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            Chapter One

            TUESDAY—ELEVEN DAYS BEFORE THE WEDDING

         

         Jane! I thought you were never going to get here!”

         “I came as quickly as I could,” Jane said, trying to keep the annoyance out of her tone as she allowed herself to be herded into her friend Elise’s house. She exchanged resigned smiles with her fellow bridesmaids—the ones who had obviously taken Elise’s “Emergency bridesmaids meeting at my house NOW!” text more seriously than Jane had. Gia and Wendy were sprawled on Elise’s couch, braiding some kind of dried grass–type thing. Wendy, Jane’s best friend, blew her a kiss.

         Jane tried to perform her traditional catching of Wendy’s kiss—it was their thing, dating back to childhood—but Elise thrust a mug of tea into Jane’s hand before it could close over the imaginary kiss. Earlier that summer, Elise had embraced and then discarded a plan to start her wedding reception with some kind of complicated cocktail involving tea, and as a result, Jane feared she and the girls were doomed to a lifetime of Earl Grey. Their beloved bridezilla had thought nothing of special ordering twenty-seven un-returnable boxes of premium English tea leaves. She also apparently thought nothing of forcing her friends to endure the rejected reception beverage again and again. And again.

         “Jane’s here, so now you can tell us about the big emergency,” Gia said. “And whatever it is, I’m sure she’ll figure out a solution.” She smiled at Jane. “You’re so…smart.”

         Jane had a feeling that smart wasn’t the word Gia initially meant to use. The girls—well, Gia and Elise, anyway—were always telling Jane to loosen up. But they also relied on her to solve their problems. They liked having it both ways. She was the den mother, but they were forever teasing her about being too rigid. Which was kind of rich, lately, coming from Elise, who had turned into a matrimonial drill sergeant. Jane put up with it because she loved them. Besides, somebody had to be the responsible one.

         “Well,” Jane teased, “this had better be a capital-E emergency because I was in the middle of having my costume for Toronto Comicon fitted when you texted.” She opened the calf-length trench coat she’d thrown over her costume at the seamstress’s when Elise’s text arrived. It was the kind of coat women wore when seducing their boyfriends—or so she assumed, not having personally attempted to seduce anyone since Felix. She should probably just get rid of the coat because there were likely no seductions in her future, either.

         “Hello!” Gia exclaimed. “What is that?”

         “Xena: Warrior Princess,” Wendy answered before Jane could.

         “I have no idea what that means, but you look hot,” Gia said.

         Jane did a little twirl. The costume was really coming together. The seamstress had done a kick-ass job with the leather dress, armor, and arm bands, and all Jane needed to do was figure out something for Xena’s signature weapon and she’d be set. “It was a cult TV show from the 1990s,” she explained. Gia was a bit younger than the rest of them. But who was Jane kidding? The real reason Gia didn’t know about Xena was that she was a Cool Girl. As a model—an honest-to-goodness, catwalk-strutting, appearing-in-Calvin-Klein-ads model—she was too busy with her fabulous life to have time to watch syndicated late-night TV. “It’s set in a sort of alternative ancient Greece, but it’s leavened with other mythologies…” She trailed off because the explanation sounded lame even to her fantasy-novelist, geek-girl ears.

         “Xena basically goes around kicking ass, and then she and her sidekick get it on with some lesbian action,” Wendy said, summing things up in her characteristically concise way.

         “Really?” Gia narrowed her eyes at Jane. “Is there something you’re trying to tell us?”

         “No!” Jane protested.

         “Because you haven’t had a boyfriend since Felix,” Gia went on. “And you guys broke up, what? Four years ago?”

         “Five,” Wendy said.

         It was true. But what her friends refused to accept was that she was single by choice. She had made a sincere effort, with Felix, whom she’d met halfway through university and stayed with until she was twenty-six, to enter the world of love and relationships that everyone was always insisting was so important. Felix had taught her many things, foremost among them that she was better off alone.

         “You know we’ll love you no matter what,” Gia said. “Who you sleep with doesn’t make a whit of difference.”

         “I’m not gay, Gia! I just admire Xena. She didn’t need men to get shit done. We could all—”

         A very loud episode of throat clearing from Elise interrupted Jane’s speech on the merits of independence, whether you were a pseudo-Greek warrior princess or a modern girl trying to get along in the world.

         “Sorry.” Jane sometimes forgot that most people did not share her views of love and relationships.

         “I’m sure this is all super interesting, you guys?” Elise said. “But we have a serious problem on our hands?” She was talking fast and ending declarative statements with question marks—sure signs she was stressed. Elise always sounded like an auctioneer on uppers when she was upset. “I need to grab my phone because I’m expecting the cake people to call? So sit down and brace yourselves and I’ll be right back?”

         Jane sank into a chair and warily eyed a basket of spools of those brown string-like ribbon things—the kind that were always showing up tied around Mason jars of layered salads on Pinterest. She wasn’t really sure how or why Elise had decided not to outsource this stuff like normal people did when they got married. The whole wedding had become a DIY-fest. “What are we doing with this stuff?” she asked the others.

         “No idea,” said Wendy, performing a little eye roll. “I’m just doing what I’m told.”

         Jane grinned. Although she, Wendy, Gia, and Elise were a tightly knit foursome, they also sorted into pairs of best friends: Jane and Wendy had grown up together and had met Elise during freshman orientation at university. They’d picked up Gia when they were seniors and Gia was a freshman—Elise had been her resident assistant—RA—and the pair had become fast friends despite the age difference.

         “We are weaving table runners out of raffia ribbon,” Gia said. She dropped her strands and reached for her purse. “Slide that tea over here—quick, before she gets back.”

         “God bless you,” Jane said when Gia pulled a flask of whiskey out of her purse and tipped some into Jane’s mug. If the “emergency” that had pulled Jane away from her cosplay fitting—not to mention a planned evening of writing—was going to involve table runners, she was going to need something to dull the edges a bit.

         Elise reappeared. Jane practiced her nonchalant face as she sipped her “tea” and tried not to cough. She wasn’t normally much of a drinker, but desperate times and all that.

         “I didn’t want to repeat myself, so I’ve been holding out on Gia and Wendy?” Elise said. “But there’s been a…disruption to the wedding plans?”

