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        A taboo brother’s wife romance with fated mates, Alpha wolf possessiveness, surprise pregnancy, and the kind of forbidden heat that leaves you begging for more.

      

      

      
        
        POPPY

      

      

      He promised just to protect me. So why do I crave his touch?

      I never thought I’d end up here—pregnant, broke, and abandoned by my no-good husband. Dirk stole every penny from our bank account and vanished, leaving me with nothing but two pink lines on a stick and a belly full of his child. With nowhere else to turn, I knock on the only door left to me—his older brother’s. Logan Hayes is everything Dirk isn’t—strong, dependable, protective…and off-limits. I should keep my distance, but when my Second Heat hits and my body aches for an Alpha’s touch, Logan is the only one who can ease the fire burning inside me.

      
        
        Logan

      

      

      She’s carrying my brother’s child…but she belongs to me.

      My brother is a worthless bastard. He left his beautiful wife carrying his pup and expecting me to clean up his mess. But the moment I take Poppy into my home, I know I’m the one in danger—because the Wolf inside me claims her as mine. Forbidden or not, she feels like my Fated Mate. She smells like my forever. But the Laws of the Pack are clear: a man can’t take his brother’s wife. It’s the one line I swore I’d never cross.

      Only now, Poppy is in Heat…and she’s begging me to claim her.

      For fans of Forbidden desire, Surprise pregnancy, Alpha wolf protectiveness, breast play and taboo love too powerful to resist, The Alpha's Sin will leave you panting for more.
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        for her idea of naming my FMC Poppy

        and

        Melissa O’Brien

        for her idea of naming the deadbeat husband Dirk

        “Because it rhymes with Jerk.”

        Girl, you made me spit out my tea!
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      “Don’t be pregnant…don’t be pregnant…don’t be pregnant,” I chant.

      I’m sitting on the lid of the toilet, hunched nervously over the little plastic stick clutched in one hand. The directions said to wait for five minutes and then look, but I can’t put it down.

      The first line—the one that tells you the test is working—has already popped up. I’m looking at the second little window, hoping like hell it remains clear. I guess I’m hoping if I stare at it, I can scare that little line away—keep it from appearing.

      But I guess I’m not scary enough. Because here it is—sliding into view like bad news coming to surprise me. Only this is no surprise. Dirk flushed my birth control down the toilet weeks ago.

      “We’re married now, babe,” he said, when I tried to stop him. “It’s time to start a family.”

      “But you said I could go to nursing school first!” I protested. I had already done all my prerequisites and had been accepted to my school of choice—USF—back in Tampa. But Dirk had convinced me to come live in Virginia with him—to be near his family.

      “There are plenty of nursing schools up there,” he’d assured me. “But if we’re going to start a life together, I need to be near my big brother. Plus, I have a job up there, waiting for me.”

      I don’t have any family of my own. I never knew my dad and my mom died when I was nine. I was raised by my grandparents. Grandpa passed three years ago and I had lost my Grandma just about a month before I met Dirk. So I moved with him.

      I know it sounds stupid—and it was—but I thought I was in love. I thought Dirk was too.

      From the minute I met him, he showered me with compliments. He talked about how beautiful I was—how he loved “curvy girls”—and how I was the smartest, most amazing woman he’d ever met.

      He gave me gifts too—chocolates because he knew I had a sweet tooth, earrings he saw that made him think of me, and flowers “just because you’re so beautiful, babe.”

      He texted me all the time, talking about our life together and how happy we were going to be. And because I was vulnerable and still grieving the loss of my Grandma, I fell for it. I sold her house—I know, it was really stupid of me—and put the money in a joint bank account with Dirk.

      “Part of it we’ll use for our wedding and part of it we’ll use to buy a place of our own once we get back to Virginia,” he promised me.

      I believed him—I thought this man was completely, head-over-heels in love with me. And I was head-over-heels for him too. So we moved to Virginia…only we never bought a house. Dirk got us a crappy little apartment on the bad end of town.

