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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Gibson Hollow.

      This is a town where love is love, families come in all shapes, and everyone gets to show up exactly as they are—without fear, shame, or explanation.

      In these pages, you won’t find homophobia, racism, ableism, or cruelty rooted in fear of difference. Not because those things don’t exist in the world—but because they don’t belong in this one.

      Here, drag queens are fairy godparents. Queer joy is sacred. Neurodivergence and chronic illness are woven into the rhythm of daily life. And no one’s humanity is up for debate.

      Gibson Hollow isn’t a fantasy. It’s a blueprint. It’s the world I believe we can build—one book, one conversation, and one community at a time.

      Thanks for stepping into it with me.

      Love,

      Kait

      P.S. This book is set in the Deep South. As such, it contains a great deal of colorful, colloquial, and occasionally grammatically incorrect language. This is a deliberate choice on my part as an author to most accurately represent the region where I have lived my entire life. This book also contains swearing and pre-marital sex between the lead couple, as those things are part of the realistic lives of characters of this generation, and of many of my readers.

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

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

      Happy reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WAIT!

          

        

      

    

    
      Did you read Alia and Ramsey’s prequel, Hero After Midnight?

      While you will certainly understand the events of this book without it, I promise you’ll appreciate it more if you get their backstory! You can grab your copy for free!
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Chapter 1


          

          
            Alia

          

        

      

    

    
      The thing about running a law practice out of your grandmother’s diner is that sometimes your client tries to pay you in peach preserves.

      And sometimes—like today—you accept. Not because you necessarily want jam, but because the only thing thinner than your patience is the town’s collective wallet, and at least Mrs. Larrabee’s homemade deliciousness won’t bounce.

      Mrs. Larrabee set the jar down as if it were something fragile and priceless, both of which were probably true. “I know it ain’t much.” She folded her hands over a worn vinyl purse with peeling corners and a safety pin holding the strap together. “But since that check from FEMA still hasn’t come through, and the heater went out again last night, I figured jam was better than nothing.”

      I glanced down at the label. Cinnamon-spiced peach. It was dated last summer. Before the flood that had literally washed away half of our town. Back when the biggest thing any of us was worried about was who’d win the annual Gibson Hollow Great Griddle Games.

      I tucked the jar safely into the corner of the table, beside my portable printer. “It’s more than enough. And it’s going to be really great on pound cake.” I’d gotten one of those yesterday from Sue Meechum for helping draft a lease agreement for the garage they were turning into an apartment to rent.

      Mrs. Larrabee’s faint smile didn’t reach her eyes. She looked tired in the way you got from treading water for too long and the shore still hadn’t shown up.

      It was where most of us were five months on from the disaster.

      “Now, I’m guessing FEMA won’t release the funds because you can’t prove ownership of the property.”

      Her lined face crumpled in defeat. “Luther never got around to putting the deed in my name after his mama passed. And she… she never had a deed at all. We just—lived there. Forty-seven years. When he passed two years ago, nobody said I needed to do something to keep living in my own house.”

      “Of course they didn’t. Heirs property is more common than you might think. Especially out here.” I grabbed a form from the rack beside the printer and began writing. “FEMA’s love language is bureaucratic delay. But we’re going to get around it.”

      Her arthritic hands knotted together. “I’m real sorry to trouble you, Alia. I know you’ve got more important cases than me.”

      I reached out to lay one of my hands over hers. “There is nothing more important than keeping you in your home, Mrs. L.” With a gentle squeeze, I resumed filling out the form.

      I believed in the pen being mightier than the sword. I’d made a fine living at it—not that anyone knew about that. But I’d have given a hell of a lot to just attack FEMA with battle unicorns and dragons. I would be so much more satisfying. But the real world didn’t resemble the ones I spun into fantasy, so I’d continue to do this the old-fashioned way.

      Form complete, I slid her a pen. “Start by signing this affidavit of continuous residence. I’ll get started on the title work and pull what records I can from the clerk’s office. We’ll piece it together.”

      Please God, let there be something on file at the county seat.

      What remained of our own town records was in disarray or various stages of water damage. In the grand scheme of post-flood cleanup, they hadn’t been a priority. Not when we’d needed to fully rebuild infrastructure to reconnect the town to the rest of the world.

      Her fingers trembled a little as she took the pen, like she wanted to trust this lifeline but couldn’t quite get there. “It’s only a house,” she murmured.

      “No, it’s not. It’s where your grandbabies learned to ride bikes. It’s where Luther built that chicken coop modeled after the Taj Mahal because it made you laugh. It’s yours. We’ll make sure the government knows it, too.”

      And this was why I hadn’t written in months. Because people’s real lives were hanging on by threads, and I could help keep them afloat.

      She signed, and I filed the moment and the document away. Another crisis queued. Another thread in the town’s unraveling tapestry that I was trying to stitch back together, one piece of bureaucratic red tape at a time.

      “Now, let’s move on to more immediate concerns. You said the heat went out. Have you got somebody to see to that yet?”

      “Not yet. But I’ve got the wood stove. It heats the whole house pretty well.”

      I added more notes to the legal pad at my elbow. “I’m gonna have someone come by to make sure you’re plenty stocked up on firewood. And I’ll see that Fletcher or one of his crew comes by as soon as he’s able to take a look at that heater.” The last thing we needed was Mrs. Larrabee slipping and breaking a hip as she tried to carry wood into the house.

      She rose with a quiet grunt, a soft sound that implied everything hurt but she was too proud to say so. “You’re a godsend, Alia Gibson.”

      “Just doing what needs doing.” My life motto.

      I walked her to the door and didn’t miss the way her knees wobbled as she stepped out into the midmorning chill. I made a mental note to send out a request on the group text with my brothers to see if one of them could swing by with some fresh logs and to make sure her steps were clear of ice.

      The moment I sat back down, another folder slid into the open seat across from me, attached to a man who looked about one bad morning away from throwing a hammer at someone. I didn’t even need to see his face.

      “Morning, George.” Instead of reaching for the breakfast I’d started on five clients ago, I grabbed the cup of coffee that had also long since gone cold. I needed the bracing support of caffeine. “What’s broken now?”

      “The generator we finally got working at the water station blew out again. Inspector came by this morning. Flagged the wiring as a hazard.”

      I stared at him for a full two seconds before answering. “Of course he did.”

      Because why wouldn’t a piece of equipment we’d coaxed into functioning with borrowed parts and two Hail Marys decide to spontaneously combust the second someone with a clipboard showed up?