         I love you, but God help me, those are declarative sentences. Sometimes Jane had trouble turning off her inner editor. Job hazard.

         “Oh my God, are you leaving Jay?” Wendy asked.

         “Why would you say that?” Elise turned to Wendy in bewilderment.

         Now, that was a legitimate question, the inner editor said—at least in the sense that it was meant to end with a question mark. The actual content of Wendy’s question was kind of insensitive. But Wendy had trouble with change, and Elise pairing off and doing the whole till-death-do-us-part thing? That was some major change for their little friend group. Jane might have had trouble with it, too, except it was plainly obvious to anyone with eyeballs that Elise was head-over-heels, one hundred percent gaga for her fiancé.

         “I’m kidding!” Wendy said, a little too vehemently. Elise looked like she might have to call for smelling salts.

         “Take a breath,” Gia said to Elise, “and tell us what’s wrong.”

         Elise did as instructed, then flopped into a chair. “Jay’s brother is coming to the wedding.”

         “Jay has a brother?” Jane asked. Though she was guilty of maybe not paying one hundred percent attention to every single wedding-related detail—for example, she’d recused herself from the debate over the merits of sage green versus grass green for the ribbons that would adorn the welcome bags left in the guests’ hotel rooms—she was pretty sure she had a handle on all the major players.

         “His name is Cameron MacKinnon.”

         That didn’t clear things up. “Jay Smith has a brother named Cameron MacKinnon?” she asked. Was that even possible?

         “Half brother,” Elise said. “You know how Jay’s mom is single?” It was true. There had been no “father of the groom” in Elise’s carefully drafted program. “Well, she split from Jay’s dad when Jay was nine. Then a couple years later, she had a brief relationship with another man. Cameron is the product of that—that’s why his last name is MacKinnon and Jay’s is Smith.”

         “But he wasn’t always going to come to the wedding?” Gia asked. “Were they estranged?”

         “They’re not particularly close. There are eleven years between them—Cameron was in first grade when Jay left for school—but they’re not estranged,” Elise said. “He wasn’t going to be able to make it to the wedding because he was supposed to be in Iraq. He was in the army. But now he’s…not.”

         “That sounds ominous,” Wendy said.

         “Look, here’s the thing,” Elise said, sitting up straight, her voice suddenly and uncharacteristically commanding. “Cameron is a problem. He’s wild. He drives too fast, drinks too much, sleeps around. You name it—if it’s sketchy, he’s into it.”

         “And this is Jay’s brother,” Jane said. Because no offense, she liked Jay fine, but Jay was…a tad underwhelming. He was an accountant. No matter what they were doing—football game, barbecue, hiking—he dressed in dark jeans and a polo shirt, like it was casual Friday at the office. To be honest, Jane had never really been sure what Elise saw in him. The girls were always telling her to loosen up, but compared to Jay, she was the life of the party.

         “Yes,” Elise said. “Cameron is Jay’s brother, and he must be stopped.”

         “Dun, dun, dun!” Wendy mock-sang.

         “Hey, I can totally switch gears and weave this thing into a noose,” Gia said, holding up a lopsided raffia braid.

         “I’m not kidding.”

         Elise’s tone made everyone stop laughing and look up. The upspeak was gone, and the bride had become a warrior, eyes narrowed, lips pursed. “He’s a high school dropout. He burned down a barn outside Thunder Bay when he was seventeen. He was charged with arson, the whole deal. Jay says his mother still hasn’t lived it down. And there’s talk he got a girl pregnant in high school.”

         “What happened?” asked a rapt Gia.

         Elise shrugged. “Her family moved out of town, so no one really knows.”

         “Wow,” Wendy said, echoing Jane’s thoughts. Jane had initially assumed Elise was being melodramatic about this black-sheep brother—as she was about nearly everything wedding related—but this guy did sound like bad news.

         “Anyway.” Elise brandished an iPad in front of her like it was a weapon. “Cameron MacKinnon is not ruining my wedding. And if he’s left to his own devices, he will. From what Jay says, he won’t be able to help it.” She poked at the iPad. “This changes everything. We need to redo the schedule—and the job list.”

         The words job list practically gave Jane hives. Elise had turned into a total bridezilla, but by unspoken agreement, the bridesmaids had been going along with whatever she wanted. It was the path of least resistance. But also, they truly wanted Elise to have the wedding of her dreams. Even if it was painful for everyone else.

         But, oh, the job list. The job list was like the Hydra, a serpentine monster you could never get on top of. You crossed off a job, and two more sprouted to take its place. Jane had already hand-stenciled three hundred invitations, planned and executed two showers, joined Pinterest as instructed for the express purpose of searching out “homemade bunting,” tried on no fewer than twenty-three dresses—all purple—and this Cameron thing aside, it looked like today was going to be spent weaving table runners. And they still had the bachelorette party and the rehearsal dinner to get through, never mind the main event.

         It boggled the mind. Elise was an interior designer, so of course she cared how things looked, but even so, Jane was continuously surprised at how much the wedding was preoccupying her friend. She could only hope they would get their funny, creative, sweet friend back after it was all over.

         “Cameron is coming to town tomorrow,” Elise said. “I don’t know why he couldn’t just arrive a day ahead of the wedding like the rest of the out-of-town guests, but it is what it is.” She let the iPad clatter onto the coffee table. “I don’t even know how to add this to the job list, but somehow, we have to babysit Cameron for the next week and a half.”

         “We?” Wendy echoed.

         “Yes. He needs to be supervised at all times until the wedding—until after the post-wedding breakfast, actually. Then he can wreak whatever havoc he wants.”

         “Hang on,” Jane said. “I agree that he sounds like bad news. But let’s say, for the sake of argument, he did something horrible and got arrested tomorrow. I don’t really see how that would have an impact on your wedding at all, because—”

         Elise looked up, either ignoring or legitimately not hearing Jane. “You can’t do it, Gia. You’re my maid of honor, and I need you at my side at all times.”

         “Sure thing,” Gia said.

         Easy for her to say. Gia had purposely not taken any modeling jobs the two weeks before the wedding. She had plenty of time to lounge around braiding dried foliage and looking effortlessly beautiful in sweatpants. Also, there was the part where she was a millionaire.