      “Just for now,” he promised me when I said that I didn’t feel safe going outside at night. “Just until we get married. Then we’ll start house-hunting.”

      Again, I believed him. I told myself it was going to be fine—that the apartment was just for now. I got busy planning our wedding.

      But it turned out that Dirk didn’t want “a big production” as he put it. In fact, it almost seemed like he went out of his way to make it cheap. He set the ceremony in an old, rundown Baptist church and booked their dim and dingy meeting hall for our reception.

      “But we have plenty of money from selling Grandma’s house,” I protested, when I saw the hall.

      Years of neglect had turned the white walls an off-yellow shade and there was grime in the corners and along the baseboards that no amount of scrubbing was going to get out. Seeing it made my stomach drop—and not in a good way.

      “Nah, this is fine. This place has a lot of history,” Dirk said dismissively.

      “But we can afford a nicer venue!” I argued. “We have enough to get something better than this, at least.”

      Tampa, where I had moved from, was a growing real estate market. When it sold, my Grandma’s little bungalow had fetched just over five hundred thousand dollars because it was in an up-and-coming neighborhood that everyone wanted to live in. That was plenty enough to have a nice wedding, as far as I was concerned.

      But Dirk wouldn’t listen.

      “No—we need to save most of that for a house,” he told me. “If we have a less expensive wedding, we can have a nicer home to raise our family in.”

      Again, I reluctantly agreed. I was disappointed, but I did want a nice house and everything is so expensive these days. So I let him have his way once again and we kept the wedding and reception at the old church.

      The wedding wasn’t exactly the one I’d dreamed of as a little girl. I got a secondhand dress at a shop Dirk knew of because again, he didn’t want to “waste money that should go to buying our house.”

      The dress was pretty enough, but it wasn’t really what I wanted. Neither were the flowers, which we got at a discount florist. As for the cake, we bought it at Wal-Mart. The DJ was a guy Dirk knew and so was the photographer—neither of them charged hardly anything because they owed him favors, or so he said. And sadly, the service we got from them reflected the price. The music was awful, and half of our wedding pictures were out of focus and blurry.

      I wasn’t happy with any of these cost-cutting measures, but Dirk assured me over and over I’d be glad once we went to buy our house. He even drove me around town to look over several properties for sale—big, grand Colonial mansions with front porch columns that he said would be perfect for our new life together and all the kids we were going to have.

      And I believed all of it—because of his love-bombing and because I’ve always been a sucker for a guy with a pretty face.

      I have to admit, Dirk was nice to look at. He had sandy brown hair, a shade darker than my own dark blonde, and bright blue eyes with long lashes. He had straight, white teeth and this way of laughing out of only half of his mouth that was snarky and charming at the same time. Also, he was almost six feet tall with nice arms and fairly broad shoulders.

      When he first came up to me and started flirting, I was sure he couldn’t be serious. I’m not the kind of girl who gets that kind of guy. I have nice hair and a pretty face but I’m not thin—quite the opposite, in fact. I’ve always been “curvy” for as long as I can remember. I’m what they call a “pear shape,” meaning I carry most of my weight in my hips and ass. I have pretty thick thighs too—I don’t know any man who goes looking for those qualities in a girl—let alone big, handsome guys like Dirk.

      “Don’t you worry about it, honey—some men like a girl with meat on her bones and a big caboose,” my Grandma used to say. But I never actually met one until Dirk came along and started raving about how much he loved my curves. Later, I came across his Instagram and saw how many thin, perfect models he was following, but at the time I believed him. I believed everything—because I so desperately wanted to.

      So we got married and he flushed my birth control, saying he wanted to start a family right away. A month later, he was gone.

      “Shit…shit…shit!” I mutter as I stare at the dreaded second line on the pregnancy test. I’m pregnant—I’m really pregnant.

      Just the thought of it makes me nauseous. Or maybe it’s morning sickness. Whatever it is, the dry slice of toast I had for breakfast this morning is coming up.

