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I posed a question on Facebook looking for names for a not-so-nice ex-girlfriend, and 

Dee Camp won with Amelia! Thank you to everyone who offered suggestions.
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To my hubby, Craig, for all your help as I worked through this final volume. It wasn’t easy tying all the details of the ring’s whereabouts between the last story and this one, but you helped me at every turn. You’re the best hubby of all time!

BEFORE 

YOU 

BEGIN:

Have you read 

Cloudy Skies: Prequel?

It’s free! It also sets up the entire series.

Click here to download your epub book.

Since his fumbled chance with the family’s magical soulmate-finding ring a few years back, Raine Warner’s life has become a train wreck. With no other remaining option, the homeless, long-lost brother reaches out to his family for financial help, but unexpectedly receives a perfect job opportunity in New Hampshire. Life is looking up... until Raine’s new girlfriend learns about his deep-sea discovery. Now, a relationship with her risks not only his job, but the survival of a new species.

Reporter Evie Sweetham needs a great story to scoop if she’s to keep her lackluster job, but the series of deaths in her family leaves her second-guessing her work and feeling guilty. When the sexy researcher Raine Warner leaves for NH, Evie takes a gamble and follows him. When she stumbles on the unique creatures living in his research facility, Evie must decide between the scoop of the lifetime or staying with the one man who can grant her the chance to right the wrongs of her past.
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Chapter 1
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The thunder of a rig’s engine turning over and the following hiss of airbrakes had become Raine’s alarm clock these last two weeks. He cracked open his eyes and saw a murky sun cresting the horizon over his dashboard. He stretched in the driver’s seat and tried to work the kink out of his neck as clouds churned overhead. As the rig rattled out of the plaza’s parking lot, Raine got out of his car and rummaged through one of the garbage bags in his back seat for today’s outfit. A light sprinkle dampening his back made him wish he’d done this task last night.

So much for an illustrious life after serving four years in the Navy. 

He should have stayed.

There, or at any job in the six years since he’d retired his uniform.

Could the tale behind his family’s magical ring have been correct all this time? It had appeared on his hand just as his term with the Navy had ended. He could either have either taken the job he’d applied for in Boston or headed back home to New York.

Once he’d stepped onto terra firma and accepted a totally different job in Philly, the ring had vanished.

Just like his mom had warned.

And nothing he’d done since had made him happy. He wanted to do more than just attend mindless oceanographer conferences or analyze microbes on a cellular level or create hypotheses from statistical data. He wanted to do something with his life. Make a mark.

Now, he didn’t even ding people’s radar. 

Homeless people were invisible to tax-paying citizens that way.

He’d made the wrong choice when he’d received his ring, which meant he would never get to meet his perfect match, and by doing so, the ring had now doomed his future.

Stupid cursed object. 

Case in point? Amelia.

Damn her. And damn himself for trusting her despite what his gut told him.

Raine schlepped across the parking lot puddles and into the community shower that the plaza’s laundromat provided for long-haulers. The rain fell in earnest by the time he emerged from the restroom. Instead of heading back to his car, he went into the little coffee shop next door and found a table near a plug so he could charge his phone. He ordered a coffee and paid with the last of his spare change.

She’d done this to him. He’d loved her and trusted her, and she’d returned the favor by betraying him and stripping him of everything he’d owned. 

As he sipped and listened to his stomach growl, he scrolled through his messages and saw Meghan had called, like she did on every holiday and his birthday. He just couldn’t in good conscience call her back, though. She’d likely invite him over for some giant picnic for the 4th, but he had no intention of seeing the woman his dad had been “also married to” throughout his whole life.

He wondered for the hundredth time how his sisters had fared under her after he’d taken off. Had she raised them well? Or had she been the stereotypical evil stepmother? 

Ugh. He’d just lost couch-crashing rites from a former coworker after he’d announced his fiancée was moving in, and he hadn’t gotten the new job he’d been positive he’d landed, so the thought of facing his family as a complete loser held no appeal. 

He should, though, try texting one of his sisters. However, he truly doubted Celeste would want to hear from him. Last time they’d talked—hell, he’d barely been eighteen—he’d tried to tell her how to live her life. Like he was a freaking role model for stability or something. She’d laugh in his face now if he reached out to her for help. That only left Zenith. Would she even remember him? She’d been just a kid the last time he’d seen her. He’d never even checked on her, not even once. He’d enlisted at eighteen and took to the high seas, never once looking back. 

