

“I’m sure,” I say, since it’s perfect, and count the cash I pull from my billfold.

A sheet of printer paper pinned to a small community bulletin board off to the side catches my eye, and I rip it down, the homemade LOST poster curling in on itself with age. I curse under my breath when I see the stocky, smiling gray dog named Daisy in the printed photo, her pink collar as clean and bright as the yard she’s sunning herself in, her ribs filled out, tail blurred from wagging it so fast.

When I show the poster to Miss Esperanza, she says, “That has been up on the board going on seven or eight months, since Old Man Jones passed.”

A rock sinks in my gut. “Who put up the poster?”

“His son. He came down from Wichita, I believe, to clean out and sell the house, and she got out of the yard. Have you seen her?”

“Yeah,” I say with a heavy sigh, folding the poster and sliding it into my pocket. The kids are going to be devastated when I have to make the call to the number on the poster.

My next stop is to a junkyard about an hour past my place, where I had found both my Broncos. There’s another classic beauty I’ve had my eye on for some time, but I’m not here for that. The owner of the junkyard, Henry, kicks the deflated back tire of the kids-sized dirt bike—one of a pair of two bikes, both missing half their parts.

“Not your usual fare,” he says, not bothering to count the handful of bills I pass him before he pockets the cash, since he knows I’m good for it.

I grunt and load the bikes into the back of my Bronco beside the pile of lumber needed to build Kendall’s high chair.

Henry rests his hands beneath the straps of his denim overalls, his knuckles twisted with age and use. “You got kids I don’t know about?” he jokes with a wry smile.

“Yup,” I answer without a moment’s hesitation when I think of Dustin and Sydney helping me restore the bikes. I’ve already sectioned out a piece of my land for the dirt track I want to put in for them.

Henry’s jaw falls slack, the end of his long, wiry gray beard brushing the top of his stomach. “Really?”

“Mmhmm.” I slam the trunk closed, then pull out of the junkyard with a wave to Henry, turning right down the country road, heading toward my final stop just as the sun sets.

I search the treeline when I pull over and park, hoping Teagan is waiting for me again. I even lean back against the Bronco’s hood with my ankles crossed, listening for anything that might be out of place. The snap of a twig beneath her boots, perhaps? The rustling of a blanket being pulled tight around her shoulders?

But, of course, I’m not that lucky, not after I did a shit job of convincing Birdie I didn’t want her for more than just her body, seeing as I immediately undressed her at my first opportunity last night. She was gone by the time I awoke with the sun, leaving me to miss her that much more.

Regret lives deep in my bones that I probably made everything worse, sated my lust at the expense of her trust and my second chance. It won’t stop me from trying, though, as I creep down Davis’s driveway with the brown paper bags from Miss Esperanza’s shop.

I’m just about to pass the front window on my way to the red front door when I catch some motion from inside. In the living room, two people are silhouetted against each other, swaying to music I can’t hear. Davis pulls Goldie closer when they spin, then dips his head to kiss her. It doesn’t take long for things to get hot and heavy after that, and Davis lifts his wife with her legs around his waist, carrying her out of view.

I want that for me and Birdie so bad that it physically hurts, my throat tightening as my knees grow weak. My face is wet by the time I drop the bags off, then make my way to the spare bedroom window. The drapes are pulled closed, so I can’t even get my nightly hit of the sight of my family to get me through the next day. And I know it’s exactly what I deserve.


Chapter 21

Teagan

“Yes, yes, yes!” Goldie yells, punching the air when we make it past the thirty-minute mark and the power stays on, then rubs her hands together with a smirk. “He can’t sneak around the house anymore. I’ll get him next time, yes, I will.” Outside, she circles the house twice, testing the security floodlights, laughing when each one turns on, casting a bright yellow glow that banishes the shadows Elliott will no longer be able to use to conceal himself.

With the power most likely being restored to the town, my bizarre vacation of sorts has come to an end, and it’s back to the grind with a mile-long to do list: find an OBGYN, get a job so I can pay said OBGYN, apply for a spot at a daycare or preschool for Kendall, register Dustin and Sydney at the nearby elementary school, and start touring apartments. But the very first thing I do is call dibs on the washing machine in the garage, gleefully loading as many clothes as I can fit inside with Elliott’s laundry detergent. I even pause to stick my nose into the laundry cap, taking a hit of the scent like Priscilla and Quincy did to a few choice drugs. The second is to borrow Davis’s laptop so I can search the news websites in Las Vegas, looking for any missing persons reports filed for the kids and me.

I sag back on the couch. Nothing.

We did it. We got away.

My stomach twists itself in knots, though, and I chew the nail of my left ring finger down past the quick, hissing when it starts to bleed. There’s one more thing I need to look up—the thing I’ve been silently obsessing over even more than Elliott since I last saw him three nights ago. I find the link buried three pages deep on Google. Old news already.

POLICE SEIZE $75K CASH, COCAINE, METHAMPHETAMINE IN RV SEARCH. At the bottom of the article is a link to another: 9 ARRESTED IN RESTAURANT AND DRY CLEANER MONEY LAUNDERING SCHEME. Though none of the names of those arrested so far are given, my guess is that Priscilla is somewhere on that list. Fucking bravo.

And down the rabbit hole I go, my stomach unknotting itself. Saving the best for last, I click the link that redirects to an uncensored video streaming online, taken by helicopter. Priscilla’s boss led the police on a thirty-two-minute-long high-speed chase in a stolen red SUV. Who picks the flashiest color to make their getaway in? The idiot lost control and slammed into a concrete road construction barrier. He and two skinny men I recognize—ones who were in and out of the restaurant most often—were gunned down when they exchanged fire with the police after crawling out of the smoky wreckage, turning the pavement crimson…my new favorite color.

I’m two for two.

Priscilla had every right to be paranoid about how much I knew about the organization she peddled drugs for, as small as it had been compared to some of the other busts in Las Vegas. If she had known I was the one who anonymously mailed in evidence that I had smuggled out during my escape from the cult, which ultimately led to the raid on the compound, a week long standoff, and the explosion shortly thereafter, she would have killed me long before I had the chance to use the phone at the second motel to call in an anonymous tip while securing the extra blankets. It had been a calculated risk, since it could have led to the police finding us if we were reported. And, man, did it pay off.

“What’s got you smiling so big?” Goldie asks when she walks into the living room, flushed from her excitement and mini-workout, taking a seat on the recliner with Rowan at her breast.

“Just happy to have power back,” I respond, closing out the incognito window, shutting the laptop, and setting it down on the coffee table. I lift my can of ginger ale, taken from the twelve-pack Elliott left on the front porch last night, and tip it toward her. “Cheers to a new life,” I say before popping the tab and downing the sweet, sweet taste of justice.

* * *

I spend the next day making phone calls with the old phone Goldie gave me that she never traded in and helped me activate. The first call is to Goldie’s OBGYN, Dr. Patel, whom I’m most nervous about since I haven’t been able to get prenatal care past my initial checkup at a discreet, low-cost clinic, what with Priscilla having tracked my every move. The elementary school had a pipe burst in its ceiling, so it won’t be open for another week or so, but I’m at least able to get Dustin and Sydney registered online, and Goldie has agreed to watch all three while I, hopefully, land a job and start working.

Goldie has received a fair number of calls herself. After the last one, she tells me, “That was Layla. They’re having a ‘Welcome to Texas’ get-together after dinner tonight to introduce you to everyone.”

I look up from battering the chicken thighs that Goldie is frying for dinner, fluffy homemade biscuits warming in the oven. “Who is ‘everyone’?”

“The Granny’s Girls—Dolly, Violet, Faye, and Layla, of course—and their families.” She jumps back from the stove when the oil hisses and pops in the pan, stinging her wrist. “Trust me, you’ll love them.”

I shift my weight from one foot to the other, chewing my bottom lip until I can bring myself to ask in a lower voice so the kids won’t overhear, “Will Elliott be there?”

Goldie transfers the cooked chicken to a plate lined with paper towels and motions for me to hand over the next batch, since Davis can eat a whole chicken by himself and still be hungry, much like Elliott. “Honestly,” she says, “it’d probably be better for the kids if he isn’t invited. Might be confusing.”

She tips her head to the side, where Lily and Kendall are playing with a plastic pony set on the living room floor, while Sydney and Dustin watch a kids’ superhero cartoon on the TV mounted on a huge wooden entertainment center opposite the couch. I’ve never seen Sydney more depressed, hardly speaking to me. Dustin, on the other hand, is a raging bull most of the time, wanting to see Papa and the dogs. It worries me how affected they are after spending such little time with Elliott. How affected I still am, too.

“I see your point,” I say, though I’m not sure if I agree with it.

I’m worried I’m doing more harm than good at this point by preventing them from seeing Elliott. It’s not like we’re never going to see him again, anyway, living in a town as small as this one. We’re going to bump into him often enough, even if he does eventually stop stalking us. And even if the kids do grow up to forget their attachment to him, I doubt I ever will.

Once the second batch of chicken is cooked through, Goldie says, “I’ll call Russell. I’m sure he’ll understand why you don’t want to see Elliott.”

“No, that’s not…” I sigh, since she’s already walking away with her phone out, and I wash my hands so I can start setting the table with the garlic green beans and buttery mashed potatoes. “Dinner’s ready,” I say to the kids, waving them over.

Sydney slides off the couch without looking at me, wearing one of Elliott’s flannels that hangs down to her feet. She intentionally lets the chair legs drag across the floor loudly when she pulls it away from the table. Dustin, however, only turns his head and stares right at me. My mouth goes dry, taken aback and unnerved by how much of his biological father I see in his angry expression.

“Whoa there, buddy,” Davis says to Dustin, coming out of his bedroom with Rowan after their late nap—the last he’ll have once the warehouse reopens tomorrow. He and the other employees will have to work overtime to make up for the missed week of deliveries. “Don’t give your mama that look.”

Though Davis’s tone had been genial, Dustin reacts by flying off the couch, clenching his fists, and screaming, “You’re not Papa! You can’t tell me what to do!”

“Dustin!” I’m shocked by his outburst, and when I get within a foot of him, intending to pull him into a hug, hoping this time he’ll open up so we can talk through his big feelings, he races around the arm of the couch. With his cheeks turning bright red, holding back tears, he sprints out the front door, the floodlights immediately flicking on. “Dustin!” I yell again, my voice shrill with worry as he speeds toward the road. There are no sidewalks this far from town for him to safely travel, and it’s terrifying what could happen if a vehicle were to come around the bend and not see him until it’s too late. “Baby, stop—oh fuck.”

“Papa!” Sydney screams from behind and jumps off the porch, hurtling past me, her bare feet slapping the driveway’s pavement. She throws herself into Elliott’s outstretched arms, the same as Dustin had when Elliott came barreling out of his hiding place in the trees.

My hackles go up like Storm’s as I watch, dazed, when Elliott rises from his crouch with the kids propped on his arms, having captured me as much as he has my children.

Goldie leans against the door frame with her phone held to her ear. “Hey, Russell? We have a problem.” A pause, then, “You already knew he was here, didn’t you?” she asks, annoyed, shaking her hair out of her face. She turns back into the house when Davis steps out onto the porch and hands Rowan to her, crossing his arms at his chest.

“Knew that fucker had to be hiding out here somewhere,” Davis says with a chuckle.

I cut a scowl at Davis, thankful he broke me out of my stupor. “There’s nothing funny about this,” I say, watching from the corner of my eye as Elliott begins his approach.

Elliott’s brow darkens when Dustin turns and points accusingly at Davis.

“I know that,” Davis says, the grin wiped off his face, but not for long. “But just so you know, I’d’ve done the same if Goldie tried to leave with Lily.”

“Bunch of stalker freaks,” I grumble, inching backward and up the porch steps as Elliott advances, though every muscle in my body wants to go to him and beg him to take us back to the cabin. Goldie was wrong. It’s me who is confused, not the kids.

“Bunch of sass-back hellions,” Davis shoots back with laughter in his voice, not truly offended. “And yup. Better get used to it.” Davis almost pats my shoulder, but a growl from Elliott and my shying away from his touch have Davis thinking better of it.

My stomach drops to my feet at the way the kids cling to Elliott while Sydney gives him every word she has kept from me since coming to stay with Goldie.

“Elliott,” I say in a forced, firm voice, steeling myself when I take a protective stance in front of Davis since Elliott is staring daggers at him over my head. “Elliott!” I snap my fingers to get his attention.

The largest, strongest, most terrifying man I have ever met, who looks to be plotting Davis’s imminent death, drops his deep blue eyes to mine, his features immediately lightening. “Birdie,” he breathes out, his boots nudging the tips of my toes. He stoops to press his forehead to mine. “I missed you.”

A whine makes its way up my throat at the comforting smell of him, the tension in my shoulders already relaxing as I melt into his solid presence. I grab his jacket and tip my chin up, letting our lips brush in a moment of weakness. “Damn you, Elliott,” I murmur, then spin and shoulder past Davis inside.

Elliott

She kissed me. Birdie kissed me instead of demanding I leave. The plan is working.

“By all means, come inside,” Davis says sarcastically when I bulldoze my way into his house, my eyes immediately alighting on Kendall when Birdie picks her up off the living room floor.

“Fuck off, Davis.” I move around the couch, only stopping when Birdie backs up, holding her hand over Kendall’s head so she’s facing away.

“Yeah, fuck off, Davis,” Dustin repeats, sticking out his tongue.

I want to laugh, but Birdie and Goldie are wearing identical pissed-off expressions. To set a good example, I clench my jaw twice before forcing myself to say, “I apologize.” It’s like razor blades in my throat.

Davis smirks and closes the door. “Is that all you’ve got to say?”

“I apologize,” I repeat through clenched teeth, “for swearing at you.”

“And…?”

I narrow my eyes. “And for barging inside your home.”

Oh, he’s loving this. “And…?”

“Quit while you’re ahead,” I growl.

Dustin says, “Yeah, quit—”

“Enough,” I whisper to Dustin.

“But you said it first!”

I set him and his sister down on their feet, then crouch. We’re not quite at eye level, even with my back bowed, so Dustin still has to look up, wearing his mama’s adorable scowl. “Davis is a friend,” I say, though some friend he is, stealing my family away. “And we were both in the wrong for being rude to him. I apologized, and now it’s your turn.”

“Sorry,” Dustin spits after I have to repeat myself, though he doesn’t look the least bit contrite.

“That’s my boy,” I say, standing and ruffling Dustin’s hair, which earns me a wide grin and a hug around my leg.

“That’s it?” Davis asks.

I grunt and turn away, done with Davis and this bullshit conversation, because I’m not the least bit sorry, either. Some friend I am. Sydney and Dustin are right on my heels like Rain and Sky are on Storm’s as I make my way through the room. Goldie and Birdie look up from their heated, whispered exchange, and when Birdie shakes her head, Goldie moves toward the kitchen with Rowan on her hip, giving me the stink eye.

With both hands free now, I can slip one around Birdie’s waist and cradle the back of Kendall’s head. And when her mama finally allows Kendall to twist around at my silent plea, the sight of my little girl’s big brown eyes going wide, so happy to see me, brings tears to my own. So does her babbling of Papa, Papa!

“Can I hold her?” I ask. “Please, Birdie. I just need to hold her.”

When Birdie loosens her grip and allows me to lift Kendall into my arms, it’s as if I had been drowning in a black lake of dread, gasping for air, and all of a sudden, I’m able to feel the sun on my face and take my first full breath.

“Thank you,” I whisper, closing my eyes and kissing the top of Kendall’s head. “Thank you.” My chest and shoulders shake as I try to suppress my reaction to having them all by my side again, but there’s no hiding it. It was silly to think I could, especially when Birdie lays her hand on my cheek. I turn to kiss her palm, and then I have my nose buried back in Kendall’s hair.

* * *

The fried chicken is cold and has to be reheated by the time everyone sits down for dinner with a country-western playlist turned low on a Bluetooth speaker in the background. Though I haven’t been invited to do so, I pull out the chair beside Birdie and sit my smug ass down with Kendall on my left knee. Birdie hops up and moves to the opposite side of the table, so I stand, ready to switch sides as well. Birdie pinches her lips, moving back to her original seat on my right, all while Davis looks on with a laugh, plating up Goldie and Lily’s dinner first.

Birdie picks at her chicken while I sit, enthralled, listening to Dustin and Sydney talk over each other. I hadn’t been able to eat much with them being gone, too depressed to sit alone in my kitchen, and I eat up their every word with more excitement than I do my first and second helpings when Birdie reloads my plate. Their chatter grows louder when they move on to asking about the dogs.

“You should see them,” I say. “I swear, the puppies are already twice the size—”

Birdie elbows me hard in my side, though I’m sure it hurt her more than it did me, since she rubs her elbow afterward.

“Can we see them? Can we? Please, please, please,” the kids beg, both looking at their mama with the matching juts of their bottom lips and big, rounded eyes.

Birdie looks like she wants to stick something sharper in my side.

“Maybe in the morn—” I start to say, only to get another jab of her elbow. “Or later in the eve—for crying out loud.” I push my chair back and haul Birdie out of hers onto my right knee so she can’t do herself any more damage, only for my chair to groan under our combined weight and collapse.

I end up sprawled on the floor, having cracked the back of my head on it, sharp wooden pieces of the chair digging into my spine and ass with Kendall and Birdie atop me. While all the kids hoot and howl with laughter, bringing a foreign smile to my face, Goldie is out of her seat and helping Birdie up with a look of concern. Birdie takes a moment to double-check that Kendall is unharmed, but she doesn’t spare me a glance before she rushes down the hallway, her hand on her lower belly.

I take off like a shot after her and push my way into the hall bathroom before she can slam the door shut in my face.

“Go away,” she says, her chin quivering.

“Did you hit your head?” I turn her around, slipping my fingers into her loose hair to check for any lumps on her scalp. I don’t care about the pounding in the back of mine, but I certainly care if she hit hers.

Birdie spins and slaps my hands away. “Stop it! I’m fine. I just need a moment—”

“What about your back?” My mind turns to static when I spin her right back around, yank up her oversized maroon T-shirt that she’s cropped—one that I gave her—and check for any splinters or angry red marks.

“Stop it! Stop touching me!” Birdie twists away, which is perfect, since I need to check her front, too.

As the static intensifies, everything but the sight of Birdie dims around me. I know I’m acting crazy, but I have to check. I have to know she’s ok. I crash to my knees and yank the waistband of her leggings down to her thighs. “You didn’t bump your stomach, did you?”

“Stop—!”

“Please tell me the baby is ok.” I kiss one side of her belly, then the other, pushing the front of her T-shirt up higher, searching and hoping to feel the baby kick.

“Fucking stop touching me!” Birdie screams, the sound echoing off the walls and finally snapping me out of my panicked frenzy.

Dull sounds from outside the bathroom sharpen, and something slams against the door that whacks open against the soles of my boots. When I sit back on my heels, Birdie lurches sideways, hunched over and yanking her leggings up, tears streaming down her mottled red and white face. She hugs herself, fear plain in her features, when she climbs into the bathtub to get as far from me as possible.

I plunge headfirst back into the lake of dread. “Birdie…”

“I told you to stop!” She heaves in a breath to scream, “You didn’t stop!”

Someone shoves hard against the door again, and when I move my feet out of the way, it flies open to crash against the wall, the doorknob punching a hole in the drywall. The booming bass of the Bluetooth speaker vibrates through the floor, playing loud enough to rattle our teeth. Davis steps back, rubbing his shoulder, and Goldie leaps past me, climbing into the bathtub, crouching when Birdie slides down the tiled wall. When Goldie hugs her, Birdie drops her head forward and cries. It’s a keening sound that chills me to my bones.

Goldie turns and shouts, “Get the fuck out of my house and don’t come back, or I swear to god, Elliott, I swear—”

“Birdie…” I say, slowly rising to my feet. “I’m so sorry.”

Goldie points to the door. “Get out!”

I can’t face Davis when I leave the woman I’d sell my soul to the devil for crying in the bathtub because of me. Because I didn’t listen. Because I couldn’t keep my hands to myself. I’m not surprised when I find Layla and Russell in the living room, figuring they must have sped over as soon as Goldie told them I had shown up uninvited. My suspicion is confirmed when I spot Russell’s dually through the window, their doors left hanging open in their rush to get inside.

Layla, Kendall, Sydney, and Lily are holding hands in a circle, laughing and jumping around to the music, and it strikes me then—someone must have turned the volume up to drown out the sound of Birdie’s screams. The fried chicken comes back up, lodging in my throat as I wonder if Birdie ever employed this same tactic when she was trapped with Quincy.

Dustin, however, hovers in the kitchen, darting a look from one man to another, finally landing on me with suspicion. It’s him I go to first.

I bend low so he will hear me over the music. “Let’s go outside.”

It takes him a few heartbeats before he lifts his hand to mine, already having lost some of his trust in me, as he should after what I’ve done, even if he’s not sure of the details.

Russell tries to step in my way, but one look at him—try and stop me, brother, and see what happens—has him retreating. I’ve lost his trust as well. The pain of it doesn’t come close to the pain I’ve dealt Birdie.

The music is dulled enough that we won’t have to yell to hear each other once the front door is closed behind us, and I lead Dustin over to the wooden porch swing hanging to the side. I don’t try my luck sitting on the swing, unsure of how much weight it can bear, and choose to sit in the rocking chair closest to him.

Dustin surprises me by speaking first. “I’ll kill you dead if you hurt Mommy.”

I rub my jaw and tug on my beard. “Alright.”

His brows go up, his mouth falling open with shock, revealing the empty space where his two bottom front teeth should be, which he must have lost in the last few days, proving how much I’ve already missed out on. “You’re weird,” he says, twisting his hands on his lap.

I lay my right hand on top of his, squeezing gently. “You love your mama.”

Dustin nods, sniffling.

“So do I,” I say, though I should have said it first to Birdie. Still, I think he needs to hear it. “Same as I love you and the girls.”

“Then why’d you make her cry?”

“I didn’t mean to. Sometimes we fu—mess up and accidentally hurt the people we love.” It’s a lousy explanation, but the best I have to offer on the spot.

Dustin yanks his hands out from under mine. “Did you hit her?”

“No,” I reassure him quickly, scooting to the edge of my chair to get closer. “I would never hit her. I’d never hit any of you, not ever. But I…” I take a deep breath and tap the side of my head. “But I didn’t listen to her when I should have, and that’s just as bad.”

“You’re bad?”

“I try not to be. But sometimes, yeah, I am,” I answer honestly. There’s plenty I’ll have to atone for when I meet my maker.

“Me too,” Dustin whispers.

“No, you’re not, son. I can promise you that.”

Tears roll down Dustin’s face, and he openly sobs when he says, “Quincy and Priscilla hurt Mommy bad…and I c-couldn’t stop…stop nothing.”

I lift him off the swing, crushing him in a hug when I stand. I’m lost as to what to say, so I simply hold him, crying right along with him as I think of the hell they’ve been through when they’re all still so young.

Finally, it comes to me. “I’ll never let anyone hurt her again.” Not even me. “And when you’re a little older, I’ll teach you how to keep you and them safe, too, ok?” I don’t know if that was the right thing to say, promising a little boy things I probably shouldn’t, but maybe it was what he needed to hear, since he nods and hugs me back, tightening his skinny arms around my neck.

Too few minutes later, Davis appears behind me, though he keeps his hands to himself like I should have. “Time to go,” he says, and damnit, I am a bad man, because I want to kill him for interrupting.

The music has been turned down, and Layla and Russell step out onto the porch. Russell gives me a dark look, almost as if he doesn’t recognize me, but uses a gentle voice when he says to Dustin, “How ‘bout we start your new puzzle before bed? The girls are getting it set up, and I think they’re going to need their big brother’s help.”

Dustin shakes his head, but I squeeze him extra tight before lowering him to the floor. “That sounds like fun. Bet you and your sisters will love it.”

“You wanna help too?” he asks.

I want to. Oh, how I want to. But Davis clears his throat, tipping his head toward the driveway.

“Not tonight,” I say. “I have to get home to feed the dogs and let them out so they don’t piss—I mean, potty on the floor.”

“I’ll come with you!” Though he’s not wearing shoes, Dustin tugs on my hand, hoping I’ll follow him off the porch.

I lift him back up and carry him to the door. “You need to stay here with your mama and sisters, ok?” Dustin slumps, no more fight left in him, which I both love and hate. Davis’s mouth is set in a grim line, his hands low on his hips when I try to pass. I say to him from the side of my mouth, “Let me say goodbye, then I’ll go.”

“Fine,” Davis grits, moving out of my way but following me through the house with Russell like prison guards.

Russell takes a seat at the head of the kitchen table, and Dustin sags in the chair I pull out for him. The girls are flipping over puzzle pieces, thankfully distracted so they don’t really notice it when I kiss each of their heads, murmuring a goodnight, then slip out the front door afterward, leaving a piece of my heart with each of them, the biggest piece laid at Birdie’s feet.

Layla takes her turn following me next, the silence suffocating as she escorts me to my Bronco parked a quarter mile down the road. When we get there, she surprises me by hopping into my passenger seat.

“I don’t need you to ride with me to make sure I leave,” I tell her, sliding into the driver’s seat.

“What you need to do is think about Teagan,” she says when she buckles her seat belt and adjusts it around her baby bump.

“She’s all I can think about.” I drag my hands down my face before turning the key in the ignition and pulling away from the ditch. What a fucking, heartbreaking mess I’ve made. “I know—”

“You don’t know shi–oot, Elliott. Either that, or you’re willfully ignorant of what Teagan has been through—what you’ve been putting her through, too.” After that barb, Layla sighs and says, “Look, Teagan and I have been getting to know each other, but there are still some things I’ve had to put together myself. That, and what Goldie has shared with me.” She takes a deep breath, then says, “Teagan is only twenty-two, and—”

“I know I’m too old for her,” I say, taking the pitch-black road away from my family.

“This isn’t about you, Elliott. This is about her, and—”

“I know.”

Layla twists in her seat. “Do not interrupt me again.” When I first met Layla, she was shy and soft spoken, beaten down by family and life itself. Dealt a shitty hand of cards that was crushing her, and not just figuratively. But my sister-in-law’s voice is steady and strong, fire blazing in her eyes when she says, “Right now, what you need to do is stop feeling sorry for yourself and just listen.”