         Elise started scrolling through some kind of calendar app on her iPad. “Now, tomorrow we’re supposed to be spray-painting the tea sets gold.”

         Jane looked around. Spray-painting the tea sets gold? Why was no one else confused by that sentence?

         “But we’ll have to do that in the afternoon,” Elise went on, “because—”

         “I have to work tomorrow,” Wendy said. And when Elise looked up blankly, she added, “Tomorrow is Wednesday.”

         Jane was about to protest that she had to work tomorrow, too. Book seven of the Clouded Cave series wasn’t going to write itself. Just because she didn’t have to be in court like Wendy didn’t mean her job wasn’t important. She had an inbox full of fan mail from readers clamoring for the next book, not to mention a contractual deadline that got closer every day.

         Elise continued, seemingly oblivious to her friends’ weekday employment obligations. “Tomorrow we also need to do a practice run of boutonniere, corsage, and bouquet making. I finagled a vendor pass to the commercial fruit and flower market, but we need to get there early. So we should do the flowers in the morning and paint the tea sets in the afternoon. We’ll meet in Mississauga at five thirty, but someone needs to pick up Cameron and make sure he behaves all day.”

         “I’ll do it,” said Jane, mentally calculating that to be at the suburban flower market by five thirty, she’d have to get up at four a.m. Also, there was the part about spending the afternoon spray-painting tea sets. It didn’t take a genius to figure out which was the lesser of the two proverbial evils. She could babysit this Cameron dude. She’d treat him like a character in one of her books—figure him out, then make him do her bidding. “Give me the wild man’s flight info, and I’ll pick him up.”

         “I thought it would be best if you did it,” Elise said, still scrolling and tapping like a maniac. “I mean, your job is so—”

         Wait for it.

         “Flexible.”

         But at least she hadn’t said anything about—

         “And you’re so responsible. I feel like this is your kind of task.”

         Jane stifled a sigh. Everyone always called her responsible, but they made it sound so…boring. She preferred to think of herself as conscientious.

         “I really, really appreciate this, Jane,” Elise said, finally looking up from her iPad and gracing Jane with a smile so wide and sincere that it almost made her breath catch.

         Yes. Right. That was why she was voluntarily submitting to this bridesmaid torture-gig. Her friend Elise was still somewhere inside the bridezilla that was currently manning the controls, and she was so, so happy to be marrying the love of her life. That was the important thing. It made even Jane’s heart, which was usually immune to these kinds of sentiments, twist a little. A wedding wasn’t in her future, and she was fine with that, but all of this planning made her think of her parents’ wedding pictures, the pair of them all decked out in their shaggy 1970s glory. Had they been in love like Elise and Jay, before the accident? Maybe at the start, but probably not for long, given her father’s addiction. He was never violent, but he wasn’t very…lovable.

         But now was not the time for a pity party, so she smiled back at Elise. “No problem.”

         “You need to meet his plane, take him to Jay’s, and make sure he doesn’t do anything crazy. Jay will be home as soon as he can after work, and then you can leave for the evening and we’ll figure out the rest of the schedule from there.”

         “Got it.”

         Elise reached out and squeezed her hand. “Seriously. Making sure Cameron doesn’t ruin my wedding is the best present you could give me.”

         She waved away Elise’s thanks. This was going to be a piece of cake. Or at least better than tea set spray-painting duty. After all, how bad could this Cameron MacKinnon guy be?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            WEDNESDAY—TEN DAYS BEFORE THE WEDDING

         

         How bad could this wedding be?

         Cam kept asking himself that question as the plane taxied endlessly to its gate and he stretched—as much as he could in the tiny seat—to shake off the sleep that had overtaken him.

         The flight from Thunder Bay had been short, but he’d conked right out and fallen immediately into dreams of the Middle East. Snippets of dreams, really, everything from both tours all jumbled up: sand and heat and boredom and fear. His instrument panel. Haseeb’s face when he’d realized they weren’t going to be able to diffuse the bomb. Becky’s cries for help.

         The trial.

         Objectively speaking, Jay’s wedding was not going to be as bad as Iraq. Cam knew that. And, he consoled himself, he was in Toronto.

         A city. Civilization. Steaks. Ice cream. Hell, fresh vegetables. He smiled to himself as he hoisted his backpack onto his shoulder and shuffled down the aisle.

         A drink. Maybe even a joint. He perked up as he ambled down the Jetway. Despite his reputation, he wasn’t really into drugs, but after the last couple years, maybe he could get into the concept of temporary oblivion.

         Television. Trashy American television. Or boring Canadian television, even. Television in English, was the point. Falling asleep with the TV on, warm under a pile of his mom’s quilts.

         Winter, he thought, as he followed the signs toward baggage claim. Not for five or six months yet, but even just knowing it would come was a relief. And before then, the leaves of fall. Cool nights.

         Warm beds.

         Women.

         It wasn’t a bad list. And ticking off the items on it was going to help get him out of the damned country music song he was currently living in. Kicked out of the Canadian Forces and dumped by the girlfriend he’d stupidly remained faithful to for two deployments—the first in Afghanistan and the one he was just coming off of, in Iraq. He was even homeless on account of the fact that the plan had been for him to move in with Christie when he got back to Thunder Bay. All he needed was to get a dog so it could die and make his wretchedness complete.

         So much for turning over a new leaf. He’d been trying to remake his life, but apparently a person couldn’t escape his destiny.

         But whatever. He’d spent his whole childhood wanting to get out of Thunder Bay, so why the hell would he want to move back to that remote shithole of a town now that he had no reason to be at the reserve unit? Christie had done him a favor, actually.

         He was totally free.

         He closed his eyes and let his mind return to his list as he approached the still-empty baggage carousel. His dream girl…she’d be what? Blond? Yeah. Sleek blond hair. What else? Petite. Hell, if he was going to imagine his ideal hookup, he might as well embrace his inner caveman. He would run his hands all over her—they’d practically span her waist. He started a little as the baggage carousel leaped to life but then closed his eyes again. One more second living in his fantasy: blond hair, blue eyes, a pixie of a girl. Someone with a big, wide smile who would be happy to see him. Exactly…

         “Cameron MacKinnon?”

