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            Chapter One

         

         When you grew up in a small town with a grandmother who believed in unicorns and a baby brother who frequently found himself on the wrong side of the law, the last thing you wanted was to draw attention to yourself. But as Sadie Gray knew from experience, sometimes that was easier said than done.

         At that moment, she stood in the display window of I Believe in Unicorns, her grandmother’s store in Highland Falls, North Carolina, wearing a hairband adorned with pastel ribbons, pointed ears, and a gold unicorn horn.

         If she were eight instead of twenty-eight, she might have been able to pull off the look. She’d said as much to her grandmother when she’d dragged a pink unicorn sweatshirt over Sadie’s ginormous baby bump and then stuck the hairband on her head.

         People made the mistake of thinking Agnes MacLeod, the adorable Betty White look-alike with a soft Scottish burr, was a pushover. Sadie knew better. She’d been raised by her grandmother, after all. And when Agnes MacLeod made up her mind, good luck trying to change it. Which was why Sadie hadn’t bothered putting up a fight. At least not much of one.

         “All right now, add a few more heart and unicorn balloons in the window. Though mind that you don’t block the Blowout Valentine’s Day Sale sign,” Agnes directed Sadie from where she sat on the stool behind the cash register enjoying a cup of tea.

         Her grandmother wore a red velour jogging suit, a hairband decorated with blinking hearts, and sneakers that lit up when she tapped her feet to the Irish Rovers singing “The Unicorn Song.”

         Sadie didn’t know whether it was the light show or “The Unicorn Song” on a constant loop that was making her queasy or if the nausea was due to lack of sleep. The baby had spent the better part of the night kicking her in the back and tap-dancing on her bladder. Still, no matter how queasy, uncomfortable, and sleep-deprived she might be, she refused to complain. There was nothing she wanted more than this baby. And nothing that she wanted less in her life than her baby’s daddy.

         Her queasiness intensified at the thought of Drew, the aforementioned baby daddy. Maybe it wasn’t just lack of sleep, “The Unicorn Song,” or the light show making her feel sick. Maybe it was the stress of knowing she had to confront Drew when she went home to Charlotte later today.

         She had a rebranding project due first thing tomorrow. A project that she prayed would put her on her boss’s radar for the art director position at the advertising agency where she’d worked for the past six months. Now more than ever, thanks to Drew, she needed the increase in salary that the promotion would bring.

         “Your sale would have been more effective if you’d held it last weekend instead of on the actual day, Granny,” Sadie grumbled. She’d arrived two days ago to spend the weekend with Agnes at her grandmother’s apartment above the store. If not for the sale, Sadie would have been on her way home. Instead, she was making a spectacle of herself in the window display of I Believe in Unicorns on a dark and dreary Sunday morning.

         Her grandmother simply smiled at Sadie’s grumpy observation and picked up the ringing landline, wishing the caller a happy Valentine’s Day.

         Cursing Cupid in her head, Sadie blew a stream of hot, cranky air into a heart-shaped balloon. Her stomach expanded like the Goodyear blimp, pressing her baby bump against the cold glass. She stepped back from the window, and the unicorn knight rescuing the unicorn princess in the castle’s turret stabbed Sadie in the butt with his plastic sword. On an ouch, she let go of the balloon to rub her butt, and the red heart shot toward the window, taking out the sale sign before sputtering, deflated, at her feet.

         With a hand on her lower back, Sadie stuck the knight in the turret and gave the unicorn princess the sword. There might have been a time—twenty years ago—when she believed in fairy tales, but no longer. None of the frogs she’d kissed as a little girl had turned into princes as advertised, and she hadn’t fared any better as an adult who should have known better.

         She bent to retrieve the sale sign from the floor but her stomach got in the way as much as the wooden replica of Edinburgh Castle behind her. If it were up to her, the castle would end up in the storage room, along with half the store’s merchandise.

         Unicorn-themed clothes, stuffed animals, books, toys, and tchotchkes fought for space on shelves draped in white fairy lights. Seasonal gifts were crowded on tables with bases carved to resemble trees while whimsical children’s furniture sat on the white oak floor. Gold-glitter stars, pastel-colored rainbows, and inspirational unicorn art adorned the walls as angel unicorns rode across the ceiling on white cardboard clouds.

         When she was much younger, she’d loved hanging out at the store with her grandmother. Sadie had been into unicorns, glitter, and rainbows as much as Agnes back then. But that had been before the kids at school found out that not only did Sadie’s grandmother believe in unicorns, she also had the second sight.

         Sadie glanced at Agnes, hoping for some help retrieving the signage, but whoever was on the other end of the phone had captured her grandmother’s full attention. Sadie straightened and put a hand on the glass for balance as she attempted to get the tape on the sign to stick to her sneaker. After three tries that left her sweaty and frustrated, she managed to raise the sign a few inches off the floor. It didn’t help so she kicked the sign up and into the air and made a grab for it.

         As she reached out to snag the sign, she noticed a man across the road leaning against a dark sedan. In the open black dress coat he wore over his dark suit, he looked like he’d stepped off the cover of GQ magazine. And while she might not have been able to make out the color of his eyes from that distance, she definitely felt the intensity of his stare. He studied her like she was a bug under a microscope.

         And maybe because his cool, calculating gaze flustered her, she lost her balance at the same time she snagged the sign. Using the window to save herself from falling, she ended up like a pregnant starfish plastered against the glass. A cute couple walking hand in hand on the sidewalk in front of the store smiled up at her. She managed the semblance of a smile in return, the left side of her mouth ticking up.

         The cute couple looked down and laughed. She chuckled and rolled her eyes like she was in on the joke and raised a mocking hand to her hairband. Except they were looking down, not up. Another couple joined them. Cute couple number one pointed at Sadie, and the four of them shared a laugh at her expense.

         She followed their gazes but couldn’t see past the top of her stomach. Frustrated, but no less stubborn than her grandmother, she acknowledged their friendly waves with a finger-wave of her own. Then, once they were out of sight, she lifted the hem of the sweatshirt to see what they’d been looking at.