I grunt, pinching my lips together.

Counting on her fingers, Layla lays out the facts. “Teagan grew up in a sickening cult and was forced into marriage when she was fourteen—a child. She had her first baby when she was sixteen. Escaped to Las Vegas with two small children when she was eighteen. She had no money and no family or friends to call for help.”

She’s not telling me anything I don’t already know, and I flex my knuckles on the steering wheel, trying to keep from butting in, which is unnaturally difficult right now.

“She had no formal education past the fifth grade and zero options except working a few low-paying jobs off the books. At nineteen, she met Quincy and got pregnant almost immediately afterward. And then, even though she couldn’t afford rent on her own with three young children to take care of, when she found out who he really was, she kicked him out of her apartment. And yet,” she emphasizes, “she somehow still ended up getting pregnant again. How do you think that happened?”

My hands shake with the implications I should have seen ages ago. Birdie kicked him out. She wouldn’t have taken him back. My breath comes quicker, hysteria rising as it did that night at Birdie’s apartment, red bleeding into my vision.

Staring directly at my profile, Layla says, “I love you, and I’m sorry—this is going to hurt, but you need to hear it from outside of your own perspective. Teagan has just barely survived and escaped another horrific situation, and the six-foot-six felon who carries a shotgun at all times and once kept her isolated at his cabin in the woods is now stalking her and her kids.”

“It’s not like that,” I insist.

She gives a sharp shake of her head. “He gives her a car, buys her kids presents, and brings home cute little puppies to win them all over. Almost immediately after they meet, he tells her that they already feel like a real family. That her kids are his kids. That she is his. In fact, he starts to act and sound just…like…Quincy.”

“No. No, that’s not—” Lightheaded, I drift out of my lane and have to swerve at the last second to avoid a head-on collision with a jalopy coming the opposite direction, the driver throwing their hands up in front of their face in my headlights. I stomp my feet on the clutch and brakes, the Bronco skidding forward on the asphalt until it comes to a lurching stop. I clutch my chest over my heart that’s beating wildly out of rhythm. “You’re twisting it all up to make it sound dirty and manipulative. I love her. All of them! I’m nothing like Quincy!”

“Stop thinking about yourself!” she yells with frustration, slapping the dashboard. “Think of Teagan and her kids and her experience with the men who claimed to have loved her, and then answer this question: did she choose any of that?”

I bite my fist and turn away, wanting to throw myself out the door so I don’t have to listen to any more. Me, me, me. I flinch when Layla lays her hand on my arm. She waits it out patiently until I can finally bring myself to meet her dark brown eyes, wishing it were Birdie and her amber eyes staring back at me instead.

I know nothing will ever be the same again when Layla asks, “Or did Guxxer, Quincy, and you choose for her, even when she begged y’all to stop?”

I drop my face into my hands with a head-splitting gasp, dealt a deathblow by Layla’s words, knowing tonight, in Birdie’s nightmares, the monster who slayed her demons will have joined them. “How do I make it right?” I ask when I can come up for air.

She tells me exactly what I don’t want to hear. “You stay away from her and the kids until she chooses you.”

“And if she doesn’t?”

Layla shrugs. Her fire is extinguished, replaced by a deep well of sorrow when she says, “Then you have to accept her decision and love them from afar.”


Chapter 22

Teagan

It takes longer than I’d like for my adrenaline to run its course and my brain to stop melding Elliott’s face with Guxxer and Quincy’s while I take a cold shower. It’s comparing apples to oranges. Where Elliott had meant well, out of his mind with worry for me and the baby, the others most certainly had not when they had taken from me what I was not willing to give. And yet my body had reacted the same when he wouldn’t stop touching me, my skin crawling with revulsion, every nerve ending pinched, my head flooded with white hot terror and the animalistic need to fight or run and hide from a predator, especially one as large as Elliott.

If only he had stopped to listen, given me space, or sat silently beside me while I calmed. But he simply couldn’t in the moment, his past trauma with the woman he loved—because I do know he loves me, too, even if he hasn’t said it—having been hurt took control of him. I know it as well as I know my own birthday. And even if I shouldn’t, I care that he’s upset after what happened. More than that. Bereaved for what he unintentionally did to me.

“He’s gone,” Goldie says when I exit the bathroom. She’s leaning against the opposite wall with her arms crossed, lips pinched with disdain. “You don’t have to worry about him anymore.”

“What’s that mean?”

Goldie eyes me as I twist my wet hair up into a towel. “Layla set him straight. He knows not to come near you again.”

“What? That’s not what I want,” I blurt, saying out loud for the first time what I can no longer stuff deep down inside. “And I barely know Layla. That wasn’t her conversation to have with him.”

Goldie straightens, dropping her arms. “He’s her brother-in-law.”

“And he’s my—” My what? My Elliott. Mine. “Crap.” I rub my eyes. Since my number one priority is my kids, sickened by the thought of what they might have heard, I tell Goldie, “I’ll talk to him later.”

“You can’t be serious.” Bewildered, she grabs my arm to stop me from walking away. “He attacked you and tried to force—”

I shake her hand off. “No, he didn’t. He was scared and wanted to make sure the baby and I weren’t hurt. He freaked out. We both did.”

“Teagan…You don’t have to make excuses for his abusive behavior.”

“You know Elliott. He’s intense, yes, but he would never purposefully hurt me.” Other than the biting, of course, which I more than welcome. My hand drifts to my neck, missing the scrape of my big, overprotective bear’s teeth.

Goldie’s shoulders slump, and she’s giving me a look—one that says she thinks I can’t or won’t face the truth. But she’s wrong. My eyes are wide open.

“He’s dangerous,” she says, as if pleading with me one last time to see things her way.

“Yeah, well, so am I,” I snap, leaving Goldie with her mouth hanging open.

Davis is walking circles around the living room and kitchen with Rowan while Russell is at the table, putting together another strange jigsaw puzzle with the older kids. It should be Elliott sitting at the table, not Russell. The table itself should be round instead of rectangular, fitting only four or five, not eight. The kitchen should be paneled with dark wood instead of modernized with fresh paint and a massive island that would never fit inside the cabin’s kitchen. It’s all so wrong.

Dustin stands and sprints toward me, nearly knocking me off my feet with the strength of his hug. “I love you, Mommy.”

I grip his arms and pull him back so I can kneel. “I love you, too, baby.”

He cups my face, studying me as if looking for bruises, dried tear tracks streaking his cheeks.

“I’m okay,” I say, pulling him into a rib-crushing hug. “Elliott didn’t do anything to hurt me, I promise.”

Dustin nods, pushing his face into my neck. “I told Papa I’d kill him if he hurt you,” he whispers, trembling, afraid he’s going to get in trouble.

Before I can think of how to respond, Dustin follows up his confession with, “He said that’s alright.”

Oh fuck.

My eyes go straight to Russell, who stands and pushes in his chair.

“Papa said he loves us.” Dustin pulls back, wearing a tremulous smile. “I love him, too.”

Russell releases a heavy exhale with a mix of murder and grief in his eyes, clenching his ham fists, having heard everything. I know him even less than I do Layla, but I know Elliott, and I see much of his brother in him.

“I’ll talk to Elliott,” Russell says quietly.

“Don’t,” I say, pushing up from the floor and turning Dustin around, hugging my son from behind. “I’ll talk to him. No one else.”

Russell raises a dark gray brow, and he and Davis make brief eye contact. I ask Dustin to sit and work on the puzzle for a few more minutes while I follow Russell and Davis to the front door. Before Russell leaves, I put a hand on his arm to stop him. That feels wrong, too, and I quickly snatch it back.

“Elliott didn’t hurt me. He wouldn’t ever hurt me,” I tell the men in an urgent voice.

Russell tightens his lips, pointedly flicking his gaze to the kids. He doesn’t believe me. Thinks I’m saying it—lying—for the kids’ benefit, just like Goldie.

“He didn’t hurt me,” I insist, keeping direct eye contact.

My irritation rises when Russell and Davis give each other another look, dismissing my comments, before Davis follows Russell outside.

As soon as the men are gone, I sit with the kids, asking seemingly innocent questions to parse out if they heard anything that happened in the bathroom. So far, it only seems to be Dustin who has had any inkling that something was wrong.

Afterward, when it’s time to get ready for bed, Goldie watches us pass from her bedroom’s doorway. I stop to squeeze her hand, an apology of sorts for our argument. She had my back and, without hesitation, put herself between me and the bear of a man she thought was attacking me. She’s a good woman and a real friend—the very reason we were able to get out of Las Vegas, and has been incredibly generous to let us stay with them. I’ll forever owe her a debt of gratitude.

But man, we need a place of our own where our every interaction and reaction won’t be watched, weighed. Where assumptions won’t be made, whether right or wrong. Where I can fall apart without people thinking the worst of the man who has done nothing but give and give and give some more. His home, his care, his love.

I’ll be the one to set him straight, just as soon as the kids are asleep.

* * *

“Elliott,” I whisper-yell when I step onto the front porch, the tips of my slippers hanging off the edge. I won’t go any further, since it’ll trigger the floodlights’ motion sensors, and Davis or Goldie would more than likely come out to investigate. A shadowy shape moves in the trees, and my heart leaps to see it.

Though I’d plugged Elliott’s phone number into my contacts list and I’ve tapped on it often enough, I finally send him my first text message.


Me: Goldie told me what Layla said to you. She shouldn’t have done that.
Big Papa Bear: It’s what I needed to hear. I’m so sorry for everything I’ve done to you. I should have stopped when you told me to.


Three dots appear and disappear several times. The shadow lingers just at the edge of the treeline, not coming any closer, and I imagine my Elliott suffering alone with his broken heart full of shame and remorse as he taps out his next message.


Big Papa Bear: It kills me to say this, but I’ll leave you and the kids alone.


I begin to type out my next message, but it would be so much more effective and meaningful to say it face-to-face. To wrap my arms around him and tell him that I don’t want him to leave us alone—just give us some time. That I understand why he did what he did. Tell him that no one should have compared him to my exes.

Fuck this. I step off the porch, saying screw you to the lights when they flick on. When Goldie steps out mere seconds later, the shadow darts away, twigs snapping as it blunders through the woods.

“Elliott! Wait!” I take off toward the trees, but my legs are too short to catch up to him when he has such a long head start. An engine turns over, headlights disappearing down the road with the squeal of tires before I make it to the end of the driveway. I bend over, one hand on my knee to catch my breath before I type out:


Me: Please come back.
Big Papa Bear: I can’t. I have to stop being selfish and think about what you need instead of what I want.


I start typing again, but Goldie yells my name from behind. She’s standing in the open doorway in only a long-sleeved T-shirt, her legs and feet bare. As a mom to a toddler and an infant, I know first-hand how exhausted she must be, and she doesn’t need me and my drama disrupting what little sleep she gets.

“Sorry I woke you up,” I say when I come inside.

Goldie covers her yawn with the back of her hand, her thick hair thrown up in a huge, messy bun. “He was here again?” When I murmur a begrudging confirmation, she frowns at the house alarm pad above the narrow console where we keep our keys. “Damnit. I can’t believe I forgot to set it before bed.”

“I turned it off,” I guilty admit, having memorized the code after seeing her punch it in earlier.

Goldie clicks her tongue before she says, “I would appreciate it if you didn’t do that again. After what happened with Lily…”

I’m the one being selfish, and my guilt multiplies. “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”

I crawl in beside my babies, back to sharing one bed—my choice, since I wanted them close tonight. It’s yet another reason why we need to get our own place as soon as possible, where I can give them a stable home, a solid routine they can rely on, and where we can all relax without other people watching our every move. Someplace like the cabin, I think, right before my exhaustion wins, and I fall into a nightmare.

Elliott

From my perch on the edge of the loading dock during my fifteen-minute break, I watch my old rig take a left out of the parking lot and disappear over the hill. My former home on the road has been stripped, scrubbed, and repacked with everything Vaughn—one of the seasoned truckers who recently moved to town—will need for the next five weeks, now that he’s taking over my old routes.

I can’t say I’m necessarily sad to see it go, like I thought I would be. Now that I’m on the other side of things with my semi-forced retirement, I view my rig as the self-imposed prison cell I’d made it out to be, voluntarily locking myself away from the general population for nearly half my life.

And I’d do it all again. For Birdie and Dustin and Sydney and Kendall and the little one.

I lean on a hip to pull my phone from my pocket for the millionth time. The text bubble with the three dots is still there from last night, and I want so badly to know what Birdie was going to say. Her last text message, asking me to come back, wasn’t some grandiose declaration of love or anything, but it’s possibly the start of her choosing me, I foolishly hope. So, I’m determined to give her the space she needs and let her take the lead.

“Need to speak to you in my office,” Russell says from behind. Time to get my ass chewed out by the boss, it seems.

I grunt, my muscles shaking and protesting as I rise. I punished myself for hours last night for what I did, digging holes in the hard-packed earth for some things that needed burying, my hands blistered and bleeding. Then I moved on to flipping the tractor tire over and over until my legs gave out and I could no longer stand. I did one punishing exercise after another until failure, then had to crawl up my front steps on my hands and knees, where I collapsed on the living room floor because I couldn’t make it to my bedroom.

Maybe it wasn’t the best choice, given that today is the first day back at work since the freeze. With a mountain of delayed deliveries to be made, every employee not out on the road is here, coordinating schedules, prepping trailers, and moving pallets. It’s all hands on deck, and mine are useless right now, much like the rest of me.

Russell’s been watching me all morning as if wary of what I might be planning. My brother stood stoically by my side during my trial and sentencing when I was one hundred percent guilty of murdering a man. And yet, not at any time did he look at me then as he does now when I take a seat on one of the two folding metal chairs in his office that reeks of coffee and diesel fumes. Russell’s office chair creaks when he sits behind his desk and drums his fingers on a stack of invoices.

We’re in a standoff, staring at each other while waiting for the other to speak first. I’ll win. I’ll always win, and by the set of his square jaw, he knows it too. That’s why he’s so relieved when the door that connects his office to the warehouse swings open and Davis, whom I’ve been studiously avoiding, strides in.

I lunge out of my seat.

“Sit the fudge down, Elliott,” Russell barks, pointing at my chair.

I do, but only because I owe my brother everything. He’s the one who paid for my lawyer and rallied on my behalf for years, pulling every string he could to get me released from prison early, then gave me a job when no one else would consider hiring an ex-con, let alone the County Sheriff’s Office.

“Tell him,” Russell says to Davis.

Feeling caged in between them, I roll my shoulders, hoping they’ll loosen up and cooperate if I need to deck Davis in the face for whatever he’s about to say. A blister along the webbing between my right thumb and index finger pops beneath a bandage when I clench my fists.

“It’s about Goldie.” Davis moves stiffly when he takes the metal chair beside me, twisting it around to straddle it backward.

“So, you’re not about to rip me a new asshole?” I ask, not nearly as tense and ready for a fight when Davis takes his navy ball cap off and slides a hand through his floppy hair.

“No. Though you do owe me a new kitchen chair and hinges for the bathroom door.” Davis crosses his arms on top of the seat back, a hint of a grin tugging up the corner of his mouth. “I’d be just as fucked in the head over Goldie if I were in your shoes.” He gets me, even if he doesn’t like it, what with him and his wife stuck in the middle. “But, you’re stressing my woman out. Her sleep has gone to shit because she’s on edge all the time, worrying about you and Teagan, and with Rowan keeping us up at all hours of the night still, I can’t have that.”

Selfish, selfish, selfish. I hadn’t really considered how this would affect Davis’s family. While I don’t give a fuck about stressing the men out, considering they’ve all done the same when they were in the throes of their whirlwinds, the women are off limits.

Davis scratches his scruffy chin, leaving behind a streak of black grease. “So, no more creeping around our house, you hear me?”

“I already told Layla I’d stop,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck, though I haven’t quite figured out how I’ll accomplish that.

Russell gives a low grumble. He’s no doubt been given a play-by-play of our conversation when he came to pick Layla up at my place.

“Fuck you, Russell,” I snap impulsively, regretting the immature lash-out the second it leaves my mouth.

“Me?” Russell points to himself. “What did I do?”

“Whatever the fuck you wanted,” I say, instead of apologizing like I probably should, leaning forward in my chair with my elbows on my knees. “No one gave you shit for stalking Layla, least of all me.”

“You’re forgetting one very important detail,” he says, though he gives me a nod in acknowledgment of all the ways I’ve helped him, legal and otherwise, my point made.

“And what’s that?” I ask.

“No one knew I was doing it. And when Layla did find out, she thanked me for it,” he says with a small smirk. “Teagan, on the other hand…”

Since I don’t need the men seeing the tears building behind my eyes at the reminder that Birdie hasn’t chosen me, I stand up fast, causing my chair to tip backward before it crashes forward on all four legs. “Break time’s over.”

“One last thing,” Russell says quickly when I swing open the side door. “The welcome party got pushed back to tonight.”

I perk up, turning to look over my shoulder.

Russell pulls the collar of his heather gray T-shirt away from his neck, clearly uncomfortable, and I brace for the pain he’s about to deliver when he says, “Everyone agrees it would be best if you weren’t there.”

“Stick a fucking knife in my back, brother. It’d hurt less,” I say, storming away from his office.

“Elliott!” Russell shouts from behind.

“I’m taking lunch!” I yell without stopping, passing several coworkers who are either gaping or trying to get my attention. I jump off the dock, and in less than two minutes, I’m in my Bronco and speeding out of the employee parking lot.

Since my body can’t take another grueling workout, I bring up my tattoo artist’s phone number. Christian picks up on the third ring, some kind of new country-rock mix playing in the background.

Instead of saying hello, I tell him, “I need to move up my appointment.” I’d scheduled it for a week out from yesterday, but there’s no way I can tolerate the buzzing under my skin for that long without wanting to peel it off with a dull knife. I need the soothing burn of the needle.

“How soon are we talking?” he asks in his deep baritone.

“Right now.”

Christian chuckles, not at all put out by my gruff attitude and short response. He’s used to it. “I’m with a client, but come by the shop around three. I should be done by then.”

I grunt my thanks and keep it together long enough to get home, but as soon as I make it inside, all hell breaks loose. My long-familiar static explodes in my head, blotting out every good thing in my life—of which there’s hardly any left. Birdie still hasn’t texted, the man from Wichita is coming down to pick up Storm in a week, my brother thinks I’m a loose nut or a liability and doesn’t want me around, and I’ve hurt just about everyone I care about in some way or another.

I curl on my side in the spare bedroom, needing another dose of Birdie’s scent on her pillowcase that I won’t ever be able to bring myself to wash. Storm isn’t allowed on the bed, yet when she jumps up onto the mattress, I don’t command her to get off. She turns in circles until she finds a comfortable position and drops against my chest, licking my wet face. When the puppies yip from the floor, I roll over to scoop them up to join us. Stroking their silky ears doesn’t help as much as slipping my hands into Birdie’s hair would, but it’ll have to be enough. It just has to be.

* * *

Christian’s girlfriend and tattoo shop receptionist, Ms. Judy, points to the gold frame hanging on the blood-red painted wall. “I still can’t believe that’s you, Elliott.” It’s a side-by-side portrait of Christian’s work on my chest and back with my head cropped out for anonymity. “He wouldn’t tell me who it was,” she says, her graying dark blonde ponytail swishing when she shakes her head and gives Christian a naughty-you look. She giggles when he blows her a kiss.

To be polite, when Christian takes a break to pull his chin-length black twists back from his face with a hair tie, I ask Ms. Judy about her daughter. “How is Dolly? I haven’t seen her in a few weeks.”

“Oh, she’s doing amazing.” Ms. Judy plucks a photograph taped to her computer and brings it to where I’m laid out on a padded table. “She and Wyatt finished building the extension for the in-home daycare she wants to open up now that she’s graduated with her ECE degree. I couldn’t be prouder of my girl.”

The photograph is of Ms. Judy, Christian, and Christian’s father, Old Freddy; Dolly, Wyatt, and Wyatt’s mama, Ms. Ellie; and their two shared grandsons, William and Weston, standing in front of Dolly and Wyatt’s green-painted wooden house, not too far from Davis’s place. They all have their hands thrown in the air, celebrating the new addition, each wearing a smile broader than the last.

I clear my throat, having to look away from the big, happy family. Ms. Judy is yet another person living the kind of life I’ve always wanted. One that I don’t know I’ll ever have. Though with Ms. Judy and Christian having found each other after her hellish twenty years with her ex-husband, it gives me a smidgen of hope that Birdie might ever come around and choose me. Not that she should, as everyone apparently agrees.

“Changed my mind,” I tell Christian when he snaps on a new pair of sterile gloves, needing more physical pain to drown out the mental. “Add the trees in the background.”

“Shit, man, you sure?” Christian leans back on his rolling stool and studies me, his brows furrowing. It’s like looking back in time when I was a kid and my dad worked at Old Freddy’s mechanic shop. Freddy was the bright spot in my childhood—the one who got me into restoration in the first place—after my mama died and Dad became a living ghost ‘til he passed too.

“I’m sure,” I say, scooting down the table to get more comfortable, my neck already swollen and about to take another beating.

“You don’t want to take a couple of weeks to think it over? Come back when everything’s healed?”

“No. Now,” I grunt, instantly reminded of Birdie and every time she demanded now of me.

Christian shakes his head, but he goes ahead and refills the ink caps on his metallic tattoo tray. Ms. Judy taps and squeezes my arm before she returns to the receptionist desk, lightly drawing her fingertips down the photograph with a more subdued smile.


Chapter 23

Teagan

“Wow, are you a princess?” Sydney asks Layla when the right side of the enormous double-front doors opens. The black, two-story, new-build structure might as well be a castle, easily three times the size of Elliott’s cabin, if not more. And with Layla wearing an ankle-length satin ivory gown with ruffles, I can see how Sydney could think she is.

“No, but you are,” Layla says with a laugh and grabs Sydney’s hand, spinning her in a circle so that her new, royal blue dress—courtesy of the last of my tips and a trip to the thrift store in the next town over—flares out beneath her matching jacket.

Sydney giggles and does a few extra spins, and Kendall claps, wanting a turn, wearing one of Lily’s velvety, long-sleeved, emerald green dresses.

“And what a handsome prince you are,” Layla says to Dustin, who picked out a more casual outfit, dressed head to toe in black. He’s been less enthusiastic about tonight since Davis told him Elliott wouldn’t be here, and his expression shows as much when I have to poke him to remind him to say thank you.

“Sorry,” I mouth to Layla over Dustin’s head, and she graciously waves a hand to let me know she isn’t offended.

I give one last sweeping glance at the dark, sprawling estate—because that’s what this is—searching for any out-of-place shadows, before I pass through the foyer into a massive, open concept living room, dining room, and kitchen of mixed woods and metals. We’re immediately confronted by a crowd that all turn at once to stare at us like an exhibit at the zoo. Goldie and Davis, whom we followed behind on the way here, move around us to greet their friends while the kids and I go stock still, stiff to be the center of attention.

“Baby red!” a little boy with thick brown hair shouts, muscling his way between several adults like a miniature linebacker.

“Oh, no, you don’t, William.” Davis catches the boy with a woosh of air before the boy can tackle Lily to the hardwood floor, which earns him a smile from Dustin.

Layla cups my elbow. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to everyone.” She waves to the biggest dining table I’ve ever seen on the left, layered with a hodgepodge of potluck dishes and plastic plates, and says to the kids, “Help yourselves.”

It’s like being thrust on center stage when Layla’s friends surround me. Even in my platform combat boots, I’m the shortest of them all, save for the children, and I feel even more crowded, wanting to shrink back into the darkest corner of the house. As if they all coordinated their outfits, the women are wearing light or bright colored dresses while the men circle us, and the air turns thin in my lungs.

Layla says, “Everyone, meet Birdie—”

“Teagan,” I blurt, correcting her. Birdie is only for Elliott. Only ever Elliott.

“Sorry, meet Teagan and her kids, Dustin, Sydney, and that’s Kendall over there.” Layla points to my daughter, trailing after William and Lily to the coffee table in front of the caramel leather sectional to play with large plastic builder blocks. Sydney is the only one who waves at the group while Dustin and I remain motionless.

“This is Dolly and Wyatt—William’s parents—and William’s brother, Weston,” Layla says, motioning to a blonde woman closer to my age holding a toddler on her hip who squirms to be let down so he can play. If I hadn’t met Elliott, Wyatt would have been the biggest man I’d ever seen, maybe a little older than Davis, his sons the spitting image of him save for the grizzly brown beard.

Layla continues rapid-fire introductions of each couple—Violet, with a purple streak in her brown hair, and Jared, with his short, military-style cropped dark hair, and their infant son, Jeremy; Cora, with dark hair just this side of Black that’s piled in the biggest, prettiest bun, and Trace, skinny as a toothpick with floppy golden hair, wearing a large bucket hat and even larger boots, and their son, Gauge; Russell’s son, Paul—also the spitting image of his father, though a little shorter and leaner—and his girlfriend, Mckinley, who is the tallest of all the women and the coolest with deep-magenta dyed hair; and lastly, a salt-and-pepper older man named Harold, wearing a white button-down with his name tag pinned above the breast pocket. If I get hired at Granny’s Diner, I’ll be working with him, since he’s the manager.

Other than Harold, all their names, where they work, and how they all know each other go in one ear and out the other as I grow hot in my thick knit sweater beneath their stares.

“Where is—there she is!” Layla says when another woman with shoulder-length blonde hair shuffles her way into the circle, introduced as Harold’s wife, Faye.

“Pleased to meet ya,” Faye says in one of the sweetest voices I’ve ever heard, lifting her hand to shake mine.

I crave Elliott’s solid presence at my back when I recoil from Faye, bile rising in my throat when I see her pink dress and bright-white tennis shoes.

“Oh, did I spill something on my uniform?” Faye twists, looking for stains on her dress. “I knew I should have stopped to change after my shift.”

“No, no, I…” My voice comes out shaky, the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. I’m ok. This isn’t the desert. They’re all dead. We’re safe. “I’m sorry,” I say, trying on a smile and briefly touching Faye’s hand before wiping my sweaty palm down my stretchy black maternity skirt, borrowed from Goldie’s closet. “Just, um…”

I hate that Faye looks hurt as the other women silently peer at me like they’re all trying to work out what the fuck is wrong with me.