         …the opposite of the chubby, mousy woman standing before him.

         “Yeah?” Did he know this woman from somewhere? Another Thunder Bay escapee maybe? With her jeans, unadorned white T-shirt, and mud-colored hair scraped back into a ponytail, she sort of had that small-town, unadventurous look he recognized from home. He wouldn’t go so far as to call her a hick—her skinny jeans were flattering and looked expensive, but she didn’t seem like the big-city type.

         “You look exactly like I imagined,” she said, regarding him with her hands on her hips and smiling with satisfaction, almost as if she had manifested him with her mind.

         “And you look nothing like I imagined,” he answered.

         The smug smile disappeared, and she narrowed her eyes. They were the color of mossy mud. To match the mud hair, he supposed, though really her hair was the color of rusty mud. He laughed, both at her confusion and at himself. He’d gone and conjured a woman, all right, but apparently the universe had decided to give him the opposite version of what he’d ordered.

         “I’m Elise’s friend,” she said. “She sent me to pick you up. My name is Jane.”

         “Elise?”

         “Jay’s fiancée?” said the woman he now knew was called Jane. Plain Jane. Muddy Jane.

         “Right.” He spied his duffel sliding down the chute and jogged over to retrieve it. “So, Jane,” he said as she caught up to him, “I hope my brother’s marrying up.”

         “I don’t know how to answer that,” she said, her nose wrinkling. She had a cute nose. Especially when she scrunched it up like that. It went a little way toward counteracting all that mud.

         “It was a joke, Jane.” She still didn’t look amused. Didn’t even crack a smile. Well. His tiny blond dream girl would have laughed. “Let’s just say that although Jay presents pretty well these days, he and I both come from what you might call white-trash origins. So I’m pretty sure he can’t help but be marrying up.”

         One—only one—eyebrow slowly lifted. “Are you ready?” she asked.

         “Yeah. I’ve got a car rented.” He looked around for signs for the rental companies. “So you didn’t actually need to pick me up, Jane.” He switched to looking her up and down. The skinny jeans showcased the way her waist nipped way in and then gave way to rounded hips. Pixies aside, there was something to be said for a curvier figure. The proverbial hourglass.

         “Jay lives downtown. You don’t need a car.”

         “And yet I’ve rented one.”

         “He lives right off the subway,” she went on, apparently bent on ignoring him. “It will be impossible to park near his building.”

         “Look, Jane. I’ve been driving around the desert in a G Wagon for the past five months. Cruising along a paved road behind the wheel of a good old North American hot rod? I’ve been dreaming of that.” He raised his eyebrows. “Among other things.” A pixie, primarily. The kind of woman who would appreciate the kind of car he was imagining.

         She sighed like a weary kindergarten teacher, and annoyance flared in his chest. He hadn’t asked her to come here, boss him around, and then act all put upon when he was exercising the goddamned freedom he’d been overseas defending.

         But he wasn’t a bully—he might be a lot of things, but a bully wasn’t one of them—so he bit his tongue and turned, setting off for the car rental counters.

         He could feel her following. And when they reached the edge of the carpeted area outside baggage claim, he could hear the clicking of her shoes on the polished concrete floor. He sped up. So did the clicks. Click-click-click, like a ticking timer signaling an imminent bomb blast.

         He knew what was happening. Jane wasn’t here as some kind of innocuous welcome wagon. Jay had sent her because he didn’t trust Cam not to fuck up in some way. He expected Cam to embarrass him. And, really, wasn’t that fair? From Jay’s perspective at least? Jay had no idea that Cam had been three years into Operation: Become an Honorable Person when it had all come crumbling down around him. He was back to being the unreliable loser of a younger brother, but as far as Jay knew, that was what he had always been. At least he didn’t have to look into his brother’s disappointed eyes after this latest disgrace. If people’s expectations of you were already in the gutter, it was hard to disappoint them.

         He could probably manage it with Elise, though. Cam hadn’t been joking about marrying up. Cam paid attention to his brother’s letters—lived for them in fact, though he’d never admit it. So he knew Jay’s fiancée was an interior designer. Elise and Muddy Jane were probably peas in a pod: uptight, refined, humorless.

         Click-click-click-click-click.

         He stopped suddenly, and she crashed into him. Her breasts hit his back, and they were soft and yielding as they met his torso. It was only an instant, but it was enough to remind him—to remind his dick—how much he had missed breasts.

         A pixie would not have breasts like that.

         He could feel her correct by stepping back, and as he turned, she tripped over her own feet. Instinctively, he grabbed for her, intending only to help her find her footing, but she jerked away from him with enough force that she stumbled even more and landed on her butt a couple feet from him.

         He tried not to laugh. He really did.

         “Stop laughing.”

         Oh, she was mad. She had pressed her lips together so hard, they had entirely disappeared. The rusty-mud ponytail had come a little loose, and some wisps of hair framed her face—he could almost imagine them as puffs of red steam. She looked like Yosemite Sam about to have a temper tantrum.

         “I don’t need a babysitter, Jane,” he said, even as he held out a hand to help her up.

         “And yet here I am,” she said, echoing his earlier refrain about the car as she took his hand—grudgingly, judging by how quickly she dropped it once she was upright.

         He looked down at her shoes. She was wearing unremarkable beige flats. How was it possible that such boring shoes could make so much noise? He turned and headed for the rental car counters, counting the seconds until the clicks started up again.

         
            *  *  *

         

         She should have just gotten up at four a.m. and done the stupid flowers. If she had, she could be spray-painting tea sets gold for some unknown purpose right now. But the point was she would be spray-painting tea sets gold with her best friends. People who would never laugh at her as she lay sprawled on the dirty airport floor. People who appreciated her for who she was, even if who she was was the responsible, reliable one. Yep, if not for her own stupidity, she could be drinking Earl Grey right now, maybe getting a little high off paint fumes.

         But no. Instead she was preparing to exit the airport parking garage in a royal blue Corvette convertible being driven by a jerk.

         “Why is this car so noisy?” she shouted as he revved the engine.