      I jotted down a note below Mrs. Larrabee’s name on the legal pad that served as my master list of town chaos. If this kept up, I was going to have to start color-coding by crisis type. “I’ll call the inspector and the county permit office this afternoon. See if we can push through an emergency variance or at least stall enforcement until we get someone to do the necessary permanent repairs.”

      “Appreciate you.” He gave me a tired smile and left me with the paperwork.

      I glanced around at my makeshift office—two vinyl booth seats and a Formica tabletop wedged in the back corner of my grandmother’s diner, surrounded by a fortress of manila folders and an elderly laptop that needed to be coaxed into submission more often than not. A battered portable printer hummed faintly, refusing to acknowledge its wireless capabilities. The entire space smelled like bacon grease, biscuits, and desperation.

      This was never supposed to be permanent.

      Five months ago, courtesy of an Atlantic hurricane that had stretched further inland than anyone expected, the river had crested higher than it had in a century, swallowing half of Gibson Hollow, and much of the rest of Western North Carolina, in a single, violent night. The law office I’d spent years building was literally washed away. Power lines down. Roads gone. More than half the bridges decimated. My dad—our beloved, bullheaded mayor—had pulled three people out of a collapsed foundation and ended up with a crushed pelvis, multiple broken ribs, and a shattered shoulder when he got caught by debris. Once he’d been stabilized, the doctors sent him to Nashville for multiple surgeries and rehab and told us not to expect him back soon.

      So I’d stepped in. Temporarily.

      Then temporary turned into taking FEMA calls at midnight, coordinating volunteer crews, filing damage assessments, arguing with state reps over funding that should’ve shown up two months ago, and mediating a fistfight in the hardware store over drywall.

      My degree was in law, not miracles. But someone had to hold it all together, and around here, that someone always seemed to be me. Even if it meant putting my own dreams on hold.

      I hadn’t worn my heels in five months. But I had worn two pairs of work boots into the ground.

      A fresh, steaming cup of coffee appeared on the table beside my elbow, as if summoned by my need alone. “Your blood, ma’am. Fresh and black as your mood.”

      I glanced up at Grandma Elsie, the unquestionable matriarch of our family, who once shooed a black bear out of her backyard with a broom and a disapproving glare. If I didn’t watch my mood, she’d give me the same Eyebrow of Doom. “You’re an angel.”

      “I’m a realist.” She propped both hands on her generous, apron-clad hips. “And realism says if you’re gonna keep running this town out of my booth, the least I can do is keep you caffeinated.”

      I sipped the hot coffee and corrected my assessment. “A saint, then.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” She leaned in a little closer. “Besides, if I leave you to your own devices, you’ll forget to eat, run yourself into the ground, and make me look bad.”

      I snorted, the first genuine sound of amusement I’d made all morning. “Can’t have that.”

      “Exactly.” She glanced at my abandoned breakfast, noting with disapproval that I’d only made it through one egg and a half strip of bacon. “You want a fresh plate?”

      There was no point. I’d get interrupted before I could finish again, and my appetite wasn’t exactly stellar these days. No reason to waste any more food when supplies were still limited. “This is fine.” To prove it, I picked up the other slice of bacon and nibbled.

      She patted my shoulder and turned back toward the kitchen.

      My twin brother, Bodie, strolled in a beat later in his standard Gibson Hollow PD khakis, a manila envelope under one arm and the weight of the town slung across his shoulders like part of the uniform.

      He dropped the envelope on my stack of files like it belonged there. “Morning, Madam Mayor.”

      I shot him a withering stare and moved the envelope off my precisely organized stack. “Don’t call me that.”

      He grinned down at me. “Power’s back on at the west substation. Linemen wrapped up around four this morning. We’re running patchy on coverage along Hollow Ridge, but most folks should have lights again.”

      That was a damned miracle.

      “Anyone giving you grief?”

      “Only Doug Milner. He’s mad the internet’s still spotty and says it’s cutting into his online poker league.”

      “God forbid,” I muttered. “I’ll add it to the list.”

      Bodie leaned in slightly, studying my face. “You get any sleep last night?”

      “Define sleep.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      Before I could fire back, the door opened again and in walked our next-youngest brother, Colter, dragging cold air and the scent of cedar smoke with him. He clapped Bodie on the back as he passed, then dropped into the seat Mrs. Larrabee had vacated not ten minutes ago.

      “Did this one tell you about the west substation?”

      “He did. Good news all around.”

      “Don’t let him fool you,” Colter said. “His idea of checking power lines is rolling by in a truck with his flashlight and pretending to squint meaningfully.”

      “I resent that,” Bodie shot back. “I documented the whole inspection.”

      “You documented it with your phone while sitting on your butt.”

      “You know how cold it is out there? I’m preserving law enforcement assets.”

      “Emphasis on the ‘ass’.”

      Ignoring their ribbing, I dove right in. “Colter, can you swing by Mrs. Larrabee’s place today? Her heater’s out again. She’s using the wood stove, but I’d feel better if you made sure she’s stocked up and doesn’t have to hike down icy steps for firewood.”

      He sobered immediately. “I’m on it. I’ll get by before my shift at the firehouse.”

      Before anyone else could settle, the door opened one more time and in came Dean, brother number three. He was still getting used to civilian clothes, but he moved like a man who didn’t miss his uniform. His beard was new, his desert tan had started to fade, but the posture was still pure Marine.

      He slid into the booth next to Colter and fixed his gaze on me. “Any chance you’re free for five minutes today?”

      I sipped the coffee Grandma Elsie had delivered. “For you? I can do four and a half. What’s up?”

      “I got my final separation paperwork yesterday. It’s official. No more Uncle Sam.”

      My chest twinged in relief. No more worrying about where in the world he was and whether he was being shot at. “That’s a big deal.”

      “Yeah. Feels weird.”

      “What’s your plan?”

      “I was hoping you’d tell me.”

      He’d predominantly been on debris cleanup for the few weeks he’d been home, but I could tell he wanted something a bit more constructive now. “Fletcher can for sure use another set of hands on the bridge crew. Just don’t fall in the river.”

      He half grinned. “No promises.”

      Bodie glanced between us. “Is that the same bridge where the temporary scaffolding keeps washing out?”

      “That’s the one.” I set my coffee aside. “We’ve got new materials coming, but it’s slow going with the weather. If we get another snow, it’s going to push everything back again.”

      Dean nodded. “Still. It’ll feel good to build something. Even if it’s one board at a time.”