Layla jumps in, searching my face with some confusion, and covers for me when she asks, “Would y’all like a tour of the house?”

“Yes, yes!” Sydney says, jumping up and down. She shows zero reaction to the pink uniform, but Dustin watches Faye, something working behind his dark eyes. He and Sydney were both so young when we escaped—much too young to remember anything, I remind myself…and yet…Dustin grabs my hand, squeezing it hard.

Layla goes to the grand staircase to start the tour on the second floor, and I excuse myself at the last moment, saying I need to use the restroom. She points to a side door we’d passed in the foyer, but when she turns around, I pull Goldie aside. “Will you watch Kendall for a few minutes?”

“Sure,” she says, smiling at the four youngsters playing in a group. “Are you ok?”

“Yeah, I just need to get some air.” I fan my face with exaggeration, then wave to the wall of glass doors at the back and slip out onto the covered stone patio that leads to a gorgeous pool with underwater mood lighting. I move to the edge of the patio out of view, and it’s there, staring off at the trees that I’m pretty sure separate Russell’s property from Elliott’s, that I clutch my stomach and dare to call out in a strained voice, “Elliott?”

A large mass slinks out of the shadows from around the side of the house. “What’s wrong?”

I jump and loop my arms around Elliott’s thick neck, a white bandage taped over some kind of wound. “I knew you’d be here.” Knew it with every fiber of my being, even though Goldie had told me he was strictly prohibited from coming to the party. I was trying to be a gracious guest by not texting Elliott, begging him to come like I really wanted to. The consolation was I knew he’d have sensed it the minute I drove past his driveway and would never be able to stay away, no matter what he said in his text message or may have promised anyone else.

“I’m not supposed to be,” he says, holding me with one hand under my butt and discreetly hefting one of the extra-large pool lounge chairs off the patio. He carries us both around the side of the house, far enough away that we can no longer hear the party going on inside, the house blocking most of the moonlight.

Softly dragging my fingertips through the back of his hair, I press my cheek to his, his beard oddly short and scruffy. “I’m so glad you are.”

“Yeah?” His voice holds a note of disbelief, and I nod to reassure him.

The lounge chair is made of some kind of sturdy metal instead of plastic, and tightly woven fabric that doesn’t groan or threaten to split when he plops down on it, stretching his long legs out, crossing his ankles.

Though my skirt has a high slit up one side, I have to awkwardly rise and lift the hem enough that I can straddle his wide lap so that I can continue hugging him. And hug him, I do, trying to get closer, a little closer, then more until we’re flush.

“What happened to your neck?” I ask. “Did you get hurt at the warehouse?”

Elliott inhales. “Kinda,” is all he says cryptically. He changes the subject when he asks, “Wanna tell me why you’re upset?”

“I freaked out again when I saw Faye’s uniform.” I squeeze my eyes shut and try to picture anything but that horrible pink dress.

“The cult.” Not a question. He rubs my back, one hand slipping low to the top of my ass, the other traveling the length of my thigh, his palms hot and rough, grounding me to the here and now.

“It’s one of the few ‘Zera-like’ colors,” I say with sarcastic emphasis, “that we were allowed to wear.” I press my lips to Elliott’s cheek, hoping I don’t start dry heaving, shuddering with revulsion.

“That’s why all your clothes are dark?”

“Yeah. We were never allowed to wear black. They even made me bleach my hair and dye it one of the approved pastel colors.” It’s taken years to grow it back out after being destroyed by bleaching my roots every few weeks.

“You’re fucking kidding me. What about the kids?”

“They shaved all the dark-haired children’s heads until they turned eight years old, then started bleaching and dying them like the rest.”

“Psycho bastards.” Elliott’s fingertips tighten on my flesh. “If they hadn’t blown their shithole compound to kingdom come, I’d bury them one by one in my backyard.”

“I believe you.” I really do.

“That doesn’t scare you?”

“Yes.” Of course, it scares me. Just as much as I scare myself sometimes, growing excited instead of afraid of his promise of vengeance and violence enacted on my behalf if any of the Zeraxists were still alive to punish.

Elliott drops his head back, eyes squeezed shut with regret.

I lean in real close and promise, “But I’d help you bury them, Daddy, and dance on their fucking graves.”

Elliott goes hard beneath me, pumping his hips up a fraction. “Damn, Birdie. You sure you should be saying that to me?”

I grab his face. “Yes.” I press my lips firmly to his. No more half-kisses or shying away. No more shields between us. “Yes, yes.”

“Fuck, Mama.”

His guttural moan is the spark that ignites the flame within me, and I hum against his lips, rocking my hips along the bulge that grows larger under my ass.

“We shouldn’t be doing this.” Elliott grips my upper arms and holds me back. “The kids—”

“Are occupied. We’ll be quick.” I bite my lip, missing his length inside me, our naked bodies pressed together on top of his sheets with a view of the creek through the bedroom window, the drapes thrown open to let in the moonlight. I miss the cabin almost as much as I miss him.

“Yeah…yeah, ok, we’ll be quick,” Elliott agrees, pushing his hands between us to undo his belt and zipper, then helping me get my feet under me, boots flat on either side of his legs on the lounge chair.

It’s thrilling having him tug the collar of my sweater to the side and bite my neck to muffle the sounds of his pleasure when I hang onto the back of the chair with one hand while I shift my underwear to the side. Finding his thick shaft, I stroke it until it’s wet with his precum and he’s begging me to sit on it, then wriggle my hips until his crown meets my entrance.

“Fuuuuuuck,” he moans into my skin, gripping my ass and helping me to bounce as I take him inside me, inch by slow inch, until I’m wet and have stretched to fit all of him. “I’ve missed you so damn much, Birdie.”

“Me, too. I didn’t want you to leave last night.” I arch my neck, rocking back and forth, switching up the angle as I tighten my pussy around him. “I wanted this.” More than this.

“Too soon, too soon,” he pants only a few minutes later, his legs going rigid beneath me. “Been needing you too much to last long.”

I lick his lips, growing wetter as I imagine his need for me, and purr, “I want you to cum inside me, Daddy.”

He stops me with his grip on my waist. “I’m not ready for it to be over yet.”

“We have to be quick,” I remind him, though I’m just as loath to leave him.

“But you’re not gonna cum like this.”

It’s true, no matter how good it feels. Since I don’t want to have to explain how I got grass stains on my skirt if Elliott were to take me from behind on the ground, I’m content with only feeling him inside me, hoping he’ll make up for it later tonight.

Before I can tell him any of that, Elliott lifts me straight up in the air and flips me around so that I’m facing his legs. He yanks me back down on his dick, my ass flush with his pelvis when he bottoms out within me.

“Oh, shit!” I yell, slapping a hand over my mouth a second too late.

Elliott lifts my skirt up to my lower back when I lean forward to brace my hands on his knees so I can bounce and grind on him again. “Fuck, fuck, Birdie. I love this ass,” he says, spreading my cheeks.

My face turns hot until I remember he can’t see much in the dark. I shoot up straight, though, when something wet touches my backside, and I clench my cheeks against it with a little squeal. “What was that?”

“Sorry, sorry,” Elliott groans. “Just my pinky.”

“Why was it wet?”

“Fuck, Birdie, you gotta stop clenching or I’m gonna cum.” I relax enough that he’s able to take a deep breath and confess, “I spit on it.”

“On what?”

“Christ, this is more embarrassing than that time I—ahh, stop clenching,” he whines.

I release my grip around him and slowly lower my shoulders back toward his knees. “Do it again,” I say, only working the top half of his dick, teasing him. “Now.”

“Fuck me, Mama, anything you want.” This time, I’m more prepared for it when his wet finger rubs a circle around my backside. He doesn’t try to press the tip inside me, but just having him touch me where he’s not supposed to is hotter than I could have imagined.

Out in the open air, with only the soft noise of the nocturnal creatures singing in the background, every sound Elliott makes is magnified—our skin clapping together, his quickening breath as he grunts and flexes his muscles to keep from cumming, my gasps of ecstasy as I ride him faster, harder, panting that I’m close.

“I love you, I love you. Fuck, I can’t hold back,” he says with a whimper, his hot release filling me.

Even as I’m soaring on cloud nine with those first three little words, I experience a flash of disappointment that he came before I could and that it’s all over. But then he yanks my upper half back against his chest and wraps a hand loosely around my throat. Biting the crook of my shoulder, he shoves his other hand between my thighs to massage my clit.

“Tell me it’s real,” he growls, the words nearly indecipherable. “Tell me you choose me.”

“It’s…It’s…” I can’t speak, panting and moaning as I arch my back while my toes try to curl in my boots when I climax, my pussy pulsing around his dick and trying to take him deeper.

On and on, he plays with me, digging his teeth in deeper when I fist his hair to hold him in position. My hips writhe, and he gives chase, never once losing his spot.

“Tell me it’s real,” he begs. “Choose me, Birdie.”

It’s a sweet torture, one that pulls the words right out of me when he brings me to a second orgasm with just his fingers, and I scream, “It’s real, it’s real, it’s—” I break off with a cry, twitching with the aftershocks of pleasure as Elliott pushes his hand up further beneath my skirt to splay his palm across my belly.

“It’s real,” he says, no longer a question.

“Yes,” I croak through a dry throat, trying to swallow when I come back down to earth, finding a warm and hazy peace now that I’ve finally acknowledged the depths of my feelings toward him. Accepted it, too, after fighting tooth and nail not to fall for him. “I knew it was real the first time you asked me,” I tell him with total honesty, tired of lying to myself and him, as he once accused. “I didn’t want to believe it.”

“Because of your history.”

“Yeah,” I say with a long sigh, my heart rate evening out. “I was scared of repeating the pattern. Still am,” I admit, wondering if I’ll ever be able to let go of the sick feeling that everyone I meet is wearing a mask that they’ll drop at some point in the future, revealing their true, horrible selves.

“I’m not them. I’ll never be like them. I’ll work every day to prove it so you’ll keep choosing me.”

“Oh, Elliott.” I tilt my head back against his shoulder, reaching up to scratch his scruff, hoping he’ll grow his gorgeous silver beard back out. “I know you’re nothing like them. Subconsciously, I chose you a long time ago…even if I never said it.” To myself, let alone him. I was too afraid.

Elliott nuzzles his face in my neck, his chest shaking as he takes a moment to work through his emotions.

I also know that I’ve been gone too long when the wind chill sets in. I can only hope that no one will notice…or put up a fuss when I convince Elliott to come inside with me. I refuse to leave him out here by himself, like some kind of castaway. If he doesn’t belong in there with his own friends and family, then neither do I.

Elliott

I’d think I was hallucinating being with Birdie again—one of those dreams so vivid you almost can’t believe it’s not real when you wake up—if it weren’t for the heat of her in my arms, her calming weight on my lap, her feathery hair fluttering in my face as the wind picks up, scenting the air.

“I love you,” I whisper, dipping my head to place a gentle kiss against her upturned lips, lightly drawing my fingertips across the expanse of her lower belly. “All five of you.”

Birdie opens her mouth, and I hold my breath, waiting for her to say those three little words back to me, but a familiar bark sounds in the distance, pricking our ears, both of us turning to look out across the yard.

“Was that Storm?” she asks with longing.

I’m not the only one who misses Birdie and the kids. Storm is always following her nose, searching our cabin for them. The way she lowers her head and ears, sitting forlornly at the spare bedroom’s doorway when she can’t find them, just about does me in. I’ve caught her and the puppies curled up in the corner of the spare bedroom more often than in their own room.

I hum a yes, my cock starting to harden again as my goddess squirms on my lap. It’s real. We’re real. She’s chosen me.

Birdie asks, “Is it safe for her to be outside by herself?”

I snort. “She knows how to take care of herself and doesn’t like staying inside for too long. Likes to chase the birds and whatnot. But she’s a good girl and sticks close to the cabin.” Now isn’t the time to mention she won’t be at the cabin for long, since I don’t want to kill the mood. That will come soon enough when Birdie has to go back inside, where I’m not welcome.

I run the tip of my nose lightly across my claiming bite mark along her neck while we take a few more minutes to ourselves until eventually she starts to wriggle again.

“That’s going to hurt in the morning,” she says.

A hot poker spears me in the gut. “I swear I didn’t mean to bite that hard or hurt you,” I say, my voice rising with alarm. Please don’t tell me I fucked everything up already.

“No, no, shh. I didn’t mean that.” With the tips of two fingers, she traces the indentations my teeth left in her flesh, the corners of her lips lifting as if she’s delighted by the texture and the bruising that is sure to follow. “I only meant my feet are asleep, and my legs are going to be seriously sore tomorrow.”

“Good.” An understatement if I’ve ever heard one. My blood pressure returns to normal, my cock overly sensitive and already missing its home inside her when I help her sit between my thighs so she can straighten her legs.

“It’s a shame you didn’t stick around last night,” she says in her sing-songy voice, shaking one foot out, then the other, as feeling returns to her lower extremities. “We might have figured this position out sooner and had more time.”

“Trust me, I wanted to. But Layla…” I sniff, hooking my chin on her shoulder while I massage her upper thighs. “She made some good points.”

“I meant after that.” Birdie looks toward the trees when Storm barks again, a little closer this time. I’m surprised she’s traveled this far.

“After what?” I comb back her hair and kiss her cheek, thinking that now she’s chosen me, we won’t have to spend another night apart. We’ll have the time we need to explore anything and everything we want. At the cabin. Where we all belong.

“When you were hiding in the trees,” Birdie says with a fleeting smile. “I wanted to talk to you face-to-face about what happened in the bathroom.”

I go still as I process what she said, my mind not as sharp, slow and lazy in the afterglow of our intimacy. “I wasn’t hiding in the trees.”

She twists her head, frowning. “Yes, you were. Not very well, though. I saw you.”

“When?”

She huffs. “When we were texting.”

“You saw me when we were texting last night?” I ask slowly, my skin rapidly cooling. Casting my eyes to the surrounding trees that are merely a dark blob in the distance, I mentally kick myself for not giving in and ordering the old man glasses I’ve been too stubborn to believe I need just yet.

“Yes,” she says, growing frustrated. “But then the floodlights came on, and you took off when Goldie came outside. Drove away before I could catch up to you. You know this.”

Both of us tense when Storm’s barking grows louder, drawing ever closer, twigs snapping as she careens through the woods. It’s not her normal bark of exhilaration when she finds some vermin or another and chases it up a tree. It’s a warning, a call to arms—one that I heed.

“Why is Storm—” Birdie yelps when I lift her off the lounger and yank her skirt down to her ankles as soon as she’s standing.

I’ve barely zipped up my jeans before I grab her and run straight for the patio, then burst through the back door of the overly crowded mansion. I slam the door closed and lock it, pull my shotgun from inside my jacket, then point to Davis across the room. “Lock the front door!”

Davis immediately does so without argument.

Even though my brother has spent a fortune on special tinting for the windows and doors to prevent anyone from seeing inside at night, I hate how exposed it still feels to be surrounded by so much glass, like we’re sitting ducks, and I pull Birdie into the kitchen.

“Get away from her,” Russell bites out, charging over and trying to get in between me and my Birdie, plunging another knife in my back, and I shove him away.

“What’s happening?” Birdie asks, wringing her hands that have gone white with cold or fear or both. When Russell tries to get between us again, she balls her fists, her ribs flaring when she sucks in the breath needed to scream at Russell, “Leave him alone!”

Russell backs off with his hands up, and I pay him no mind when I shout, “Paul!”

My nephew is already standing guard with Mckinley at the side door that leads from the living room to the top of the driveway and garage, having flipped the lock before I finished saying his name.

Goldie moves swiftly to Birdie’s side. “What did he do to your neck?”

“What’s happening!” Birdie shouts instead of answering.

“You bit her?” Goldie screams at me, her face going fiery red with rage.

Ignoring Goldie, I search the living room and bark, “Where are the kids?”

“They’re all playing upstairs in the nursery with Layla and Cora,” Dolly says nervously, with Wyatt’s arm wrapped around her from behind to drag her away from the windows. “Why?”

I find Trace, his ridiculous, teal hat sticking out like a sore thumb, and point to the second floor. “Keep guard upstairs.” He doesn’t argue, either, his naturally goofy smile slipping off his face when he sprints up the stairs two at a time.

A deadly sort of calm rolls in like the tide, the explosion of static in my head forced out now that I know the kids are accounted for and safe. And it’s only then that I can stoop and cup Birdie’s face, saying loud enough for the others to hear, “Whoever was watching you last night wasn’t me.” It should have been me. If I hadn’t let Layla get in my head…If I had listened to Birdie and gone back when she asked me to, I would have been there and caught whoever was lurking. I could have dealt with them before Birdie ever knew they were there.

“Yes, it was!” Birdie blinks rapidly against the truth she’s confronted with.

“I was at home the entire time we were texting.” I flick my gaze to Goldie, whose whole demeanor has changed, no longer looking at me like the devil incarnate. She’s sharp-eyed and focused when she and Davis exchange a glance, having a silent conversation.

“Fu–udge,” my brother says under his breath, disappearing through the door behind the fireplace, where his gun safe is bolted to the floor of his bedroom closet.

“No, you weren’t! I saw you!” Birdie argues as I swipe my thumbs across her cheeks as the tears she wishes she could hide start to fall. “It was you!” she tries one more time, her voice faltering because she no longer believes it, though she hopelessly wants to.

But there’s no more denying it when Storm comes racing across the back yard at a breakneck speed and lunges at one of the doors, her nails scrabbling across the glass. Slobber foams at the sides of her muzzle, a bloody piece of ripped fabric hanging from her bottom right canine.

“No, no, no, no!” Birdie screams, and I yank her into my chest, holding her as she thrashes. “It’s Priscilla. She must have gotten away. She’s here!”

“It’s not her,” I say, having to let her go much too soon and push her toward Goldie so I can let Storm inside, who is close to collapsing, before I slam the door shut again.

Violet and Faye shriek at the sight of Storm, and Jared helps Violet scramble up onto the island beside Faye, both of them terrified of large dogs.

Birdie shakes her head. “You don’t know that!”

“Priscilla is dead.” I scoop Storm up and bring her into the kitchen to gently lay her on the cool floor, petting her heaving side even as I keep my head on a swivel. I didn’t mean for Birdie to ever find out about Priscilla, and I hate that this is how I’m forced to tell her. “So whoever was out there, it definitely wasn’t her.”

“You killed her?” Birdie asks shrilly, her eyes wide and bloodshot. But then color returns to her cheeks, and she asks in a softer tone with hearts in her eyes, “For me?”

I shake my head but can’t bring myself to tell her what really happened. This is my burden to bear.

“What the eff, Teagan?” Goldie gapes at Birdie like there’s something inherently wrong or broken about her, and I hate that, too.

Russell leans out of his doorway with his shotgun raised, having set aside whatever issue he has with me when he asks, “What are we looking for, brother?”

“Someone with a death wish,” I tell him, and he nods once.

Harold kindly brings us a plastic bowl filled with water for Storm and sets it down beside her before scooting away quickly, and I gently work the mud and blood-streaked yellow fabric with gold stitching out of Storm’s mouth, studying it.

“Do you recognize it?” I ask Birdie, who has gone silent as she stares hard at the small piece of cloth. When she doesn’t answer, I pass it to Davis. “Think it could belong to Colton?” It’s a fleeting hope that this has nothing to do with Birdie. That it could be Lily’s biological father since the lurker was on their property.

“It can’t be,” Goldie says, keeping her distance from Birdie. “He’s too much of a coward.”

“I’ll check our security cameras. Whoever it was, they’re dead,” Davis says, crumpling the fabric in his fist.

“Could it have been—” Layla clams up over a few names, leaning over the half-wall balcony with an open view of the living room, her doe eyes wide.

“They wouldn’t have gone back to Davis’s house after you left,” Russell says to Layla with a shake of his head. “But I’ll check our cameras, too. See if anyone passed by here.”

“I’ll do that,” I say, lifting my chin at Russell.

“Y’all were…out there?” he asks, tipping his head to the side of the house, and he rolls his eyes when I grunt.

“Maybe it’s time we call Sheriff,” Mckinley says, bringing her phone to her ear.

“No!” The word is shot out of Birdie’s mouth like a bullet, ringing in our ears and bouncing off the walls.

And because everyone immediately goes silent, we’re just able to hear Sheriff’s tinny voice through Mckinley’s speaker when he answers, “Hello? Hello?”


Chapter 24

Teagan

When Mckinley lowers her phone with a mumbled excuse, I grab Elliott’s face, his big body still crouched on the floor, so I’m taller for once. “I love you so fucking much,” I say with a rush, crushing his lips beneath mine, pouring all of my heart into it. “I’ll always love you.”

He tries to pull me closer, but I break the kiss and his hold, sprinting toward the stairs while everyone watches me like a circus freak.

“Birdie!” he yells, clambering to his feet. He catches me halfway up the stairs, spinning me around with his hand on my elbow. “What are you doing?”

I try to shove him away. “Let me go!”

He does, instantly, but holds his palms up like a plea. “What’s wrong?”

“We can’t stay here.” I turn and continue up. “Dustin! Sydney!” My boots boom on each step as I gasp for breath up the never-ending stairs, grabbing onto the railing. “Get out of my way!” I scream at the skinny guy blocking the top of the stairs, who isn’t looking at me but at Elliott over my head. He jumps back, but then there’s Layla right behind him.

“Teagan, slow down,” she says with both hands held up to stop me. “Whatever it is, we can help you.”

I blow right past her, careful not to knock her over. “Dustin, Sydney!” This castle is a fucking maze, and I don’t know which room they’re in until Laura or Cora or whatever her name is steps out of one room toward the end, holding Kendall on her hip with Dustin and Sydney pushing through the open doorway.

When I reach for Kendall, the woman reels back in shock, just another person looking over my head, waiting for instructions from someone other than me. “Give her to me,” I say, “or so help me Zeraxy, my face will be the last one you see!”

I grab Kendall when the woman nods fast with a rushed apology, and I hug my baby tight. She’s frightened by my voice, clinging tight to me, shaking in my arms. “We have to go,” I tell Dustin and Sydney, trying to normalize my tone, but it’s impossible. They’re just as upset as Kendall, but they don’t ask any questions when I push them in front of me toward the stairs.

But then they see Elliott, and they bolt toward him, yelling, “Papa!”

“No, no, we don’t have time!” I don’t have enough hands to pick up each child and run. I’m stuck. Trapped. “We have to leave!” Tears skew my vision as I try to think of another way out. I even sprint back to the end of the hall, hoping to find another staircase, but there’s only the one. I bend over, trying to breathe through my nausea, and scramble to hold onto Kendall.

“Ok, ok,” Elliott says. “Then we’ll all go. I’ll carry Kendall.”

I almost break down and sob when he takes Kendall and starts down the stairs. Dustin follows after him, and I clutch Sydney’s hand as we bring up the rear. But we’re only partway down when we hear a few slamming car doors from the front, weak, red and blue lights flashing in the windows.

“No! No, no!” I cry, clutching Sydney against me, my eyes flying to Mckinley.

“I told Sheriff I called by accident! He must have come anyway. I’m so sorry,” Mckinley says, though she doesn’t know what she’s apologizing for.

Someone knocks on the front door, and two others tap at the glass side and back doors. We’re surrounded. Four years, and now it’s over. It’s all over.

I sink down on my step and pull Sydney onto my lap, crushing her in my arms as I begin rocking. She’s crying just as hard as I am, scared by whatever is scaring me—and I’ve never been more scared in my life than in this moment. I swallow hard when Dustin moves to sit beside me, hugging my shoulders, tears streaming down his face.

Not a soul moves as the knocking continues until Russell jogs across the living room and says, “Tell me what the heck is going on.”

I finally look up at Elliott, who has dropped to his knees two steps below me. “The fabric…it’s the color my mom wore. I think…I think she somehow survived the explosion and found me.” And if she’s alive and been in hiding all this time, there’s a chance some of the others may be as well. “If she went to the cops, they’ll arrest me and take Sydney.”

“Neither of you is going anywhere,” Elliott says fiercely, and truly, he believes it. I wish I could, too. But this is bigger than anything he can protect us from.

“Promise me you’ll do everything you can to get her back,” I tell him, laying my hand flat over the side of Sydney’s face to cover one ear, her other pressed against my chest. “You can’t let her grow up in that cult, or they’ll marry her off and—” My face screws up, Guxxer’s sneer from on top of me in the one-room, crudely built concrete structure that was our home flashing in my mind’s eye. “They’ll hurt her.”

Someone is now pounding the front door, and I startle when Goldie reaches through the spindles of the railing and lays her hand on my arm. She’s already figured it out, while Elliott still looks so lost. Layla settles on the step above me, hugging me from behind.

Russell’s brows fall with understanding when his gaze shifts to Sydney. “She isn’t yours, is she?” he asks bluntly.

“She is mine,” I snap, coughing through my tears. “I raised her. I saved her from that place. She is my daughter.”

“But you’re not her birth mother.” Russell rubs his jaw, a cold calculation flashing behind his eyes.

I want to rip my boot off and throw it at him. Scream and wail and tell him to take it back, because I can’t stand the truth. I can’t stand it. But I give it to him anyway. “She’s my sister.”

Elliott sucks in a sharp breath, wrapping his arms around all four of us. “You took her when you escaped.”

I nod against his shoulder. “I have forged birth certificates hidden under the bottom bunk mattress at Goldie’s, but it won’t matter if they DNA test us.” I did more than kidnap my sister and buy fake papers, but I can only pray to a galaxy I don’t believe in that no one will ever figure out the rest, or I’ll never see the outside of a prison cell again.

“Screw DNA, Birdie. She’s ours. No one is taking her from us,” Elliott says viciously. My big bear of a man. Our protector. My love. “I won’t let anything hurt you or her ever again. We’ll figure this out.”

Elliott

“Open this goddamn door, Russell, before I blow this here fancy handle off!” Sheriff Gibson yells from the porch.

“Layla, hide them upstairs,” Russell says, and as soon as my family is out of sight—much as I hate that—Russell jogs to the front door, stopping first to stow his shotgun in the hall bathroom. “I’ll handle this.”