         Her eyes went wide. “Granny, you’ve got me stuck in the front window wearing a sweatshirt that says I’m horny!”

         Suddenly remembering that the cute couples hadn’t been her only audience, her gaze shot to the man across the road. At the sight of the huge, naked, and stretch-marked stomach she’d just flashed him, she was surprised not to see a grossed-out expression on his incredibly handsome face. Like the one Drew made whenever he caught a glimpse of her naked. Something that happened more frequently than she wanted because the man was still living with—off—her, and her place wasn’t big enough for the almost-three of them. It was her fault they were still cohabitating after the crap he’d pulled. She blamed it on her fatal flaw.

         Despite all the men in her life proving that they couldn’t be trusted, she’d let herself get sucked in by Drew. She’d bought his half-truths and lies of omission, but no longer. She was done with him. Done with men in general. She’d raise her baby on her own. She’d devote herself to building a beautiful, drama-free life for just the two of them.

         Tugging down her sweatshirt without giving the man across the road a second glance, she called to her grandmother. “Granny, did you hear me?”

         Agnes responded with a distracted “I didn’t have any Hoping for a Unicorn sweatshirts left in your size.” Then she went back to stuffing twenty-dollar bills from the open cash drawer into an envelope.

         Sadie frowned. “What are you doing?”

         “Nothing.” Her grandmother slid the envelope behind her back and lifted her chin at the door. “We’re in for it now. Brooklyn Sutherland is headed our way. I told the girls they should have invited her to your shower but no one listened to me. That’s what happens when you get old. No one—”

         “I’m onto you, Granny. Don’t bother trying to distract me. I’m not taking your money. I’m fine, so put the twenties back in the cash drawer.” Sadie had been venting about Drew to her best friends at the surprise baby shower they’d hosted for her the night before, and Agnes had overheard her tale of woe.

         Drew had gotten fired for drinking on the job last month, a circumstance he blamed on being stressed about the baby. On top of that, just hours before the shower, she’d discovered he’d maxed out her credit card while online shopping because, he’d whined, he was bored.

         The front door chimed, and Sadie glanced over her shoulder. Her grandmother hadn’t been lying. Brooklyn walked in with a thin-lipped smile on her pageant-winning face. They’d been frenemies since grade school. Brooklyn had recently moved back to Highland Falls to open Spill the Tea on Main Street with her mother, who was the biggest gossip in town.

         “I hear your baby shower was the event of the season,” Brooklyn said with a hint of the South in her voice as she flicked her long auburn hair over the shoulder of her plaid-lined trench coat. She’d always been blunt and to the point, traits that had once annoyed Sadie but that she now found herself admiring. At least Brooklyn was honest.

         “Congratulations, by the way,” her grade school frenemy continued. “I haven’t seen you since I’ve been home.”

         “Thanks. About the shower,” Sadie said, placing a hand on the knight’s head to gingerly climb out of the display window. “It was a surprise, so I didn’t have a say in the guest list, and my friends, Abby and Mallory, they haven’t been in town long. They wouldn’t have known to invite you. But hey, it saved you from having to buy a shower gift.” She smiled, then gestured at the shop under construction across the road to distract Brooklyn from her obviously hurt feelings, which made Sadie feel horrible. “Congrats to you too.”

         Sadie noticed GQ guy was still hanging around, only now he had a cell phone pressed to his ear. It annoyed her that her attention kept going back to the man. It shouldn’t matter that he was drop-dead gorgeous.

         Moving so he was out of her line of sight, she refocused on Brooklyn. “Granny says you’re getting lots of buzz. When’s the opening?”

         “April, if everything goes as planned.” Brooklyn gave her an ingratiating smile. “I was actually hoping you could get your friend Abby to feature us on her YouTube channel. She does such a great job promoting Highland Falls.”

         There was nothing that Abby liked better than promoting local events and businesses, but she might have an issue with some of the gossip Brooklyn’s mother had been spreading around town. Sadie didn’t want to commit without talking to her first.

         “Of course she will,” Agnes chimed in as she closed the cash drawer, the twenties suspiciously missing. “You won’t hear it from my granddaughter, but she’s Abby’s partner, more or less.”

         Less. Sadie worked part-time for Abby but her grandmother was obviously trying to distract Sadie from what she was up to with the cash.

         “She does all her design work and takes care of the technical end of things as well,” Agnes continued, ignoring Sadie’s please stop talking stare. “Our Sadie’s a computer whiz, you know. Just like her brother and her father. Not that I approved of how her father used his technical wizardry, mind you, but Sadie, she’s always used her skills for the greater good. She takes after the MacLeod side in that, she does.”

         Sadie gaped at her grandmother, wondering what had possessed her to talk about Sadie’s father in front of Brooklyn. It had taken years to live down the damage Jeremiah Gray had done to their family’s reputation. They hadn’t spoken about him in fourteen years.

         She also found it telling—but not surprising—that her grandmother didn’t lump Sadie’s brother Elijah in with their father. Agnes couldn’t see past Elijah’s sparkling honey-brown eyes and mischievous toothpaste-commercial grin to the petty criminal who lay within.

         “If you can put in a good word with Abby for us, I’d really appreciate it.” Brooklyn’s smile had gone from ingratiating to uncomfortable. “We’re looking forward to the airing of your birth day video. Although I was kind of surprised that you agreed to let your baby’s birth be filmed. You were always so private. Abby must be a very persuasive woman. But I’m sure she won’t show, you know, everything.” She waved her hand in the general vicinity of Sadie’s baby bump.

         She now understood Brooklyn’s strained smile. “Trust me, my birth plan does not include lights, cameras, and Abby calling action.”

         Sadie wanted a home delivery with calming music, lavender-scented candles burning, the lights turned down low, and her soft-spoken midwife lovingly guiding Sadie’s baby into the world. “Where did you hear about the episode?”

         “You know Momma, she always gets the inside scoop. She’ll be the one spilling the tea at the store, and I’ll be the one making it,” Brooklyn said, deepening her Southern drawl.