         “That, Jane, is not noise. That is the sound of a 6.2 liter, V-8, supercharged engine. That is the sound of freedom, Jane.”

         God, the way he kept saying her name. Every sentence he directed at her had an extra “Jane” tacked onto it. It was a joke, Jane. You didn’t need to pick me up, Jane. Normal people didn’t do that. It was hard to say why, but it was patronizing somehow. Like he thought he was the big manly man, and she was the simple girl who needed everything explained.

         But also…she liked his voice. She couldn’t help it. The fact that she did made her mad, but there it was. That is the sound of freedom, Jane. His voice was low and raspy, and he spoke almost with a southern drawl. Which was impossible because he was from Thunder Bay, Canada, for heaven’s sake. It was more that he spoke slowly—like if Matthew McConaughey moved north and lost ninety percent of his accent. He drew out syllables as if he had all the time in the world and was confident that whoever was listening to him did, too. The way he extended the long “a” in Jane made her name, which she’d always thought of as fussy and prim, sound almost sensual.

         She didn’t like that he had that power. That he’d just taken it. Because she surely hadn’t given it to him.

         He had paired his phone with the car’s Bluetooth system, and as they cruised out of the ramp, he pressed a button on the steering wheel and said, “Siri, directions to the closest Keg steakhouse,” naming a high-end local chain.

         “We are not going to the Keg,” she said, trying to twist her ponytail into a bun to prevent her hair from becoming a rat’s nest as the wind picked up.

         “I am going to the Keg. You don’t have to come.” He grabbed a pair of mirrored aviator sunglasses from where they’d been perched on the collar of his T-shirt, slid them on, turned up the volume on the classic rock station he had playing, and gunned it, drowning out any reply she could have made.

         She huffed a frustrated sigh he couldn’t hear and watched the terminal buildings whip by, followed by the high-rises and hotels surrounding the airport as they got on the highway and picked up speed. At least he was a competent driver. He was a very good driver, in fact. He drove fast but not recklessly so, and he changed lanes decisively but he always checked his mirrors. Every move he made seemed intentional and well executed.

         Well, a little food couldn’t hurt. They had several hours to kill until Jay would get home from work anyway, and it would probably be easier to keep an eye on Cameron if he was eating. Inside. In an enclosed space. And he couldn’t talk while he was eating, right? Or maybe he could—he seemed like the kind of guy who thought of manners as optional.

         Her stomach growled.

         
            *  *  *

         

         When the server—who looked amazingly like the pixie of his airport imaginings—brought their food, she winked at Cam. “Twenty-ounce rib steak, extra fries,” she said, setting down the enormous plate that held the meal of his airport imaginings. Dreams really did come true. He flashed her a smile, though he was a little surprised that a server at a place like this wouldn’t have the training to serve the lady at the table first. She’d tried to take his order before Jane’s, too, which struck him as flat out bad manners.

         She plunked Jane’s meal down without taking her eyes from Cam. “Mixed greens with grilled chicken.”

         Jane murmured her thanks.

         “Can I get you anything else?” said the tiny waitress, who still hadn’t made eye contact with Jane.

         “I think we’re fine, thanks,” he said.

         “You sure you don’t need anything?”

         There went Jane’s eyebrow. He’d be lying if he said he hadn’t given some thought to the idea of trying to pick up the waitress. But what were they going to do? Make out by the Dumpster while Muddy Jane ate her salad? Nah, he’d wait until tonight. Hit a bar closer to Jay’s. Without his babysitter. “Yes, thanks,” he said, winking at the waitress. “But I’ll be sure to let you know if any…needs come up.” He was going to pass on the pixie, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy irritating Jane. Though he’d just met her, he knew, somehow, that she wouldn’t approve of his suggestive banter.

         The eyebrow went higher. Bingo.

         “So, Jane,” he said, picking up his steak knife and sawing into the glorious hunk of red meat on his plate as the waitress walked away. “You come to a steakhouse—an iconic Canadian steakhouse at that—and you order a salad with chicken? What’s up with that?”

         “I’m trying to lose weight.”

         He paused with his first bite halfway to his mouth. He hadn’t expected her to answer him so easily and honestly. “You don’t need to lose weight.” When she raised that censuring eyebrow again—he’d never met a person in real life who could raise only one eyebrow—he said, “What? You don’t.” He meant it. She wasn’t thin, no, but everything about her seemed like it was where it was supposed to be, relative to everything else. She looked like she belonged in the kind of body she had.

         She considered him for a long time, like she was trying to decide how to respond. “I may have been a little ambitious when I ordered my bridesmaid’s dress,” she finally said, rolling her eyes as if disgusted with herself, then transferring her attention to her plate and setting to work slicing the chicken breast on her salad into smaller pieces. “Its ability to zip up is going to depend on my caloric intake over the next week and a half.”

         She reminded him of Christie that way. She had also always been vowing to shed pounds she didn’t particularly need to lose. “Why do women do that? Why not get a dress that actually fits?”

         “I really, really, wanted to be a size ten. I guess I thought standing in front of three hundred people in a five-hundred-dollar dress would be good incentive.” She sighed. “The problem is I really, really like eating.”

         “So you’re an eleven. Whatever.”

         “Twelve. Sizes go in twos.”

         “Why?”

         “I have no idea.”

         He shrugged and resumed delivering his first bite of meat to his mouth. “Oh my God,” he groaned. It was almost orgasmic the way goose bumps rose on his arms and his tongue ignited with pleasure. He sawed off another, bigger bite of the gorgeously bloody meat. Nothing was going to be as good as that first bite, but…oh, fuck it was as good. Months of mess tent glop—or worse, freeze-dried field rations—had put his taste buds into lockdown. But now. This was a million times better than he had remembered. Maybe the premature end of his army career wasn’t going to be all bad.

         But, no, this was hollow comfort. He would give up steak forever if it meant not having the only thing he was ever good at taken away from him.

         He shook his head. He’d never been one to dwell on could-have-beens. What he had now was steak. Damn good steak. He took another bite and sighed.

         Jane cleared her throat.

         Right. He’d forgotten for a moment that he and steak had an audience for their little reunion. Jane looked like she was trying not to laugh. But at the moment, he didn’t care—his meal was too delicious.