      And wasn’t that the whole town in a sentence?

      We talked for a few more minutes—status updates, which roads were drivable without four-wheel drive, how many more comms towers were back up. The grocery had reopened last week with limited hours. The food pantry had gotten extra donations. The clinic was still operating out of trailers, and the town green—the part that hadn’t turned into a sinkhole—was a mud pit, frozen solid most mornings and thawing enough by afternoon to swallow your boots. The library was a loss. The office strip where I used to work was down to slab.

      But the lights were coming back on. Kids were back in school, even if it was in borrowed spaces. People were laughing again—tired, worn down, barely holding-on people—but laughing all the same.

      It wasn’t merely buildings we were rebuilding.

      It was hope.

      The bell over the door jingled again, and Blair swept in like she’d timed it for maximum disruption—coat unbuttoned, cheeks pink from the cold, and that unmistakable gleam in her eye that meant my day was about to get significantly more complicated.

      She scanned the room, spotted me in the back corner, and made a beeline. As Colter and Dean were still parked like sentries, she dragged over a chair from the next table and dropped into it backward, chin resting on the top rail like a smug cat who’d knocked over something expensive.

      I didn’t even bother with pleasantries. “What did you do?”

      Her smile suggested she had a secret she was dying to tell. “Now, is that any way to greet your best friend?”

      “You’re sparkling.”

      “I always sparkle.”

      “This is that sparkle. The one that means I should already be stress-sweating.”

      She leaned in slightly, voice dropping in a way that made my stomach tighten. “It’s not something we can talk about here.”

      That got a slow blink from me. “So it’s that kind of surprise.”

      “Nothing illegal, nothing dangerous.” She lifted a hand in mock innocence. “No goats. No glitter. No engagements. No explosives. And no pop-up flash mobs.”

      Dean raised his brows over the plate of my breakfast he was shoveling in since I obviously wasn’t going to eat it. “That’s a weirdly specific list of things to rule out.”

      Blair only smiled wider. “Experience, darlin’.”

      I groaned. “Blair.”

      “Meet me at the house before dinner?”

      I exhaled slowly. “Will I need wine?”

      “I will provide it.” She stood with a dancer’s grace, brushing invisible lint off her coat. “Promise it’s not bad. But you’re definitely going to have feelings.”

      “Fantastic,” I muttered.

      She winked, tossed a cheerful “Bye, boys!” over her shoulder, and breezed out the door like she hadn’t dropped a live grenade on my already overloaded mental to-do list.

      I watched her go, a spark of dread burrowing in under my ribs. Blair never meant harm. But she also never let minor details like boundaries get in the way of what she thought was a good idea.

      I didn’t have time for surprises.

      But in Gibson Hollow, they didn’t ask my permission.

      They just kept coming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Ramsey

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        @CharlieCharlestonFan: That missed connection between Logan and DeShawn in the 4th quarter killed us! So close yet so far. Ramsey Shaw was the only one who showed up today. #SentinelsSeason #HeartbreakCity

        

        @BlitzBreaker44: Marcus Logan had 3 quarters of brilliance and then completely fell apart when it mattered. That overthrow to Shaw in the end zone? UNFORGIVABLE. [image: enraged face] #SentinelsLoss #WeDeservedBetter

        

        @NavyAndSilver: Tough ending but I’m still proud. Shaw was an absolute BEAST all season. Career high receptions! That sideline grab in the 3rd was insane! We’ll be back. #SentinelsForLife

        

        @GridironGrandma: DeShawn Sims showing some real promise! That kid’s gonna be special. Logan needs to trust him more next season instead of forcing it to covered receivers. #RookieOnTheRise #Sentinels

        

        @SentinelsOrDie: Heartbroken but hopeful. Logan’s leadership kept us in it. Shaw was clutch as always. DeShawn showing flashes of greatness. We’re building something special here! #TrustTheProcess #Sentinels

      

      

      

      The hallway outside the press room buzzed with the usual end-of-season chaos—fluorescent lights humming overhead, cleats clacking on concrete, some poor intern sprinting past with a stack of fresh towels and panic in his eyes. The air reeked like sweat, Gatorade, and whatever industrial cleaner they used in here that never quite masked the funk of long hours and harder losses. We were three minutes out from the final press conference of the season, and all I could think about was how badly I wanted a burger with extra cheese and bacon. And an extra-large waffle fries.

      I leaned against the cool concrete wall outside the door, towel slung around my neck, team hoodie damp at the collar. Across from me, DeShawn Sims—the rookie wideout with hands like glue and nerves like a hummingbird—was smoothing down the front of his warm-up jacket like he was about to walk a red carpet. Kid had only been on camera a handful of times this season, and he was still convinced one wrong word would get him cut. He didn’t know yet that the press didn’t need help twisting your words. They could do that fine on their own.

      Next to him, Marcus Logan—the QB and captain of the we-will-win-it-next-year optimism committee—clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t puke, rook. That mic picks everything up.”

      DeShawn looked like he might actually consider it. I didn’t blame him. The first time I sat behind those mics, I’d nearly cracked a molar keeping my jaw clenched tight enough not to say something I’d regret. That was ten seasons ago. Long time. A whole lifetime, if you measured it in yardage and injuries.

      “Ready?” Our media liaison’s voice was a little too chipper for a man who’d been yelling into a headset all night.

      I straightened, rolled my shoulders once, and nodded. Marcus winked at me like we were about to go on stage for a talk show, and then we stepped into the light.

      The barrage of camera shutters echoed like gunfire. Reporters leaned forward, pens poised, recorders blinking red. The room smelled like stale coffee and expectation.

      I took my seat at the far end of the table at the front, adjusted the mic, and waited.

      The moderator leaned toward the mic and gave the room his usual firm-voiced “Let’s get started.” That cut through the noise—barely—and the questions came fast and sharp like they always did after a season ender.

      First up was Marcus. No surprise there. He was the face of the Charleston Sentinels, and he knew how to wear it. He kept his tone even, his shoulders square, his words carefully chosen. Talked about missed red zone chances, busted coverage in the third quarter, and that fifty-two-yard field goal that hooked left at the worst possible moment. He didn’t blame anyone. Didn’t dodge, either. Just laid it all out in that voice of his that was part analyst, part preacher, all performance.

      Then they turned to DeShawn.