         “Making the actual tea or giving your momma something to gossip about?” Sadie asked, knowing full well what Brooklyn meant but wanting her to think about what being on the receiving end of her mother’s storytelling would be like.

         Brooklyn lifted a shoulder. “I don’t have a life, so I’m safe.”

         But no one else was. “Well, this time, your momma scooped up some fake news.” Sadie planned to call Abby as soon as Brooklyn left, and not just about the birth day episode.

         They had to have a serious conversation about whether Abby should be promoting Spill the Tea. Sadie might have been young when her own family became grist for Babs Sutherland’s rumor mill, but that didn’t mean she didn’t remember what it had been like.

         Sadie waited for her grandmother to chime in. It had been a difficult time for all of them. But Agnes didn’t say a word. Sadie glanced at her, only to discover her grandmother was in the middle of a stealthy getaway.

         “Ah, Granny, where do you think you’re going?” Sadie couldn’t hold down the fort on her own. At this stage in her pregnancy, she needed more bathroom breaks than her grandmother.

         Agnes waved her hand behind her head—a hand that held an envelope. “I’ll be right back.”

         Huh, so the money wasn’t for Sadie after all. She leaned past Brooklyn to get a look at the woman her grandmother was trying to keep out of the store.

         “I wouldn’t mind warming up for a bit before I head back home, Mrs. MacLeod. It’s cold enough to freeze the teats off a frog.” Tall with beachy blond waves, the twentysomething woman muscled her way past Sadie’s grandmother. The blonde wore a puffy, iridescent-blue jacket, a denim skirt, and thigh-high black leather boots. She took one look at Sadie and spun around, snatching the envelope from Agnes’s hand before heading out the door at a fast clip.

         “Granny, who was that?” Sadie asked with a sense of foreboding.

         “Oh, just a lass who does alterations for me,” her grandmother said, eyeing the younger woman’s progress through the window.

         “It’s Payton Howard,” Brooklyn whispered. Then, probably seeing that the name meant nothing to Sadie, she added, “She was dating your brother before he…before he left town last summer. He was spotted around Willow Creek two days ago, and someone saw him leaving Payton’s house late last night.”

         Sadie and her grandmother hadn’t seen or heard from her brother since last summer. Truth be told, even before Elijah had gone on the run, Sadie had rarely heard from him. He called when he needed money or a favor or a fall guy—in her case, a fall girl. She was just lucky his actions hadn’t landed her in jail.

         She’d been bailing her baby brother out of trouble for years. But last summer, she couldn’t—wouldn’t—help him. He’d gotten involved with drugs. She didn’t know the whole story. He hadn’t deigned to share it with her. Even when he’d been blackmailing her for cash.

         She had to get rid of Brooklyn without seeming rude. Sadie needed to talk to her grandmother alone. Agnes was keeping something from her.

         Sadie rubbed the sore spot just above her tailbone. “I should probably sit down and rest for a bit.” She wasn’t faking. The earlier ache had worsened, spreading across her lower back. “But don’t worry, I’ll put in a good word for you with Abby. I’m sure she can fit you in before your grand opening.”

         “Thank you, that would be great,” Brooklyn said but didn’t make a move to leave. She chewed on her bottom lip while looking at Sadie’s grandmother, who was rearranging the sale sign in the display window, no doubt hoping to avoid a confrontation with Sadie. Brooklyn glanced at Sadie. “Um, you know how your grandmother has the second sight?”

         Oh no, she did not just go there. Brooklyn had teased Sadie mercilessly when word got out in grade school about Agnes’s gift. It was bad enough Sadie had a grandmother who believed in unicorns, but to have a grandmother who could tell someone’s future simply by holding their hand…Eyebrow raised, Sadie crossed her arms.

         Brooklyn winced. “I know, and I’m sorry. I was just jealous that all the boys liked you.”

         Sadie snorted. “They did not.”

         “Trust me, they did. You were cool and smart and had no idea how pretty you were. We were all about clothes and makeup and boys, and you were all about soccer, nature hikes, and photography.” Brooklyn glanced at Agnes, who looked like she planned to spend the rest of the day in the display window. She was waving at passersby while doing an impression of Vanna White, pointing out sale items in the window. “I’m really nervous about the store opening, and I was hoping your grandmother could, you know, tell me if Spill the Tea will be a success.”

         “Speaking from personal experience, you might not like what you hear. Granny has no control over her gift.”

         “But her predictions come true, don’t they?”

         “Sometimes, but not always in the way you expect or want them to,” Sadie said, thinking back to her grandmother’s latest prediction for her.

         In December, she’d told Sadie that she’d experience an all-consuming pain and love on the day of hearts. With everything going on, Sadie had forgotten about it until now. In a way, it looked like part of her grandmother’s prediction had come true. Elijah was back, which would no doubt cause Sadie pain, and she’d once loved her brother with all her heart.

         But that hadn’t been the end of her grandmother’s prophecy. Agnes had also said a man would come from the shadows to deliver Sadie from the pain, but in the end, he’d bring her more because he wasn’t who he said he was. Either her brother or Drew qualified for the role.

         Happy Valentine’s Day to me, she thought.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         FBI agent Chase Roberts stood ankle-deep in wet snow in the middle of the woods outside of Highland Falls. He’d rather be sitting in his car with the heat on high, watching the antics of Elijah Gray’s sister in the window of I Believe in Unicorns. Instead, he was freezing his ass off waiting for an agent from the North Carolina State Bureau of Investigation to arrive.

         On the request of NCSBI agent Nathan Black, a man he’d never met, Chase had spent the better part of his Sunday morning surveilling the unicorn store on Main Street in Highland Falls. He’d been about to make contact with Sadie Gray and her grandmother when Black called to say plans had changed, directing him to a cottage on Willow Creek owned by the Grays. An hour later, he’d received another call from Black, asking him to check out Payton Howard’s house on Chestnut Lane.

         Now here Chase stood at meeting place number four with no sign of the other agent.

         Chase wasn’t impressed, with the man or the location. He was so far out of his comfort zone that he might as well be standing on the moon in the middle of a geomagnetic storm. He was big-city born and raised and wanted nothing more than to get transferred back to DC. But other than in a body bag, the fastest way out of this backwater was to tag a career-making case. From the little he’d learned about Elijah Gray, this case wasn’t it.