      I hop off the toilet, push back the lid, and fall to my knees just in time. What comes up is a brown mush that floats on the surface of the water. The sight makes me sick again and I puke until there’s nothing left but acid in my stomach.

      When I’m sure I’m done, I get off the floor and flush. I wash my mouth out in the sink and splash water in my face, trying to think what the hell I’m going to do.

      Most people would probably tell me to get an abortion but that’s not an option. Dirk left a month after our wedding and I missed my period a few days after that. But at the time, I was so upset I didn’t even notice. That was right around the time I’d found out that our joint bank account had been completely cleaned out, leaving me without even enough money to pay the next month’s rent or buy groceries.

      Needless to say, I don’t have money for medical care either.

      I’ve been trying to figure out what to do about the rent situation because it’s the end of the month. I approached my landlord—a sleazy guy with a lazy eye who always smells like he just smoked about a pound of weed—and asked for an extension. His response was succinct—“Pay up or get out. I don’t give extensions, second chances, or warnings, girly.”

      So that was a no-go.

      I wish I had some money coming in but I don’t, mainly because I don’t have a job. Dirk wanted me to stay at home, “Just at first, babe. Until after we buy the house,” he told me. So I’d been playing housewife for him, doing all the cleaning and cooking and of course, having unprotected sex with him whenever he asked for it. Which makes it hard to know exactly when I got pregnant.

      I look at the stick again and then I look in the mirror. A woman with wavy, dark blonde hair and green eyes looks back at me. Her eyes are red and puffy from crying—I’ve been a mess ever since I realized Dirk isn’t coming back. He didn’t even leave me a note. He just said he was going to work one day and never came home.

      Of course, I was frantic when he went missing and didn’t return any of my calls or texts. I called every hospital in the area, looking for him but he hadn’t been in an accident. It wasn’t until my card got declined at the store when I was trying to buy a few groceries that I thought to check the bank account and found it empty.

      Then I knew what was going on—I realized that Dirk had left me. But of course, by then it was too late. He was long gone, and he’d taken every last little bit of money from the sale of my Grandma’s house with him—all five hundred thousand. The bank manager said he was sorry but since we were legally married, he couldn’t report it as any kind of crime or theft. The money was gone, along with my husband.

      Later that week, I used my last two dollars to buy a cheap pregnancy test from Dollar Tree. (Yes, they have them there.) I was desperate to know why I’d been throwing up every morning and why I felt so dizzy all the time.

      Now I know.

      “It’s a really cheap test though,” I say out loud. “Maybe it’s wrong.”

      Yeah, right. I know in my heart I’m in trouble. I’m pregnant and I’m going to be living in my car by tomorrow night because rent is due tomorrow and I don’t have any money to pay it.

      I don’t have anything but my clothes, a few knick-knacks from my Grandma, and a beat-up old Chevy Cavalier that barely made the trip from Florida to Virginia. I don’t even have enough money for gas to keep it running at night, so it’s going to be cold. Autumn is half over and it’s chilly in the evening.

      What am I going to do?

      I rack my brain, trying to think. What options do I have? I can’t go home—I have no living relatives and I’ve lost touch with my friends. None of them are in a position to let me couch surf, anyway. Everyone has it tough. And even if there was someone I could stay with back home, I don’t have the money for gas to make a twelve hour road trip. The Cavalier is a gas-guzzler. I used to joke that it barely gets two miles per gallon but that’s not far from the truth.

      Where can I go, then? If Dirk’s parents were alive, I’d beg them to take me in for the sake of their grandchild, which I guess I’m now carrying. But they’re dead—it was one of the things Dirk and I had in common—that we’re both orphans. So begging to stay with the in-laws is out.

      I run a hand through my hair distractedly. I don’t know anyone else up here I can stay with. Well, that’s not exactly true, I amend to myself. There’s Logan, Dirk’s older brother…but I’ve only met him a few times including the wedding.