      Someone lobbed a classic rookie question: “What was it like, your first post-season appearance?” and I swear, the kid’s pupils doubled in size. But he leaned into the mic like he was bracing for impact and launched into a breathless answer about heart, hustle, and how much he’d learned from the veterans. Which was flattering, I guess, but he rambled for a solid minute too long, and started to circle back on himself, like he forgot how sentences worked.

      Marcus shot him a grin. I gave him a single nod of quiet support—nothing that’d fluster him further. He needed to feel like he belonged up here, not like he was one mistake from the practice squad.

      I kept my posture relaxed, hands folded on top of the table, eyes forward. Contained. I’d learned the hard way that giving too much in front of cameras had a way of turning into noise you couldn’t take back.

      So, I let Marcus handle the performance. Let DeShawn find his footing.

      A voice from the back finally cut through the swirl of questions. “Ramsey, this is your tenth season. You’ve seen a lot of post-seasons. What’s your read on this one?”

      I leaned into the mic and kept my tone even. “This is football. Sometimes you win, sometimes you don’t. That doesn’t mean we didn’t fight for every yard.”

      Pens scratched. A few nods around the room. That was plenty for most people, but one more question followed it up.

      “From your perspective, how did the blocking hold up tonight?”

      I didn’t hesitate. “We held the line pretty well in the first half. The pocket stayed clean, and the run lanes were there. But in the second half, the defense started getting in quicker. Pressures landed a bit earlier than expected. We didn’t break down—we just got slightly off rhythm. It wasn’t about effort or execution. It came down to timing.”

      I didn’t have to look to know Marcus was nodding beside me. He knew. He’d felt it, same as I had—those half-second shifts where a route broke late or a block landed a fraction too high. Cumulative rather than catastrophic. Enough to tip the balance the other way.

      They asked me a couple more questions. Nothing too deep. I gave them straight answers. No dramatics. No shoulder-patting. This wasn’t a confessional. It was a report. They didn’t need more than that.

      I wasn’t here to sell soundbites. I was here to finish the season.

      A hand shot up in the second row—a beat reporter I recognized, someone who’d been following us for years. His tone was lighter than the earlier questions, which meant we were shifting into the wind-down phase.

      “Got a training plan lined up for the off-season?”

      I took a slow sip from the bottle of water in front of me, then set it back down with a soft thud. “I always stay in shape.”

      That earned a few quiet chuckles from the front row. They’d heard variations of that line from me before and knew better than to push for more. I wasn’t the guy who volunteered vacation plans or dropped hints about endorsements. I showed up. I did the work. I stayed healthy. That was the story.

      Next to me, Marcus grinned and leaned into his mic. “He’ll be back with calves like steel cables, as always.”

      The laughter got a little louder at that. DeShawn tried to smother a grin behind his hand.

      Instead of responding, I folded my hands again and let the noise roll over me as Marcus played the room. He was good at that.

      Whatever I planned to do with the off-season, it didn’t concern anybody here.

      DeShawn fielded the next one, something about the biggest difference between college and the pros. He gave a tight answer this time—quick, specific, more confident than before. His nerves had settled.

      Good. He’d earned that.

      Marcus got one more after that. Someone asked what he was reading now, and he flashed a smile like he’d been waiting for it. Said he was halfway through a biography on Vince Lombardi. The press ate it up. Marcus had always known how to charm a room without looking like he was trying.

      The moderator looked down at the tablet in front of him and gave the signal. “Last question.”

      A reporter near the front leaned into his mic. “Ramsey—you hit a career-high in receptions this season. Do you think this was your peak?”

      I didn’t flinch or smile or deflect. “I think I did my job.”

      I’d shown up, played hard, blocked like hell, made the catches that counted. Whatever that added up to didn’t need my commentary. They could write what they wanted. I’d already done the work.

      Things wrapped up quickly after that. We filed out the way we came in, the door swinging closed behind us with a soft click. The noise shifted from press chatter to hallway clatter. Cleats echoed again, distant shouts bounced off concrete, and another of the interns hustled past with a phone pressed to each ear and a look on his face like he was negotiating a hostage crisis.

      Security nodded us through at the locker room entrance, barely glancing up. Inside, the noise was a different type of loud. Familiar. Comfortable. Towels snapped in the air. Someone yelled about a missed call in Madden. The Bluetooth speaker perched on top of a laundry cart blared a bass-heavy track that had all the lyrical depth of a toaster manual. It felt like home.

      I shrugged out of my hoodie and tossed it into the mesh bin near the showers, then dropped onto the bench in front of my locker. The wood creaked, cool against my spine. I leaned forward, elbows on knees, letting my head hang for a second. After ten seasons, my body screamed a fair bit more when the adrenaline wore off, and I was looking forward to some ice.

      Marcus flopped down beside me, already unlacing his cleats. DeShawn hovered a beat longer, still buzzing with end-of-season energy.

      “So what now, Ramsey?” He dropped into the open space to my left. “Jet to Dubai? Hit up a yacht?”

      I cracked my neck. “Nah. I’m thinking downtime, a double cheeseburger, and some time visiting my mom.”

      Marcus snorted without looking up. “Man of culture.”

      “Man of cravings. My mama’s been sending me pictures of meatloaf since October.”

      That got a laugh from both of them. Real ones. Easy ones. The kind that didn’t come with a camera in your face or a headline waiting to happen.

      DeShawn launched into a monologue about Miami plans with his cousin and maybe booking a few weeks of offseason training in LA if he could swing the budget. Marcus asked if he’d packed sunscreen. I nodded along, half-listening, until the kid hit the five-minute mark without breathing.

      I picked up a towel and chucked it at his head.

      “Hey!”

      “Catch your breath, rook. You’ll need it for the layover.”

      He laughed and batted the towel away.

      They didn’t ask what else I had planned. Nobody did. Not because they didn’t care, but because they understood the line. You said what you wanted to say, and the rest stayed yours.

      Good thing, too.

      Because if they knew I was about to spend part of my offseason at a fantasy romance book convention in a full custom cosplay of my favorite character? I’d never hear the end of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Alia

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        @KellaHarmonAuthor: After months of radio silence (blame it on the muse [image: shushing face]), I might have a little something special coming your way soon. No spoilers, but let’s just say some of you might actually get to see me in the wild for the first time ever? [image: eyes][image: sparkles]

        

        Keep those notifications on, darlings. The wait might finally be worth it. #KellaHarmon #ComingSoon #MaybeImNotDeadAfterAll

      

      

      

      By the time I pulled into Blair and Elena’s driveway, the winter sun was already dipping behind the mountains, leaving the sky streaked in that bruised purple that came standard with January. The place looked like a Pinterest board had gotten drunk and decided to settle down—an old Craftsman with a wide front porch, strung-up café lights, and a vivid teal door that somehow never clashed with the season, no matter how gray the world around it got. Their porch light was on, warm and golden, throwing soft halos onto the faded welcome mat that proclaimed, Come back with tacos.