Damn, he was a shitty brother.

Barrel, meet bottom.

Not even seven AM. 

He scrolled to Zenie’s number and saw the last time he’d heard from her was Christmas, and he’d never even responded. What the hell was he doing back then?

Ah, yeah. Retail. At Christmas. Worst month ever.

He pulled up the keypad. How’s it going, sis?

Two minutes later, he got a text. OMG how are you I wasn’t sure youd ever reach out to me I haven’t seen you in a hundred years how are you you wont believe it but we’re all engaged you’ve got to come home where are you when can I see you again

He shook his head. Holy cow, Zenie still moved a hundred miles an hour. He needed to butter her up a minute before asking for anything, even though the thought of rich, warm butter cramped his gut. How could I forget the sister who pooped on me?

She delivered him an angry emoji followed by Im not the idiot who picked up a naked baby serves you right maybe you stole my lollipop and I was getting even

Despite his hunger, he laughed at the old taunt. You got even when you tossed my bike over the cliff. And then he remembered how they’d both gotten grounded for two months for that and they’d missed their end-of-school year dances and hated himself for bringing it up. So he added What do you mean youre all engaged

OMG Raine when can I see you I have so much to tell you ive missed your face so much

He inhaled. Missed you too. I’m actually in Rochester. 

He sensed her squeal as she messaged him a hundred exclamation points followed by I’ll take the day off where can we meet omg ive missed you so much

Pride kept him from asking to borrow money. As he vacillated how to respond, she offered how about Charlotte Beach? Ive always wanted to go there so I’ll come to you okay?

Beaches were free. He had enough gas to get there. But he quite honestly needed help today, not next week. With a deep breath he typed, When? It’s raining.

Just for another minute by noon itll be hhh

Hazy, hot, humid. The triple H part of summer. Relief warred with excitement as he smiled and typed bring lots of sandwiches. 

You got it I’ll pick up subs.

Whatever anxiety he’d had about his next meal dissipated. He’d spend the afternoon with his kid sis and then beg to crash on her couch in exchange for whatever chores needed doing. Then he could raid her fridge and claim he was a growing boy. Maybe he’d ask if he could use her address to apply for another job. 

Worst case scenario, he’d be back in his car.

And if he had absolutely no other option, he’d reenlist. 

As his stomach lurched with fresh nerves, he thought those three squares a day were almost worth dealing with the fact he’d only left the military because his one shot at making a name for himself ended when he’d accidentally killed an innocent, one-of-a-kind creature far beneath the sea.
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Chapter 2
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If there was one thing in this world that Evelyn Sweetham knew beyond a shadow of a doubt was that secrets had scents. Some were sharp and made her nose wrinkle, some lodged in the back of her throat and made her want to puke, but her favorites were spicy. Spicy, savory, tingly even. Addictive. The kind that made her want to sniff them repeatedly and then have a chance to experience them for the first time once more.

She hadn’t caught a whiff of anything in six days now.

And in her line of work, that was Bad. Capital B. 

Her desk phone rang; she picked up when she saw MGR on caller ID. “Hello?”

“Divina, I need you in my office.”

Her stomach dropped, and not just because her boss still refused to use her given name even after two years, relying instead on her pseudonym. “Coming.” Ugh. Harding only summoned people when he wanted to blood spill, the vampire.

No, that was an insult to vampires. Shark? No. Serial killer? Yeah. That. She rapped on her manager’s glass door and was waved in.

“Close the door.”

Panic sent her heart into fight or flight mode, but Evie focused on pressing the glass door tight to the metal jamb before turning for the inevitable bloodletting. 

“You’d better produce something worth publishing above the fold in the next two weeks or you’re fired.”

Fired? On top of everything else going wrong this week? “What? Why? People loved my last article, Mr. Harding. You know: “Interview with a Zombie.” That kid just liked wearing black, tattered clothes, painting his face white, and eating sushi. Nothing terrible. Though he claimed those things made him a real-life zombie, Evie had gone the extra mile and interviewed a psychologist. The original piece had been entitled, “The Mind of the Goth Kid,” but Harding had changed it to make it fit with Conspiracy Magazine’s schtick. Evie hoped her factual statement of how popular the article had been would help Harding remember she was a damned good writer and top contributor. 