“We will handle this,” I say. We’ve always made a good team, and maybe now, after Birdie stuck up for me, chose me, he’ll see that he never should have lost any trust in me—though I’ve certainly lost some in him. With a nod to each other, we collectively shutter our expressions before Russell swings open one side of the double doors.

Sheriff Gibson pauses mid-knock. “‘Bout damn time. You didn’t hear me pull up?”

Deputy Zoey Cooke is with him, her almost-white-blonde hair pulled back in a slick, low bun as she eyes Russell and me suspiciously. Since that’s her go-to expression, I don’t pay her much mind.

“Nope. Can’t say that I did,” Russell responds in a casual voice.

“Bullshit.” Sheriff lifts his boot to step inside, but Russell blocks the doorway with me standing as backup a pace behind him.

“I’ll remind you not to curse where my wife can hear you,” Russell says. When Sheriff sniffs and nods, my brother asks, “Now, how can we help you?”

Sheriff sucks his teeth. “You know we got a call from Mckinley.”

“And she told you it was an accident. Butt dial, I think she said,” Russell says, both of us silently relieved—only by a hair—that it wasn’t another call placed by someone else, like Birdie’s mother, if she is in fact the lurker, that brought Sheriff and his deputies out here.

Sheriff pushes his cowboy hat up to scratch his lined forehead beneath his gray hair, more than a few of those due to my brother and me, both of us having been arrested by him at some point or another. “Well, seeing as how you boys have been nothing but trouble and put me through the wringer over the past few years, I thought it best to check things out.” Boys. As if he isn’t only a few years older than us.

Russell inches the door closed. “Everything’s fine. Y’all have a good night.”

Sheriff slaps a meaty hand against the door and sweeps his eyes across the vehicles parked in the driveway that splits off into a U in front of the house. “Y’all having a party, or something?”

“Yup. Celebrating the end of the freeze. Best get back to it,” Russell says dismissively, still trying to force the door closed.

“Now, how come I didn’t get an invite? Lord knows Sheila and I froze our hinies off, same as the rest of you,” Sheriff says jovially with a tilt of his head, changing tactics that we see right through. “My wife’s been itching to get out of the house, and she sure would have loved to catch up with Layla. Been too quiet around here.”

Deputy Cooke tsks. “You shouldn’t have said that.”

“Right, right.” Sheriff knocks twice on the wooden doorframe, superstitious as he is that they’ll suddenly be inundated with calls in our normally quiet county—when he’s not up to his neck in trouble from us boys. “Well.” Sheriff stalls, his gaze catching on my brown Bronco parked behind Goldie’s Explorer. He takes a small flashlight from his duty belt, stepping off the porch to shine his light through my windows into the back seat. “Huh.” He thumbs his nose, looking past my brother at me. “You wanna tell me why you have three car seats in the back here?”

I grunt. That means no.

Sheriff grouses and takes his cowboy hat off, throwing it sideways like a Frisbee toward his cruiser parked in the grass, his tires having chewed up Russell’s dead lawn. “I knew it,” he says, pointing at me and hustling up the porch. “Step aside.”

“You’re not coming in here without a warrant,” Russell says, feet braced wide.

“Here’s your warrant.” Sheriff gives my brother the middle finger before he muscles his way inside.

I reach for my shotgun, but Russell stops me with a quick, discreet shake of his head.

Sheriff points to the back of the house. “Someone let Green in before he breaks the da–ang glass.” He waves to the side door. “Lopez, too.”

Harold hurries to flip the back door’s lock, letting in Cooke’s fiancé, Deputy Joshua Green, whom she became engaged to shortly after Layla and Russell got hitched. Green gives his bride-to-be a waggle of his brows, lifting them toward his tightly coiled black hair, when Cooke follows Sheriff deeper into the living room, keeping me within sight at all times—until she invariably scowls with annoyance at her fiancé.

Paul opens the side door for the new Deputy Daniela Lopez, whom I haven’t officially met. I’d guess she hadn’t heard about my reputation just yet, but the way she immediately narrows her focus on me tells me I’m wrong in my assumption.

“Aww, who’s this little puppy?” Green asks in a baby voice, distracted by Storm when she lifts her blocky head off the floor. He squats to pet Storm’s side, and thankfully for him, she’s too exhausted to give so much as a snort of warning.

“Are the kids upstairs or with a sitter?” Sheriff asks Layla with a huff, who is sitting on the bottom step of the staircase. An ill-timed thump and ensuing cry from upstairs answers him before any of us can. “Bring ‘em on down,” he says.

Layla looks to Trace at the top of the stairs, who turns and asks Cora and the kids to come out—all except for mine, of course.

“Line ‘em up.” Sheriff shoos them with his hands until the kids are with their respective parents, none of whom have made a peep. “Seems we’re missing a few, ain’t that right, Elliott?”

I fist my hands, my heart rate spiking as the dial is turned up on the static in my head, red blooming at the edges. If he doesn’t want any more trouble, then he shouldn’t come looking for it, because trouble is exactly what he’ll find if he tries to cart my woman and daughter off.

“Calm down, Berenson,” Cooke says, backing away toward Lopez with her hand on her service weapon.

“I am calm,” I bark, cracking my neck side to side, trying to think of a way out of this where I don’t get sent back to prison for shooting an officer or two.

“Bull—” Sheriff coughs. “You tell them to come out here right now.” When I start cracking my knuckles, he says, “I’m giving them to the count of three, and if they’re not down here before I get to zero, I’m going to haul you off on suspicion of—”

“Of what?” Birdie asks, standing at the top of the stairs with Kendall crushed to her front, resting atop her baby bump that’s grown even more obvious in the last few weeks since we met. Dustin and Sydney poke their heads out from behind her, clutching her legs. Birdie’s nostrils flare when she glares at Sheriff with disdain. “He’s done nothing wrong.”

Sheriff goes white as a sheet. “Your accent…You’re from out of state?”

Birdie lifts her chin in confirmation.

“You didn’t, by any chance, hitch a ride to Texas with one of the Berenson Trucking boys…say, with Elliott…did you?” he asks, sliding his eyes to me briefly.

“Something like that,” she says, growing impatient with his questioning, continuing to glare.

“And those are your kids?” he asks, mouthing as he counts them.

“They’re ours,” I growl, wanting his eyes on me so he doesn’t look at them too closely.

“Oh, gotdang it all to fudging heck!” Sheriff rushes to unbuckle his duty belt and tosses it to Cooke to catch.

“What are you doing?” Cooke asks uneasily, trying to hand it back, but he won’t take it.

“I told them last time I can’t take any more.” Sheriff roughly yanks apart his uniform top, the buttons flying. He balls the material after wrenching it off his shoulders, throwing it at her, too. “Consider this the official start of my retirement. You’re in charge, now. I’m out of here.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Cooke says, her color draining too. When Sheriff charges through the foyer, she follows him out and yells, “You can’t just leave!” And when he doesn’t stop to reconsider, leaping off the porch and running to his cruiser, she gives chase, throwing the belt and uniform at Sheriff, but he dodges so that they land with a splat in the muck.

Green slides up next to me with his thumbs hooked in his belt loops, then nods at the door. “Uh…I’m gonna go.” He motions to Lopez to follow him, her long, dark brown hair secured in a thick braid past her shoulders. She gives me a withering I’m keeping my eye on you glare when she passes.

When they take off, Russell stands with me at the open door, watching the three deputies try to corral Sheriff between them before Sheriff feints left like he’s the star running back on a football team and flat out starts sprinting down the driveway.

“This town is so weird,” Birdie mutters with evident exhaustion, making me leap out of my skin because I hadn’t heard her come down the stairs.

“Yup. Welcome to our slice of Texas,” Russell says, closing the door and leaning back against it. “Now, what the eff are we going to do?”


Chapter 25

Teagan

Elliott paces the living room, Sydney having cried herself to sleep in his arms, despite all the arguing that has increasingly grown louder since the deputies drove off thirty minutes ago and a tow truck came to get the Sheriff’s cruiser, what with the Sheriff still being unaccounted for. I hadn’t expected everyone else to stay, having bizarrely already been accepted into their tight-knit, protective group, and I’ve worked to memorize their names at last.

Goldie points at me while yelling at Elliott, “She’s coming home with us!”

“Then I’m coming, too,” Elliott says in a deep, rumbling voice, simple as that.

She scoffs. “Heck no, you’re not! After what you did last night—”

Elliott says, “They’re my family. Where they go, I go, and no one is going to stop me.”

Goldie’s voice is shrill when she says, “Just because you two kissed and made up—”

“Bet that’s not all they did,” Wyatt says with a laugh that garners him a curl of Goldie’s upper lip and a light swat across his belly from the back of Dolly’s hand, though she’s suppressing a laugh, too.

Goldie continues, “That doesn’t mean I’m going to let Teagan—”

“Let me?” I ask incredulously, emphasizing those two syllables when I cut her off, extricating myself from between Dustin and Kendall on the couch, where most of the other children have fallen asleep. “It’s not up to you to ‘let me’ do anything.”

“You know that’s not what I meant,” she says with a tired groan, pressing the heel of her palms into her eyes.

“Do I?” While Goldie and Russell have been going at it with Elliott, I’ve been coming up with a plan. “You’ve all just assumed or argued about who I should stay with, like I’m a child stuck in the middle of a nasty custody battle, without bothering to ask me what I want. I’m a grown woman, and I’m sick and tired of everyone else deciding what they’re going to ‘let me’ do.”

“That’s not…” Goldie’s protestation dies in her throat, her arms dropping to her sides when she realizes I’m right. “We’re just trying to figure out what’s best for you.”

“Figuring out what’s best for me is up to me and me alone. No one else.” I slash my hand. “Not even you, Elliott.” I point at Russell, who has his hands braced against the edge of the butcher block-topped kitchen island, flanked by Paul and Trace. His jaw is squared, his darkened eyes glittering on Elliott. More venomously than I had intended, I tell Russell, “And certainly not you.”

Russell’s mouth drops open, and he sputters when he says, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any harm.”

“Yeah? Because from where I’m standing, you’ve done enough of that to your brother after everything he’s done for you.”

Elliott’s expression has gone somber, ducking his head as he rubs Sydney’s back. It was another late night spent lingering in his room that he confessed to some of the risks he’d taken to protect his brother and then-future-sister-in-law.

Russell loses some of his defensive posture. “But he hurt you, and that’s un—”

“I told you point-blank that he didn’t, but you refused to listen. And instead of asking me if I was ok with Elliott being here tonight, you four”—I make a circle motion with my finger, indicating Layla, Russell, Goldie, and Davis—“made the choice for me.” When no one speaks, I soften, since these people are now family, whether found or legally. “I know all of your hearts are in the right place, and I’ve never, not once, experienced such generosity and kindness since I was a little kid, but it’s not okay to treat Elliott as if he’s a monster after one mistake or tell me what to do or where to go.”

It’s Violet who is the first to break the ensuing silence. “So where do you want to go?”

“To Goldie’s house to pack our stuff, and then we’re going home,” I say.

My big bear covers his mouth with a hand, hiding the way his lower lip trembles.

“To Las Vegas?” Cora asks with a baffled expression.

“That was never my home,” I say, curving around the coffee table and toys, making my way to Elliott to stand beside him with my head held high. “The cabin. Our home is with Elliott.” Unless he ever proves me wrong. And if so, I’ll figure out a way to take care of that. I always do.

“I can’t believe I used to think you were so shy and quiet,” Goldie says with a shake of her head and a low huff.

Elliott’s smile is so beautiful when I look up and up, his whole face alight in a way I’ve never seen when he drops a kiss into my hair, curling me in closer, his chest heaving up and down with the enormity of his emotions.

“But what about your mom?” Faye asks, thoughtfully having put on one of Layla’s silky robes to cover her dress. She really is so sweet, not holding my initial reaction to her against me. “If she’s been following you, then she already knows about the cabin.”

“No more running. No more hiding,” I say. “First thing tomorrow morning, I’m getting my own gun, and Elliott is going to teach me how to use it. Then we’ll deal with her.”

“Yes, we will,” Elliott whispers in agreement.

“You don’t think she found you so she could, I don’t know, ask forgiveness or something?” Dolly’s eyes are teary by the end of her question, and Wyatt drops an arm over her shoulders, kissing her temple.

“Some things are unforgivable,” I tell her.

Dolly nods with a quiver of her chin. I might not know her story, a transplant the same as Goldie and me, but her pallor and the way she ducks her head into her husband’s chest say she understands me all too well.

* * *

The plan wraps up quickly after that, everyone ready to retreat to their own residences and tuck their babies in safe and sound, the same as Elliott and me. While Elliott follows Goldie to her house to pack up our things, the kids and I stay at Layla’s house, every light turned on, while Storm, Paul, and Trace keep an eye on the doors and windows, the two younger men carrying more of Russell’s guns.

It’s as if our new life here in this strange town is straight out of some old Hollywood western movie. If I had to pick between the three I’ve lived, I suppose I prefer this one over the true crime documentary and addiction reality show, hoping to change the channel soon. A rom-com, perhaps? Yeah, that would be a nice change of pace.

Russell and I set up at the dining table with his laptop after it’s cleared of dishes so we can go through the security camera footage—except for the one trained on the side of the house where Elliott and I had kissed and made up. Russell leaves that one for me to inspect, the tips of his ears burning red when he explains how to delete the footage while he stares up at the vaulted ceiling.

My skin crawls to think of someone following me and possibly watching out of sight of the cameras as Elliott and I were wrapped up in each other, totally oblivious to the outside world. How exposed and vulnerable we were. It won’t happen again.

After Elliott comes to pick me and the kids up, Storm takes off across the back yard instead of hopping into the Bronco. She’s already at the cabin, making loops around the house and following every scent trail when Russell and Trace meet up with us, leaving Paul and even Layla on guard in case the lurker comes back to their house. I wait with the kids in the Bronco with the shotgun Russell gifted me for the time being lying across my lap. Leaving the engine running, my heart pounding with anxiety, I watch the three men enter the cabin on opposite sides with their guns raised, flipping the interior lights on as they go.

“No signs of blood or forced entry,” Elliott says afterward, when the men escort the kids and me inside. “The ground is muddy enough that we would have found shoe prints if anyone had been here.”

Russell says, “It’s possible the lurker might have followed y’all directly from Davis’s place to mine and doesn’t yet know about the cabin.” Yet being the operative word, since we can’t stay cooped up here forever. “Storm might have caught the lurker’s scent while hunting and followed it.”

“In which case, she’s the goodest good girl out of all the goodest good girls who ever done gooded,” Trace says, giving Storm all the ear scratches until Russell has to force him out the door with the grumpy promise that he can get a puppy when he hurries up and builds his own dang house.

“How are you related to Trace again?” I ask, the five of us squeezed into the hall bathroom together to get ready for bed.

“It’s a long story,” Elliott says around a yawn that cracks his jaw, helping Kendall brush her teeth.

“And your neck?” I eye his bandage in the mirror.

He takes a shuddering breath and removes his undershirt, then gently peels back the tape holding the bandage together.

I gasp and put a hand over my mouth as I take in his new tattoo as he turns his head to one side, then slowly to the opposite. Inked out in intricately detailed black and gray shading is a huge bear walking along the creek by the cabin with a raven perched on its shoulder, surrounded by four cubs with black feathers worked into their fur. The only color on the whole piece belongs to the eyes—three cubs and the raven are shaded with a variety of amber browns to match mine and the children’s eye colors; the big bear’s are the exact shade of Elliott’s deep blues; and the fourth cub, the smallest…their eyes are left blank, waiting to be filled in.

“Elliott…” I reach up as he goes still, wanting to trace the ink with the tips of my fingers, before I stop and bring them back to my lips. “It’s beautiful.”

He hooks an arm around my waist. “Tell me again that it’s real, Birdie. That you’ve chosen me. Because you and me, all of us…nothing has ever been more real to me since—” Since Meredith.

“I choose you, Elliott Berenson. It’s real.” I lay my cheek against his upper abdomen as I listen for his steady heartbeat.

Dustin pauses with his toothbrush in his mouth, his eyes flicking back and forth across his papa’s tattoo that spans the entirety of the front and sides of Elliott’s neck. “Cool picture,” is all he says before spitting out his toothpaste, perhaps not understanding the significance of this moment.

Oh, but I do. Us. We’re an us. A family. One of our choosing and making.

In tune with each other, we don’t have to discuss it after everyone gets changed for bed, and we usher the kids into Elliott’s bedroom—my bedroom, now too, I suppose. Even Storm leads her puppies inside, curling up with them in the corner of the room on a blanket Elliott shakes out for them. It’ll be a long time before I’m comfortable with any member of our family sleeping out of my sight.

When I’m snuggled in the bed I never want to leave with the kids in the middle, Kendall sprawled on top of me with her polar bear, Elliott drags the spare mattress and linens into the room, dumping them on the floor, and props a kitchen chair under the doorknob.

I can hardly keep my eyes open when I ask him, “What are you doing?”

He stops mid-fluff of one of the pillows after strangely giving it a long sniff and a satisfied sigh. “I thought, well, I thought you might not want me sharing the bed with y’all.”

“Come here, Big Papa,” I say, reaching for him.

“Yeah?” he asks in a disbelieving but hopeful voice.

With my nod, he props the spare mattress up against the closed drapes of the bedroom window, then circles the end of the bed three times, indecisive.

I pat the empty spot beside me.

“Tell me it’s real,” he says once more into my ear when he slides under the comforter, lying on his side with his arm thrown across all of us.

“It’s real, Elliott,” I whisper, turning my face to his. “I love you.”

Elliott whimpers, and another thing’s for certain: if the kids weren’t in bed with us, no matter how burned-out we are, we would end the night with a lot more than our simple, quiet kiss.

Elliott

“Still no sign of the mom?” Russell asks when he comes by, delivering groceries, since we’re not comfortable leaving the cabin and going out into the real world yet, in case we’re followed back home. That’s about to change, though, since Birdie has her first prenatal appointment tomorrow, and the kids will be starting school in a few days, now that repairs have been made. Plus, I’ll eventually have to go back to work since the warehouse is still behind on deliveries.

I grunt, taking everything out of their plastic bags, keeping the noise to a minimum so Birdie and the kids can sleep in for a few more hours. In my home. In my bed. Where I slept beside them all night for the last five nights. The stuff of my dreams. My longing finally fulfilled.

Russell shoves his hands in his front pockets when a few minutes pass without a word. “Think maybe she was scared off for good? Saw that Teagan and the kids aren’t on their own and fled back to Nevada?”

Birdie suddenly says from the hallway, “She wouldn’t have tracked me to Las Vegas and all the way to Texas to get Sydney back just to give up. I know I wouldn’t.”

Russell jumps and spins, clutching his heart. “Jesus, you scared me.”

“Good,” she deadpans, her arms crossed as she leans against the side of the refrigerator, her hair a mess, barefoot, her curves filling out my flannel that comes down to her knees. Fucking stunning and all mine.

I shoulder past Russell to shelve the twelve-pack of ginger ale into the fridge, stopping to tip Birdie’s chin up and kiss her just because I can. In fact, I can’t keep my lips off her, the kids wrinkling their noses or laughing when they see us. It’s adorable.

“Are you ever going to speak to me again?” Russell asks me with a sigh when I shoo him toward the door, intending to take the kiss further once he leaves.

“Sure. Thanks for the groceries. Now leave,” I say without looking at him.

“I said I was sorry, brother.” Russell tries to clap me on the back, his tone sincerely apologetic, but I skirt away from his touch—something I’ve never done before with him.

“To me,” Birdie says, a bite to her voice. “But not to Elliott.”

With her at my side, I can finally look my brother in the eye, my expression blank. Waiting.

“I…I am sorry, Elliott,” Russell says with pain-filled eyes.

“Thanks,” I say. “Get out.”

Instead, Russell drops down on the couch, palms up as if in supplication. “She was screaming at you to stop touching her after you cornered her in the bathroom. You can understand how I got the wrong idea. You’d have done the same if you were in my shoes. I’d want you to.”

“No, I wouldn’t have. I’d have given you the benefit of the doubt, at least long enough to get your side of the story instead of assuming, after fifty years of being brothers, that you’d suddenly flipped a switch and turned into an abuser. You never gave me a chance.”

There’s something about the way he looks off to the side a second too late, and it hits me like a ton of bricks.

“It’s because I’ve been to prison. Doesn’t matter why I was sent there, or that you championed for me to get out early. Told everyone we knew that I was a good man when they balked at you for giving me a job instead of cutting me out of your life. Doesn’t matter that I risked my freedom to help you when it came to Layla more times than I can count. At the end of the day, I’m still a felon with a bad reputation.” I’d thought as much as soon as Layla threw that in my face. This just confirms it.

A flash of anger has him surging up onto his feet. “It doesn’t help that you murdered this Priscilla woman when you went to Vegas,” he says through gritted teeth, a vein in his forehead starting to bulge as his face turns red. “Brother or not, I won’t stand by a man who would hurt a woman.”

“Except you didn’t find out about her until after that night at Goldie’s.” I cross the room in two strides and jab my finger in the middle of his chest. “And I wasn’t the one who killed her—only buried her.”

Birdie sucks in a strangled breath, and my stomach drops to my feet. She was never meant to find out.

“The chopping board…it was me. I thought I’d just knocked her out.” Birdie brings her fingers to her mouth, chewing her nails that have hardly started to grow out. “Oh shit,” she says, breathing hard. “How many people do you have to kill to be considered a serial killer?”

“Three,” I answer quickly. I’m all too familiar with the term, though all my victims except Curtis were put down in true acts of self-defense.

“And, like, not all at once?” Birdie asks, garnering a sharp nod from me.

My right side aches where I’d been stabbed for the first time within days of starting my prison sentence. At my size, once my fellow inmates found out what I had been convicted of, I was a threat that had to be neutralized when I wouldn’t join this side or that side. They found out real quick that the only person whose side I was on was my own, preferring to keep my head down and do my time. Of course, that was only the beginning, and the scars from the accident that shattered my old life are only half of what I walked out of prison with. It’s why I still watch my back, two decades since being released, in case anyone still has a score to settle.

Russell rocks back on his heels. “You’re saying Priscilla isn’t the first person you’ve killed?”

I’m back by Birdie’s side in an instant, pushing her hair behind her ears, her face paler than normal. I sweep her up when she sways on her feet and bring her to the recliner, kneeling before her when she starts to hyperventilate.

Blinking fast, Birdie says, “Guxxer and Quincy.” A smile that starts off wobbly grows wider, her eyes going round, a maniacal look to her. “I put ground-up glass in Guxxer’s breakfast every morning.” She giggles. “It took him weeks to die.”

Though I should probably be horrified, or at least a little more leery of her, I find warmth pooling in my chest. Is it pride? Yeah, I think it is. “And Quincy?” I ask.

“The day I found I was pregnant,” she says, resting her palm on her baby bump, “I snuck into his mom’s house and cut his personal stash with something a little stronger. He overdosed—he’d done it before—so no one suspected me when he died.” As an afterthought, she adds, “I wish I could have seen it.”

“My Black Widow Birdie,” I coo, grabbing her hips and pulling her to the edge of the recliner, the flannel riding up her gorgeous thighs. What a pair we are. Soulmates.

She grabs my T-shirt and twists it, her lips brushing mine. “If you ever cross me, Elliott Berenson”—she drags her index finger across my still-healing throat with a click of her tongue—“it’s lights out for you. I’ll make it hurt, I can promise you that.”

“Alright,” I say with a shrug, pressing a kiss to her lips. “You know, this is just more proof we belong together. Two murderers in a pod.”

“That’s not how the saying goes, you crazy motherfucker,” she says right back.

“I am, aren’t I, Mama?” I slip a hand under her flannel, patting her belly gently until the baby kicks my hand. No, not the baby. My baby.

“You two give me the creeps.” Russell visibly shivers when we both turn to look at him.

I’d forgotten he was here. What does my brother see when he looks at us? What would he have done if he’d known the full extent of the crimes I committed while I was incarcerated before he managed to get me released? If he ever had second thoughts after I came clean to him, he had no choice but to live with his actions. I think I’ve proven myself to be a better man in the time since I’ve been out. At least I’ve tried to.

Russell’s reassurance is a slow-acting balm to soothe my twisted thoughts when he says, “But I love you anyway, brother, and I’m sorry for making you think I see you as simply a felon or that I’ve held your reputation against you, because I don’t.”

Maybe not consciously, but now that it’s all out in the open, it’s clear he has some feelings toward me, even as he tries to repair the smoldering bridge between us, that he needs to examine before our relationship can go back to what it once was.

“I’m sorry I doubted you for even a second. It wasn’t fair of me,” he finishes, giving me a sad smile.

I nod in acceptance of his apology, hating the division between us, and finally allow him to clap me on my shoulder before he leaves, locking the door behind him.

And thank fuck he does, because I’m hard, my teeth already sunk into Birdie’s neck when I carry her into the hall bathroom. I let her go for only as long as it takes to spin her around, yank her panties down, and then put her on her knees on the stone counter.

“We probably only have a few minutes before the kids wake up,” she says, her hands planted against the mirror, that mane of hers as wild as my desire for her.

“I’ll make them count.” That’s for damn sure. “Spread your knees and lift your shirt,” I say, pushing my sweatpants down and spearing two fingers into her pussy from behind. She’s already soaking wet, and I quickly replace my fingers with the head of my cock. “I want to see your belly as I make love to you, Mama.”

Birdie whimpers, tucking the extra material into her collar high enough that I get the perfect view of her large breasts bouncing as I take my time thrusting in and out of her until I’m fully sheathed.

“Oh, that’s it,” I say gutturally, moving both hands around her front to hold her, watching her in the mirror. “Most beautiful little bird I’ve ever seen.”

Birdie moans and swivels her hips, dancing on my dick, making it nearly impossible to hold up my promise of making the minutes count. I have seconds, if I’m lucky.

She reaches back, fisting strands of my silver hair, and says, “Bite me and make me cum, Daddy. Now.”

I sink my teeth into her fresh bite mark, her skin already a swirl of colors of my making from yesterday—the only time I’ll ever be violent with her in any capacity, and only because she allows it.