      Logan is Dirk’s polar opposite in looks. He’s nine years older than Dirk and taller too—six five or six with shoulders so wide he has to go through most doorways sideways. He’s dark where Dirk is light. He has black hair with salt and pepper at the temples. His short, neatly trimmed beard has some silver too. He has these piercing, pale gray eyes that I can’t stop glancing at, every time I see him. And he’s muscular—I bet he’s got less than ten percent body fat.

      Which must be nice, I muse as I look in the mirror. I’m already fat and I’m going to get fatter. I still can’t believe I’m pregnant.

      But maybe not—maybe it was just a cheap test. I mean, it was from Dollar Tree and those things give what they call a “false positive” sometimes, don’t they?

      The more I think about it, the more I convince myself that must be it. I’m not going to believe I’m pregnant for now, I tell myself. Right now I just have to find a place to crash until I can get a job. Preferably someplace besides my car.

      Again, Logan’s face comes to my mind. Normally I would never ask him for anything. My brother-in-law is a silent, stoic man—completely different from Dirk with his loud, easy charm. He barely said ten words to me at the wedding, even though he was Dirk’s best man.

      In fact, I swear I caught him looking at his younger brother disapprovingly—as though he didn’t think we should be getting married. Considering that Dirk claimed he wanted to go back to Virginia to be close to family, his only brother doesn’t seem to like him much and I didn’t see any kind of warmth between them. So Logan will probably turn me away.

      But I have to try. I can’t live in my car with it getting colder and colder at night. I’m a Florida girl—I’m not used to the cold and I don’t own any winter clothing. Seriously, not even a thick jacket or a pair of boots. I lived my life in flip-flops and t-shirts back in the Sunshine State and I haven’t gotten around to buying anything warmer yet. Now, I don’t have the money to.

      All I can do is ask. I’ll beg him to let me sleep on his couch just for a little while—just until I can get a job and get back on my feet. Once I earn enough money, maybe I can make my way back to Florida. At least I know people there, even if I have lost touch with most of my friends. I can get reconnected and try to make a life for myself.

      But for now, Logan is the only chance I have—I’ll have to take a risk.
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      I stand on the porch of the neat, Cape Cod style house and try to gather my courage. It’s white with blue trim and there’s a huge maple tree filled with a riot of gold and scarlet leaves in the front yard. A few have fallen, sprinkled on the lawn like oversized confetti.

      There’s a big black work truck in the driveway with equipment in the back. I remember that Logan has something to do with construction, though I forget what, exactly. Anyway, it looks like he’s home, so that’s good, at least.

      But is it? I can feel the butterflies flapping nervously inside my stomach. I can’t believe I’m standing here about to ask a man I barely know if I can crash on his couch. What is he going to say? Will he turn me down immediately or draw it out before he says no?

      I have no idea and I feel like I might be sick again, despite the stale crackers I managed to choke down to settle my stomach.

      Parked in the street behind me is my old Cavalier. The gas gauge is nearly on empty so if Logan tells me I can’t stay, I’ll need to find someplace to park for the night that’s not too far away. Hopefully someplace safe.

      The car is packed with everything I own—which isn’t much. The apartment we were living in came pre-furnished and Dirk talked me into moving all my Grandma’s furniture into storage before we moved, so at least I didn’t have to worry about that. Just a few suitcases filled with clothes and a box of knick-knacks and keepsakes. Not much to bother with, but it’s all I have in the world.

      I shiver and stamp my feet as I try to get up the nerve to ring the front doorbell. I’m wearing a pair of jeans that already feel too tight in the waist and a dark green T-shirt that says, Go Bulls, and has the USF bull’s head logo on it in gold. I also have on a light grey cardigan—it’s the thickest piece of clothing I own and it’s not doing a thing to keep me warm.

      A cold gust of wind ruffles my hair and makes up my mind for me. My nose and cheeks are already tingling and I’m shivering like crazy. I can’t stand here in the cold all day—I’ll freeze. It’s better to get this over with.