      They’d been among the lucky ones whose houses had been on high enough ground and hadn’t been impacted by the flood.

      I climbed the front steps and had barely raised a hand to knock before the door swung open.

      “Your presence is requested.” Blair swept an arm out like a magician revealing the final trick. “Shoes off, coat on the hook, and prepare to be soothed.”

      I arched a brow but did as instructed. The moment I stepped inside, I was hit by the scent of chocolate and something floral, probably the essential oil Blair was obsessed with diffusing into every corner of her house. The living room was cozy chaos. A riot of textures and colors, mismatched throw pillows, and a blanket Elena’s abuela had crocheted draped over the back of the couch. The heating vents hummed quietly, and I could already feel some of the cold working its way out of my toes, because this wasn’t merely a friend’s house. This was one of my safe places.

      Blair led me to the couch like I might break if left to my own devices, then promptly disappeared into the kitchen with a shout. “Stay right there and don’t make me put on a weighted blanket to keep you still!”

      I snorted and dropped onto the cushions. The blanket was already warm from the vent behind it, and I curled it around my shoulders without thinking. Seconds later, Blair returned with two mismatched mugs—one in a chaotic pattern of hearts, one emblazoned with Nevertheless, She Persisted in glittery script—and handed me the latter.

      It was hot chocolate. With a very generous splash of something that definitely wasn’t milk.

      I arched a brow. “I thought you were providing wine?”

      “This seemed like a better idea.” She sat down beside me and curled one leg beneath the other like a lounging cat in sparkly nail polish. “You look like you wrestled a power grid and lost.”

      “That’s because I did. Figuratively.” I’d gotten the delay on enforcement at the water station, and Fletcher had sent one of his crew over with another emergency generator to keep things going until we could get a proper electrician to deal with whatever was wrong.

      She raised her mug. “To surviving the grid.”

      I clinked mine against hers. “Barely.”

      We sipped, and I soaked in the silence of being able to sit with someone I’d been best friends with for more than a third of my life. Then she casually tossed out, “They finally got the mud cleared out from behind the school cafeteria. Only took four months and an act of Congress.”

      “Elena still stuck in that meeting?”

      “Yeah. District’s still fighting over how to allocate the next round of grants. She’s trying to get enough pushed through to put real money toward the rebuilding. You know, for things like walls. Roofs. Functioning plumbing.”

      I hummed. “Luxury.”

      “Mmm. Apparently, infrastructure is now considered bougie.”

      Her tone was breezy, but I caught the slight uptick in pitch. That little flare of brightness she only deployed when she was overcompensating. Her legs jittered faintly against the couch cushion, and she wasn’t making eye contact. Classic signs.

      I narrowed my eyes over the rim of my mug. “You’ve been laying groundwork for something all day.”

      Blair blinked. Once. Twice. The exaggerated innocent stare might as well have been a road flare.

      Then I used the voice I’d honed since my mother died when I was sixteen and I’d become the de facto mom to my seven younger siblings. “Blair Alexandra Young. What. Did. You. Do?”

      She winced with her whole perfectly fashionable body, then lifted her mug like a shield and mumbled into the steam, “Technically? A favor.”

      “A favor.” Somehow I knew I was going to absolutely hate this favor. “What sort of favor?”

      Blair’s shoulders rose practically to her ears. “I signed you up for a panel at a fantasy romance book convention in Atlanta.”

      My brain stalled like it had thrown a rod.

      There was a beat of pure, perfect silence—no heating vent hum, no diffuser whisper, no mug-clink. Just the sharp snap of my reality fracturing.

      “You did what?” The words came out flat. Deader than my creative drive.

      Blair winced again, teeth bared in a guilty grimace. “Okay, hear me out⁠—”

      “Oh, I cannot wait for this.”

      “You need the exposure.” The words came out in a rush. “You haven’t posted anything in months. People think you died or got kidnapped by your own protagonist.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You told them I was kidnapped?” This was what I got for letting her run my social media.

      “Only in memes!” Her hands flailed in defense. “Which I didn’t make. But I did share them, because the algorithm rewards engagement.”

      I stared at her, and the only thing keeping me from setting my mug down with lethal intent was the sheer absurdity of that sentence.

      “It’s good for sales.” She steamrolled ahead before I could interrupt. “And readers are foaming at the mouth for the next book. You’ve seen the DMs.”

      “They’re rabid,” I muttered. “That’s not the same thing as supportive.”

      “They’re hungry,” she corrected. “And justifiably so. It’s been over a year since you released anything.”

      “I had a flood.”

      “I know. And a FEMA backlog, and a town half held together with duct tape and collective goodwill. Which is exactly why you need this. You need a break. You need to remember that you’re a writer, Alia, not a crisis management robot in boots.”

      I opened my mouth. Closed it again. Because she wasn’t wrong.

      Which made me want to scream.

      I stood, needing motion or oxygen or both. “I told you I didn’t want anything public. That was the entire reason for the pen name.”

      She set her mug down slowly, carefully, like it might go off next. “Alia⁠—”

      I cut her off. “No. You don’t get to soft-pedal this. I never wanted the spotlight. The writing was never supposed to be for anyone else.”

      “You left your laptop open.” Her voice had gone quiet now. “I read that first book because you walked off to take a shower and forgot to close the file.”

      “And instead of minding your own damn business, you published it. Without asking.” Because boundaries were only suggestions when my bestie thought she was doing something for my own good.

      “Damned right, I did. Because it was too amazing to sit in a forgotten folder while you gave yourself ulcers over tort reform and bar exam hypotheticals.”

      My temper snapped as if the betrayal were fresh. “I was furious.”

      “You didn’t take it down.”

      “No. Because people bought it and asked for more. Which I gave them, because I needed the money. Because law school is expensive, and I was already drowning in loans and stress.”

      Blair stood too, facing me now. “And then the second book sold better. And the third even better than that. And then the new series dropped and took off like it had wings. You remember what you said to me the night the BookTok stuff started exploding?”

      I didn’t want to. But I did. Clear as a bell.

      “You said you were thinking about shutting down the practice and going full time as an author. That you finally wanted to choose the thing that made you feel alive.”