“Yessss,” she hums. “So good, Daddy. So good to me.” She drops her head to the side and parts her lips as I massage her clit with the pads of two fingers, forcing my cock through her pussy as it tightens and relaxes with her orgasm. Only then do I focus on my own pleasure and cum, marking her with my scent.

My eyes flutter shut with the last spurt of my cum, then spring open with a little yelp when Birdie brings my fingers to her mouth, swirls her tongue around them to lick them clean of her arousal, then bites the ever-loving shit out of them.

She smirks when she releases my fingers. “Since I couldn’t bite your neck…”

“Not that you need to,” I say, shaking the sting out of my fingers as I lift my chin so she can get a better view of my new tattoo in the mirror. “Everyone will know who I belong to with or without you biting me.”

“Hmm.” She yanks her collar to the side to study the teeth marks I left on her skin, angry and swollen again. “As soon as I have this baby and wean them, I’m getting this tattooed.”

My brows lift to my hairline, my cock growing hard again as I picture the permanence of my mark inked out on her for the world to see. “Just say when, and I’ll book the appointment.” I wiggle my fingers. “And I’ll get this tattooed, too, if that would make you happy.” I’ll do anything to make her happy.

Birdie smiles. “I was hoping you would say that.”

I lick my lips before I bring up something that’s been running through my head since the whirlwind flipped my world upside down. “My other tattoo—Meredith’s name.” It takes me a moment to steady myself, my voice quiet. “Do you want me to cover it up?”

“I would never ask you to do that,” she says quickly.

“I know. That’s why I’m asking you.”

“You loved her. Maybe you still do?”

I nod, needing to be completely honest with her, even worried as I am by how she’ll react.

Birdie strokes the back of my head, threading her fingers through mine on her belly. “Meredith might not be here, but she’ll always have a part of your heart. I’m not so selfish or insecure as to want you to get rid of the reminders of her.”

I turn her face to mine so I can kiss her properly, sliding my tongue over hers as I begin to thrust again, our lovemaking slower, gentler, and all the more meaningful. “I love you,” I say with a hiccup. “You’ll always have the biggest piece of my heart.”

“I love you, too. You have mine.”

I’m crying into her mouth, whispering over and over again how much I love her. How lucky I am that the whirlwind chose us. That she chose me.

And in a heartbeat, the moment is dashed when a stampede of feet slaps the hardwood floor down the hallway. “I’m hungry. Where’s Mommy?” Sydney asks one of her siblings.

“I hope Papa makes waffles,” Dustin says.

It’s an instant mood killer, and I find I’m able to chuckle as I help Birdie off the counter, my spirit lighter now that we’ve had this conversation. “I’ll make the waffles if you—” My words die in my mouth when Birdie only stands there, not moving to clean my cum from her thighs or adjust her clothing while I’m washing my hands, her brows drawn. “Birdie?”

She snaps out of it, giving me a faint smile. “Right, you’re on waffle duty. I’ll meet you out there in a few minutes.”

“You feeling alright?”

“Yeah, I just…” Birdie passes me a hand towel to dry my hands. “There’s something we need to discuss tonight, ok?”

“Something good, I hope?”

“Mommy! Papa! Where are you?” Sydney calls, walking back down the hallway.

“Tonight,” Birdie says, pushing me out the door.


Chapter 26

Teagan

At bedtime, I tap Elliott’s hip to signal that the kids are asleep. I motion for him to sit at the table in the kitchen, but I’m too anxious to do anything other than pace a few steps back and forth while I chew the cuticle around my thumb, making it bleed.

Elliott turns his chair and grabs my hands, forcing me to stop and face him. “Say what you need to say.”

“I don’t want any more children,” I blurt, on the verge of hurling when the blood drains from his face.

“You want to give the baby up for adoption?” he asks, as distressed as when we had the blow-up before I left the cabin with Davis and Goldie.

“No! I-I meant after this one. I’m going to ask the doctor to tie my tubes.”

Elliott lays a hand over his heart before leaning forward with his head between his knees, breathing hard and fast. I rub his back, bending over to give him an awkward hug that ends when he straightens and wraps his arms around my legs, pulling me against his naked chest.

“You scared me something awful,” he says, his voice cracking. He blows out a long, shaky breath, laughing it off weakly. “Four’s a good number. Any more than that, and we’d probably have to move.”

“This is our home.” I may not have lived here long, but my roots are already burrowing deep into the dense soil of this land. “We’re never moving.”

Elliott’s eyes crinkle with a growing smile. “Good.”

“So you’re really ok with not having…you know…” I whisper the next part with a wince. “Not having any kids of your own?”

Elliott frowns, and yup, I want to hurl again. But then he says, “They’re all ‘my own’, Mama.”

“Damn you, Elliott. You’re always making me cry. I hate crying.”

He laughs. “I know, but I can’t promise not to do it again. But what I can do,” he says, lifting and carrying me back to our bed and sweet babies, “is make sure they’re all happy tears.”

* * *

It’s nerve-racking leaving the property for the first time since we moved back to the cabin. So far, with no sign of Mom, we’ve ventured out of the cabin, going a little farther each day with Storm, of course, trotting along beside us so the kids can play. There’s so much to explore, like the dirt track that Elliott wants to build and the makeshift shooting range where Elliott has started giving me lessons. The land is simply gorgeous, my roots growing deeper as Elliott and I have walked along, hand in hand.

As we drive to the nearby town that is larger than ours and hosts the hospital where I’ll be giving birth, Elliott and I keep a close eye on the cars around us, the kids in the back seat, since I declined Layla’s offer to babysit. I’m nervous enough as it is about being away from Dustin and Sydney when they start at their new school in two days.

Elliott and I are both stunned when the receptionist at Dr. Patel’s office pushes her blue glasses with a beaded chain up to wear them like a headband over her closely shaved, deep plum colored hair and tells us, “A donor has already paid the balance ahead of time.”

“Who?” Elliott asks.

“He asked to remain anonymous,” she says.

Elliott raps his knuckles twice on the counter. “Ahh, so it was Russell.”

The receptionist raises a brow, and her silver tongue ring clicks her teeth when she says, “I didn’t say that.”

He snorts. “Didn’t have to. I know my brother.” Then he asks, “Just the balance today or…?”

“All of them.”

“Why would he do that?” I ask Elliott when we sit together on one of the padded benches while the kids play at the provided sensory table, waiting to be called back to the examination room.

“He can be an ass sometimes,” Elliott grumbles, resting his hand on my knee, his heat penetrating the denim material of my black jeans that I can no longer button up around my waist. “But he also has the biggest heart of any man I’ve ever known and likes taking care of his people, simple as that.”

I’m stunned again to realize that there’s no question I’m now one of those people. That I have people, too. A real family.

“Though I could have paid the balance myself,” Elliott says. “Or you could have.”

I cut a look at him, confused by his quip delivered without bitter sarcasm at my lack of funds, like it would have been if Quincy had said it. “What?”

Elliott grins. “You know, since you’re now part-owner of Berenson Trucking.”

“WHAT?”

The receptionist pulls her glasses down and peers over the counter, watching us with curiosity.

Elliott says, “I called my lawyers earlier—”

I cut him off when I ask, “You have lawyers? Multiple?”

“Yup. I’ve started the process of splitting my shares and updating my will to add you and the kids. You won’t have to work at the diner or dance hall, or anywhere else, for that matter, if you don’t want to. A pre-wedding present from me to you,” Elliott says in a raspy voice, now stroking the side of my face.

“Pre-wedding…” My heart trips over itself, rocked by another revelation—the revulsion at the thought of ever being married again, like I’d viscerally experienced each time Quincy proposed, is wholly absent when I look into Elliott’s eyes. “You want to marry me? Even after I…” I tip my head and lower my voice to the barest whisper. “Even after the way I dealt with my last husband?”

“Oh yes, I do. I very much do.” He kisses me, a lingering brush of our lips that we both want to take further, but sadly can’t at the moment. “I know just the spot where I want us to say our vows after we deal with the lurker situation.”

“You mean…?”

Elliott nods, and we pull apart when my name is called.

* * *

With a mountain of relief, Dr. Patel doesn’t talk to me like I’m the worst mother in the world after I tell her why I hadn’t been able to go to the doctor sooner, careful with my language around the kids. Her kind, dark eyes are understanding, unlike my last OBGYN’s harsh judgment when I was pregnant with Kendall at my age.

Since I’m so far along in my pregnancy, once I’m done giving blood and am finished with my initial exam, a tech with hot pink box braids, wearing blue polka dot scrubs, rolls an ultrasound machine into my room for an anatomy scan. Sitting in a chair beside me on the examination table with Kendall on his knee, Elliott grips my left hand tight while Dustin and Sydney stand on either side of him. We’re all transfixed by the black and white images on the screen as the tech moves cold jelly around my abdomen with her wand, taking pictures and measurements.

“Hi, baby,” I say softly when we get a close look at their face and tiny button nose, my heart growing exponentially, already so in love with them.

Elliott hiccups, the sound the only thing that can draw my attention away. “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.” His lower lip trembles as he tries to hold it together, tears gathering at the inner corners of his eyes. My big, intimidating, silver bear is crying.

The tech asks in an upbeat voice, “Do you want to find out the sex, Mom and…?” She stumbles over what to call Elliott as she looks back and forth between us, her eyes catching on his neck tattoo before darting away.

“Papa,” I tell her. I have to laugh when that doesn’t clear anything up for the tech, and the baby is jostled from side to side on the screen like a cocktail shaken by a bartender, which the kids find infinitely hilarious. “He’s the baby’s dad, not mine.”

Elliott hiccups again.

“Oh, ok.” She blows out a nervous laugh, embarrassed when she whispers, “Sorry.”

When I tell her that, yes, we would like to know the sex, she moves the wand higher and presses a fingertip against the screen.

Elliott drops his head onto my arm as he grips my hand tighter, unable to wrestle back any more hiccups, my sleeve turning wet with his joyful tears. “We’re having a son, Birdie.”

The tech leaves the room to give us a few private moments while the kids hug Elliott, and I stroke his hair until he can gather himself.

“Have you thought of any names yet?” he asks, swiping his tears away with a thumb.

“Don’t laugh,” I say, squirming a little. “But I was thinking maybe Killian? I know it’s unusual and kind of on the nose, but—”

“Killian Berenson would be a strong name for a boy, if you want to take my last name.”

“I do.” I give the kids my phone so they can sit in the corner and watch cartoons, then curl my finger for Elliott to come closer so the kids won’t hear me. “Palmer is just the last name the guy who forged our papers picked. It’s actually Chambers.” Though I haven’t been a Chambers in so long that it doesn’t hold much meaning for me anymore.

“Teagan Chambers, huh?”

I’m a little sheepish when I confess, “It’s actually Tennessee, not Teagan. My grandpa named me.” Not to mention that Dustin and Sydney aren’t their real names either, but I never want to speak or even think of those horrible and ridiculous Zera-themed names again.

“Tennessee Chambers,” Elliott says, as if meeting me for the first time.

But I shake my head. “I’m keeping Teagan. Teagan Berenson. It would be confusing for the kids.” Speaking of them, I tell him, “It’ll be pricey, but I want to find someone here who can get us all new papers so—”

“You want to give the kids my last name, too?” He’s back to hiccuping again.

“Our last name. Dustin, Sydney, Kendall, and Killian Berenson.”

“Damnit, Birdie.” He uses my knit sweater’s sleeve to wipe his face. “I’m never going to stop crying at this rate.”

When the tech returns to clean the jelly from my stomach and print out the sonogram photos for us to take home, I ask her, “How do you become a sonographer?”

“Is that something you’re interested in?” she asks.

“Maybe,” I say with a thought to my future and what I want to do with my life, but also with a ton of self-doubt. Elliott said I don’t have to work, but I want to…just with a few extra days off for vacation and family time, for once.

“You can do it, Birdie,” Elliott says as we’re walking to the Bronco after the tech explained all the years of schooling and specialty exams she had to get through. It’s enough to make my head spin.

“I don’t even have my GED,” I tell him. I had studied long enough, having found a used prep-test study guide at the women’s shelter after arriving in Las Vegas, plus a few free online courses that I took at night. But I was never able to sneak away from work, Quincy, and the kids long enough to take each of the four subtests. I’m sure that was another one of Quincy’s designs to keep me under his thumb and reliant on him.

“Then you’ll start with that and move on from there,” Elliott says. “I know you can do it.”

“I can do it,” I say to myself as much as to him, trying to make myself believe it. Then, with more confidence, when Elliott and I buckle the kids into their car seats, “I will do it.” I repeat it in my head the whole way home until I well and truly believe it. I will go to school. I will take my subtests and exams. I will chase the dream I had when I was ten, and I will give my kids everything they deserve so they can go on and achieve their dreams, no matter what life throws at them.

And no one is going to stop me, or they’ll end up buried beside Priscilla, a mile and a half away from the cabin, where Elliott and I will be exchanging our vows atop a patch of grass that isn’t quite the same shade or length as the rest.

Elliott

There’s no preparing the kids for the arrival of Old Man Jones’s son, Peter, to pick up Storm. We’ve tried over the last week since Birdie’s appointment, when I got the call that he’d been able to schedule time off from work to come down to Texas.

“I’ll kill him if he tries to take her,” Dustin says, baring his teeth as he hugs Storm around the neck. She laps at his tears, his face growing wetter.

“Oh man, we need to do something about that,” Birdie whispers to me from the side of her mouth, sitting on the living room floor with him while I rock in the recliner with Kendall and Sydney, reading another one of my old comics aloud, trying to distract them from what’s to come. With her eyes narrowed, she tips her head toward Dustin. “He can’t keep going around, threatening to kill people.”

“Why? Like mother and father, like son.” I grin, though it’s wiped clean off my face when Birdie scowls at me.

It’s the first time we’ve had a disagreement since they moved back home, and I have to say, I’m not too fond of us not being on the same page, especially where the kids are concerned. I’m the one who’s new to this whole parenting situation, after all, still finding my footing.

“Do you want him to end up in prison?” She raises a brow. “Because that’s how you end up in prison.”

And don’t I know it.

Storm lunges out of Dustin’s hold, her hackles raised as she howls and scrabbles at the front door, having heard the crunch of gravel beneath tires before anyone else as a silver sedan bounces precariously down our driveway, right on time, slowing when the front bumper bottoms out over the pit I still haven’t fixed.

Dustin surges to his feet, darting away quickly to escape Birdie’s reach when she tries to grab him. He balls his fists at his sides and screams, “I’ll kill—”

“Enough,” I say. Not quite a snap, but firm enough to get his attention. I wiggle out from under Kendall and Sydney to kneel before my boy, holding his hands. “I won’t tell you how to think or that your feelings are wrong, but you at least need to be careful about what you say and who you say it to, or else you’ll end up with a bad reputation and zero friends.”

“That is so not the problem,” Birdie says with another scowl, dragging her hands down her face.

My boy’s shoulders sag. “But Papa, he can’t take her. He can’t.”

Though I’m of the same mind—Storm is part of our family—I tell him, “She belonged with Peter’s dad, and I know Peter must miss her terribly. He’s been looking for her ever since she went missing, so letting her go home with him is the right thing to do.”

“I don’t care,” he says with an angry pout.

Again, I agree, but since I want to be the kind of father he deserves and set a good example, I say, “I bet Storm misses him too.”

That does the trick, and Dustin falls into my arms. His tears just about undo me, and it takes every bit of my willpower to stand and command Storm to release, then swing open the front door.

Maybe ten to fifteen years younger than me, Peter isn’t exactly a small man, only a few inches and pounds smaller, wearing khakis and a puffer vest over a long-sleeved turtle neck. Yet he quickly steps back, his eyes going to my neck before traveling up. I’m sure my unfriendly expression isn’t helping matters. Neither is Dustin’s, though he doesn’t yet again threaten to murder the man. That’s progress.

“Uh, Elliott?” When I grunt, he rubs his hands together, his wavy ginger hair styled neatly. “I’m Peter Jones.”

Instead of inviting him inside with words, at risk of shooting him myself if he doesn’t get off my property, I step back, holding the door open.

He almost reluctantly steps inside, greeted by Birdie with our daughters standing beside her, all their arms crossed, hips cocked, sporting the same glare. It’s adorable, and I wish I could have taken a picture before Birdie snaps out of it when Peter clears his throat nervously.

Neither he nor Storm moves toward each other. Her tail is wagging, though, and her hackles have lowered when he says, “Heya, Daisy.” Other than that, she doesn’t react to his presence, which is odd.

He notices my silent assessment. “Pops adopted her long after I moved away, so we aren’t all that familiar.”

“Right, uh, I’m Teagan. It’s nice to meet you, Peter,” Birdie says, shaking his hand.

“Likewise.” Peter gives her a winning smile. I don’t like it. “You’re Elliott’s daughter?” he asks, rocking back and forth on his nice sneakers as if he’s shy. I don’t like that either.

I hold back a huff, closing the door. “She’s my wife.” Fiancée, technically, but she might as well be. It’s a done deal, as far as I’m concerned.

Peter’s mouth gapes open in shock. “Really?” He coughs into his fist. “I meant, uh…” his clean-shaven cheeks puff up, and he blows out a breath, chuckling uneasily.

Birdie motions to the couch. “Why don’t we sit?”

When we take our seats, all of us staring silently at Peter, he unzips his vest, sweat breaking out on his shiny forehead. “Sure is warm in here.”

“It is,” I say, unbuttoning my cuffs and rolling my sleeves up so he can get a good look at the bloody, sharpened screwdriver tattooed on my right forearm and an ex-inmate’s decaying face with his lips sewn shut on my left.

Peter grows increasingly jittery, and Storm goes to sit in front of Birdie instead of him when he holds his hands out to pet her. He straightens, his eyes on Storm’s distended teats on her belly. “Did she have puppies?”

I nod, and Dustin slips out of the room to retrieve Rain and Sky from my bedroom, where they’d been napping.

“They’re too young to be separated,” Birdie says, “so you’d have to take them, too.”

“No!” Sydney cries, turning on her mama, as does Dustin when he returns with both puppies tucked under his arms. “He can’t do that! They’re ours!”

Kendall immediately begins screaming and crying too, cycling her legs in the air until Birdie sets her down, and she toddles over to her siblings.

I curl my fists on my thighs as I stare at the man breaking my kids’ hearts. It’s not his fault. It’s not anyone’s fault. We’re doing the right thing by reuniting him with Storm. And it’s only for that reason I work to keep calm and ignore the static building in my head when I say, “As you can see, we have grown quite attached to them.” I give myself points for using actual words instead of kicking his ass out.

“Yes, I see that,” Peter says, his Adam’s apple bobbing high in his throat.

I crack my neck from side to side when the kids collapse in a crying heap on the floor with Storm and the puppies. “It would be a shame, though—”

I don’t have to finish the threat that starts to come out, no matter how hard I tried to stop it, when Peter suddenly stands. “Thanks so much for finding Daisy—”

“Her name is Storm!” Sydney yells.

“And giving her a lovely home. My pops would have been happy to see she’s well-loved and taken care of.” He gives a short wave before he all but runs out of the cabin, spraying gravel and gouging out another pit when he whips his car around and speeds away.

“That went well,” Birdie says with a little giggle, circling her arms around me from behind when I close the door that Peter had left open in his hasty exit.

I turn and tip her chin up. “You’re not mad at me?”

“For being all big and bad and scaring him off so we could keep them?” She snorts. “No.” She curls her finger so I’ll bend in half, then rolls up on her tiptoes to say, “I was hoping you would do exactly that, Daddy.”

I groan. “You couldn’t have waited to say that until the kids were in bed?” I grab her hip and pull her against me.

“I mean…it is almost nap time.” She tugs on my earlobe with her teeth.

“Can’t wait, Mama.” I spin her around, using her to hide my erection. “Alright, kiddos!” I clap my hands. “Time for a nap!”

Dustin whines, “But I’m not tired.”

“The puppies can sleep on the bed with you—just this once—but only if y’all are really good and go right to sleep,” I tell them.

They cheer, gathering the puppies and rushing down the hall with Storm wagging her tail wildly.

Within five minutes, the kids are happy and asleep, and I have Birdie on her knees on the bathroom counter again, my cock planted deep inside her from behind while I swirl a wet finger around her backside, making her beg for Daddy to cum inside her now when she orgasms. And then a second time. I try for a third, but she pushes me off, needing her own nap afterward. Might as well join them, too, since I’ll be up all night yet again.

* * *

I’m on edge twenty-four-seven. I thought bringing Birdie and the kids home would ease the interminable buzzing beneath my skin—and it has, to some degree. I’ve pinched myself to the point of bruising on multiple occasions, making sure I’m not dreaming or hallucinating. The new tattoo and dogs have helped, too, but there’s that nagging worry over Birdie’s mother every single day in the three weeks since Russell’s disastrous welcome party. Why hasn’t she made herself known? Attempted to take Sydney? Could Birdie be wrong, and her mother has indeed given up?

Without any closure, always wondering what if?, it’s tough to concentrate, now that I’m back at work and away from my family during the day. Life is moving on. When the kids are in school, Birdie and Kendall hang out with Goldie so they’re not alone, while Birdie refreshes her memory, studying for her GED. I should be able to move on, too, finding my new normal as a part-time warehouse employee, but I simply can’t. I need that closure.

And so, it’s another sleepless night of making circuits around the cabin, carrying my loaded sawed-off with Storm by my side while everyone else is asleep. Thunder rumbles in the distance, and the drizzle that has been falling off and on since last night turns into a sudden downpour, the already full creek rising. The rain obscures any would-be out-of-place scent, anyway, and with no visual or auditory clues after another half hour, Storm and I trudge inside, still unsettled.

“You can’t keep going like this,” Birdie says from behind, making me jump as I’m shucking off my damp jacket in the dark kitchen. “The sleep deprivation is only going to drive you crazier, and there will be plenty of that when the baby comes.”

“You’re getting too good at creeping up on people,” I say, drying my hair with a clean dishtowel.

“Thanks,” she says, leaning into me, her body heat chasing the chill from my skin, her gorgeous hair tangled in a nest from sleep. “I learned from the best.”

“Oh yeah? What else have you learned, my little black widow?” I ask with my hands on her waist, backing her against the refrigerator, where I’ve hidden my gun on top beside hers.

Birdie’s eyes flash with desire when a bolt of lightning strikes close enough to make the windows rattle, illuminating the room. “Hmm, let’s see.” She licks her bottom lip and cups my cock that is already growing hard in my jeans. “I learned I can make you whimper just by sucking the tip of your dick, Daddy.”

Pleasure zings down my spine when she unbuttons and unzips my jeans, slipping her little hand under the stiff denim fabric to lightly graze my shaft.

“Want me to show you?” she asks.

“Fuck, Birdie, yes, yes.” My cock is already spitting precum when she lowers herself to kneel on the floor, but I yank her up with my hands under her armpits, high enough for her to attempt wrapping her legs around my waist. “But not in here.” We don’t need to traumatize the kids, should any of them wake and come looking for us.

As soon as I flip the lock inside the hall bathroom, Birdie slides down my body to kneel. She grips my shaft, strangling it and making me roll up on the toes of my boots, and I stumble back, my spine slamming against the door with a loud thud. She presses the tip of her hot tongue into the slit at the top of my crown, licking away the bead of precum with a hum of delight at the taste that makes me go cross-eyed.

“Beg me to suck your dick, Daddy.”

“Please, please, please.” I pant and lift my T-shirt, flexing my abs to see my goddess past my stomach.

Birdie grins devilishly. “You can do better than that.”

“Fuck, Mama, please, please, I need your mouth.”

“You do?” She strokes me once, giving me another lick that has my knees close to buckling.

“I’ll die without it.” I grip her bun, wanting to push her head down, but unwilling to apply any pressure or force anything on her. She’s the one in control, not me.

And she’s right, she knows how to pull the whimpers right out of me when she sucks my crown into her mouth with a little pop, the intense suction having me ready to blow in under a minute. When another bolt of lightning strikes closer, Birdie screams, startled by the proximity, and she nicks my cock with her incisors.

“Ow, ow, fuck!” It happens instantaneously, cumming without warning at the sharp bite of pain. “Sorry, fuck, I can’t stop!” I groan, pumping my hips to push a little deeper into her mouth, spilling down her throat.

Birdie braces her hands on my thighs, swallowing and gasping for breath as soon as I pull out after unloading my last spurt of cum on her tongue. “Man, that was intense, huh? I told you I could make you—”

Storm goes berserk from the front room, her bark competing with the boom of thunder with the next flash of lightning. Birdie screams again when I pull her up and shove her behind me just as the bathroom window shatters inward, spraying glass shards, leaving a jagged hole in the center.

I’ve had my fair share of nightmares, but nothing quite compares to the sight of the demon with a severe haircut standing on the other side of the broken window, her mud-streaked, soaking wet dress plastered to her skeletal body. It’s a scene straight out of a horror movie, ribbons of blood cascading down the demon’s arm, a knife held in the fist she used to punch through the window.

“I found you, Tennessee,” the demon says through a mouth full of broken or missing teeth, her head bobbing on her reedy neck. “Now, bring her to me!”

“Fuck, that’s creepy,” Birdie says, peering around me while I fumble with the lock, quickly backing Birdie out of the room away from the nightmare creature come to life. Birdie’s mother.

The demon cocks her head at the sound of Birdie’s voice like a possessed doll, her chest heaving up and down, a crazed look in her glassy eyes.

How long must she or anyone else have watched Storm and me make our fruitless rounds tonight, smug that she remained undetected? I shudder at the thought that she could have caught me unaware and abruptly ended my beautiful new life. But at least I know one thing: she either doesn’t have a gun or she was too scared to use it. Because it would have taken more than one bullet to put me down, and I would have used my last breath to take her to purgatory with me.

When the demon suddenly darts to the left, I sprint toward the kitchen with Birdie racing behind me, my boots pounding the hardwood floor. I make a grab for both of our guns, then pull Birdie down in a crouch at the mouth of the hallway. Now that Birdie’s mother is here, adrenaline and the taste of violence surge within me, our shot at retribution on the horizon. The creature who abused and terrorized my family is going to get exactly what she deserves.