         No, he thought, as a disheveled, long-haired man with a heavy beard tromped through the dark, desolate woods toward him, this was Chase’s payback for DC. His new boss didn’t like him any better than his old one had.

         “Hey, man, sorry I’m late. I’m undercover and couldn’t get away without drawing attention.” Dressed like he rode with a biker gang, the guy was a behemoth, an easy six-five with two hundred and forty pounds of muscle bulking up his broad-shouldered frame. Chase didn’t need his BS meter to go off to tell him the other agent was bad news. He wouldn’t trust this guy as far as he could throw him.

         “You’re twenty minutes late, Black. You have lipstick on your neck, your hair doesn’t look like you’ve combed it in a week, your eyes are bloodshot, and you smell like you drank your weight in bourbon last night. So my guess is you’ve spent the better part of the day in bed nursing a hangover”—he reached over and tugged a long hair from the zipper of Black’s leather jacket—“with a blonde to keep you company while you sent me all over Highland Falls to see if Elijah Gray had made an appearance.”

         Black grinned, shooting a finger at him. “Got it in one. Guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Word is you’re a freaking genius. The guy who brought in America’s Most Wanted all by his lonesome. By the book and uncompromising, with a work ethic that puts your fellow agents to shame, you have more enemies than friends at the bureau.” Black crouched, picked up a stick to move some snow-covered leaves around, and then glanced up at Chase with a flash of white teeth through his heavy beard. He looked like a wolf.

         “Me,” the other agent continued, “I’m as good as you but the exact opposite. Everyone in law enforcement loves me. I know better than to write up my boss for skirting the rules to crack a case. So play your cards right, and I might be able to get you that transfer back to DC that you want so bad.”

         Law enforcement agents were a small, incestuous bunch. They gossiped more than a table of seniors at a small-town church social. So Chase had no idea why he was remotely surprised that, despite being assigned to the field office in North Carolina only ten days ago, he’d already become fodder for the rumor mill.

         What proved a bigger mystery—and one he occasionally tried to solve when the spirit moved him, which wasn’t often—was why his dedication to seeking justice and upholding the law was considered a character flaw in the eyes of his fellow agents and bosses. Maybe if he cared what other people thought about him, he’d spend more than a few minutes thinking about it. But all he really cared about were the case files awaiting him on his desk.

         And DC, he reminded himself. He cared about going home. So maybe he had to work on his people skills. The thought gave him a headache.

         “I won’t be riding back to DC on the coattails of this case, no matter how cozy you are with the powers that be, Black. It’s not big enough. Elijah Gray’s a petty criminal who made the mistake of thinking the gang he was running drugs for wouldn’t miss a few blocks of cocaine. Talk to the Jackson County sheriff. The Whiteside Mountain Gang are in his jurisdiction.”

         “I can’t talk to the sheriff. That’s why I wanted a face-to-face. It’s why I requested you.” Black stood up, dropped the stick he’d been using to move around the leaves, and shoved his hands in his pockets. He searched Chase’s face as though gauging whether he could trust him or not.

         A damp wind whistled through the leafless trees, the iced branches clicking together like wind chimes—the only movement and sound in the utterly still and quiet forest.

         Chase lifted the collar of his coat against the bitter breeze, waiting while Black struggled with whatever he was about to say. This was more than just a case for the other agent. This was personal.

         “Three days ago, a friend reached out. He’s a deputy with the Jackson County Sheriff’s Department,” Black said. “We were supposed to meet here two days ago.” He looked down at the ground as though searching for a clue. “Brodie never showed, and I haven’t been able to reach him.”

         “Since you won’t take this to the sheriff and I spent the better part of the day tracking Elijah Gray’s last-known movements, I’m guessing your friend has intel that links the Jackson County Sheriff’s Department to the Whiteside Mountain Gang.” And the fact that the deputy had been missing for the past two days didn’t bode well for him.

         Black nodded. “He got the intel from Elijah Gray. He was Brodie’s confidential informant. Gray approached Brodie for help when the drugs he was delivering for the Whiteside Mountain Gang went”—Black made air quotes—“missing last summer. But when the situation got too hot for him to handle, Gray took off. Brodie finally managed to track him down a few weeks ago. Apparently Gray wasn’t having much fun on the run and hoped to trade information to get out of the mess he was in.”

         “And your friend believed his intel was reliable?”

         “I know what you’re thinking. I thought the same. Gray isn’t exactly a stand-up guy. He had no qualms leaving his sister holding the bag. She was just lucky Highland Falls’ chief of police was a former New York City homicide detective and good at his job, otherwise she’d be having her baby in jail.”

         Chase thought about the woman with the long dark hair standing spread-eagle in the window of I Believe in Unicorns. He’d looked into her, not too deeply, but deep enough to gather Sadie Gray was smart, ambitious, reliable, and well liked by her colleagues but perhaps not the best judge of character given her previous and current romantic relationships. Still, she’d been brought in for questioning last summer for a reason.

         “Or she’s just good at hiding who she really is,” Chase said. “She might have been involved from the beginning. She left a well-paid job to operate the tour bus for her brother last summer.” Highland Tours was how Gray had delivered the product for the gang.

         “Then there’s the fact that Elijah’s girlfriend, Payton Howard, stopped by the family’s store this morning,” Chase continued. “She didn’t stick around for long and came out holding an envelope. My bet is it contained cash. Either to pass on to Elijah or to keep Payton quiet. I checked out her place and didn’t see any sign Gray was there. But there were signs someone had been staying at the cottage on Willow Creek. You might want to pass that on to Highland Falls’ chief of police.”

         “I want to hold off on that. I think I can trust the guy, but I don’t want to take a chance the Jackson County Sheriff’s Department gets wind that I’m looking into Brodie’s disappearance. Gray told Brodie he had evidence the sheriff was involved. From things Brodie witnessed last year, he thinks other deputies might be on the take as well.” He blew out a breath and scrubbed his face. “I need to find him.”