But he brushed off her reminder in favor of grumbling. “Honestly, I’m a little tired of all your ‘mourning’ crap. If you want to be taken as a professional, you gotta learn to compartmentalize. Pets die. Fact of life. We already gave you five days off to bury your father last month, and now, I just found out you took time off for a dog? It’s an animal; get over it.”

Evie looked out her boss’s office windows so that Mr. Harding wouldn’t see the burgeoning tears. Not last month for her father, but three months ago, and not one dog but two. Hobo died with her dad, then Honey died last Thursday. All because of her. Deaths come in threes. Her throat tightened, but she refused to cry in front of this soulless creature. “Compartmentalize.”

“Exactly. Conspiracy Magazine didn’t become the top-seller by letting sentiment get in the way of a good story.” 

Tall tale, more like it, but Evie held her tongue. “Yes, Mr. Harding.”

“I heard we’re getting a lot of sea traffic this week at Charlotte Pier. Including some Navy boys.”

She blinked, waiting for him to continue his thought.

“Well? What’s going on? Get over there and get me something worth printing.”

No need to tell her twice. Evie bolted for the door, scissored her way down the aisle to her cubicle, and grabbed her purse off the hanger.

“Where you going, Sweets?”

Evie stopped mid-stride and looked at her half-brother, Dex de Silva, forcing herself to hold everything together. “Apparently, I’m one tear away from losing my job.” She flashed Dex half a smile and hoisted her purse in place. “Off to torture some innocent souls.”

“I’ll come with.”

“Dex, no.” She darted a nervous glance to Mr. Harding’s office, where he paced in front of his next victim, the horoscope writer. “He’ll think we’re just going to talk smack about him.”

“He’d be right, the stuffy bitch.”

She crooked a smile at Dex. “He’s sending me to Charlotte to find out why the dock is super busy right now. I bet it’s just lots of rich boys taking their new toys on the lake today. Who knows; maybe I can scoop something there.”

“A dock full of rich boys? I’m definitely coming with.” He stood and grabbed his portfolio. Glad of the company, Evie didn’t complain as they skedaddled down the hallway.

They stopped at the elevators and pressed the down button. “So, green?” Evie quipped as they waited, pointing to Dex’s hair.

He fingered the colorful spiked tips. “Sweets, this was a splurge. You like it?” He posed, modeling his new hairstyle. “I’m still deciding.”

“Actually, neon looks great on you.” Only someone with his golden complexion could pull it off and not look either pale or Seussian. 

He beamed at her compliment. “Nothing beats your hair though. You swear you’re not taking prenatals?” He twined his finger around a dark curl at her nape in blatant jealousy.

She swatted away his hand and stepped inside when the doors opened. “I’m not. I swear.”

“Want to tell me what happened?” Dex murmured as doors closed them inside.

She inhaled a bolstering breath as Dex pushed the button for the ground floor. “Harding didn’t like that I had the audacity to take a day off after spending six hours overnight at emergency with Honey.”

Dex appeared to have stopped breathing. “She was having seizures.” He snapped his fingers to help find the word. “The nonstop kind.”

“Cluster,” Evie nodded, feeling the tears burn as guilt clawed into her chest. Had she not asked her dad to please pick up her dogs from boarding, none of them would have died, and Honey, the lone survivor of the crash, would not have spent her last few months with debilitating epilepsy from the head trauma. Despite being on three different medications, the seizures kept coming, and the doctors warned her the end was near. Last week, the seizures wouldn’t stop. So, after spending the night at the animal ER while the doctors tried everything in their power to control the clusters, four-year-old Honey decided to join her buddy Hobo at the Rainbow Bridge instead of coming back home with Evie.

“Jeez, all this right after Dad died. None of this was your fault, Sweets.”

Now the tears fell. “If I hadn’t asked Dad to pick them up to save me another day of boarding fees, they’d all be alive today.”

His shoulders dropped. “You can’t possibly know that. The accident was not your fault. The guy admitted he was texting while driving. His fault, Sweets, not yours. You can’t control the actions of others. Dad taught us that.”