      She took a step closer, eyes shining, but not with tears. This was fire. “You do want this, Alia. Maybe not the spotlight, maybe not the fan cons or the panels. But the books? The stories? You’ve always wanted that. Don’t rewrite the whole narrative now because the spotlight feels too bright.”

      I barked out one sharp, humorless laugh. “Yeah? And look how well that turned out. I decided to take a leap, chase something for me for once, and the universe responded by giving us a literal flood of Biblical proportions.”

      Blair’s mouth opened. Then closed again. There wasn’t a comeback for that, and we both knew it. Any dreams I had of pursuing something purely for myself were put permanently on the back burner because everyone needed me.

      I ran a hand through my hair and looked away, suddenly exhausted. “I haven’t written a word since the flood. And now you want me to sit on a stage and smile and pretend everything’s fine?”

      Blair didn’t push. She waited with maddening patience.

      I dropped back onto the couch, sinking into the cushions and half wishing they’d swallow me whole. “You want to know the last time I opened the manuscript file?”

      Her continued silence gave me permission.

      “Two days before the flood.” My voice was low, tight. “Chapter fifteen. Half-finished sentence. Since then, nothing.”

      I stared down into my hot chocolate, the swirl of cocoa and whiskey catching the light like it might hold answers I didn’t want to see. “The town is hanging on by a thread. I’m doing FEMA paperwork in triplicate, fighting red tape over every supply run, begging for grant money with one hand, and trying to rebuild infrastructure with the other. My brain is fried. I haven’t written anything in five months, and now you want me to go play Author Barbie at a fantasy romance book con?”

      Blair opened her mouth. I cut her off with a glare.

      “I ended the last book on a goddamn cliffhanger. Because that’s what you do. Readers are frothing. They want answers. And I’ve got nothing but static. And if I bomb in public? If I freeze or freak out or someone figures out who I actually am? It’s over.”

      I rubbed a hand over my face, fingers pressing into my eyes until stars burst behind my lids. “The law practice is gone. I don’t have an office. I don’t have a legal secretary anymore, since Kim moved back to Raleigh with her sister. I’m literally running legal aid out of a booth in my grandma’s diner. That writing income? It’s all I’ve got right now. It’s the only steady thing coming in.”

      Blair sat down again. Slowly. “Alia…”

      “I’ve used that money to help keep The Commissary open. To pay for repairs nobody else could afford. To float utility shortfalls and fill pantry gaps and fix the goddamn water station generator. I’ve been plugging holes with royalties and hoping the dam doesn’t break. If people stop buying the books because they think I’m flaky or ungrateful or just plain weird? If sales dip?” I shook my head. “Then we’re screwed. Not simply me. The town.”

      It came out harsher than I meant it to. But it was true.

      And terrifying.

      Blair didn’t come back at me right away. Only watched me for a second, her glitter-tipped nails tapping quietly against her mug. When she finally spoke, her voice was lower. Gentler. “I know you’re scared. And I know you’re exhausted. But you’re not doing this alone. You never have.”

      I looked away and let the silence press in for a breath, then two.

      Then she nudged my leg with her toe. “Look, this isn’t some big red carpet reveal. It’s a panel. Two, tops. You’ll be on stage with a couple of other authors, you’ll answer some softball questions, sign a few things, and then you’re done. Two or three days, in and out. Your hotel room is already booked.”

      “My hotel room? You aren’t coming with me to this insanity?” Another knot of panic wedged itself behind my breastbone.

      “Darling, you know I absolutely would, but it’s my and Elena’s anniversary, and she can’t get away from school just now. Besides, it’ll be good for you to get away for a few days on your own, without anyone from home—even me—yammering in your ear. I promise the whole appearance will be easy peasy.”

      “That’s not helping.”

      She smiled faintly. “I wasn’t trying to help. I was trying to ground you in the reality that this isn’t the circus you’re building up in your head.”

      My jaw tightened, but she pressed on.

      “Right now, your readers are buzzing. They’re excited, engaged, talking about the books again because you’ve been quiet, and the mystery’s fueling the fandom. But that only lasts so long. You can’t give them a book right now, so give them a face.”

      I stared down at my mug. The hot chocolate had cooled, the booze mellowed into the mix. It tasted like something soft and slow and dangerous—like something I’d buried deep and hoped would stay that way. Ambition. For myself.

      But Blair had always known how to dig. “You’ve spent five months holding this town together. Let this be one thing that gives something back to you.”

      I groaned and let my head drop back against the couch cushions, staring up at the ceiling like it might hold a better answer than the one already forming in my gut.

      I hated this idea.

      Every molecule of my overworked, overstimulated, burned-the-hell-out introvert self wanted to say no. To dig in my heels and build a barricade of manila folders and municipal chaos around myself and hide until the world forgot my name—both of them.

      But Blair’s logic was maddeningly airtight.

      The exposure would help. The timing was strategic. The cost of staying invisible might finally be too high.

      “Fine,” I muttered. “But I’m not going as me.”

      The effect was immediate. Blair lit up like someone had flipped a switch behind her eyes. “Then you'd better call in the big guns.”

      I closed my eyes and sighed. “Oh, no.”

      “Oh, yes.”

      She smirked so hard, it practically radiated smugness. “It’s time to let Uncle Dee do his thing.”

      I groaned again, louder this time. “This is going to be a disaster.”

      She bounced off the couch, already reaching for her phone to text my uncle, who loved nothing more than a makeover and could transform anyone into anybody. Then she called over her shoulder, grinning with wicked delight, and contradicted me in a way only Blair could. “It’s going to be epic.”
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      From the front, Vivienne Marchand’s tailoring studio looked exactly like it always did—polished, pristine, and terrifyingly expensive. Floor-to-ceiling windows, sleek navy awnings, and her name etched in brushed steel above the door like it was a couture house in Paris instead of a high-end Charleston boutique. You half-expected someone to valet your car for daring to park nearby. She’d been custom tailoring my clothes for five years now.

      I stepped inside, the hood of my jacket pulled low, hands in my pockets. Not that it helped. I could’ve been wearing a paper bag and people still would’ve clocked me as That Guy From The Sentinels. Being six-four and built like a brick wall didn’t exactly lend itself to subtlety.

      But I wasn’t here for attention. I was here for the pickup.

      “Ramsey!” Viv’s voice cut through the boutique’s gentle hum like a champagne cork. She swept out from behind a display of Italian wools, sharp, purple-tipped blonde bob swinging, tailor’s tape draped like jewelry around her neck. “You’re early.”