         He couldn’t help wondering if sex was going to be this good, too, once he finally had it again.

         Tonight. He’d find out tonight. See? Upside. The army was lost to him, his hopes of becoming an officer dashed, but it was going to be a lot easier to get laid back home. He sawed off a piece of steak and plopped it onto Jane’s plate. “You have to try this.”

         “I can’t, I—”

         “Eat it.”

         “I don’t generally like my steak so rare. When I do eat steak, I—”

         “Eat,” he commanded, raising his voice a little.

         She ate.

         He’d give it three seconds. Just like her footsteps at the airport earlier—click-click-click.

         “Oh my God.”

         There it was. He smirked as her eyes slipped closed in ecstasy. Her hair was kind of messed up. Her ponytail had suffered some collateral damage in its battle with the convertible. It wasn’t a bad look on her, and with her eyes closing on that low moan…well, he was really looking forward to ditching her and getting on with his return-to-civilian-life list.

         “I have this mental list going of things I missed while I was deployed, and steak is close to the top of it,” he said, sawing off another piece of meat and setting it on her plate.

         To his surprise, she didn’t object, just cut it into smaller pieces, like she had done with her chicken, and popped one into her mouth, huffing a small sigh as she chewed.

         “Atta girl,” he said. “Are you sure you don’t want some bread?” He shoved the bread basket toward her.

         There was a beat of silence. Then she said, “You are a bad man.”

         He grinned. “Bad is subjective, don’t you find?”

         “What else is on this list of yours? Driving a really fast dude-car, I assume?”

         He grinned. “Guilty as charged.”

         She looked at him for a long time, then pushed the bread basket away without taking any. “I’m surprised you didn’t stay in Thunder Bay and come down next week with your mom for the wedding. I’m pretty sure they have steak and sports cars in Thunder Bay.”

         “Well, let’s just say that the pickings are kind of slim in Thunder Bay as it relates to some of the other items on my list.”

         He wasn’t about to tell her that he had been planning to stay in Thunder Bay until the wedding. Right now, in fact, he should have been eating his return-to-Canada steak cuddled up in bed with Christie. But, as he had so recently and jarringly learned, that role was currently occupied by someone else. So he’d turned tail, “surprise, I’m home early” bouquet in hand, and headed back to the airport to book a flight to Toronto for the next day. Then he spent the night in a hotel, without even seeing his mom. He hadn’t wanted to face her, to show up on her doorstep jobless and girlfriendless. What was he going to do? Move back into his childhood bedroom? No, better to get the hell out of Dodge. Even if it meant he still had to go back to his unit later, once the discharge paperwork arrived, and turn in his kit.

         “I would have thought you’d want to spend time with your mother,” Jane went on when he didn’t answer. “She must have been really worried about you while you were deployed.”

         “She’s not really the worrying type.”

         She aimed her gaze at him, two mossy-muddy lasers trying to beam into his soul. “I can’t imagine any mother not worrying about a son overseas fighting ISIS.”

         “Technically, Operation Impact is a mission to assist Iraqi security forces,” he said, wanting to deflect her from the topic of his mom. He might not have been engaged in hand-to-hand combat with jihadists, but it hadn’t exactly been a walk in the park.

         “Still,” she said again, clearly unmoved by the distinction he’d made and clinging obstinately to her own interpretation of the emotions of a woman she’d never met. “I’m sure your mother worried.”

         He shrugged, unsure how to say that his mother had been the worrying type once, but she had understandably given up on him after the drama of his teen years. He didn’t deserve his mother’s worry, had squandered it well before he deployed overseas.

         Jane turned her attention to her salad, having finished the donated steak. “Well, I’m sure Jay worried about you,” she said as she cut her cucumbers into small pieces to match the meat she’d similarly subdivided.

         She was sure Jay had worried about him. Not she knew Jay had worried about him. She imagined he had. Suspected it. Meaning Jay hadn’t said as much.

         It was a knife to the gut.

         “I was so surprised to find out Jay had a brother,” she went on.

         And why don’t you go ahead and twist that knife, Jane?

         But what had he expected? For successful, upstanding Jay to be bragging to his friends about his fuck-up of a little brother?

         Half brother, he corrected himself. Jay would probably make that distinction, and God knew the two men had always been different.

         “How are you enjoying everything?” Saved by the tiny waitress.

         He shot her a grin. “I have to tell you, I’m just back from being deployed in Iraq, and this is the best food I’ve had in a year. It’s a hell of a way to welcome home a soldier.” He was being shameless, playing the military card. Would her eyes have widened with that mixture of hero worship and lust if she knew about the circumstances surrounding his departure from the Canadian Forces? He pushed the thought aside. Even though the loss of his career was gutting, he would do it all over again if he had to. There was no way he could stand by and watch Becky be attacked like that. No. Way.

         He started to feel that familiar surge of adrenaline that always came when he thought about the attack. He tried to follow the instructions from the shrink they’d made him see after his first deployment and searched for something to anchor himself in the present. A person. A conversation. A habitual behavior. Something that would tip him into a less toxic feedback loop.

         “Our steaks are known for their incredible flavor,” said the waitress. “The taste just explodes on your tongue, doesn’t it?”

         He cleared his throat. Shameless flirting was probably not what Dr. Salinger had had in mind, but it would do. “I completely agree. I can’t imagine anything I’d enjoy having exploding on my tongue more than this steak.” He grinned at the waitress and waited a beat before adding, “Well…almost anything.”

         He was watching the server, but he heard Jane’s quiet intake of breath. Jay would never say something so rude. But his suggestive talk had worked. The claws of panic were loosening their grasp on him.

         The server winked, and the moment she left the table, Jane shot him a disgusted look.

         It was just as well. He had a reputation to live down to and a babysitter to ditch.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Good Lord. Watching Cameron order dessert from their toy poodle of a waitress was like watching the opening of a porno—a badly scripted porno at that. Their server was already touching his military-style buzz cut. What was next? Would he whip off his shirt so she could admire his tattoos—he had to have tattoos, right?—and feel his biceps?