“I know, I know. I can only control my reaction.” Honestly, she’d been bracing for the end since the first diagnosis, so when Evie returned home from the hospital to an eerily empty house, something inside her broke. With tears streaming down her cheeks, she’d gathered up everything dog-related she could find. By five AM, the blankets were all laundered and put away. Toys and beds got bagged to be donated to the nearest shelter. Crates and bowls ended up on the loft over the garage. She’d crawled into bed around six, empty as she’d never been. Maybe some year she’d get another dog or two. She hoped that by not having the constant visual reminders of what she’d lost, her aching heart would heal quicker.

Until Harding brought it all rushing back. 

“You still staying at the hotel?”

Concern filled Dex’s eyes, and Evie found her gaze sweeping away from him. “I’m not ready to go home.” To an empty house. Where nothing happy lived. Better to pay for a room and takeout meals than face the guilt.

His voice dropped. “I’m so sorry, Sweets. Just... don’t go broke trying to avoid your pain. You can’t stay in a hotel forever.”

She nodded but made no comment. 

Dex cleared his throat and adopted a lighter tone. “As far as reaction, I think you should react by finding a new job. Harding’s a complete douchy-douch.”

“But then, you’d be all by yourself here—no one to watch your back.” Backstabber Central, they called this place. Everyone out to out-scoop each other. It took its toll on a body.

“No, toots, I’m going to land one of these yacht boys. Land ho!” he cheered, making Evie smile, then he gushed, “Ooh, for a yachter, I’d totally be a ‘land ho.’”

“I didn’t hear that, you little man slut.” Evie smiled fondly at him.

With Dex lightening her emotional load, they left downtown Rochester behind them and headed to Charlotte. The city streets fingered straight toward the shore, so navigating was easy. Dex treated her to a double-chocolate ice cream while he enjoyed a mint chocolate chip at the same landmark shoppe they’d patronized since childhood. “So,” he said between bites, “what’s going down?”

“Don’t know. Harding thinks there’s something’s fishy. No pun intended.”

“Do you really think there’ll be any Navy boys here?” Dex gave a delicious little shiver. “Men in uniforms totally do it for me.”

“I’m sure.” Evie licked a dribble before it reached her fingers. “Harding told me I should compartmentalize my feelings. And here I thought I was doing okay, all things considered.” Hotel stay with avoidance tactics in full force notwithstanding.

“He’s such a bitch. Don’t you dare. You be the glorious, kindhearted, ethical you I know you are. Don’t compromise yourself for anyone, least of all Hard Heart Harding.”

She nodded absently, her gaze on a dude scanning the beach. “Cheater alert.”

“What? Where?”

She indicated the guy with her chin. “Here she comes. The other woman.”

“Ooh, let’s watch.”

The guy extended his arm, and when the woman he was waiting for slid against his side, the man kept scanning behind them, then guided her ahead of him to his boat as he kept watch.

“He’s so douchy. You were right. Maybe you can interview him. Say his wife sent you.”

Evie smiled but then uttered an exclamation as she noticed two rivers of chocolate had dripped across her fingers, so she nabbed them, making her hand sticky in the process. “Small sins.”

“It’s not a sin to notice a cheater in action, so no, you’re not being karmically punished.” After a moment, Dex asked, “Have you given any thought to Dad’s place in Massachusetts?”

She shook her head, fighting the frown. Her dad had bought a retirement home in a small town located between Cape Cod and Buzzards Bay. It was beautiful and tidy, and the residents were quite welcoming, but.... “I’m not ready.”

“You should at least check it out. Make sure the roof didn’t fall in or something.”

Though Dex made good sense, logic stuck in her throat. “After Lindsay left him, I’m surprised he didn’t sell it. He wound up spending most of his time here with us.”

“Ah, yes, wife number four. Thank God we talked him into a prenup with that one.” 

“You’re telling me. She’s barely older than my sister.” She shuddered, knowing that Elsie wanted nothing to do with any of her relatives beyond her full-sister, Evie. “And Lindsay’s kids are just awful. Do you remember them from Dad’s wake?”

“The food fight? Etched in my brain, Sweets. Eternally.”

She’d never ask Lindsay for anything, especially to check on the house she’d been kicked out of. “Maybe before summer’s over.” Hell, maybe she’d cash in her PTO and head there next instead of paying for another week at the hotel.

“You could always Airbnb it. It’s close to the Bays, and the Vineyard.” 