      Leaning forward, I press the doorbell and listen to the musical ding-dong. A minute later I hear the sound of heavy footsteps and a deep, gruff voice says,

      “Who’s there?”

      I almost turn away at this point. I can’t lie—I find Logan intimidating. I’m usually a happy, light-hearted kind of person and he’s the exact opposite—dark and brooding and to be honest, kind of scary. I just don’t know if I can face him right now.

      But it’s now or never. Taking a deep breath, I call back, “It’s me, Poppy. Your sister-in-law?” I add, my voice taking an up-tilt, making it a question as though I’m not quite sure we’re actually related anymore. Honestly, I’m not—I mean, Dirk did leave me. I guess legally we’re still married but for all practical purposes…

      My thoughts cut off when the door swings open and I see Logan standing there. He’s wearing a white t-shirt that’s stretched tight over his broad chest, and black work trousers that lead down to thick-soled work boots. His sharp, pale grey eyes look me up and down and I immediately feel myself shrinking.

      “Poppy?” His eyebrows go up and he looks at me expectantly. “What are you doing here?”

      “I…um…” Shit—I can’t think! He’s so big…so scary. I rehearsed a speech on the way over here but now it’s fallen completely out of my head. My words have all dried up.

      “Poppy?” he says again, frowning. “Are you all right?”

      “I…no, I’m not all right,” I say, finding my voice at last.

      “You’re not?” His frown deepens. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Dirk,” I blurt out. “He left me.”

      And then, even though I try not to, I burst into tears.
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      To say I’m at a loss for words is a fucking understatement. My much-younger sister-in-law is standing on my front porch, sobbing like her heart is breaking. I step towards her, putting a hand out. God, she looks so fragile, standing there. She has her arms wrapped around herself, like she’s trying physically to hold herself together and her pretty face is crumpled as the tears pour down.

      I know what to do when a woman starts crying. I’m a little rusty at it—my wife, Sharon, died over ten years ago and I only dated one other woman seriously before calling it quits. But I still have an idea of what she needs.

      I leave the doorway and wrap an arm around her. She’s shivering as she sobs and I notice for the first time that the sweater-jacket thing she’s wearing is way too thin for an Autumn day. She’s from Florida, I remember—not used to chilly weather.

      “Come on inside,” I tell her. “We need to get you warm.”

      I bring her in and get her seated on the couch. It’s right across from the fireplace and I already have a fire going—it’s the first thing I do when I come home. It saves on the heating bills—plus I like the way it makes the house feel—cozy and warm and not quite so fucking empty.

      Poppy is still sobbing like her heart will break and I feel my own heart squeeze in my chest. God, poor little thing! I haven’t seen her since the wedding—she looked radiant even though she was marrying my no-good brother. I remember thinking how beautiful she was—and how he didn’t deserve her.

      And now he’s gone and proved me right.

      She says he left her. I want details but not yet—she needs to finish her crying first. I keep my arm around her and she leans into me, burying her face in the side of my chest as her shoulders hitch. She smells like sadness—bitter and salty. Poor little kitten.

      Because that’s what she reminds me of, despite the fact that I can smell she has Were blood in her veins. A little, lost kitten who needs someone to take care of her—to keep her safe.

      At last her sobs calm down some and her shoulders stop shaking. She’s not shivering anymore either—good, the fire is doing its work.

      “Okay,” I say, looking down at her. “Now tell me what that little shit did to you. Did you two have a fight or something?”

      “No, nothing like that.” She looks up at me with wet eyes. Her eyelashes are all spiky from her tears and the firelight has turned her hair into a river of gold. She’s beautiful, I can’t help noticing, even when she’s in pain.

      “What then?” I ask. “Is he all right?”

      “I don’t know.” She shrugs unhappily. “I guess so. He just left me about a week ago. He said he was…was going to work and then he…he…” She sobs and then catches her breath. “He never came home.”

      I tighten my grip on her.