Chapter 27

Teagan

Elliott catches me around the waist when I spring up and try to run past him, and I yell, “Get your hands off me!”

Elliott instantly lets go, but says, “She might not be alone. Remember the plan.”

It’s enough to get me from flying right out the back door. We’ve been over the plan so many times that it should be ingrained at this point, but I hadn’t anticipated the absolute raging gut punch it would be to finally see Mom all these years later.

Elliott and I duck walk into the kitchen, and then he rises enough to peek over the counter before squatting again with his phone pulled from his back pocket. With the push of two buttons, Elliott calls his brother. “She’s here. Backyard.”

“On our way,” Russell answers with a deadly rumble, the screen going dark when they end the call.

An eerie tap tap tap from the kitchen window causes goosebumps to break out all over my body as we press our backs against the kitchen cabinets out of view. “I know she’s in there!” Mom screams after the next boom of thunder. The sound of her fury is electrifying, like a live wire has been shoved into my spine, my heart slamming against my ribs. “She doesn’t belong to you!”

“Fuck you!” I yell, legs tensing with the need to run outside and confront her, and Elliott hugs me hard.

Another thing I hadn’t anticipated—Mom deciding to reveal herself instead of trying to sneak her way inside or attempting to ambush us to kidnap Sydney. Would it even be kidnapping with Sydney being her biological child? It’s a testament to just how mentally deranged or delusional she is that, after all this time spent watching us, she thinks she can use brute force or threats to get what she wants when she looks like she could keel over at any second.

Delusional and deranged…a deadly combination.

I grip my shotgun. This could all be over in seconds. Just stand and shoot. Blow her head clean off. But then the blood and brain matter would be a bitch to clean off the deck, and replacing the window would be inconvenient.

“Remember the plan,” Elliott reminds me again, kissing my cheek.

I hate the waiting, and apparently so does Mom, because she screeches an unearthly sound as she races across the deck, her steps uneven, and something sharp is thrown at the cabin, inches to the side of the window.

“What’s happening?” Sydney wails from the mouth of the hallway, huddled with Dustin. Storm abandons the back door to trot over to them, giving Dustin a lick before running back into position.

Angling my body to hide my gun, I tell Dustin in a harsh whisper, “Keep your sisters locked in my bathroom. Do not come out until we tell you to.” We’ve kept the spare mattress up, blocking the bedroom window, but should anyone try to gain access through it, the kids have their own plan to follow—grab the two baseball bats that we’ve stowed in the en suite bathroom cabinet, then wait for Cora, who has been given a code word and key to the cabin.

Without argument, Dustin grabs Sydney’s hand and starts dragging her back down the hallway, kicking and screaming.

“No, no! I’m scared! Mommy!” Sydney yells, wrestling with her brother.

I run in a crouched position and hook my free arm around both of them. Sydney squeezes my neck tight enough to choke me.

“I need you to be brave, baby, and take care of Kendall,” I say, giving her a task, something she can focus her energy on instead of what’s going on outside. “She’s going to be scared, too.” Sydney nods, and I say with a tiny hitch of relief, “I promise, after tonight, you’ll never have to be scared again.” Then I push them both roughly. “Now hide and lock the door!”

“They’re in position,” Elliott says when I make it back to him, and his phone lights up with a text. “This is it. You ready?”

I nod. No more waiting or worrying. “She dies tonight.”

Elliott drops his phone, then surprises me by grabbing the back of my head and pulling me in for a hard kiss, cutting our bottom lips when our teeth clack together. “I love you so fucking much.”

I lick my lip, then his. “I love you, too.”

“Zaxsha!” Mom shrieks, hurling what I suspect is another rock at the house. “I want Zaxsha!”

“Who the fuck—Sydney,” Elliott says with a sneer and disgusted twist of his mouth, answering his own question. “That’s her name?”

“Was,” I say. “Her name is Sydney, and she is our daughter. She belongs with us.”

“Yes,” Elliott growls, his chest rising and falling faster as his form seems to grow taller, wider, his knuckles turning white on his gun with a murderous rage to match my own. My twin flame. Mine.

We both look down when Elliott’s phone lights up with a text message.

Russell: She’s alone. Go.

It’s shortly followed by an explosion of noise outside, and Elliott bursts out of his crouch, the back door cracking open. The slanted rain floods the interior while Storm sprints ahead of Elliott, who does a running leap over the deck railing with his gun raised, shouting at Mom to drop her knife.

I rush out, careful not to slip on the slick stairs, finding a lifted teal truck fishtailed in the backyard, having driven up the right side of the cabin beside the creek. Mom’s hands are thrown up over her face in the truck’s ultra-bright LED headlights, flashing the metallic tip of her knife, a fair bit of blood snaking down her spindly arm. Guns drawn, Paul rounds the back of the shed while Russell approaches from the woods. With the creek at Mom’s back, she’s surrounded, and Storm darts in and out, circling her like a ravenous wolf.

“Birdie?” Elliott says over his shoulder without taking his eyes off Mom, his index finger curling over his trigger. “This is your call. What do you want to do?”

It’s the final part of the plan that I have yet to decide. How can I with so many fantastic options to choose from?

Mom squints when I saddle up next to Elliott. Storm comes running to my side at the sound of my voice when I giggle abruptly. Just a little bit to see Mom standing amid a pile of river rocks, wearing her familiar, long, tattered apron tied at her waist to protect her hideous dress. In fact, I can’t stop giggling as I walk toward her with a confident swagger and Storm following me step for step, my gun pointed up and resting on my shoulder since she’s no threat. It’s absolutely hilarious when Mom nervously but bravely rolls her shoulders and brandishes her pitiful little kitchen knife.

“Hello, Mezzarx,” I say, using the Zeraxist title for all the mothers at the compound. “Don’t you look like shit.”

Eight years into living with the cult, she hardly looked like the same woman who’d given birth to me, underweight and rapidly aged beyond her years without proper sunscreen and medical care in the Nevada desert, which she proudly touted was the “natural order of things for Zeraxy’s warriors”, building the mental strength needed for the coming trials of battling the Gonarfans. What a load of crap.

Now, she makes it look like our time in the cult was a motherfucking all-inclusive resort, her lighter brown eyes now shrunken deep into her skull, her cheekbones even more pronounced. The skin along the left side of her body is shiny and puckered, painfully and sloppily knitted together. Burns, I realize, from the explosion, which I doubt she sought medical attention for, else she might have been arrested. Oh, how she must have suffered, I think gleefully.

She still has that same maniacal, fiery devotion to the Zeraxists, despite everything, and if I thought for even the briefest of moments that she had finally opened her eyes and come to throw herself at my feet, begging my forgiveness for what she did to me, this whole shtick has snuffed it out. She never would have found forgiveness here, anyway.

Even as Mom sways listlessly, she points her knife at me, her hair dark at her roots, stringy, faded yellow hair matted to her ghoulish face. “You took Za—”

I whip my gun down and fire near her filthy, white sneakers, making her dance like a puppet for me. “Damn fucking right I did! And her name is Sydney. She’s doing wonderful, by the way. Happy. Healthy. No longer engaged to someone before she even took her first step.”

Mom wheezes for breath, a wet, hacking cough making her bony chest cave in after that tiny bit of exertion. This just gets better and better.

“Engaged?” The tooth-pick skinny kid, Trace—who looks the very picture of health compared to Mom—takes his bucket hat off and hurls it at the ground, pacing beside his truck with a handgun held in his left fist.

“Oh yes,” I say, spitting out the water that streams from my hair into my mouth after a lightning bolt strikes close by, making everyone jumpy. “The Zeraxists plan that sick shit from the moment the women give birth.”

Steam rises from my skin in the cold, hard driving rain, my blood scorching hot with vengeance rushing in my veins as I step closer to Mom, grass and mud squelching beneath my bare feet. I’m grounded to this land, and it strengthens me, this solid foundation I’m building my new life upon.

I take a wide stance and raise my voice when I demand, “Tell them, Mezzarx, who you planned to marry her off to when she turns twelve!”

Someone cocks their gun with a deep growl from their chest that resonates within my very soul, my heart beating and my thoughts in sync with his—Sydney’s Papa.

Mom lifts her chin, the tendons in her neck taut and freakishly sliding beneath her nearly translucent skin like maggots. “Her marriage to Guxxer would have made Zeraxy proud. Their children—”

I scream the sound of a thousand ravens taking flight, my throat raw as I rush forward with my gun aimed at her head.

“Birdie!” Elliott yells, unbearably distraught, and I stop just out of reach of Mom’s knife that’s poised to strike. I’m fully prepared for it when Elliott loops a burly arm around me from behind between my breasts and belly to yank me back while the other men creep closer, yelling at Mom to drop her knife to no avail.

“It’s time to finish this,” Elliott says, his palm gliding lower to rest over our baby.

“Yes.” I tip my head back, and he drops a kiss on my lips. “I’ve decided,” I say. Those river rocks at Mom’s feet have given me an idea.

“Will it hurt, Mama?”

The tiny nicks on my bottom lip sting when I smile. Yes, it will. I turn that smile on my mom. “Put the rocks in your apron pockets, Mezzarx. As many as you can fit.”

Her mouth gapes open like a fish—how fitting—when she stammers out, “W-Why?”

I roll my eyes. “So you’ll sink to the bottom of the creek and drown, duh.”

Terror-stricken but trying not to show it, she says, “I demand—”

“Child abusers don’t get to demand shit,” Paul shouts, shooting the ground near her feet, the buckshot pitting the earth.

I clutch my ribs, laughing when she screams and dances a jig, closer to the creek.

Elliott is at my back when we move to the pile of rocks. “Go on, Mezzarx,” I say, picking one up and pelting her with it, making her duck and yelp, covering her head. “You’ve spent the, what, last twelve years dreaming of the day you’d die and get to fight for Zeraxy? Your husband is supposedly up there, too, right? Aren’t you excited to see him again?” I throw another rock, harder this time, and she bows when it strikes her side.

“You’re evil! Infected by the evil of the Gonarfans! You all are!” she screams, twisting to run away, only for Trace to yell at her to back the fuck up!

“Seriously? Do you not hear how insane you sound?” I throw another stone, my voice growing harder as my humor fades. “If I’m evil, then you made me this way when you chose some lunatic and his fucking fairy tales over me. Forced me to get married when I was fourteen! How could a mother do that?” She parts her chapped, bloodless lips to no doubt spew more of her science fiction bullshit, but I cut her off. “A vile, hateful bitch who doesn’t give one shit about her own flesh and blood. I could never do that to my kids.”

“They are not yours! They are Zeraxy’s!” Mom screams before her hacking coughs take over again, her eyes now bulging out of her head in such a grotesque manner that nausea churns my stomach.

I kick the remaining rocks toward her with the side of my foot. “They are mine! I’d kill for them. I already have. But you would have killed me, wouldn’t you, if Pazcart or the leaders had told you to?” My stepfather’s name rolls off my tongue like moldy slime, wretched and foul.

When I finally managed to kill Guxxer, I was set to become my stepfather’s fifth wife. Really, I couldn’t have planned it any better myself, gaining unsupervised access to Sydney and copious amounts of evidence within his much larger, concrete block house so I could grab my sister and run the night before the marriage ceremony.

“Now, chop chop,” I say, motioning to the rocks. “We don’t have all night.”

Mom’s eyes flash, and I don’t know if it’s my imagination or not that I see a tiny flicker of doubt or guilt. But then she blinks twice and wheezes out, “Zeraxy will choose when it is my time to die, not you.”

“Wrong.” I lift my gun and hold her gaze. “Put them in your pockets or you’ll go to Zeraxy without your fucking head attached!”

When she begins to tremble uncontrollably, swaying worse than before with her blood loss, and raises her colorless hands to the sky to chant a bastardized prayer of protection, I shoot. It’s not a direct shot, but I’m sure she felt the wind as the slug whizzed past her ear. Elliott is a good teacher. I mentally pat him on the back.

“Not so sure you want to join Pazcart anymore, are you?” I ask. “Are you scared it was all a lie, Mezzarx?”

“No,” she says with more conviction than she probably has. She looks behind her at the creek that we’ve all been slowly backing her toward, her hand shaking when she bends to pick up the first rock, hesitating to drop it in her pocket, still gripping that knife of hers.

I laugh. “What about now? Afraid your little galaxy isn’t real?”

“No!” She drops the rock inside her apron with contempt, then picks up another. “I’ll join my husband and be rewarded.”

“You really are a special kind of gullible, aren’t you?” I nod to another rock.

“I see the truth. You will rot in the ground while I—”

“Oh, shut up.” I fire another slug over her opposite shoulder. Three down, three more to go before I’ll have to reload, though I doubt we’ll get that far, since that cough of hers tells me she’s already knocking at death’s door. When her pockets are full, the ties digging into her hips with the weight, I tell her, “Now jump.”

Her nostrils flare, and she raises her weak arms again, squinting to see the stars through the canopy of trees and thunderstorm clouds, searching for her make-believe galaxy as she begins shuffling backward. Storm and I move with her, the men silent as they form a firing squad at my sides. Mom falters at the swollen, marshy edge of the creek bank, still clinging to the last shred of her galactic brainwashing. It’s all she has at this point. When Storm barks and lunges to nip at Mom’s ankles, Mom leaps back with a frightened, hoarse cry, and over the edge she goes.

I reveled in the death of Guxxer, Quincy, and even Priscilla when I found out. But my mother? She’s the worst of them all. She started me on this path. Wasted what remained of her life in servitude to the worst of mankind. Turned from the mother she had been when I was a child into this cruel, pathetic shell of a human. Or was the caring mother of my childhood simply a mask she wore, like Quincy, waiting to be shed? Is this who she’d always been at her core—the kind of mother who would eagerly justify abusing her own daughters time and again? And for what? To be the third wife of a disgusting, fanatic pig?

I spit toward her as she flails, gasping for air and choking on muddy water while kicking her feet. She was never a strong swimmer, and with her muscles atrophied from malnutrition and whatever illness she carries, it doesn’t take long for her energy to deplete. I smile so hard and wide that my cheeks ache when none of the men go to her rescue like I thought maybe, just maybe, they would with their strict—if not a little unconventional—moral codes. But it’s like Paul said, child abusers don’t get a pass, and my abuser is too panicked to think to pull the rocks out of her pockets or untie her apron so that she will bob to the surface. I smile all the more, counting to sixty when she finally fully slips under the water, then start over. For every year I was forced to live in that cult, I count.

Then I scream, scrambling back, falling into Elliott’s arms when a lightning bolt strikes a fat, old pine tree not ten feet from us, splitting the trunk in half, the smoking branches toppling into the water. Right. On. Top. Of. Her. I laugh as I rise, then again when she floats to the top, face up in the water, her eyes unseeing, mouth open on an endless, soundless scream, her hair catching on a smaller branch, her pockets empty.

When I can catch my breath, I spit toward her again. “Guess you stopped believing in the end. No reward for you, Mezzarx.”

“This is so fudged up,” Russell says from my left, shifting on his feet as he stares at the water, his gun hanging limply at his side.

“Then why didn’t you stop me?” I ask, cutting him a look. Not that I would have let him.

He shucks the water off his face. “She hurt our family. No one gets away with hurting our family.” Then, almost as if he fears being rejected, he hesitantly claps Elliott twice on his shoulder. When Elliott doesn’t roll his joint to dislodge Russell’s hand, Russell pulls him into a hug, and the brothers beat each other’s backs, murmuring something to each other that the rest of us can’t hear.

Storm licks my hand when I uncurl my talons and drop my gun. She spins a circle and sits before me as if on guard in case Mezzarx should rise from the dead, and I scratch her behind the ears. “Good girl, Storm.” She really is the goodest good girl in the whole wide real world. She wags her tail, splashing more mud across my feet.

I suck in a breath when a small hand slips into mine on the right, then another on my left, Dustin and Sydney standing wet but calm beside me, each with a puppy at their heels. I study them from the corners of my eyes, their faces stoic, and I squeeze their hands.

Perhaps there is a grain of truth to what Mom said. The evil that has infected me. Am I not infecting my children? Nurturing that same evil within them?

“I love you, Mommy,” Sydney says, tipping her head against my arm, water dripping from the ends of her braids.

“Me too,” says Dustin, turning and putting his arms around me.

Kendall squeals from behind, and when I turn sharply to find her in Cora’s arms on the deck, my sweet little girl claps her hands with delight like we’re playing a game.

Fuck it. Serial killer or not, I’m still a better mother than the crazy bitch who raised me.

Elliott

The relentless buzzing and static I’ve fought for decades is curiously absent as Birdie and I hold hands, our bodies aching and filthy, taking a moment of silence after we finish tamping down the dirt over her mother’s grave. I was the one who fished the body out of the water, but Birdie is the one who picked her final burial site, right in the center of where we plan to start building the race track as soon as the ground dries out. Mezzarx’s spirit, if she has one, will never know a moment’s peace.

“Do you feel that?” Birdie asks with a whisper, squeezing my hand that’s gone blistered and raw from the hard work of digging out the dense, waterlogged soil.

“Feel what?”

“The calm. It’s so quiet in here.” She taps her temple.

“Yeah, I do.” I take a deep breath, the rain abated, the land cleansed of what happened tonight.

“I think…I think it’s over. We really found it this time.”

“Found what?”

She turns into my chest, resting her chin on my upper abdomen as she looks up. “Freedom.”

“We did,” I say, carefully cupping her cheeks, smearing a little blood across her soft skin.

“You too?”

I nod, kissing her softly when she rolls up onto her tiptoes.

“I can’t wait to marry you. Just the five of us in a private ceremony.”

“Six,” I say, pushing a hand between us to palm her baby bump beneath her soggy flannel. “What about the reception?”

She smiles. “I was thinking maybe we could have a do-over of the welcome party since the first one didn’t turn out so well.”

I slide my hands down to her thighs, marking her skin with more of my blood, and lift her. “I can think of at least one thing that turned out well that night.”

Though her eyes are hooded with desire in the early dawn light, I start hiking toward the cabin, both of us keen to be home with our babies and clean the filth of this night from our skin and minds before settling back into bed, renewed. We’ll save having sex on the grave for another night.


Chapter 28

Teagan

Partially obscured by the trees bordering the southwest side of Russell’s property, Russell and Elliott finally find a dilapidated car three days later. It’s one Elliott recognizes best, having nearly collided with it head-on the night he left Goldie’s house after everything fell apart. We suspect it’s a stolen vehicle, its Nevada license plates bent in such a way to perhaps avoid being captured on camera. A late-nineties model amalgamation of different parts, we’re all surprised it held together long enough to make the drive to Texas.

Mom must have been living in it for who knows how long, sleeping on a crusty pillow and what’s left of a thin comforter, their original factory colors unidentifiable. They look like they were dug out of a dumpster, while she barely subsisted on a few putrid open pouches of tuna and what’s left of a loaf of stale, moldy bread. Even more surprising is the evidence of her surviving a serious infection, half the comforter torn into strips for makeshift bandages, all of which are covered in blood and pus. I’ve never smelled anything so foul in my life. Considering the compound’s restrooms were nothing more than movable tin shacks with latrines crudely dug into the sand, that’s saying something.

“Maybe this is why she came at us directly instead of waiting for a better opportunity to snatch Sydney,” Elliott says, picking up one particularly smelly, soiled strip by the very corner of the fabric. “She was running out of time.”

I scrunch my nose, breathing through my mouth as I dig through the broken glove compartment, looking for any identifying information Mom might have left behind. Though her leg had healed from Storm’s bite, who knows what other ailments she must have suffered. She probably wouldn’t have even lived long enough to make it back to the desert—if there’s even anything to go back to.

“I still can’t figure out why she didn’t attack you on your own,” I say. “Or at least try to slip past you into the cabin while we were asleep. It doesn’t make sense.”

I can think of a million ways I would have done things differently to get my daughter back. Leaving meat out in the woods filled with tranquilizers for Storm to find so she wouldn’t be a problem. Picking the lock on the door or slipping through a window, then slitting the adults’ throats while they slept. Or perhaps setting fire to the cabin, then sniping off the adults when everyone ran outside. Forget the cabin altogether. I would have gone to Sydney’s school—

Elliott shrugs. “Why did she join the cult in the first place? Why was she ok with what they did to you? Why didn’t she snap out of it after the compound was raided and her husband died? Nothing about her makes a lick of sense.”

“True.” I’ll never understand how someone could get sucked into all of that and abandon their family, especially since Mom and Grandpa had always been so close.

Bingo. I find a thick, soggy notebook with a pen pushed into the spiral. In between Mom’s crazy rantings about punishing me and her horrifying, detailed plan of how and when she and my sister were eventually going to join Pazcart on Zeraxy is a timeline of the years she spent searching for me. The two fellow Zeraxists who’d survived the explosion and escaped with her both sadly died shortly thereafter from their injuries, disrupting the plan to find Sydney and marry her off to one of them so they could restart the cult with the next generation of “warrior” children. It was only by my sheer misfortune that she spotted me walking the kids home from daycare after my shift at the restaurant the night Elliott came to rescue us.

She lost us somewhere along the Arizona–New Mexico border but was able to find us here, thanks to the massive letters on the side of Elliott’s truck. At first sidelined by the freeze, once she tracked us to Goldie’s house and then to Russell’s property, it still took her over a week for her infection induced fever to break and for her to be strong enough to explore far enough away from her car to find Elliott’s cabin, where we were never, ever alone or vulnerable enough for her to take me one on one.

Her appearance with her knife really was her desperate last-ditch effort. She’d have been dead within a few days, tops, even without slicing her arm open after dramatically and foolishly punching through the bathroom window, if we hadn’t helped speed up the process.

Serves her right.

Elliott squats beside the open passenger door with a black garbage bag of everything inside the car that we will burn and bury in a separate section of our land. “You want to keep that?” he asks, pointing at the notebook. “I heard sweet little serial killers like to keep tokens from each kill.”

I giggle and chuck the disturbing notebook in the bag. “Only you would call a serial killer ‘sweet’ and ‘little’.”

“You two give me the heebie-jeebies,” Russell says with an exaggerated shiver as he shoves one of Mom’s nasty dresses into the bag. But then he winks and says to Elliott, “Good for you, brother.”

Elliott

I wait until just after dark to hitch the stolen car to my blue Bronco to tow it to Henry’s junkyard, where he’ll strip it for parts and make it disappear for the right price.

“Where’d you get this?” I ask Henry, kicking the tires of the nineteen-fifties era travel trailer, its coral and turquoise paint peeling from its scuffed metal siding.

Henry leans a shoulder against the side, crossing one foot over the other. “It belonged to Sheriff Gibson’s parents and has been sitting ‘round back of his place for the last twenty or so years. Now that he’s retired, he and Sheila are packing up and moving to be nearer their daughter.”

A new dream starts to take form as I circle the twenty-one-foot-long trailer, then stick my head inside while Henry watches me quietly. “Needs a bit of work,” I say, “but it’s not in too bad of shape.”

“I’d be happy to give my favorite customer a fair price,” he says with a grin.

“How much we talkin’?”

After the deal is made for what will be my most expensive restoration project to date, considering I’ll need to get a bigger truck to haul it, Henry says, “I thought you said you were retiring from the road. Something ‘bout your eyes?”

“Thankfully, my wife’s eyes work just fine.”

“Wife?” He lifts his gray brows, combing his fingers through his long beard. “First kids, now I found out you’re married?”

“Technically, we’re not married yet.” I slide the black and silver filigree reception invitation that Layla and Violet were able to design and print in no time flat—the best and quickest wedding planners this side of the Mississippi river—from my jacket pocket and pass it to him with a grin that takes him by surprise, rare as it is. “But we might as well be. Hope to see you there.”

* * *

Birdie, the kids, and the dogs stand with me in the yard as we watch the hired tow truck driver, Jovan, back the trailer up our driveway, close to the shed.

“What is it?” Birdie asks me with Kendall on her hip.

“A travel trailer.” By the light of our phones, I give them a short tour of the moth-eaten interior, bedecked with original birch cabinetry, rusty appliances, and seafoam green everything. After one too many sneezes and complaints from the kids about the musty smell, we pile outside. Hands in my pockets, trying to get a read on Birdie’s contemplative expression, I tell her, “I was thinking maybe you might like to help me restore it once the kids and I are done with the dirt bikes. We could take out the couch and put a couple of mattresses in the back. Add an awning and more storage.”

There’s a twinkle in her eye when she asks, “What for?”

“You know all those family trips we talked about taking when we were back at the motel?” Though I’ve driven through every state except Hawaii and Alaska, I rarely stopped long enough to explore. I quite like the idea of seeing everything anew through Birdie and the kids’ eyes.

Birdie’s voice takes on a teary quality. “Yeah, I remember. Seems like ages ago.”

“Fifty days, to be exact.”

“Only a blink of an eye for everything to change. Everything,” she emphasizes, eyes open in awe.

“A whirlwind.” I grab her hand and spin her and Kendall around before gathering them in my arms. “I was hoping, if we get it done in time, come summer when the kids are out of school, we could start traveling. We can take the dogs, too. To the beach, the mountains. From Anchorage to Miami. Anywhere you want to go.”

“I think a new baby might throw a wrench in those plans,” she says with a teasing grin. Killian already has.

Though she will be taking her GED subtests within the next few months, she has decided not to enroll in school until the spring of next year, so she won’t be starting off in the midst of what she says is the worst of the sleep-deprivation phase. I, personally, can’t wait to experience it.

“Then we’ll do it the summer after that,” I say. “We have all the time—” I stop with a cough.

* * *

Now that Birdie’s mother has been taken care of, the kids can sleep in their own new beds, Sydney sharing a room with Kendall, and Dustin soon to share with Killian. Lying on our reclaimed bed, Birdie straddles my thighs in a tiny crimson nightgown with slits that travel up the sides of her hips to her waist. It doesn’t matter what she wears, she’s always drop-dead sexy, making my blood run hot. But this nightgown has to be my favorite, the fabric stretched taut across her mouth-watering curves in the soft lighting of the nightstand lamp we’ve left on.

“Earlier…you were going to say ‘all the time in the world’, weren’t you?” She braces her hands on my bare chest, her soft hair falling forward to tickle my tattoo of her birth year.

It’s still difficult, sometimes, to believe she’s real. That she’s mine. That fate hatched this plan for us so long ago, and here we are, finally together.