She thought of the one summer she’d spent there six years ago, when she had been unemployed. Her dad had picked her up, driven her down. He’d just closed on the house and Evie had helped with a lot of the painting and decorating that summer. Though it was her dad’s place by title, a lot of Evie’s heart yet lived there. And though she couldn’t explain it if she tried, she’d been positive something amazing was going to happen to her while she’d lived there.

She’d been wrong.

Dex stared and waved his hand before her face. “Earth to Eves?”

She blinked and made eye contact. “Sorry. Dark thoughts.”

“Clearly. Sweets, honey, you better get cracking. I see some uniforms on the deck of that ship over there.”

She looked over. “You’re right.” 

“Oh, M, total G. I think it’s the Navy pulling in. Promise me, Eves, that I can be a Navy brat.”

“You already are,” she deadpanned.

“Rotten sister.”

She finished off her treat with a grin, then they split up to work.

Evie hated twisting people’s words to create something Hardy would like, but it was part of the job. Thus, inventing Divina Truth, her shameless byline-heading alter ego, who, she just now decided, was fantastic at compartmentalizing. Evie had always wanted to be an investigative reporter, so twisting facts into fictional drama or outright lies was not her groove. Paid the rent, though, while she cut her teeth on a real story, something spectacular. Bonus points if she could blow the lid off something. She headed toward the pier and hovered on the shoreline to people watch. 

The mile-long pier was a popular destination, and many families and couples strolled its length into Lake Ontario. Standing here on the Boardwalk, Evie inhaled the algae-scented breeze underlined with dead fish and sunscreen, listened to the rhythmic splash of the tide breaking on the pier boulders, watched children chase inflated beach balls across the sand.

Her father had always loved coming here. Most of her favorite childhood memories happened here on this very beach, running around with Dad, Dex, and Dex’s mother, Izabella.

She didn’t partake of the bucolic stroll down the pier, choosing instead to summon Divina and compartmentalize. She headed to the wharf, where lots of private boats normally docked. A few randos left their yachts, and she decided to warm up with a few questions. She’d learned that tossing out a few conspiracy theories was usually a great way to strike up a conversation, where she could usually sniff out a real story. 

“Excuse me, sir. Hi. I’m taking a poll: Do you think Princess Diana was murdered?”

“Who?”

Too young. She changed tack. “Do you think that movies are ladened with subliminal messages to incite consumerism?”

He looked at her, blinked like she was crazy, and kept going. 

She hastened and matched his pace, but he sped up. “You know, flashing single frames of soda or potato chip brands so you get the....” He raced ahead of her. “Munchies,” she finished.

A couple disembarked and headed her way. “Hey. Taking a poll: do you think children’s programs are pushing a woke agenda?”

They waved off their replies, so she moved to the next victim, a grumpy Boomer who yelled at her and threatened to call the cops if she didn’t leave the wharf.

No problem. Divina was great at compartmentalizing. “Buddy, this is public property, so your accusation of trespassing is groundless.” She blew him a kiss, which reddened his face. 

A yacht crawling with Navy uniforms puttered close, and Evie figured they’d head to the Tap Room, so she continued until she reached that dock. It took a few moments until the uniformed guys disembarked. What were they doing here? She sniffed the air but got nothing. Still, it wasn’t normal. Not all these tall, strong, regimented, nicely groomed men emerging from a yacht at once in a non-naval seaport. This was what she wanted.

Wanted? No. Not wanted. Needed for a story. Yeah. That was it.

Two recruits had their military-issued duffle bags slung over their broad shoulders, and they whooped as they bolted down the dock, yelling, “Home for the Fourth of July!” 

She smiled to encourage them. “Hey, boys. See anything exciting out on the water?”

The guys stopped short, but not before ogling her head to toe and jostling each other for her attention. 

And then their voices slogged, and everything slowed as he walked out of the parking lot, heading her way. All six feet of him, tanned, dark hair and eyes. Killer jaw. Calm demeanor. 

She caught her breath and held his eyes, and an hour or two certainly must have passed as he drew closer, because she memorized every single inch of him. His cowlick over his right temple. The tiny nick from shaving by his perfect earlobe. The dark bags under his eyes that made it look like he hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in two weeks, coupled with the fact his skin looked a little saggy, like he hadn’t been eating well. 