         “You know the odds, Black. It’s been forty-eight hours…” He held up his hand at the other man’s tortured expression. “You’re right, there’s a chance your friend is fine and lying low.” Chase calculated there was about a ten-percent chance the deputy wasn’t buried in a shallow grave.

         “So you’ll help me? No one, including your special agent in charge, can know what we’re looking into.”

         “Wait a minute. What does my boss think I’m doing with you?”

         “He owes me. I called in my marker. He has no idea what I need you for, only that I needed a partner.”

         That didn’t make sense. This went well beyond interagency cooperation. There was more to this, more to Nathan Black, than Chase knew, and he didn’t like it. Maybe he’d been right after all—his boss had found a way to get rid of him.

         To confirm his suspicions, Chase considered asking Black how many of his partners had wound up in the hospital or the morgue but decided to let it go. No matter his concerns about Black or how dangerous the assignment might be, Chase was now convinced he’d found a case big enough to get him back to DC.

         
              

         

         “All right, Granny,” Sadie said. “There’s no one in the store so now’s your chance to tell me why you gave Payton Howard an envelope filled with twenty-dollar bills.”

         Sadie knew only too well that Agnes had been putting her off for the past several hours. At first, her grandmother had used Brooklyn as an excuse, pretending she was having a hard time reading her. Poor Brooklyn thought it meant she didn’t have a future. But when Agnes began spouting readings without going into a trancelike state, there’d been no doubt in Sadie’s mind that her grandmother was faking it. The question was why, but that was a question Sadie would save for another time, because Agnes had seemed genuinely distressed at her inability to do a reading.

         Sadie didn’t have the bandwidth to deal with two dramas today. As soon as Brooklyn had left the store, they’d been inundated with customers, ensuring that Sadie remained on her feet all day. Her back was killing her, she was tired, and she had a four-hour drive ahead of her in crappy weather. The rain had changed to sleet about fifteen minutes ago and now was changing to snow.

         She rubbed her lower back, thinking of the work awaiting her when she got home. She still had several hours to put into tomorrow’s presentation. And then there was Drew to deal with. She eyed the whimsical pink couch in the corner of the store, barely resisting the urge to walk over and curl up on it and sleep for a week.

         “Oh now, it’s nothing. Just helping the lass out is all. She’s fallen on hard times, and we take care of own. She’s…she was our Elijah’s girl.” Avoiding Sadie’s narrowed gaze, her grandmother walked to the window. “You’d best be on your way. We can’t have you driving the mountain roads in the snow at dark, now can we?”

         She was right, and it was obvious Sadie wasn’t going to get more out of her. And if she was being honest with herself, she didn’t want to spend another minute thinking or arguing about her brother.

         “I’ll let this go for now, Granny. But I’m calling Gabe. I’ll let him know that Elijah has been spotted around Payton’s house and the cottage.” As well as being Highland Falls’ chief of police, Gabe was her best friend Mallory’s fiancé. “So don’t even think about helping Elijah out. You’d be charged with aiding and abetting.” She walked over and kissed her grandmother’s powder-scented cheek. “I don’t want to visit you in prison.”

         Ten minutes later, Sadie was on her way. It didn’t take long for her to realize she’d made a mistake. Despite the frantic swish of the wipers, snow was building up on her windshield. But if she turned back now, she could kiss the art director position goodbye. She thought about the additional credit card debt Drew had saddled her with and took several deep, calming breaths. She had to keep going. Her SUV had four-wheel drive and winter tires.

         Leaning forward to peer past the snow pelting her windshield, she murmured, “Just a few more miles and we’ll be through the worst of it, baby.”

         Maybe not the worst of the weather, but the road would widen and straighten. There’d be more traffic too. At that moment, she was the only one on the road, her high beams all that were visible through the wall of white. The trees on either side of the road were already coated with snow. She might have appreciated the winter wonderland more if she weren’t driving. Her stomach tightened as though to remind her she had a baby on board. She gasped when the cramp didn’t immediately subside, instead deepening and lengthening.

         She breathed through the pain. “It’s just Braxton Hicks contractions. Nothing to worry about. Perfectly normal at this stage. But if you could make them stop until we get back to Charlotte, I’d really…” Her tires hit a patch of ice, and she sunk her teeth in her lower lip to stifle a scream. Tightening her grip on the steering wheel, she struggled to regain control of the car.

         Several terrifying seconds later, her tires were headed in the right direction. She glanced out the passenger-side window. A dark sedan and an army-green jeep were pulled off the road.

         And that’s when she decided that no matter how much was at stake, she couldn’t take the risk. She continued driving, looking for a safe place to turn around. Her stomach tightened with another cramp, this one stronger than the last.

         Her pained groan turned into a strangled gasp as her tires once again hit an icy patch. She tried to breathe through the contraction while fighting to keep the car on the road but it was getting harder to do as one contraction rolled into another. A gush of water ran down her legs onto the mat and the pedals. Her foot slid onto the gas, causing the car to spin.

         She took her foot off the gas. The car kept going, plowing into the guardrail on the opposite side of the road, jolting her hard against the seatbelt and then throwing her back against the seat. A plume of white thumped down on the windshield.

         She tried to calm her breathing as she smoothed her palms over her rock-hard stomach, searching for a sign her baby was all right. But even as she did, she knew there’d be no tiny flutters or kicks to alleviate her fears. She was in labor.

         Fingers shaking, she undid her seatbelt and spotted her cell phone on the passenger-side floor. She leaned on her side across the middle console, stretching her fingers to grab it, gritting her teeth in frustration when it slid out of reach. The console pressed against her stomach as she rolled onto it to get closer, a small sigh of relief pushing past her lips when her fingers closed around her phone. When she finally managed to get herself in an upright position, she turned it on. Her heartbeat stuttered. No bars. She powered down her window, snow rushing inside the SUV as she stuck her phone outside, searching for a signal.

         She swallowed a sob and her panic. Neither would do her or her baby any good. She had to stay calm and figure a way out of this. At the sound of tree branches snapping, she looked toward the dark woods.