         He was attractive, Jane would admit, if you went for the “I’ve overdosed on testosterone” type, which obviously their server did. His dark hair was buzzed so short it was impossible to tell what it would look like in a civilian setting, but he had nice eyes. They were a vibrant bluey-green she would have thought were colored contacts except she was certain that Cameron MacKinnon was not the sort of man who wore colored contacts. He was wearing a long-sleeved black T-shirt that stretched tight over his muscled arms. She wondered what the inevitable tattoos would be. Probably some bullshit tribal symbols that he thought meant “brotherhood” but actually meant “motherhood” or something. She shifted in her seat. The idea of using a needle to permanently mark your skin with ink was so…unsettling.

         He finally settled on a brownie sundae. A giant brownie practically the size of her head, topped with an obnoxious amount of ice cream, hot fudge, and whipped cream. And a cherry on top. Of course.

         “What are you, eleven?” she asked after the server had delivered the dessert and mustered the strength to peel herself away from Mr. Operation Enduring Freedom.

         He picked up the cherry and scraped it with his teeth, stopping short of biting it off its stem. He had straight white teeth, which didn’t really accord with what Jay had said about his childhood in Thunder Bay. His mom worked hard, but it sounded like there was never enough money for things like school field trips or sports equipment, much less orthodontia. But this guy, with the crazy tropical-sea eyes, strong, square jaw, and blindingly white teeth, looked like he could be in a Listerine commercial. He reminded her of Gia in that way—some people won the genetic lottery.

         He set the cherry down on the plate and loaded his spoon with a huge bite of ice cream and whipped cream. “Not eleven. Twenty-seven, actually.” He turned the spoon over and stopped short of pressing it down on his tongue. “I just enjoy licking things.”

         A jolt of anger left Jane breathless as Cameron did just that—let the ice- and whipped-cream-loaded spoon slide slowly against his extended tongue while he stared at her with a completely neutral expression. When he was done with his bite or lick or whatever, he kept that even, level gaze fixed on hers. A good ten seconds of silence passed before she realized with embarrassment that she was just sitting there staring at him like an idiot or like—God forbid—their besotted waitress.

         “Keep it in your pants, would you?” she said. No wonder Elise had sent her on this thankless babysitting mission. The man was a genuine menace. She was surprised he hadn’t done something worse than burn down a barn and get a girl pregnant. Though for all they knew, he had. “Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?”

         “I thought we already established that my mother and I are…not close. So, let’s see, that would be no.”

         “Well, I hope you’re not planning to talk to the female guests at your brother’s wedding that way.” She sounded like a teacher giving a lecture in detention. But it was his fault. He was like a child—an ice-cream-eating, dirty-minded literalist. And she was starting to fear that she wouldn’t be able to do what Elise had charged her to do: prevent this man from ruining the wedding.

         “Probably not,” he said. “Probably just you.” He tried to hand her the spoon. “Want a bite?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Cam knew he was being an ass. It was like landing in Toronto had prompted him to immediately start living down to his reputation. It was a familiar groove to slip back into, and he simply couldn’t help himself. Jay didn’t know the man he had become, or had been trying to become. Nor did his mom. They didn’t know that three years of military service had given him some much needed perspective on his lot in life. That he’d drawn a line when he’d signed up for the Lake Superior Scottish Regiment, a reserve regiment of the Canadian Forces headquartered in Thunder Bay. On one side was his old life, on the other, the army. The army and Christie: those were the things that were supposed to have made him into a better man.

         At least he hadn’t told Jay and Mom about his now-dead plan to go to university so he could become an officer. The discharge aside, what had he been thinking? He wasn’t post-secondary material.

         Anyway, none of it mattered now. Meeting people’s expectations was easier than upending them. He’d spent most of his life doing that, and, perversely, he was good at it.

         But, he reminded himself as he pulled the Corvette into a municipal parking garage, Jane didn’t have any expectations of him. Or she hadn’t until he’d started harassing her at the steakhouse. “So what’s your deal?” he asked, jogging around to her side of the car before she could get out and offering her a hand. ’Vettes were notoriously low, and it could be hard to hoist yourself out of them. “How come you’re free to babysit me on a Wednesday afternoon?”

         She ignored his hand and levered herself out of the car. “I’m not babysitting you.”

         He raised his eyebrows as he led her to the pay station and stuck his credit card in.

         “I’m not really sure why you find it so incredible that your brother and future sister-in-law would send someone to greet you at the airport.”

         Yeah, nice try. But he let it slide. “Why you, though? You don’t have to be at a job of some sort? You’re independently wealthy, what?”

         She barked an incredulous laugh at that. “I’m about as far from independently wealthy as it’s possible to get.”

         “I don’t believe that,” he said, eyeing the fancy jeans. “You clean up too well.”

         “Oh, I do okay now, but my dad died when I was a kid, and my mom didn’t really have any skills, so things were…tough for a while.”

         “You’re a self-made woman.” He respected that.

         “I guess I am.” The corners of her mouth turned up a bit. She liked that notion. “But still in touch enough with my roots to notice that you’re probably going to pay more to park that thing for a week than you did to rent it.” She cocked her head at the machine, which was printing a receipt that was, in fact, for a startlingly high amount of money.

         He had plenty of money saved. While on his two tours he’d had no living expenses, so the vast majority of his pay had gone into the bank, and for the year in between them, he’d lived cheaply, socking away all his bartending tips and living in a room above the bar. He’d been saving for tuition. Now that that wasn’t the case, he had a comfortable cushion to rely on while he found his feet and figured out what the hell to do next. But he didn’t want to admit that Jane had been right about the car, so he pocketed the receipt and said, teasingly, “And how did you make your millions? Let me see. I bet you’re…an investment banker. Or maybe a teacher.” She was something rigid, he’d bet, something where she got to boss people around and adhere to rules.

         “Actually, I’m a young-adult novelist.”

         “Seriously?” That was the last thing he’d expected her to say. He held the exit door for her, and she preceded him onto a busy downtown sidewalk. “Would I know your books?”

         She scoffed. “I doubt it.”

         That stung, but he wasn’t sure why. Maybe she was only saying that he was too old to know her books. But it kind of felt like she was suggesting he was sub-literate. He wasn’t a scholar, sure, but he wanted to tell her that his Kindle was pretty much the only thing that had kept him sane—if he could call himself that—on his two tours. But that would make him sound a little too desperate for her approval. So he settled for, “Try me.”