      “Did you check⁠—”

      “Yes, I checked all the hospitals—he wasn’t in any of them. Her voice drops. “And then I checked the bank. After my card declined.”

      Shit! I feel my stomach clench. Tell me he didn’t…

      “What happened when you checked the bank?” I ask her.

      “It’s gone.” She shakes her head. “All the money I had from selling my Grandma’s house—gone.” She takes in a deep breath, obviously trying to control herself. “That’s when I realized he…he isn’t coming back.”

      “Goddamn it!” I have to get up and start pacing—I’m too pissed off to sit still. “That little shit!” I growl.

      I wish he was here so I could punch him in his fucking face—how dare he run off on his pretty young wife like this? And after robbing her blind, too! That fucker!

      Dirk is bad news—he has been since I’ve known him, which is basically his whole life. There was a book awhile back called Children without a Conscience. It’s about kids who are basically born as sociopaths—they don’t see other people in the world as real or worthy of respect. Some of them get violent—others just turn into grifters. That’s Dirk—he’s a grifter. And now look what he’s done.

      I turn back to the couch, only to see Poppy shrinking away from me. Her pretty eyes have gone huge as she stares up at me and they’re filled with fear. God—is she frightened of me? I realize that I’ve been growling, deep in my throat—it’s my Wolf wanting to come out. The full moon is getting near and my other half as well as my emotions are closer to the surface than usual.

      “Sorry, I’m not mad at you,” I say hastily, pushing my Wolf down. “It’s Dirk—I can’t believe he did this to you. And yet…” I run a hand through my hair. “I can believe it.”

      Her eyes go wide.

      “Why? Has he done something like this before?”

      “Nothing on this scale. You say he took all the money?”

      “Over five hundred thousand dollars,” she whispers. “My Grandma’s house sold for a lot because everybody’s moving to Florida now. He kept telling me we were saving it for a house. That’s why our wedding wasn’t very nice.” She sniffs and swipes at her eyes

      “Holy fucking shit.” I drag a hand down my face. Half a million—that little shit stole half a million and left her!

      “The bank manager said there’s nothing they can do since we’re married,” she says. “And now I don’t have enough money to pay the rent or buy groceries or⁠—”

      “Wait—he cleaned you out completely?” Even for Dirk that’s fucking low. I can’t believe he didn’t even leave his bride enough to pay rent or buy food.

      She nods and looks down at her hands. Her shoulders are slumped—she looks utterly defeated. My heart fists in my chest. Poor kitten—she’s got nowhere left to turn. I can’t think of any other reason she’d come to me.

      We barely know each other. I never met her until Dirk brought her up here. I thought about warning her about him, but I was hoping he’d turned over a new leaf. I wanted to believe he really loved her. I mean, what’s not to love? She’s usually such a bright, happy, sweet little thing. And she’s beautiful too—curvy with that gorgeous hair and those big eyes…

      Shit. I have to do something here. I have to make this right.

      “I was hoping that…” she says something that ends in a mumble so low I can’t hear it.

      “What’s that?” I raise my eyebrows at her. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you.”

      She looks up and clears her throat. Her cheeks are pink with embarrassment.

      “I was hoping I could stay here—just for a little while,” she says quickly. “Just until I can get a job and get on my feet. If I could just sleep on your couch⁠—”

      I feel my jaw clenching. Dirk did this to her—he made her come here, begging, when it’s clearly the last thing she wants to do.

      “You’re not sleeping on the couch!” I growl and she jumps, her eyes going wide.

      “Okay, I’m sorry. I knew I shouldn’t have asked.” She’s up and heading for the door. “It’s all right—I still have my car. I can stay in that.”

      “What? No!” I move to block her exit. “You’re not fucking staying in your car!”

      She looks up at me and I can see the fear in her eyes. She’s frightened of me again. Damn it, I have to bring things down a notch. I’m just so fucking angry at Dirk! But none of this is her fault.

      “I…I don’t understand,” she stammers. “Please, I’m sorry I bothered you. I’ll just go.”