         From the shadows a form took shape.

         It was a man.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Chase stopped to stare at the woman peering at him through the falling snow. He brushed the wet flakes from his eyes, positive they were messing with his vision. But no, the snow hadn’t fooled him into thinking the face belonged to Sadie Gray. It was her. The woman from the window. The sister of their prime suspect in the disappearance of Black’s friend. What were the odds of her showing up at the same time they searched the woods for Brodie?

         Chase didn’t put much stock in coincidences, but for some reason, in this instance, he wished he did. Maybe he just didn’t want to believe that a pregnant woman who looked sweetly innocent wearing a unicorn headband could be involved in Brodie’s disappearance or that she’d followed Chase here to discover what he’d learned. If she was involved, she would have been on her guard, looking for any sign the police were onto them.

         It wouldn’t have been a stretch for her to figure out that Chase was law enforcement. He might not have been flashing his badge around or making small talk with the locals while he was there, but he hadn’t hidden the fact he was surveilling the store. At that point, Black hadn’t warned him of the necessity of keeping this quiet.

         The smell of cigarette smoke and the clatter of frozen branches suggested the other agent was coming his way. His eyes still locked with Sadie Gray’s, Chase pulled out his phone to warn Black. They couldn’t be seen together, especially by her. As Chase went to send a text, his eyes left her face. He noted the sizzle of steam through the falling snow, the crumpled front bumper, the tire hanging off the rim.

         “Are you okay?” he yelled, slipping and sliding down the frozen incline to reach her. He didn’t care if she’d run into the guardrail because she was checking up on them for her brother. She was pregnant, and not just a little pregnant, as he’d clearly seen for himself.

         She blinked several times as though coming out of a trance. “No. I’m not okay. I’m pretty sure I’m having my baby.” She groaned and pulled her head back inside the window to lean it against the headrest.

         Chase froze with his foot halfway over the guardrail. “Now? You’re having your baby now?” Panic had raised his voice an octave, and he searched the long, winding road for a sign that help was on the way.

         Except instead of sirens, all he heard was the creaking of branches and the crunch of snow. And instead of help on its way in the form of swirling lights and high beams, he saw Black creeping toward his jeep. The agent glanced his way. Even from this distance, Black’s fear for his friend was evident in his strained expression. They hadn’t found Brodie or any sign that he’d shown up for the meet. Black put the blame squarely on Elijah Gray.

         Chase gestured for him to stay put anyway and then glanced at Sadie, who’d yet to respond. Her eyes were squeezed shut, her lips were pressed tight, and she was moaning low in her throat.

         Good God, she really was having her baby. “Did you call 911? Just nod or shake your head.” Please nod.

         “I—” She grimaced. “I can’t get a signal.”

         He looked at his cell phone. No bars on the screen. Holding it up as he searched for a signal, he walked to the driver’s-side door.

         “It’ll be all right,” he told her. He didn’t believe for a single second that it would be but reassuring her seemed to be what the situation required. “I’m calling 911,” he yelled for Black’s benefit, hoping against hope the other agent had a better service provider than Chase and Sadie.

         Raising his phone higher, Chase walked carefully into the middle of the ice-slicked, desolate road. Nothing. Not even one bar.

         The passenger-side window went down, and he brought the phone to his ear.

         “Did you—” She whimpered, then took a couple seconds to catch her breath. “Did you get through?”

         He held up a finger, pretending to talk to a dispatcher. “Yes. Definitely in labor. She’s…” He rested the phone on his shoulder. “She wants to know how far apart the contractions are.”

         “Three min—”

         What! “Her contractions are three minutes apart,” he yelled into his dead phone while looking in the direction of Black’s jeep. There was no sign of him. Chase ducked his head. There was no sign of him because he was in his jeep.

         “I, um, I think I better lie down,” she said, her face drained of color.

         “No, I don’t think you should. If you lie down, the baby might think it’s time to come out.”

         “Trust me, this baby’s coming whether we want it to or not.”

         “Not,” he said, in case she thought he was on board with delivering her baby.

         Her eyes moved over his face, and then she bowed her head and groaned.

         “Don’t worry, they’ll be here soon. Really soon,” he lied, his voice going in and out as he jumped up and down, waving his arms to get Black’s attention. If the other agent started up his engine, Chase would shoot out his tires. A door creaked open. He stopped jumping. He was just about to utter a thank God when he realized Sadie had opened the car door, not Black.

         “What do you think you’re doing?” Chase sprinted around the back of the SUV. Ice. Crap. His feet went out from under him but he threw himself against the vehicle to keep himself upright.

         Her arms wrapped around her stomach, Sadie gave him a raised-eyebrow look. “You didn’t get through to 911.”

         “How did you know?” he asked, gingerly making his way to her side.

         “Lots of practice with men not telling me the truth.”

         “I’m sorry,” he said, and he was. “I didn’t want you to freak out.”

         Her lips twitched, and her pretty hazel eyes smiled. “You’re freaked out enough for the both of us.” She winced and bent over. “My car’s not going anywhere anytime soon. I need a ride to the hospital.”

         “Right, of course.” He mentally kicked his ass. He’d allowed panic to hijack his common sense. He didn’t have to deliver her baby; he just had to get her to the hospital on time. He thought about the files neatly piled on his front seat and the FBI jacket in the back.

         She took a step, and he reached for her. “Careful, it’s icy.” He slid an arm around her waist, glancing from his car to hers. “I have a better idea.” He leaned around her to power up the windows and then he opened the back passenger-side door and helped her sit inside. “I’ll bring my car up alongside yours. That way we minimize the risk of you falling.”

         “Okay.” She nodded, clenching her jaw as if to stop her teeth from chattering.

         Delivering a baby might be completely out of his wheelhouse, but seeing to someone’s care and comfort wasn’t. This he could handle. “Do you have an emergency winter kit in your trunk?”

         She gave him a blank look.