She’d feed him.

Right off her stomach. 

Mr. Hunky nodded once, quirked a smile, and kept going across the sand. 

And then she caught it: sweet. Delicious. He had a secret!

One of the guys nudged her. “Hey, beautiful, are you getting all that?”

She snapped back to her interview and nodded, feeling as if the world had made an entire revolution around the sun while she remained rooted. “Yes. Huge chunks of the arctic glacier sloughed off. What is your pilot friend’s name, again?” She jotted down the pilot’s name to possibly interview and thanked the men for their time. Climate change wasn’t something her rag mag readers were interested in, but Evie was. Maybe she would pursue this in her own time. 

She turned around, but he was gone. 

Dammit. 
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Chapter 3
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As Evie scanned the beach, she decided it was just as well that Mr. Hunky had disappeared from view, because if the world slowing was any indication, she’d never get her article written in time to keep her job. Most likely, she decided, he was about to propose to a lucky candidate, who had better do the smart thing and accept that guy’s hand and get him off the market so horny gals like her weren’t tempted. She released a dreamy sigh, since she’d learned years ago that sweet-smelling secrets usually had to do with the heart. Evie took some satisfaction in knowing that her gift had not abandoned her; it was likely just subdued from her recent grieving. 

Compartmentalize, Divina. 

Divina acknowledged it was dreadfully hot out as she scanned the crowded marina and parking lots, wishing she’d known she was getting sent here so that she could have worn more appropriate summer clothing than a silk blouse and pencil skirt. Tapping the sand off her pumps, Evie snipped her way up and down the streets, taking random polls and basically throwing whatever she could at the walls to see what stuck. Aliens, 9/11, Nessie, the Great Flood, missing cities... anything to garner a reaction, strike up a conversation, and most importantly, capture a whiff.

“Aren’t you going to ask me a question?”

She turned around, and it was him. Her mouth popped open, and every molecule of air in her body heated and dried. His teasing brown eyes pierced her, penetrated her, delved into her soul and shot back out. Her jaw moved wordlessly for a horrifyingly long two seconds.

“Hi, um, yeah. Do you believe in sight at first love?”

His perfect lips quirked in maybe a smile. “You mean, love at first sight?” He scoffed. “No. Absolutely not.”

Her face heated at her blunder, and she hoped she wasn’t crimson. Divina Truth never blushed, so she forced a chuckle and said, “Yes, yes, so you believe it’s a chemical reaction, then? Or sheer fantasy?”

“It’s a lie.”

“Oh?” If hope were a bubble, hers had definitely burst. Confused that his sweet secret conflicted with his words, she frowned. “Why do you say that?” 

“It’s sheer propaganda to incite people to buy flowers and cards and candy, to spend money on drinks or dinner, all in the fabricated hope that they’ll meet someone who society has informed them is a perfect match, and then they’ll buy a big house and two expensive cars and pop out two point nine children, get divorced—which makes lawyers everywhere rich—and then those children will grow up and perpetuate the spending cycle.”

She blinked. “That’s your take?” What a cynic! And what a waste of the handsomest man she’d ever met. Her heart thumped wildly in her chest like a trapped animal, and she found herself tipping ever-so-slightly toward him despite his emotional shutdown. 

A ghost of something slipped past his eyes; his secret now smelled moldy. She thought back to his sweet scent and wondered—had he just proposed and gotten turned down? This man was gorgeous. Was he a total douche to someone? Was that why she’d rejected him?

“There are no happy ever afters, just a healthy bottom line,” he added, confirming her suspicions.

For some reason, that statement hurt more than Mr. Harding’s threat this morning. The man’s scent lodged in her throat, making her nauseous. She pressed her lips into a tight smile and nodded. “Thank you for your time.” She pivoted on her heel, but he stopped her. 

“Why are you questioning everyone?”

She half turned. “Maybe I’m overly curious.”

“Mm, I smell a lie.”

She whipped around to study him. Did he have the same talent she did? At his unyielding expression, she lifted her chin, irritated with his cynicism yet happy to spend another moment speaking with him. “Fine. My boss wants me to poll people to see what they actually believe in.” 

He raised a perfect, chocolaty-brown brow at her. “Wouldn’t it make more sense to ask everyone the same question then?”