      I take a deep breath and rake a hand through my hair.

      “You’re not going anywhere and you’re not sleeping in your car. Or the couch,” I tell her. “You’re going to stay right here with me, in my spare room while I try to find Dirk and see if I can get any of your money back.”

      Her eyes widen and I see a glimmer of hope.

      “Really? You’d really do that for me?”

      “Of course I will.” I put a hand on her shoulder—but gently, I don’t want to scare her again. “Look, I’m sorry I got upset. I’m not mad at you—I’m angry at that little shit for treating you this way. He’s always been a grifter, but I never thought he’d do something this bad.”

      “He’s a grifter? You mean he’s done things like this before?”

      “Never this bad,” I say grimly. “But I’m not surprised. Did he know about your grandmother’s house and how much you were getting for it?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Not exactly. I mean, we were in a class together and he came over for a study session—that’s how we met. And I mentioned that the houses all around my Grandmother’s neighborhood—Seminole Heights—were selling for a lot but I didn’t want to sell and move. After we started getting serious, he convinced me to sell it and move up here to be closer to you because you’re the only family he’s got.”

      My molars are grinding. That little shit used me as an excuse. And I know this is what he had planned all along. Get her to sell the house, marry her so nobody can say anything when he cleans out the bank account, and then skips town. Classic Dirk.

      “God…I’m so fucking sorry.” I want to punch something to get the frustration out, but I don’t want to scare her again. I’m trying to keep my voice even. “I’m sorry,” I say again. “But he probably planned this from the start. I wouldn’t put it past him. That’s Dirk.”

      She looks up at me, wounded…broken.

      “I thought…I really thought he loved me,” she whispers and tears fill her eyes again. “I was hoping there might be some reason—some explanation that you might know, since you’re his brother…”

      I shake my head.

      “I’ve known him all my life and I still haven’t figured out what makes Dirk such an asshole. We had loving parents—nobody beat us. We always had enough to eat. There’s no reason for him to be this way. No reason for him to treat you like this.”

      “Maybe it’s me. Maybe I drove him away somehow.” She’s sobbing again and it’s tearing my heart out.

      “No, baby…no.” I put an arm around her again and she leans into me. “Come on,” I tell her, as I lead her through the house. “Let’s get you settled in the spare room. Did you bring your things?”

      She nods and sniffs.

      “I knew I was about to be evicted—my landlord said if I couldn’t pay he would kick me out. So I packed everything up and put it in the car—just in case. I’m sorry to bother you, I just have nowhere else to go. My Grandma who raised me is dead and I don’t have enough gas to get back down to Florida.”

      My hatred of my little brother flares up all over again. How could he leave her like this? How could he hurt such a sweet, innocent soul? I feel a powerful urge to protect her—to keep her safe from all this shit.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I tell her and squeeze her shoulders gently as I get her settled on the side of the spare room bed. “Give me the keys to your car. I’ll bring in your stuff.”

      Mutely, she digs in the pocket of her jeans and hands them to me with a jingle.

      “Thank you,” she whispers. “I swear I won’t be a burden. I’m going to get a job and⁠—”

      “Later for that,” I tell her. “Right now, I just want you to feel comfortable. You did the right thing, coming to me. My home is your home. Got it?”

      Her eyes widen a little and she looks uncertain, as if she’s wondering if I really mean it.

      “I mean that,” I tell her. “I promise you, not all the men in the Hayes family are undependable, lying bastards. You have a place to stay here for as long as you want. I’ll look after you until we get this straightened out.”

      I see a little hope dawning in her eyes.

      “Thank you,” she says softly.

      I give a short nod. I’m still angry at Dirk. I wish I could find him and shake him—make him give back what he stole. But even if I could, I know he took more from her than money. He took Poppy’s trust—he took her heart and stomped on it.

      I swear if I get a chance I’ll make him pay. But in the meantime, I’m going to look after her as though she was my own mate. Nobody is going to hurt her again—not while I’m around.
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