         “Blankets, extra clothes, that sort of thing.” When his explanation didn’t appear to register, he said, “Don’t worry about it. I do.” The FBI’s motto was Fidelity, Bravery, Integrity, which he wholeheartedly subscribed to. But he had a motto of his own: Be Prepared. He looked down at his ruined shoes. In his defense, Black had told him they’d meet on Main Street. “I’ll be right back.”

         She grabbed his arm. “Please, don’t go. I have baby blankets in my trunk.”

         “We need something a little bigger than that. I promise. I won’t be long.” He gave her a reassuring smile and went to remove her hand from his arm but something in her eyes stopped him. He recognized the pure, unadulterated panic he saw there, and maybe because he did, the next words out of his mouth were calm and in control. “We won’t make it to the hospital, will we?”

         “I’m new to this too, but I don’t think so.” She bit her lip, and her eyes filled with tears.

         “It’ll be fine…honey,” he said instead of calling her by her name, which he very nearly did. “We can do this. Trust me.”

         A tear rolled down her cheek. “I…I had it all planned. Lights down low, spa-like music, and a lavender-scented…” She trailed off, hiccupping on a sob.

         “I’m sorry it didn’t work out the way you planned.” He helped her lie down on the backseat, wedging himself inside to pull the door closed. “I’m sorry you’re stuck with me instead of your baby’s daddy. But I’ll—”

         She shook her head as she struggled out of her puffy red jacket. “It’s better that he’s not here. I might tell him exactly what I think of him when I’m pushing out our sweet, innocent child, and the last thing I want my baby to hear is me cursing their father for putting me deeper in debt.”

         He knew Drew was a piece of work from the cursory background check he’d done after discovering he lived with Sadie. Chase didn’t understand why someone like her would put up with a guy who had a drinking problem and couldn’t hold down a job. Then again, the man seemed to have a talent for attracting women to take care of him.

         Still, she was getting agitated, and Chase figured she had more important things to concern herself with. “Don’t think about him then. You can deal with him later. Kick him to the curb. Get a restraining order so he doesn’t harass you. Change all your passwords and the locks on your door,” he said as he began removing her boots.

         He stopped. She was staring at him. He’d said too much. Of course he had. Because once he started looking into something, he couldn’t stop. He’d looked into the other women Drew had been involved with in the past and knew it wouldn’t be easy for Sadie to get rid of him.

         Her forehead creased. “Who are you?”

         He knew what she meant but tried to distract her. “You’re right. We should probably introduce ourselves. I’m Michael Knight.” It wasn’t a complete lie. His middle name was Michael, and his maternal grandfather, Jonathan Knight, referred to by most as the judge, had adopted Chase and his little brother when they were eight and five.

         Gritting her teeth, she held up a finger, then closed her eyes. He gently removed her jacket from her clenched fist and folded it, waiting for the contraction to subside before placing it beneath her head.

         “Thanks. I’m Sadie. Sadie Gray. But that’s not what I meant. I saw you today on Main Street. You were there for a while. You were, uh, looking at me.”

         “Watching you.” He corrected with a smile. “You were entertaining. I was going to buy something for a friend’s little girl. But when I ran the idea by her, she informed me her daughter was too old for unicorns.”

         The trick to lying was to add some truth. Three months ago, he’d had a woman in his life. However, she no longer considered him a friend. She’d accused him of being emotionally unavailable and a workaholic. They’d been friends with benefits so he hadn’t met her daughter.

         “You should have brought her with you. My grandmother would have enjoyed the challenge.” She looked at him from under her long lashes. “I’m sorry I flashed you. I didn’t realize I was standing in the window wearing a sweatshirt that said I was horny. I thought it said Hoping for a unicorn. Which I’m not. Hoping for a unicorn, I mean. My grandmother is the one who believes in unicorns, not me.” She wrinkled her nose. “Sorry for babbling. I’m just embarrassed I flashed you.”

         “Don’t worry about it. And feel free to babble. It’s better than having you go into shock. Besides, I’ll be seeing a lot more than your stomach…Oh, ah.” He scratched his head. “That wasn’t helpful, was it?”

         Caught up in a contraction, she didn’t register his apology. Hopefully, she also hadn’t registered why he’d had to make one in the first place. He took off his coat, careful not to reveal the shoulder holster and gun beneath his suit jacket.

         “Thank you,” she said when he laid it over her. She inhaled deeply and closed her eyes. Then she opened them to reward him with a breath-stealing smile. “Your cologne smells amazing. It’s even better than lavender.”

         “I’m glad you like it. And it looks like you’ll also get your wish for low light.” He nodded at the darkening sky out the window. “Now all that’s left is the music.” He opened the back passenger-side door. “I’ll take care of that now. Don’t worry, I’m not going further than the front seat,” he said as he got out and opened the driver’s-side door. He slid behind the wheel and started the engine, turning the heat to high. As he searched for a radio station that met her requirement, he glanced in the rearview mirror. Black had decided to grace them with his presence.

         Before he did though, Chase had to ensure the agent was holding it together. The more they’d searched and the more they talked, the more obvious it became that Black was losing hope his friend was alive. Chase didn’t want him interrogating Sadie.

         He found a station with some New Age music and figured it would work. “Sadie, a jeep pulled off the road around the same time as me, and it looks like the driver is coming to see if we need a hand. He looks a little rough, so I want to check him out first.”

         She cast him a dubious glance.

         He stopped with a foot out the door. “What? You don’t think I can handle myself?”

         “Well, you’re pretty…” She rolled her eyes, presumably at herself, because he hadn’t said or done anything. “I mean beautiful.” She dragged in a deep breath through her nostrils. “You know what I mean.”

         He really didn’t, which she must have noticed because she added, “You’re like a cross between Brad Pitt in Meet Joe Black and Charlie Hunnam in Sons of Anarchy. Only when Jax got out of prison in the third season. Maybe it was season four. And don’t be offended, but I really wish you weren’t off-the-charts good-looking. I’d prefer an unattractive man to deliver my baby. Unattractive but kin—” A contraction cut her off.

         He leaned over the seat to give her hand a squeeze, then grabbed his key fob from the pocket of his coat. “Relax and focus on your breathing. I’ll be back in two minutes. Right before your next contraction.”