I grunt, the tips of my ears burning. “Don’t have much of that left. I have maybe ten years, if I’m lucky, ‘til you…”

“Until I what, Daddy?” She lightly drags her fingertips down my stomach and back up again.

I grab her hips and slide her back and forth across my lap, bristling, but in a pleasurable way, at the sensation of the pilling fabric of my sweatpants rubbing my hard shaft. “‘Til this,” I say, lifting my hips to grind against her pussy, “no longer interests you.”

“Do you know something I don’t?” She raises a brow as she rolls her hips, sitting up and cupping her breasts before sliding one thin strap off her shoulder, then the other. Not enough to bare her breasts, but enough to have me salivating all the more for the sight and taste of her nipples already budding with desire.

“What?” How am I supposed to think, much less have a coherent conversation, when I have an avenging goddess riding my lap?

“Like, are you worried you won’t be able to get it up? Because there are pills for that, Daddy.”

I groan when she tugs the triangles down, revealing herself to me. “No, no, that’s not what I meant,” I grumble, palming her tits and rubbing my thumbs across her nipples that tighten further. “Believe me, I’ll always be able to ‘get it up’ for you.”

“Then what did you mean?” she challenges, rising onto her knees to work my sweatpants down to my upper thighs, releasing my cock, precum beading at the swollen tip.

I shove a hand into my silver hair and look off to the side at the bubbling creek through the window. “I’m an old man, Birdie. In ten years, you’ll only be thirty-two, and I’ll—”

“Still be the sexiest man I’ve ever seen in my life.” Birdie fists my cock, making me moan as she firms and relaxes her grip, stroking me up and down, driving me to the brink of climax before she stops abruptly, wiggling to get her feet under her. “Help me,” she demands, her growing belly and mine making it that much more difficult to have sex facing each other.

“And in twenty years?” I ask, easily lifting her until she can get her feet in position, flat on the mattress.

She teases me when she flexes her thighs, hovering above me so I only get the faintest brush against her wet entrance. “By then, our youngest will be off to college, we’ll have the whole place to ourselves, and I plan to bounce on your cock”—she lowers an inch, taking just my crown inside her—“and beg you to cum inside me in every single room of this house. Outside by the creek, the shed, the deck, the stairs—nowhere is off limits.”

“Damn, Birdie.” I clench my teeth and arch my neck when she takes a few more inches before she shoves against my chest to raise her bottom, working only my tip.

“And when you’re ninety—”

“Too far,” I tell her. “You don’t have to do that.”

“And when you’re ninety,” she repeats with a fiery scowl, “I’ll be fifty-seven. Maybe it’s you who won’t want to be with me.”

“Like hell I won’t,” I snap, my arms shaking with the need to drop her on my dick, holding back until she gives me permission to do so. “You’ll be lucky if you can go a single day without me getting my old hands all over you.”

Birdie grabs my face, digging her fingertips into my cheeks so I won’t look away—not that I could, completely arrested by her fierce beauty. “So you get it. I don’t care how old you’ll be because it doesn’t matter. Ten, twenty, thirty plus years from now—for however long I get to be with you—I will always want you because you’re you. Now, fuck me, and tell me you’re mine.”

“I’m yours, Mama, fuck!” I drop her straight down on my lap, our skin clapping against each other’s as I help her ride my length, her breath gone choppy with pleasure when I bottom out within her repeatedly. And as good as it is in this position, I need her mouth. I need her taste. I need her very air to breathe.

“Do it,” she says, reading my mind, needing me as much as I need her.

It’s a sweet torture, the two minutes necessary to pull out of her and arrange her high on her knees so she can hold onto the top of the headboard while I move behind her, sitting on my heels with her between my legs, then spread her asscheeks and push back into her pussy. Our mouths meet over her shoulder when I grab her jaw with my left hand, my right large enough to cup both of her breasts as I fuck up and out of the woman who I will always belong to.

“I’m yours, I’m yours,” I whimper against her lips, inhaling her deep into my lungs.

“My big, silver bear,” she coos, nipping my bottom lip.

“Yes,” I growl, puffing my chest out against her back.

“My love,” she says in a ragged moan when I thrust into her hard enough to shift the bed closer to the wall, nearly pinching her fingers.

“Yes, yes. I love you.”

“My Elliott. Mine.”

I whimper again, sinking my teeth into her neck, shuddering when she starts dancing, squeezing her pussy as she lifts her ass, then blooming open when she drops her weight.

“Make me cum, Daddy,” she pants, closing her eyes and hanging her head back, letting me take the lead again.

And I do, gripping one hip to hold her in place as I pump up into her. I shove my hand between her legs to find her clit with my middle finger, strumming it with increasing pressure until her mouth falls open, screaming silently when she orgasms.

“Tell me I can cum, Mama,” I whine, sweat breaking out across my forehead, blood rushing through my ears as I clench my muscles, trying to hold back.

“Yes, yes, now,” she demands, breathing as hard as I am.

“Fuck, thank you, thank you.” I throw my head back, surging up into her one last time, my head emptying of all thoughts except the euphoria of cumming inside my woman, my little bird, my goddess.

I collapse back on my heels, expecting her to fall with me, but she sits up higher, bending over further until my softening cock slips out of her, my cum spilling down her thighs. A captivating, tantalizing mess.

“I want to try it,” she says, walking her knees out as she sways her hips side to side, my heart just about to give out on me at the seductive jiggle of her ass and thighs. And when she goes a step further, bracing her shoulders against the headboard, her head turned to the side to rest against the wall, she reaches behind her to spread her asscheeks.

“What?”

She swipes a middle finger through the mess and brings it to her puckered backside, circling it until it glistens. “One finger…just a little bit…for now.”

“You want…” I swallow and skate my hand up the inside of her right thigh, gathering my cum on my pinky finger before I bring it to her asshole.

“Mmhmm,” she hums, inhaling slowly when I push just the very tip of my finger inside her.

When I pull out, I swipe through more of my cum along her inner thigh before I try breaching her ass again, only halfway to the first knuckle. It’s so fucking hot that my dick is putting a valiant effort into swelling to life again so soon. “Is this ok?”

“Yeah.”

“No pain?”

“No…not painful, but a—” She sucks in a breath when I scoop up as much cum as I can and stuff it knuckle deep into her. “A good kind of hurt.”

“Fuuuuuck,” I groan when she tightens her ass around my finger. I only get two knuckles deep into her before she freezes up. “Ok, ok, that’s it.”

“For now,” she says again, panting, “but I still want to cum.”

“Stay right there.” It takes more maneuvering, twisting to lie on my back, sliding up the bed, pushing my head between her thighs, my face slick with my own cum as I drag my tongue between her puffy pussy lips and find her clit, my pinky still in her ass.

“Oh!” she squeals, squeezing my finger with her inner muscles as I eat her pussy like it’s my last meal. “Yes, yes, yes,” she moans, lowering herself, smothering me until she remembers I need to breathe. She jerks up with another squeal and a high-pitched, “Sorry!”

“No. Sit.” I hook my arm around her upper thigh and force her to drop her weight flat atop my face, my strength too great for her to do anything but writhe and take my tongue. I’m a hair’s breadth away from passing out when—

“Elliott!”

A slap across my cheek has my head snapping to the left, and then with another slap, to the right. With my vision dark and blurry, my temples throbbing like a herd of cattle stampeding through my head, I bat away the next slap with my forearm.

“You scared the shit out of me,” Birdie says, panicking and kneeling at my side, grabbing my face to kiss me. “I thought I killed you!”

“Did you cum?” I ask, my throat unbelievably dry, which doesn’t seem right, not after the way I drank her arousal and mine down.

“Yes,” she says with a whine, “but that doesn’t matter! We are never doing that again.”

“Yes, the fuck we are.” I’d grab and roll my little black widow beneath me if it weren’t for the fact that my head is swimming. I’d probably pass out again and wind up crushing her. I lift my head as soon as the world stops spinning, blinking until my vision clears, and wave to the mess on my stomach. “See that?”

“See what?” she snaps, then huffs with disbelief. “Did you cum when I almost killed you?”

Fuck yes, I did. “For the record, that is exactly how I want to die.”

“Well, you’re not allowed to yet.” She stretches out beside me, playing with the cum pooling on my torso. “But I’ll keep that in mind.”

I laugh, then groan when it makes the throbbing in my head that much worse. I don’t remember falling asleep, but the next time I wake, it’s to Birdie gently cleaning my face with a warm, wet washcloth, her hair damp from a shower and pulled back with a scrunchie.

“Shh, go back to sleep,” she urges when I try to sit up.

Fat chance of that, since she works the cloth down my chest and stomach, dipping it into a large bowl of water resting on the mattress, wringing the cloth out repeatedly, then uses her mouth to clean my dick.

“You sure you’re not trying to kill me?” I ask, palming the back of her head when my cock hardens with another erection. “Death by orgasm.” Cumming three times in one night might just do me in.

Birdie laughs with my cock in her mouth, her throat muscles convulsing around my crown, causing her to gag, then choke when I cum involuntarily with a whimper.

“Shit, shit, I’m sorry. It’s too good.” I fight back nausea when I sit up too fast and move the bowl of water to my nightstand before I pull her down on the mattress beside me.

“It’s only fair,” she says, swiping my cum spilling from the corners of her lips up with a finger and popping it into her mouth to suck on it like a lollipop.

“What a fucking pair we are.” I hardly have the energy to tuck my hypersensitive dick back into my sweatpants and pull our comforter up over us.

She yawns and snuggles close on her side, hiking her top leg over my left thigh, smelling much fresher than I do in the clean flannel she’s traded in her nightgown for. She whispers in a dreamy tone, “Two murderers in a pod.”


Chapter 29

Teagan

A little over an hour before sunset, the sky soon to be painted a brilliant orange and indigo, Elliott and I unhurriedly walk the mile and a half away from the cabin with the children linking hands between us, the puppies trotting ahead with Storm in bursts of energy before circling back.

Elliott is already holding back tears and quiet hiccups when, not ten minutes into our journey, Kendall tires and says, “Papa, up.”

My shiny black, pointy-toe cowgirl boots peak out beneath my dramatic, floor-length, all black and lace gown with each step across the dry terrain. The unseasonably late cold wind attempts to disturb the braided crown of my half-updo come the end of April, and I’m grateful my dress was made with silky-lined long sleeves and that I hadn’t instead opted to have them altered. I’d found both the boots and my dress in an upscale western boutique in Dallas while shopping with my wedding planners, avoiding all things white and traditionally “bridal”. After all, there is nothing traditional about Elliott and me. And while my dress isn’t technically meant to be a wedding gown, I knew from the moment I saw it in the winter clearance section that it was the one.

Though Elliott must be sweating in his all black, three-piece suit, dashing in a pair of new, enormous black cowboy boots, he doesn’t complain. There is nothing to complain about on one of the most momentous occasions of either of our lives. Not today. Not yesterday. Nor the three weeks Layla and Violet were able to work their infamous magic to put together our wedding reception.

“We’re here,” my groom says with a gulp, taking the lead as we wind through the narrow gaps of the copse of pine trees to a small clearing.

We stand in a circle, as if we’re about to perform a séance, with Dustin and Sydney holding each of Kendall’s hands. Our two girls wear matching black velvet dresses with black ribbons tying their hair back, while Dustin proudly stands tall in a suit to match Elliott’s, down to the boots and waistcoat beneath his tailored jacket. We look more like we’re attending a funeral than a wedding, standing here atop Priscilla’s grave, and truly, I couldn’t have picked a more perfect wedding venue when Elliott takes my hands, rubbing the knuckle of my naked left ring finger.

“Birdie,” he starts in a raspy voice. “You are my greatest longing come to life. It is you who reached into the wounded heart of me to pull me out of the darkest of my days and gave me a reason, a purpose, to be a better, gentler man. It is you who calms the static in my head. The woman I was sent to find, to protect and cherish for the remainder of my life. You are the very essence of warmth and joy in this cold, cruel world. My soulmate. My goddess and the mother of the greatest children I have been blessed to call my own.”

It surprises me that, when his handwritten, memorized vows continue, his voice grows stronger, as if he needs the entirety of this cruel world to hear every word as he bares his soul. Tears fall from the corners of my big bear’s blue eyes, trailing down to disappear into the beard he now keeps trimmed just short enough to show off the art inked out on his neck.

“It is my vow to be worthy of your choosing. To help clear the path to your dreams. To fight alongside you any demon that should threaten you, whether in this world or in your dreams. To love you and our children every minute of every day, not just with my words, but through my actions. I vow to always be yours.”

I’m the one who can’t hold back my hiccups, the shaking of my shoulders, and the rapid beating of my heart as I sway toward this man, my love.

When I part my lips to begin my vows, Elliott squeezes my hands, then takes a knee before our children. “I vow to you three all the same and to be worthy of being your papa. I love you, my spirited Kendall. I love you, my courageous Sydney. I love you, my lion-hearted Dustin.” Like a ritual, with each declaration, he pulls them in to kiss their foreheads. Next, he places a long kiss high on my stomach, his large hands splayed across my hips. “I love you, my darling Killian. I can’t wait to see who you will grow up to be.” Lastly, he stands and takes my hands again. “I love you, my beautiful, fearsome, and unbreakable Birdie.”

My voice is just as strong as his when I say, “I choose you, Elliott. I vow to always choose you and to be worthy of your choosing, too. You are the very best of mankind, someone so pure of heart that I never could have imagined you existed in this world or in my dreams. You are my peace and everything our children could ever want or need from their papa, and we are the privileged ones to be loved by you. It is my honor to be the one who gets to walk alongside you in this life and whatever may follow next. I vow my protection, my love, my heart and soul to you, my twin flame. I vow to forever be yours. Only ever yours. I already am.”

Elliott lets loose a whimper, and when I press my front to his, I curl my palm around the nape of his neck, and our foreheads meet.

“I vow to hold close your flame and fan it, should anyone or anything try to dampen it. You’ve buried my demons, and I vow to bury yours. I love you, my striking, noble, and formidable Elliott.”

Our tears mix when our lips meet, breathing life and love and hope into each other as we kiss. Our twin flames grow hotter, brighter as we stoke each other’s, willing to burn the world down for one another and our children.

It is right at sunset, when we are supposed to exchange rings, that we finally part. Elliott slips a thick manila envelope from inside his jacket and hands it to me with a radiant smile. “Everything is official.”

“How is that possible?” I ask when I slide some of the documents out and thumb through them.

“I met with some new connections Russell made at the courthouse. The extra docs and information they put into the system may have been fraudulent, but these are legitimate and legally binding,” he says, tapping the stack of new birth certificates and our marriage license, all stamped with official state seals. Although Elliott’s name hasn’t been added to the father’s section of Dustin and Sydney’s birth certificates, since I was underage when they were born, he has been added to Kendall’s. “Keep going,” he says.

The next stack is of his formal adoption papers of Dustin and Sydney, with the petitions to change their last names to Berenson. And still, there’s more. When I tip the envelope upside down, out falls a bundle of new Social Security cards for everyone and a driver’s license for me.

“This is incredible,” I say, hugging the envelope to my chest. “It must have cost you a fortune.” It being our total and complete freedom from worrying anyone will look too closely at my former, much more amateur forgeries.

He shrugs, though the tips of his ears are burning red with pleasure. “It’s a gift for me as much as it is for you.”

Maybe it’s not wholly appropriate, but now that we’re married, I figure it’s okay to ask, “You have more than just ‘what you need’, don’t you?”

“We do,” he corrects, sliding a large, blood red stone engagement ring nestled within a white gold double-jacket of six diamonds and a matching wedding band on my ring finger.

“Just how much, exactly?” I ask, my toes curling at how exquisite the rings are. I hadn’t seen them beforehand, and yet ours are the perfect complements to each other’s when it’s my turn to slide an extra-wide, white gold band on his ring finger, inlaid with six smaller, matching red stones.

Elliott pockets the precious manila envelope with a shy grin. “Enough to build our own castle after twenty-two years of frugal living and smart investments.”

“Wow,” I mouth. During our walk to Russell’s property through the woods I now call home, an idea takes root. “Since neither of us wants to build a castle, I was thinking…” I stall, a bit self-conscious and worried that it will come across the wrong way if I immediately start talking about spending the money he’s saved up.

“Tell me,” he encourages, carrying Kendall on his arm while he uses a flashlight to guide our way beneath the darkening sky.

“Maybe once I’m out of school…what do you think about starting a business of our own?”

“Russell, Violet, and Dolly have, so I say why not us?” It’s true that Violet started her wedding planning business out of her spare bedroom, and Dolly has opened an in-home day care center, where Kendall was among the first group of children registered.

“Don’t you want to hear my idea before agreeing to it?”

“Sure, not that it’ll change my mind. Hit me.”

I practically swoon at his automatic belief in me, my confidence bolstered while rubbing the underside of my rings with the pad of my thumb like they’re talismans of good fortune. “I’d like to open a low-cost ultrasound clinic near the women’s shelter in town that Goldie told me about. We could offer other services, like testing, too. I mean, I don’t know how profitable it would be, and I don’t know anything about investing, so it might not be a good idea—”

“It’s a great idea,” he says when we step out of the treeline. “Let’s do it.”

“There y’all are!” my new sister-in-law shouts, waving a flashlight, breaking up the kiss that I lay thick on Elliott’s lips. Wearing a lovely floor-length amethyst gown that shows off her pregnancy, Layla says, “We’ve draped the windows so no one will see y’all ‘til you’re ready. Come on, come on.”

She takes Kendall from Elliott, and he scoops me up with a hand around my back and the other under my knees to carry me bridal style across the yard. All of us, including the dogs, enter the private entrance off the back patio into Layla and Russell’s bedroom. She hustles me into her massive en-suite bathroom with its modern black herringbone tiles, crystal clean glass shower, and standalone tub that I’d ask to soak in at some point if it weren’t too weird.

“This is Eden, the best makeup artist in all of Texas,” Layla says of the woman I had yet to meet, having laid out a plethora of products in every shade imaginable. Since I knew I’d cry off all my foundation and mascara at the ceremony if I wore any, Layla has arranged to have my makeup professionally done before Elliott and I are introduced at the reception as husband and wife.

Eden, with her soft brown curls and gorgeous makeup, motions me onto a tall, director-style chair straight off a movie set as she studies my face. “So, what are we thinking? Neutral, smoky, full-glam?”

“I’m not sure.” I don’t have much experience with makeup except for heavy-duty concealer, since we never had any in the desert, and I didn’t have much reason to wear it while serving cheap entrées at the rundown restaurant.

Eden eyes my dress and wedding rings. “Soft gothic romance would look gorgeous on you. Heavy on the smoke on the outer corners of your eyes with a pop of a red shadow, black winged eyeliner, and, ooooh, I have just the right muted shade of maroon lipstick that would go great with your complexion. How does that sound?”

When I exit the bathroom forty-five minutes later, transformed into a starlet with a step-by-step tutorial of how to apply all the makeup Eden used and has gifted me with, Elliott says, “I’ve never cried this much in my life.” He hurries to take a handful of tissues from the box Layla provides, scrubbing his face. “You really are going to be the death of me, Birdie.”

“Wouldn’t that be fitting?” I ask with a sly grin, walking my fingers up his chest, his suit jacket discarded on the emerald green, king-sized bed where the kids are currently lounging, the dogs curled in the corner on the floor. “Though I’ll rip you right out of the ground if you so much as think to—”

Someone cracks the bedroom door, a den of excited voices rising above the low, moody instrumental music playing in the background that brings goosebumps to my arms. I’ve never been much for music, treasuring the short bouts of silence I’ve managed to carve out of my otherwise chaotic life, but there’s something about the melancholy notes, a famous song played in what I think is called a minor key, that is oddly soothing.

“Are you two lovebirds ready yet?” Russell asks.

“Yes!” Sydney yells, bouncing off the bed first and smoothing down her dress. “I’m so bored.”

“And hungry,” Dustin adds.

I laugh, taking a long, deep breath, slipping my fingers between Elliott’s. “Ready when you are,” I tell my husband.

Elliott

When Russell introduces us as Mr. and Mrs. Elliott and Teagan Berenson, the crowd collectively throws up their hands and voices with cheers, and I have the immediate impulse to retreat back into the bedroom. Never have I had so much attention on me since my murder trial, and it’s nerve-racking until Birdie pumps my hand, reminding me I don’t have to face the spectators all alone.

While the kids take off to play with their friends, like a King and Queen receiving their audience in a grand chamber adorned in black and silver fabric and florals, members of our community line up to introduce themselves and offer congratulations. They have kindly stuck to the jewel-tone dress code, else Russell would have had no problem turning them away at the door. Though I personally know all of them, even if I haven’t had much interaction with them in recent years, as I had increasingly isolated myself, I am just as overwhelmed as Birdie.

Toward the end, the retired old-timers, who practically live at Granny’s Diner and somehow sustain themselves on an unhealthy amount of coffee and pancakes, introduce themselves as a group. Out of all of them, Old Freddy is the one I know best. His familiar mischievous smile spreads across his dark brown face beneath short silver curls, and it’s with a sudden surge of emotions that I let go of Birdie’s hand and carefully pull the man who was as much a father figure to me as my dad was when I was growing up into a hug.

“Thank you for being here,” I say, getting choked up.

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world. You know that.” He taps my back with a raspy chuckle when the hug ends, quickly wiping away a stray tear. “It was these old farts,” he says, wagging his thumb toward his friends, “who needed to see it to believe it, but I always knew your time would come. Plus, you earned me a pretty penny, and it’s time to collect.” He holds out a palm turned up to the side.

Pete’s bushy gray mustache twitches on his sun-aged tan face. He pulls a mini spiral notebook and golf pencil from his suit jacket, flips to a back page, and crosses out a line of going bets—of which they’ll bet on anything and everything. Then he produces a large wad of folded cash and slaps it in Freddy’s palm.

“Still not quite sure I believe it,” Pete says.

“Believe what?” Birdie asks, ducking under my arm to hug my side.

“That it would eventually catch up to him.” Pete’s eyes soften on my bride. “But I sure am happy for you, even if you cost me the vacation to Argentina I was planning to take this summer.”

“What would catch up to him?” she asks.

“The whirlwind,” Freddy answers, pocketing the cash.

Birdie is momentarily stunned. “So you really believe in this ‘whirlwind’ thing, too?”

“Of course, I do,” Freddy says. “I proposed to my Maria four weeks to the day after we met.”

He’d told me it was fate that brought the perfect woman for him and her car into his shop to be serviced. I had thought, at the time, who wouldn’t fall in love with the woman with a swoop of black curls, bright red lipstick, and the kind of laugh that made everyone’s head turn? That’s not fate—it’s good sense. And also, Freddy’s was the only mechanic shop in town. Merely convenient. I know differently now.

“How is Maria?” Mickey asks, his skin more freckles than anything else in his deeply lined face. “I heard she came in first place at the…at the…what was it?”

Freddy’s smile turns doleful, soon replaced with concern since Maria passed nine years ago, her last winning entry from the International Quilt Festival in Houston enshrined in a place of honor at our county library.

“Come on, Mickey,” Pete says, taking his elbow and leading him away, shuffling their feet so Mickey doesn’t trip, helping him to sit on the couch.

“It’s getting worse, isn’t it?” I ask of Mickey’s Alzheimer’s.

Freddy says with a nod, “‘Fraid so. Congratulations again.” He says his goodbyes to sit with his friends of nearly sixty years.

The kids are causing a ruckus when we move deeper into the house. Or rather, only two in particular—strike that, one, and it’s not the least bit surprising.

Wyatt’s son, William, who is closer to Sydney’s age, stomps his boot and points at Lily, playing dolls with Kendall on the floor. “She’s my pumpkin! Mine!”

“She’s a baby. And a girl. Girl babies are gross,” Dustin says, getting in William’s face.

Misunderstanding what Dustin said, William yells, “My baby red, not yours!” As large and bulky as William is, Dustin is still bigger at six years old and doesn’t budge when William pushes him.

“Lord, help me,” Wyatt says, pushing between our guests to pick up William when his son tries to push Dustin again, who only sticks out his tongue.

Lily finally looks up when Wyatt carries William toward the foyer. She pouts, then calls out for him, “Illy Willy!”

William tries to wriggle out of his pops’ arms, screaming, “Baby red!”

As soon as Lily pushes up to follow the pair, Kendall does, too. My guess is they’ll be joined at the hip as they grow older, and I find I like that a whole lot, my little girl having already made a best friend.

Birdie moves to go after them, but Davis rushes past. “I’ll keep an eye on the girls.”

And don’t I know it, since he’s not too fond of William’s antics when it comes to his daughter.

Layla pulls Birdie aside with a giggle at Davis’s irritated expression, joining Dolly, Goldie, Faye, Violet, Cora, and Mckinley standing in a circle. Birdie and I preferred there not be any alcohol served, so they’re sipping from their mocktails after passing one to my wife. Of course, I follow like a hound dog, though I linger at the outer rim of the circle. I’ve had enough eye contact and conversation to last me for the next few years.

“Tennessee?” a woman questions from the direction of where the men and toddlers had disappeared.

It is only for the reason that I’m staring at Birdie’s fine ass, wondering how long we have to stay here before we can go home so I can get my hands and teeth on said ass, that I notice her infinitesimal reaction. Though I mentally have to slam my walls down on my compulsion to reach for my missing shotgun that Birdie told me was best to leave at home, I can’t do the same with my expression.

“Tennessee?” Deputy Cooke asks again, looking uncomfortable out of her uniform, wearing a dark blue dress and heels. “That’s your name, isn’t it?”

I’m the only one who knows the name Birdie was born with, yet the women all close in on her protectively when she turns with me at her back, my arm going around her.

“It’s Teagan,” Layla says, correcting Cooke with some confusion and a slight frown, since Cooke was most definitely not on our guest list. She’s too kind to demand that Cooke leave after crashing our reception.

I’m not. “Get out.”

Cooke doesn’t startle like many would. In fact, she looks me squarely in the face and says, “I only need a minute.”

Though the old static doesn’t push its way in, a dangerous darkness hovers at the edges of my mind. “No. You weren’t invited.”