She held his gaze, and a smile danced in his eyes, prompting her lips to curl in response. She wondered idly if that was his after-sex smile. “You do you, cowboy, and I’ll do me.”

“Close, but I was Navy, so it’s mustang, not cowboy. A little harder to tame.” He winked, turned, and walked away.

Evie sighed as she watched him stroll gracefully down the sidewalk.

Someone nudged her shoulder, and Evie didn’t need to look to know it was Dex. 

“Poor Sugarplum. You just hate to see them leave.”

She smiled as she watched those tight buns. “Oh, but I love to watch them go.” 
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Chapter 4
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Raine could not believe that the prettiest woman he’d seen in his entire life not only appeared to him when he was freaking homeless but was likely a goddamned reporter. She had to be; why else would she be randomly questioning people? If there was one thing Raine couldn’t stand beyond cheaters, it was nosy people. Spending his adulthood crammed into a submarine engendered familiarity, structure, routine, but even then, Raine had made it a point to never overshare. His closet had one giant skeleton in it and the last thing he needed was for its bony hands to reach out and reveal everything he’d worked so hard to keep hidden. One interfering reporter could crack open a horrifying can of worms, and the last thing he wanted was to be revealed as a homeless, animal-murdering son of a bigamist.

The less people knew about him, the better.

Did she work for a paper? Magazine? Blogger?

No. Stop it.

He chanced a glance over his shoulder and saw her standing beside an artsy man with neon green frosted hair, looking quite comfortable with him, laughing and chatting up another potential interviewee. Something twisted inside him when that man draped his wrist over her shoulder and she hip-checked him and laughed. 

Taken. Forbidden fruit, far as he was concerned. Well, didn’t that just take the cake?

Who cared? Reporter, right? He wouldn’t date a reporter for all the tea in China. Besides, he had bigger fish to fry, like getting a job, and getting some food in his stomach. And if Zenie would let him crash at her place, getting solid employment should be easy as pie.

Why did all the stupid phrases have to do with food when he was so damned hungry?

He passed the parking lot and headed down Lake Ave, then tucked into a bookstore, wondering if they had something on oceanography or deep-sea creatures to help him understand that new species he’d captured before the shock of him moving it killed it. His gut tightened at the shame. It was his fault it died. His fault.

And science and the world would forevermore suffer for its loss; he was positive of it.

Definitely not the mark he wanted to leave on the world.

Another blow from losing his shot with the ring?

He browsed the science section and pulled a book out and saw something glinting behind it. His breath caught as he stared at it. Could it be? His heart raced and his mouth dried as he carefully reached for the band of the giant ring, turning it ever-so-slowly for inspection. Was his luck finally about to change?

Runic symbols comprised the flat face of it, and though he’d been told the creature wrapping around it was a dragon, he couldn’t help but wonder if it might be some extinct form of sea serpent instead. The familiar ruby eye winked at him under the florescent lights, like it had amazing secrets in store for him, and he was thrilled at seeing it again after so many years. He clutched it tight in his hand and bowed over it, thanking whatever deity or energy or mysticism had returned this to him for a second chance. 

“Thank you, thank you, thank you. I won’t mess up again. I promise.” He immediately slid it snugly onto his ring finger, marveling that it fit like it had been made for him. 

So be it. Did this mean he was finally going to meet his perfect match? While the thought of sharing his life with someone seemed downright terrifying to him after Amelia’s betrayal, he couldn’t deny the thought that something preordained held strong appeal.

If the woman didn’t ruin everything in his life. Again.

His thoughts abruptly shifted. What did Zenie mean, that they were all engaged? Was he now the last one to have a shot at happiness? And Zeen had said all, not both, so did that mean his half-siblings were all paired up now, too? 

It sounded like he was both the first and the last one to get the ring. 

He couldn’t muck it up this time. 

He sincerely doubted he would get another opportunity.

He fisted his hand a few times, trying out the new structure as his mind wandered, envisioning a perfect future. Any future that was a one-eighty from his current situation would be welcome, but a perfect one would be the bomb. That woman on the beach... man, he liked her. She was almost his height, which he adored. And she was dressed for success in a pretty top and knee-length skirt that was way too professional for the beach. Her calves were as beautiful as her smile.

But... he fisted his palm again... he would follow the ring’s dictate, wherever it led. Hopefully. If he got it right this time.
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