      “I was in the neighborhood.” I wasn’t, but punctuality seemed like the only way to say thank you for what she’d pulled off.

      She tilted her head, appraising me as if I were another project for her needle to refine. “Good. Come on back. I’ve been dying for you to see it.”

      The front of the shop was all glass cases and restrained elegance—muted lighting, racks of custom suits lined up like soldiers, the quiet hush of a place where money talked softly. But as she led me past the main floor, the vibe shifted. Subtly at first, an unusual mannequin here, a bolt of heavy leather there. And then all at once⁠—

      The back room was pure, glorious fantasy chaos.

      Gone were the clean lines and muted colors of the front showroom. Back here, the walls were papered in concept sketches and color swatches that definitely hadn’t come from any bridal catalog. A half-finished mannequin stood in one corner, arms akimbo like it was daring someone to cross it, while a nearby worktable was strewn with patterns, buckles, and enough heavy-duty thread to rig a mainsail.

      Viv clasped her hands like she was about to present a Michelin-star meal. “You have no idea how happy I am to work on something that doesn’t involve another damned lapel.”

      I raised a brow. “You’re telling me you don’t dream of tasteful charcoal suits?”

      She snorted. “Please. If I have to match one more groom to the exact shade of his fiancée’s Pinterest board, I’m going to start drinking during fittings.”

      She moved deeper into the room, practically vibrating with glee. “But this?” She spun on her heel to face me, eyes alight. “This is the good stuff. And I still can’t believe you, of all people, came to me with this commission.”

      I jerked a shoulder. “Figured if I was gonna do it, might as well do it right.”

      “Oh, you’re doing it very right.” She grinned. “When your email came through, I had to triple-check it wasn’t some prank. But then I saw what you wanted—and who you wanted to be—and I dropped everything. Cleared my whole week.” Her green eyes glinted with delight. “And let me tell you, working with someone who actually has a budget? A revelation. You’d be amazed how often fantasy clients try to haggle like they’re shopping at a medieval flea market.”

      I grinned back. “Happy to spoil you for the rest.”

      She wagged a finger at me. “Oh, you have. I’m ruined. Completely. I may never go back to regular tailoring again. I got to work with the most amazing artists for this project. I’m seriously considering taking time off to master leatherwork myself.”

      I fixed her with a mock-serious look. “I can’t go back to off the rack, Viv.”

      “I wouldn’t leave you hanging, darling.” She turned toward the far side of the room, where a rolling rack was draped in a protective cover. Her hands poised dramatically at the edge. “Now, ready to meet your alter ego?”

      “Bring it.”

      With a gravitas worthy of unveiling a holy relic, Viv tugged back the cover on the rack and revealed the armor beneath piece by piece.

      The helm was sleek and ceremonial, styled less for war and more for the mythology that followed in its wake. Matte black from crown to jaw, it covered the entire head with a smooth, sculpted design that hugged close, sweeping back behind the ears in clean, aerodynamic lines. The eye slits were narrow but precise, with enough visibility to suggest keen awareness behind them. The lower half—left open to expose the mouth and jaw—added a strange intimacy to the otherwise faceless facade.

      Etched into the temples and curving down toward the nape were faint sigils from the Lost Kingdom of Verethan, barely visible unless the light caught them just right. Like secrets whispered onto steel. Or leather, in this case. Elegant and grim, like the character they represented. They matched the map in the book exactly.

      Viv held it up with reverence. “I wanted intimidation with vulnerability. Mystery, but still room for expression. The mouth being visible? That was a choice.”

      Excitement began to bubble, and because this was Viv, I didn’t bother to moderate. “It’s perfect.”

      Her grin grew wider. “Wait for the rest.”

      Next were the chest piece and pauldrons. Layered leather in deep slate, burnished and worn like it had seen actual battles. The stitching was precise, bordering on obsessive, with faint diagonal scoring across the front like someone had raked claws through it mid-battle. I knew that mark. It was from the wyvern ambush scene in Chapter Twenty-Six of the first book.

      Viv smoothed her hand over it. “I used treated suede here. Lightweight but holds its shape. And the lining won’t roast you alive under con lighting.”

      Then came the undershirt in a deep forest green.

      “Not everyone notices it, but fans will. This is the color he wore in the oath scene, when he swore to protect the last heir of Selenne.”

      That scene had lived rent-free in my brain since the first time I read it. He’d knelt in that blood-soaked corridor, armor cracked, mask dented, and made a vow to her with a voice like a funeral bell. Every line was burned into my memory.

      Viv lifted a pair of gauntlets next—reinforced at the knuckles, dark with brushed metal accents. Then the bracers. The boots. All reinforced but elegant, like they were made for a man who moved like a shadow, not a tank.

      “Now, the sword.” Viv practically bounced as she gripped the hilt to draw it from its sheath. “This beauty was made by a weapons master out of Asheville, who does limited fantasy commissions. It’s balanced, edged for presence, and yes—con-legal. Barely.”

      She passed it over carefully. The weight settled into my palm as if it belonged there. Long grip wrapped in black leather, crossguard etched with the same sigils as the helm. No jewel in the hilt. No flash. A weapon with purpose. I backed up for room and swung it once. Slow. Deliberate. It whistled through the air.

      I looked up. Viv was watching me like she already knew what I was thinking.

      “It’s him,” I said.

      “Soren.” She whispered the name in hushed delight, as if saying it too loudly might break the spell she’d wrought from leather and metal.

      “Can I try it on?”

      “Hell, yes! I’ve been waiting for this all week.”

      I stepped behind the folding screen Viv had set up in the corner of the workshop and stripped down, relishing the buzz of anticipation I usually only felt right before going onto the field for a game.

      “Ready?” Viv’s voice floated from the other side of the screen like she was announcing a magic trick.

      “Let’s do it.”

      Her small hand appeared behind the screen with the dark forest green undershirt that would serve as the base layer. I tugged it on, appreciating how the soft fabric fit close to my skin.

      “Trousers next.” The disembodied hand appeared again, with leather pants.

      I slid them on. The butter-soft leather was heavier than anything I was used to wearing, snug without being stiff.

      “Come on out, and I’ll show you how to adjust the closures.”

      I stepped from behind the screen.

      Viv did up the hidden fasteners, then had me turn so she could check the fit at the hips. “Lift your knees. Do a squat or two. See how they feel.”