Cooke’s ribs expand when she takes a deep breath before she brings her attention back to Birdie. “Listen, I know we didn’t meet under the best of circumstances.”

Birdie remains silent, laying her arm over mine, tipping her chin up to stare Cooke down the length of her nose, despite being shorter than Cooke.

“I wanted to reintroduce myself,” Cooke says.

“On our wedding day?” I ask, my voice dropping low, ready to snatch my wife and kids up should Cooke try anything.

Cooke nods. “As Interim Sheriff until the election, I thought it best to make the rounds and let people know things will be changing around here. I won’t be as…lenient…as Sheriff Gibson had been in the past.”

“You came here to threaten us?” Layla asks, waving to someone behind me.

It’s no surprise when Russell pushes his way in beside Layla. Nor is it when the other husbands sense the trouble brewing and make their way over. Many of us have had our run-ins with the County Sheriff’s Office, and friendly or not, they’re all immediately on guard.

“It’s not a threat unless you’re on the wrong side of the law,” Cooke says coolly, not at all intimidated by our united front, which I have to give her props for, even if I don’t like it. She opens her small, gold purse hanging from a chain on her shoulder, holding up a photograph that none of us reach for. “Some things, however, will not change.”

She only transferred to our town a few years ago, so she doesn’t have the same loyalty or leniency toward us as Sheriff Gibson did—good for the county, potentially bad for us if things never calm down. Russell and I cut a look to one another that says we might need to come up with a plan to somehow get rid of Cooke, though violence isn’t on the table. She doesn’t deserve that, even if she does pose a threat.

“It’s time for you to go,” Russell says, moving in front of Layla.

Instead of shrinking, Cooke asks, “Have any of you heard of the Zeraxists?”

Birdie tenses, her blood pressure sure to be rising along with mine, which can’t be good for the baby, and the swirling darkness thickens in my mind.

Cooke’s tone changes, less defensive, though she stares directly at Birdie when she says, “I read about them recently and what they did to the women and children. Like this girl here, believed to be named Tennessee Chambers, who disappeared before the raid on the cult’s compound.” She taps the zoomed-in photo of who is clearly Birdie as a teenager, hanging laundry on the line with the desert sun beating down on her. Her large baby bump tents her bright orange dress close to the color of her dyed hair. It sickens me. “Since you two are from Vegas,” Cooke says to Goldie and Birdie, “and might have come across her, I’d want her to know that if she ever found her way here, she’d be safe.”

“Never seen her before,” Goldie says, quickly plucking the photograph, dropping her arm at her side without looking at it, her pale cheeks turning red with the obvious lie.

“Well, if you ever do, I hope you’ll pass along the message.” Cooke gives our group a tight smile before she turns to leave, stopping midway when she sees Dustin now settled at a child-sized table with Sydney, eating slices of cheese pizza provided for the children who don’t want any of the fancier fare catered for the adults. “So would her kids,” Cooke adds over her shoulder before she finally waltzes out.

“Are you ok?” I whisper, spinning Birdie around when she slumps. Goldie discreetly slips the photo into my hand, and I slide it into the front pocket of my slacks.

“On a scale of one to ten, I’d say her wedding gift was a solid ten, knowing Tennessee and her kids will be left alone,” she says, pushing her hand into my pocket. Flashing her teeth with a wicked smile, she takes the photograph, crumples it in her fist, and turns to ask the group, “Does anyone have a lighter?”


Epilogue

Teagan

The wind howls outside, sheets of rain driving across the windows, the delivery room solely lit by the emergency lights when the hospital’s generator kicks on after the power goes out.

“Figures you’d give birth during a hurricane,” Elliott says from his chair to the left of my bed. His chest is bare so he can have his turn at skin-to-skin contact with Killian, who fits perfectly within his papa’s large hands.

I snort, my lower half still blissfully numb from my epidural. Though we’re thankfully too far inland to be classified as part of the hurricane zone on the coast, the summer storm system is large enough to cause widespread flooding across Texas and Louisiana. It was an all too familiar and treacherous path getting to the hospital after dropping the kids off with their Aunt Layla, Uncle Russell, and new baby cousin, Rae.

Elliott’s eyes are bloodshot from crying so hard during my labor and delivery, throughout which he stood at the end of my bed and watched over Dr. Patel’s shoulder because he didn’t want to miss a second of his son being born. The nurses found it highly unusual, not to mention somewhat disturbing. I didn’t, which is all that mattered, since his arm was long enough to still grip my knee, holding it in the stirrup. Dr. Patel had joked she’d never met anyone, much less an otherwise severely stoic man, who cries as much as Dolly apparently does.

“We’ll need to check the crawlspace under the cabin when we get home,” I tell him, pushing the button to raise the upper half of the bed so I’m sitting more upright. It’ll be another few days until we can leave here, since my tubal ligation is scheduled for later tomorrow, though I don’t know if the storm will end up pushing it back. I’ll stay my happily numb ass here for as long as it takes to make sure I’m four and done.

Elliott swirls a finger through Killian’s crop of black hair, completely enamored with our newborn. “For what?”

“In case we were sent a few more hellhounds.”

He gives me a questioning lift of his brow.

“Three’s the magic number, right? So maybe fate was waiting for Killian to be born so you and Kendall can get your own hounds.”

“Superstitious now, are we?”

“How can I not be? This place…your tattoos…our life.” I raise my hands before I let them drop on the bed. “It’s nothing short of supernatural.” I snap my fingers. “Speaking of which…will you pass me my backpack?”

Elliott moves so slowly, as if worried Killian will break, when he stands to grab my bound-to-be-expensive, quilted black leather diaper-bag-backpack combo. It was my baby shower gift from Layla last month—the one and only shower I’ve ever received, everything done up in black and silver like our wedding. Truly, I couldn’t have picked a better sister-in-law. All the women, really, I now consider to be sisters of sorts, most of all Goldie, though Elliott and I still prefer to spend the majority of our time outside on our property with our kids.

I dig through one of the millions of inside pockets until I find the one with the present I have for him. When Elliott is safely seated again, skimming his lips along the top of Killian’s head, I try to hand him the matte-black ring box gone gray with time that he instantly recognizes.

He swallows hard, his brows lowered and shadowing his expression. “Where did you find that?”

“I stubbed my toe on it in the creek.” Elliott had excavated part of the bank to redirect some of the water to pool on the side, then lined it with smooth river rocks so we could cool ourselves in the stockpot-summer heat and teach the kids how to swim. Water safety is our top priority, after all.

Keeping one hand firmly pressed to Killian’s back and bottom, his other hand trembles when he finally takes the box. “I’ve been looking for that for years.”

“Open it,” I whisper.

When he does, he inhales deeply and drops his head back on his shoulders with his eyes closed. If I could feel my legs, I would go to him, but I have to settle for simply laying my hand on his knee. Once he collects himself, new tears making tracks down his handsome face, I motion for him to hand Killian to me, arranging our son at my breast when he mewls the tiniest of cries.

“Thank you,” Elliott says with a choked voice, closing the box as if to put it away.

I shake my head. “It’s for you to wear on your right ring finger.”

“It’s not going to fit.”

“Yes, it will.” I smile encouragingly. “I had it resized.”

“You did?” Elliott’s lower lip wobbles, and he gingerly pulls the yellow-gold wedding band, polished to a brilliant shine, out of the box. The inside engraving of Meredith’s name is clearly legible after who knows how many years spent among nature’s harshest elements. And when he slides the band onto his finger, he curls his fist over his mouth, crying once more. It’s then that he comes to me, scooting his chair close enough that his knees butt against my hospital bed, and lays his head on my lap.

I comb my fingers through his hair as Killian attempts to nurse but falls asleep, and I fight back my own tears, knowing I made the right decision instead of tucking the ring out of sight, out of mind. What I’m not sure of is if I’m going too far when I ask, “When you and Meredith were discussing having kids…did you pick out any baby names?”

He turns his cheek, sliding his left hand under my blue waffle blanket and my hospital gown to rest it somewhere on my thigh. “Sherry for a girl, Marshall for a boy.”

I give him a few more minutes when he buries his nose in my lap before I ask, “Would you—” I lose some of my nerve until he pushes his right arm between my back and the mattress, resting the entirety of his upper half on the bed now. “Would you like to use ‘Marshall’ for Killian’s middle name?”

“Killian Marshall Berenson.” He’s openly sobbing when the male nurse who was most nervous about Elliott’s behavior during my delivery enters the room.

“Can you give us a minute?” I ask quietly, and the nurse nods fast, his tablet held tight to his chest, quickly retreating.

“I didn’t know a person could love another this much,” Elliott says, his broad shoulders shaking. “Every day, I keep thinking, surely this is it—my heart can’t get any fuller without bursting. But then you go and do something like this, and—”

“Elliott…”

He takes a shuddering breath and lifts his head.

“That’s how much I love you, too.”

“I know.” He stands partially and brings his right hand up to cradle my face, his ring from Meredith warm on my cheek. “I can feel your love like a living and breathing entity, all the time.”

“It is,” I say, meeting his lips for a kiss. “It’s real.”

The next time the nurse enters my room, it’s to find Elliott asleep with his head once more on my lap, his big body contorted to fit the majority of his frame on the bed with his long legs and feet hanging off the end.

“We’re going to need another minute,” I tell the nurse, at peace with holding Killian and my bear close to my heart as the storm outside rages on.

* * *

16 years later

“Wake up, Mama,” Elliott whispers after turning off my alarm, gliding his hand up and over my hip to cup my stomach beneath the comforter, spooning me from behind.

“A few more minutes,” I beg, pushing my face into my pillow.

“Do you need help waking up?” He nips at the crook of my shoulder with a soft chuckle.

I hum, clenching my thighs and rubbing my feet together. It’s my favorite way to wake up, though my husband, without fail, always asks beforehand.

The bed shifts when Elliott slips off the mattress, sliding me to the edge with me still curled on my side, only my bottom hanging off in the open air. Ooooh, so this is the one he’s going with. I bite my bottom lip and arch my back when Elliott flips my long T-shirt up and works my panties down my thighs juuuuuust enough.

His chest rumbles with a deep growl of male satisfaction when he kisses one asscheek, spreads my pussy lips, then pushes his middle finger inside me, testing how ready I am. And, oh, I’m already getting there, letting my mouth fall open with a moan when I shift my top knee higher toward my chest.

“Oh yeah, Mama. You’re feeling good, aren’t you?”

“Mmm, yes, Daddy.”

Elliott pushes a second finger inside me once I’ve adjusted. I’m full-on fucking his fingers, rolling my hips back and forth when Elliott’s wet thumb brushes my backside. We’ve tried, over the years, to fit more than two of his fingers back there, but his cock is simply too big to fit more than an inch inside. Of course, when I told him that, he said it brought him as much pleasure as it would to be inside me, his ego stroked.

It hasn’t stopped us from finding other ways to have fun with it, though, and I know that’s exactly where we’re headed when he brings me to orgasm on his fingers and flips me on my back instead of immediately filling me with his dick.

“It’s going to be cold,” he says with a grin, his broad chest bare when he turns the side lamp on so he can find his cute silver-framed glasses and put them on before he opens the top drawer of his nightstand.

I’m already shivering before he’s popped the cap on the bottle of lube we keep stocked, and I kick off my panties. I hook my hands behind my knees, offering myself to my husband, who has never once made me regret choosing him. The lines of his forehead and beside his eyes have etched themselves deeper over the years, his eyesight having worsened faster than we expected, but his hair and beard are as thick as they ever were, his body and heart as strong as a man more than half his age, his clever mind sharp. He’s still a force to be reckoned with.

And so is his hard cock, which he preps with lube, then my ass after shoving his sweatpants down. I breathe in deeply with each slow thrust of his right index finger into my ass, then an added second. I empty my mind of tension when he presses his crown against my entrance. It’s a simultaneous attack, his left thumb on my clit while he applies pressure to my ass. I try to remain relaxed beneath his watchful eye, which is why he needed his glasses in the first place, while he takes cues from any small changes in my body language.

“Still feeling good?” He knows the answer is yes, but I love that he continues to check in with me.

“So good. The best, Daddy.” I try to swallow, pulling my knees up higher as I bear down against his crown. “Keep going.”

“Almost there,” he says, adding more lube. “Deep breath, Mama.” As soon as I follow his instructions, he exhales harshly, pushing past the last bit of resistance until the rim of my ass swallows his crown. “Ah, fuck, I’m in.” And that’s as far as he’ll go.

He gives me a few moments to collect myself, his breathing labored as I squirm. Only when I’ve adjusted to this new fullness does he lube up his left index and middle fingers and feed them into my pussy. Being stretched by both his fingers and the head of his cock while he also strums my clit is a pleasure unlike any other. He doesn’t even thrust in and out of my ass to find his own pleasure. I do that for him as I writhe under his touch. With as wet and sensitive as I am after my first orgasm, it doesn’t take long to build toward my next climax.

“Yeah, you’re feeling good, alright,” he rumbles, working his fingers in and out of me faster as my mouth falls open with a long, breathy moan. “Fucking love it when you dance on my dick, Mama.”

“Yes, yes—” I moan gutturally when he adds a surprise third finger, upping the tempo as he plays me like an instrument.

“And I love the way you take me.” He chokes on a breath when my ass clenches around his swollen, fat tip. “So good to me. So good. You’re gonna make me cum, just like this.”

“Not yet!”

Elliott whimpers, his knees knocking together. He’s had plenty of practice when it comes to controlling his release, but that hasn’t made it any easier.

My poor bear, I think with a wicked gleam. “Deeper, Daddy.”

Elliott shakes his head fast. “I’ll cum if I do.”

“No, you won’t,” I croon, letting go of my knees and lifting my T-shirt so I can cup my tits, making them jiggle just the way he likes. “I said I want you deeper, Daddy.”

Elliott clamps his bottom lip between his teeth, a low whine working its way up his throat when he slicks his cock with more lube. He moans, and I imagine just that little bit of contact with his hand almost had him spilling. He lifts my left leg, resting my ankle on his shoulder, takes a shuddering breath, then leans forward to feed me another inch of his shaft.

“Oh, oh!”

“Too deep?” he asks with a shrill tone, afraid he might have hurt me, his left hand stalling.

“No! But that’s good. That’s—” My whole body quakes. “I’m almost there.”

Elliott renews his attack on my pussy and clit, and when my back bows with my orgasm, my lips parted with a silent scream, Elliott turns his head and bites the inside of my ankle. “Tell me I can cum,” he begs with my flesh between his teeth.

“Cum in—”

Elliott’s cock jerks, his teeth nearly drawing blood when his warm, immediate release floods my backside. I shove his hand away from my pussy, my teeth clacking together as if I’m freezing with the rush of endorphins. His chest heaves as he comes down from his climax, and I brace myself when he shakes out a folded washcloth from the stack in the drawer and uses it to clean me after he pulls out with a hiss.

Sixteen years of marriage, there’s nothing to be embarrassed about any longer. We’ve seen each other in all manners of state, like when I became his full-time caretaker for three months following a terrible car accident a few years back that fractured his collar bones and totaled his blue Bronco. And he repaid the favor when another skier crashed into me when we were vacationing in Colorado, and I cracked my head against a tree trunk. For a few weeks, it was touch-and-go there for me. At the time, Elliott had said he’d have followed me into the afterlife if I left this world without him, but of course, I made him swear he wouldn’t. Our four children need their papa, the greatest who has ever lived.

Elliott recovers before I do, gathering me up in his burly arms to carry me into our shower. His touch is soft and languid as he cleans between my legs, and I sigh, leaning back against his chest when he kisses his bite mark I long ago had tattooed on my neck. He’s added more than a few new tattoos, as well. His hands and fingers are decorated with our children’s names and important dates—when we met, when I said yes to his proposal, and the day we married. The only free skin he has left is his palms, the soles of his feet, and his face, though a few tiny tattoos have made their way there, too, like the raven’s feather across his temple.

“Come on, Mama,” he says, tapping my hip when we hear the household begin to stir, Kendall and Killian up and getting ready for school, with at least one dog scratching at the back door to be let out.

I almost beg for another few minutes, but a gunshot, followed by a frustrated scream from Kendall, has us both hustling out of the shower, tucking towels around us as we run into the kitchen.

Before either of us can ask what is going on, Kendall throws her hands up in front of her cherubic, round face. “Oh my god, ew, were y’all—never mind, I don’t want to know.” She’s eighteen years old but looks younger, especially with her being a “short-stack” like me. Her personality is all sharp edges, though, and people often underestimate her to their own detriment, which is just the way she likes it.

Another gunshot has Elliott flying out of the back door, his sawed-off shotgun aimed and at the ready. “What the—damn, son, it’s too early for this.”

Poking my head out the door, I’m just in time to see Killian loping across the hazily lit backyard with a rabbit in his hand. “Breakfast!” he says when I quickly scoot out of his way, and he immediately goes to Kendall, shaking the animal in her face. She and I both gag at the sight and squeal, running away from him.

That only makes him give chase, taunting us until he laughs and says at last, “Kidding! It’s just a dog toy.” My son flicks his black bangs sideways out of his golden-brown eyes ringed in dark amber and tosses the fake, stuffed rabbit to the basset hound he named Rocky.

The hound had appeared on our property a few years ago when he was just a pup, crawling out from under the cabin stairs, as have many, many others. The dogs and even a few cats just keep sprouting up out of nowhere, and we keep letting them inside, earning us the exceedingly dramatic moniker of Hell’s Hounds Keepers by the townspeople. It’s why many are still nervous around us, even though we’ve been nothing but model citizens…as far as they know.

Elliott lets out a boisterous laugh, and I pin him with a look that says you deal with him. Elliott is quick to school his features, taking the gun he taught Killian how to shoot and hunt with—just as he’s done with all our kids—bound to give our son another lecture about not scaring your mama and sister while I get ready for work.

* * *

Dawn has broken into what is shaping up to be a gorgeous, sunny day, the brown Bronco’s windows rolled down to let in the lingering scent of petrichor after last night’s storm. It’s fifteen minutes after the two-lane roads open to four that I finish crossing the mostly still sleeping town and make the turn into the employees-only parking lot behind the red-brick strip center with its faux vintage gas lanterns, hanging floral planters, and striped awnings out front for shade.

My ultrasound clinic, BERENSON IMAGING, bookends the women’s shelter on one side. On the other is a former feed-and-seed store that Goldie leased when her youngest child, Dahlia, started elementary school. She converted it to a donation center and thrift store entirely staffed by the women from the shelter when any of them need a job. She also pays them in cash if it’s too dangerous for her employees to deposit a check into their bank accounts—but don’t tell Sheriff Cooke-Greene that.

Zoey and Joshua married a year after she became our newly elected Sheriff, and so the only way you can tell them apart when speaking of them, since they hyphenated their last names, is by their titles. The Sheriff and The Deputy. What a duo and boon for our county.

I stretch when I hop out of my Bronco, which is still chugging along. I’m the first to arrive at work for the day, and I close my eyes, envisioning the gorgeous coast of California when we take our next family trip in the travel trailer to Big Sur in a few weeks’ time. I make sure to tuck my lint roller in my backpack before I zip it up and sling it over my shoulder, since my scrubs are black and I don’t need to be meeting with patients looking like I rolled around on the carpet with a pack of dogs, which I’ve done often enough.

Making my way across the recently repoured asphalt and fresh paint dividers to the clinic’s back entrance, I hold my key card between my teeth so I don’t lose track of it while I put my hair up. It’s shinier and healthier than ever, having refused to give it more than a trim until the ends reached the top of my ass, and it’s heavy as I twist it into a bun on top of my head.

“Aunt T?

I jolt, dropping the key card, and stop just short of reaching for my custom-made handgun holstered on my hip beneath my scrub top. Though it’s been years since Elliott and I have had any trouble of our own, there’s been a time or two I’ve been thankful to have my gun on me when the trouble some of the women at the shelter left behind came looking for them. It’s why gun safety is so important to us and why Killian’s papa gave him a mile-long list of chores to do around the BT warehouse after school.

But it’s not that kind of trouble that finds me now, slipping out of the crack between the brick wall and the tall stack of cardboard boxes from the last canned food drive. Wearing a dark blue sweatshirt with the hood pulled up over a gray ball cap to cover her conspicuous hair, Kendall’s best friend clutches her stomach.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, since she should be on her way to school. I look around the lot, but it’s just the two of us here.

“I need help,” she says, using the cuff of her sleeve to wipe her bright red nose. She’s been crying for some time, judging by how wet the material is.

I nod and pick up the key card to tap it against the silver pad above the handle on the heavy metal door. When it chimes and the pinlight turns green, I swing open the door and motion her forward.

Though she stands taller than me and Kendall by at least seven or eight inches, she appears shorter, her back stooped beneath whatever secret she’s carrying. Hesitating at the threshold, she says, “You can’t tell my parents.” And then lower, “Or William. Promise me.”

I lay my hand on her back and urge her inside, then let the door swing shut behind us. “I promise I won’t tell anyone without your permission,” I say, leading her down the hall with its checkered black and white tiles into my office.

Inside, I flip the light switch, greeted by the wall filled with a collage of photographs our family has taken over the years, intermixed with those of the women and their children who have come to my clinic. They never fail to fill me with the sense of pride that I did it. I’m living my dream. Not just living it, but loving it. And you can’t beat that.

Setting my backpack down on my industrial, black metal desk, I take a moment with my back turned to push down my worry. Once I’m confident my face won’t betray the unease buzzing beneath my skin, I turn and ask, “What kind of help do you need, Lily?”

—THE END—

* * *

William & Lily’s story is up next and will be the first in the 2nd Generation of the Big Boys of Berenson Trucking series, coming in 2026!


Back to where it all started with Runaway Whirlwind

A woman on the run.


After my dad forgets to set the house alarm, I grab the duffel bag I’ve had packed and hidden for months and sprint into the night to the closest truck stop. My future and safety rely on finding a trucker willing to let me hitch a ride out of town before my dad discovers I’ve run away. Legally, he can’t drag me back home if he finds me now that I’m eighteen, but the law has never stopped him from doing what he wants before.


Faced with one rejection after another, I become desperate…desperate enough to throw myself in front of an 18-wheeler pulling out of the lot, forcing the driver to slam on their brakes or run me over. Heart pounding and losing hope, I drop to my knees in front of the older mountain of a man who steps out of the truck. I’m willing to do anything he wants so long as he agrees to take me with him. At least, that’s what I tell myself…


A trucker who is her last hope.


I’ve never been tempted to pick up a hitchhiker before, but when the young woman risks her life running in front of my truck, then kneels in the dirty parking lot and begs me for a ride, I give in against my better judgment. She doesn’t have to follow through on her promise to do anything I want since I won’t touch her with a ten-foot pole. At least, that’s what I tell myself…


When I find out why she’s so desperate to get out of town, I make a promise of my own. A promise to take care of her and protect her until we go our separate ways. Except, I can’t let her go.


Not now.
Not after my monumental mistake.
Not after knowing she could be pregnant with my baby.


Runaway Whirlwind is the 1st book in the Big Boys of Berenson Trucking series, featuring Dolly & Wyatt, but can be read as a standalone.


Stowaway Whirlwind

A woman in need of safe passage. 


Hitchhiking from Nevada to Texas on my own at nineteen years old and nearly nine months pregnant to reunite with my dad is terrifying, especially after being attacked by a man who wants me to pay for my ride—and not with money. I barely manage to fight him off when he gets spooked after an eighteen-wheeler pulls into the truck stop parking lot, and he takes off with half of my luggage in the back seat. 


Freezing cold, out of money, and scared of being attacked again, I watch and wait for the truck driver to go into the convenience store, then sneak inside his unlocked eighteen-wheeler. For the first time in a week, I feel a sliver of safety and curl up into a small ball, hoping the driver won’t find me hiding behind his seat when he comes back.


A trucker who vows to help her.


I confront the person who broke into my truck, and the burn that’s been building in my chest for the last few days finally eases when I realize it’s a young woman—a heavily pregnant young woman—who needs safe passage to my home state of Texas. Angry at her father for making his daughter hitchhike alone across four states in her condition, I vow to take care of her until they’re reunited.


Except, as soon as we get to Texas, I find out she’s been hiding her labor contractions, and there’s no time to take her to her dad’s apartment. At the hospital, she begs me to stay, afraid of giving birth all alone, and neither of us corrects the staff who think I’m the baby’s father. After helping her throughout her labor and watching her give birth, it’s a battle to remind myself… 


She is not my woman.
Her daughter is not my baby.
But if I have my way, they will be.

Stowaway Whirlwind is the 2nd book in the Big Boys of Berenson Trucking series, featuring Davis & Marigold, but can be read as a standalone.


Castaway Whirlwind

A woman running on fumes. 


Kicked out of my mom’s house at fifteen years old after my dad died, I’m no stranger to hard work, picking up extra waitressing shifts at the diner and every odd job I can find on the side for the last ten years. Yet, no matter how hard I work, I can never seem to get ahead—not when I have endless car repairs, doctor’s appointments, and student loans to repay. My fiancé abruptly ending our engagement after a nasty fight and kicking me out as well is just the icing on the cake, and I’m running on fumes… 


That is until one of my regulars at the diner starts leaving me outrageous tips that I haven’t earned simply by refilling his coffee. Considering all the reasons a handsome and successful older man like him should never have looked twice at me, I’m not sure why he’s taken such a bizarre interest in my well-being…or why he follows me, showing up whenever I need help long before I have the chance to call anyone. 


A trucker caught up in her whirlwind.


As the largest employer in the region and owner of Berenson Trucking, I have the means to take care of the sweet, exhausted waitress whose whirlwind I’ve been inappropriately caught up in since the moment I laid eyes on her. Yet, no matter how much cash I tip her, she refuses to slow down and simply let me take care of her, and it’s not only because I’m over twice her age.


Knowing my darlin’ will never truly be mine, I keep my distance, watching her night after night from my truck discreetly parked outside her apartment, never letting on how obsessed I am with her. That is until someone starts targeting us, vandalizing our vehicles and my home, and we find out I’m not the only one watching her from the shadows. 


No one can protect her better than me.
Which I will.
Even if I end up going to prison for it. 

Castaway Whirlwind is the 3rd book in the Big Boys of Berenson Trucking series, featuring Russell & Layla, but can be read as a standalone.
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