         “Well, I’ve been at it since university, so I have a bunch of books out. They’re part of a series called the Clouded Cave, and it’s turning out to be pretty popular. I’m writing book seven right now.” She was picking up speed, both with her feet and with her words, deftly dodging slower-moving pedestrians. “The series is about a girl named Stephanie who’s exploring a cave, and it turns out to be a gateway to another world. She takes some friends with her in subsequent books.”

         “Like Narnia,” he said. “Actually, like a lot of books. Alice in Wonderland.”

         She was looking at him oddly. “Yes. Portal fiction. There’s a reason it endures.”

         “Portal fiction?”

         “Kids cross over into another world through some kind of portal or door—the wardrobe, the looking glass. In mine, it’s a cave.”

         “Right. So why does it endure?”

         “These kinds of stories let kids be heroic. They let them practice skills they don’t get to use in our ordered, capitalist world—both the characters and, vicariously, the kids reading the books.”

         What he said was, “Makes sense,” because her analysis struck him as spot-on. But what he thought was, “Whoa.” He’d known she was smart from the moment he met her, but wow. Also: This woman was creating an alternative world in which the rigid strictures of society didn’t apply? Apparently, Muddy Jane contained multitudes.

         “Here we are,” she said, cutting off their little on-the-go literary chat, which was just as well because the idea of her being an author, much less one who wrote about magical portals to other lands, was weirding him out.

         She led him through a grand entranceway into a marble lobby and marched up to a concierge desk. “I’m Jane Denning. Jay Smith’s fiancée Elise Maxwell was supposed to leave me a key.” It didn’t escape Cam’s notice that the key had been left in Jane’s name and not his.

         “Yes, here it is, Ms. Denning,” said the suit-wearing concierge, who then escorted them to the elevators and hit the call button. When the elevator arrived, he held the door for them and reached inside and hit the button for the eighteenth floor.

         Damn. He’d known Jay did all right, but he wasn’t prepared for how far a cry this was from their trailer in Thunder Bay. When Jane unlocked the door of unit 1803, he effected an air of casualness as they made their way into the suite. He wanted to walk around and look really hard at everything, to get a sense of the man his brother had become. Because Jay was so much older and had moved to Toronto to go to school when Cam was seven, Cam had always been fascinated by him. As a kid, it had been hero worship, but in later years he’d thought of his brother almost as a character in one of his favorite video games—familiar, compelling, but ultimately from another world.

         He took in a fancy kitchen with a breakfast bar that opened on to a living room. But nothing reminded him of his brother. The last time he had visited Jay, when Cam was in high school, his brother’s apartment hadn’t looked much more mature than a dorm room—huge TV, sofa, gaming system, and not a lot else. But here, the walls were a pale gray-green and the room was full of fluffy furniture and brightly colored art.

         He barked a laugh. “This does not look like the brother I used to know.”

         “It’s Elise’s influence, probably,” Jane said as she went around opening windows. “Jay pretty much lives at her house these days, but she can’t see a room without spiffing it up.” She yanked open the door to the balcony. “It’s hot in here.”

         “You should try Iraq,” he said before he could think better of it.

         “Yeah…” She trailed off. “I guess I shouldn’t complain.”

         He hadn’t meant to make her feel bad. He’d enjoyed rattling Jane Denning this afternoon, but he wasn’t out to make her feel genuinely bad. “Let’s see what my brother has to drink,” he said, turning and heading for the kitchen. “Beer is definitely on my list.” He opened the massive stainless steel fridge. “Ah! Success!” Jay hadn’t gotten too big for his britches—no fancy microbrews here. He grabbed a couple of Labatts and made his way back to the living room, holding one out for Jane even as he took a pull of his.

         “No, thanks.”

         She was back to looking like the prim detention teacher.

         “Suit yourself.” He grabbed the remote and flopped onto the fancy sofa. “Do you know any good bars around here?”

         “We are not going to a bar.”

         “No, we are not going to a bar. I am going to a bar. Later. Alone. For the purposes of (a) getting drunk, and (b) picking up a woman. Maybe two.” That last part was a lie, but he was on a roll with riling her, and he couldn’t seem to stop.

         “I suppose that’s also on the list?”

         “Hey,” he said, “I’m single, young, and back on Canadian soil.” He wasn’t going to apologize.

         She said nothing, simply stood there staring at him. He turned on the TV. When, after he’d flipped channels for a minute or so she still didn’t move, merely kept standing there with her silent judgment, he said, “You’re dismissed, Jane.”

         “I beg your pardon?”

         “Your babysitting services are no longer needed. You can go back to your cloudless cave.”

         “I’m not babysitting you,” she said.

         “So you keep saying.”

         And eff him if she didn’t then turn around, and without a word, walk out of the condo.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “You just left him?”

         Jane had to hold the phone away from her ear to buffer Elise’s shrieking. It was hard to explain. What could she say? That Cameron was like a little brother who knew how to push all her buttons, but also not a little brother because many of those buttons, it turned out, were sexual? She settled for, “He was an ass.”

         “I know he’s an ass. That’s the whole point.”

         “How did the tea sets turn out?” Jane asked weakly. It was way too late to ask the real tea-set-related question, which was what the hell are they for?

         There was a beat of silence. “The tea sets are fine.”

         “Elise, I’m sorry, I—”

         “I gave you one job.” Elise’s voice had grown small. “I asked you to do this one thing for me.”

         “The wedding isn’t until a week from Saturday, and it’s not even in the city. What can Cameron possibly do on a random Wednesday night 125 miles and a week and a half away from your wedding that will have an impact on it?” She wasn’t sure why she was arguing, because Elise’s basic point was undeniable. Jane had fallen down on the job. But she felt compelled to try to talk some sense into her friend. “He’s out by himself and doesn’t know anyone who knows you.” Unless he accidentally picks up one of Elise’s friends as he crosses items off his stupid list. Elise and Jay had a lot of friends in the building and in the neighborhood. And what if one of those friends hooked up with him and then they met again at the wedding?
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