      I did as ordered, surprised by how the pants didn’t restrict my range of movement. “Close, but not too tight.”

      Satisfied with that, Viv dragged over a stool so she could help me on with the chest piece. I held still as she guided it over my head and settled it onto my shoulders, securing it with a series of straps down the sides and back. The weight shifted my balance in a way that felt authentic. Which was exactly what I’d commissioned.

      “Try moving your arms.”

      I rolled my shoulders, bent my elbows, and made a few slow movements like I was loosening up before a game. With each motion, I was aware of the armor, but I wasn’t restricted.

      “Good. Range is right where it should be.” She passed me the bracers next, then the gauntlets. These I buckled myself, since I’d be on my own to actually dress for the con, and I wasn’t unaccustomed to gearing up. The boots came last. Comfortable, yet sufficiently sturdy to feel like I could kick some serious ass, if needed.

      Finally, the helm.

      Viv handed it over with ceremony. “Moment of truth.”

      I turned it in my hands, letting the overhead light catch on the faint sigils etched along the sides. Then I slid it on. The interior fit like a glove, and the weight balanced perfectly across my crown and jaw.

      I looked at her through the narrow slits.

      She stepped back, arms folded, and tilted her head as she took me in from head to toe. “You’re gonna break hearts and cause meltdowns.”

      I flexed one arm and shifted my weight again, listening to the creak of the leather. “Let’s hope they keep it to meltdowns. I’m not signing any armor-related injuries.” That might be worse than the cleavage I’d been asked—and politely declined—to sign in my football career.

      Viv laughed, looping her tape measure back around her neck. “Seriously, though, I love that you went old school. Soren from the first series? That’s proper fan behavior.”

      I shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t even remember how I found the book. Probably insomnia and a digital sale. But that story hit me right over the head. I was obsessed. Stayed up all night to read it, even though I had practice the next day. Then I nabbed the second one and did it all over again. My ass was dragging the rest of the week, but it was so worth it.”

      “Stuck around for the slow burn, didn’t you?”

      “I mean, I had to know if he ever actually won Meriel’s love.”

      Viv mimed a swoon. “Took for-freaking-ever, but that payoff? Chef’s kiss. What do you think of the new series?”

      “Strong. Different tone from that more classic fantasy vibe, but she pulled it off.”

      “Still no word on the next one, though. It’s been over a year. There’s not even a preorder up. You’d think with all the hype we’d at least get a title drop.”

      “They’re big books. She’s probably working to get it exactly right.”

      She groaned dramatically. “I need to know if the king lives or dies. My group chat is in full civil war. Someone rage quit over a fan theory last week.”

      “Was it that one that suggested that Kane is her half-brother?”

      “Yes! Maybe you’ll find out at the con.” Viv turned a circle and let out a squee. “Oooo, I can’t believe you get to meet Kella Harmon!”

      “Well, I’ll get to theoretically be in a room with her for a panel. I don’t know that I’ll get to actually meet her.”

      “Still! That woman is a freaking ghost! No pictures of her online. No nothing! She’s almost as much a mystery as the plot of the next book.”

      I chuckled. “If I can get her autograph, I’ll have it made out to your entire book club.”

      Viv gave me a narrow-eyed glare. “Shaw, do I look like a woman who shares?”

      I laughed. “Just you, then. Let ’em die of envy.”

      “Damn straight.” She tapped the edge of the helm. “Alright. Soren’s ready for the convention floor. Go ahead and get back in your street clothes, and we’ll get him packed up for the trip.”

      In less than ten minutes, I’d changed clothes, and we’d gotten the costume carefully packed up, including the foam-lined case for the helm.

      “I expect all the pictures of Soren in full glory.”

      Shouldering the bag and tucking the helm case under one arm, I gave Viv a salute. “Understood. And thanks again. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

      “Please promise to continue to embrace your hidden nerddom, so I can do this again in the future.”

      I grinned. “I wouldn’t trust anyone else.”

      As I stepped out of the shop and into the January chill, my phone vibrated in my pocket.

      Fishing it out, I saw Bodie’s name flashing on the display. I hit answer. “Hey, man. How are things going in your neck of the woods?”

      “January’s been a bitch, but we’re holding. Power’s mostly back, patching through the Ridge. Bridge crew’s slogging on. Town green’s still a mess—mud pit with ambition—but people are showing up as volunteers for boots-on-the-ground kind of stuff.” Clear fatigue underscored his usual easy tone.

      I forced a smile I knew he couldn’t see. “That’s good. And you?”

      “I’m surviving. Not sure I can say too much beyond that. How about you? Season’s through. Sorry about that last game.”

      “Win some, lose some. I was ready for a break, so I’m fine with this. We’ll be back stronger next season.”

      “You had that double cheeseburger yet?”

      I laughed as I unlocked the truck and set my cargo into the backseat. “I’ve had two. With bacon and Cajun fries.”

      “Priorities.”

      “How’s the family?” I kept my tone easy and conversational.

      “Oh, you know. Grandma Elsie’s keeping the whole damned town fed. She’s been keeping a big pot of community burgoo going on the daily, with donations from folks. Anybody who can’t afford to pay still gets to eat. Colter’s running all the electricians in town crazy about the fire code. Dean’s finally losing some of the post-deployment jumpy. Fletcher and Gunner are both up to their eyeballs in infrastructure rebuilds and debris clearance. And Dad’s keeping Everly and Hutton on their toes with his recovery down in Nashville.”

      I swallowed and did my best to maintain a polite tone of interest. “And Alia?”

      “Alia’s Alia. Single-handedly keeping the town from collapsing. Burning the candle at both ends and in the middle. If there’s a problem, she’s found it—and fixed it.”

      My heart squeezed. Holding everything together had been Alia Gibson’s default state as long as I’d known her. And damn if I didn’t admire the hell out of that, even though I’d always wanted to be her shelter so she didn’t have to.

      And wouldn’t her brother have plenty to say about that if he knew?

      As far as Bodie was aware, I was just another brother to add to her already extensive collection. The reality was that I’d been carrying a torch for my best friend’s twin for basically my entire adult life. She was the path I hadn’t taken.

      That didn’t stop the wanting, though. Time hadn’t dimmed it either. Our lives had been on diverging paths for more years than I cared to think about, so I’d kept my distance, as much to save my sanity as anything else.

      But as Bodie finished giving me the update on the family and the rest of town, I considered that maybe, when I was done with this conference, it was high time I paid a visit to my friends to lend a hand. It sounded like they could use it.
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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