         She opened one eye. He probably shouldn’t have reminded her how close her contractions were. He’d been timing them.

         Chase met Black a couple yards from Sadie’s SUV.

         “What the hell’s taking you so long? Did you get anything out of her?”

         “The only thing we’re getting out of her is a baby.” Chase took the other agent by the arm. “I need a couple things from my trunk. She doesn’t know I’m FBI, and we’re going to keep it that way.” He beeped the unlock button on his fob. “Do you have any blankets or bottles of water?”

         “No. I mean, yeah. I’ve got both.” He looked from Sadie’s SUV to Chase. “Do you even have a clue what you’re doing?”

         “No idea.” He cocked his head; there was something in Black’s voice that said he might. “Have you delivered a baby before?”

         “I have five older sisters. They have a baseball team between them. Four of them wouldn’t have a baby at a hospital if you paid them, and they made sure, if I was in town, I was in on the action. No matter how much I did not want or need to see my sisters’ hoo-has.” He shuddered, then lifted a shoulder. “I wouldn’t have missed helping bring my nieces into the world though. I just block out that part.”

         Chase smiled. He’d just found the answer to Sadie’s last wish—an unattractive man to deliver her baby. Under all that hair, Black was probably a good-looking guy, but right now, he qualified. “Great. You can deliver the baby. Do you have hand sanitizer?”

         Five minutes later, when Chase opened the front passenger door, unloading blankets, a battery-operated lantern, and the baby stuff he’d gotten out of Sadie’s trunk, she half yelled, half sobbed at him, “You were gone for two contractions. I thought you weren’t coming back!”

         “I’m here now, and I’ve got good news,” he said as Black opened the back door. “I found someone to deliver your baby, and he knows what he’s doing. Sadie, meet Eddie Taylor.”

         Black gave Chase a look before smiling at Sadie. Eddie Taylor was the man who had been on top of the FBI’s Most Wanted list before Chase had apprehended him.

         As Sadie and Black got acquainted, Chase got to work on the front passenger seat. He removed the two bolts at the back of the seat and on the front side rails and then disconnected the battery. He was half listening to Black and Sadie’s conversation, blocking out parts like transitioning and crowning. By the time he lifted the seat out and set it on the side of the road, Sadie was panting.

         “Don’t push,” Black ordered.

         Chase shut the car door and got situated on the floor. He turned on the lantern, adjusting the light to low. Then he turned up the music, the sounds of Enya’s “Watermark” filling the SUV.

         Ignoring Black’s raised-eyebrow glance, Chase took Sadie’s hand between his. “Just breathe, honey. You’ve got—sweet mother of God.” She squeezed the life out of his fingers. She had the grip of a rock climber. A three-hundred-pound rock climber.

         Black chuckled, then said, “Just a little longer, Sadie. You’ve got this, honey.”

         Chase speared the agent with a look. Black grinned and then ducked his head under the blanket. Chase shuddered, and his legs went weak. Black might not be the type of partner Chase would have wished for, but he was sincerely glad he was here to help Sadie.

         “Michael, if anything happens to me, there’s a letter in my bag. Please—”

         His heart skipped a panicked beat, and he scootched closer to slide an arm beneath her neck and cradle her against his chest. He lowered his face to hers. “Listen to me. You’re going to be fine. Both you and the baby. So don’t talk—”

         “Please, just promise me you won’t let Drew have custody of my child. I want my friend Abby or my cousin Ellie to take the baby. I’ve written it all—” The rest of what she was about to say was cut off by her anguished cry.

         “Push, Sadie,” Black said, but she wasn’t listening to him. She was holding Chase’s gaze and breaking his hand.

         “I promise. He won’t get near your baby.” Or Sadie. As soon as she and the baby were safe and in the hospital, Chase would ensure that Drew was out of their lives for good. “Now come on, push. Your baby is anxious to meet you.”

         A grueling fifteen minutes later, they welcomed Sadie’s baby girl with shouts of joy.

         “It’s not a unicorn,” he said, his voice gruff with emotion.

         She looked at him and smiled. “Thank God, and thank you. I don’t know what I would have done without you, Michael. Without either of you.”

         Chase gently moved her sweat-dampened hair from her face. “You were incredible. She’s beautiful, and so are you.” His face warmed as the words rolled off his tongue. It was how he felt, but not something he should say to a woman he’d known for little more than an hour, a woman he was surveilling for a case. But in that moment, he felt close to Sadie, closer than he’d ever felt to a woman before.

         Black handed Chase the red-faced, squalling infant. “Swaddle her in the blanket,” the agent directed.

         Pulse racing, Chase stared down at the baby, who fit in his two hands. She squirmed, arching her spine as she howled at the top of her lungs, and he nearly lost his grip. His hands were sweaty, and she was slippery. Tiny too, with delicate little bones. Bones he could crush if he held her too tight, but he didn’t dare loosen his grip. If she fell, she’d break. He shot a panicked glance at Sadie and Black. What had the agent been thinking handing him the baby? Chase had no idea what to do.

         Sadie met his eyes, a soft smile on her face. She was looking at him like he was her hero, and he didn’t want to disappoint her. All he needed was to look up advice on Google or a video to watch. He’d absorb the information in a nanosecond, and he could live up to Sadie’s expectations. But they were in the middle of nowhere, and none of them had service on their cell phones. He had to improvise. He couldn’t ask for Black’s advice or for Sadie’s. She might freak out if she knew she’d entrusted her precious child to a man who didn’t have a clue what to do with it. He couldn’t even keep a plant alive.

         But he did have an IQ of 160 so surely he could figure out how to swaddle a baby in a blanket. He picked up the blanket and looked from it to the screaming child.

         Black sighed and lifted his head. “Think of a burrito,” he said, then went back to doing whatever he was doing down there.

         Chase nearly let his relief show and thanked Black, but then he remembered how Sadie had looked at him. “I know what swaddling means.” He glanced from the blanket to the passenger-side seat. “I was just working out how best to hold her and lay out the blanket at the same time.” Not bad. He might even buy the excuse. Then he caught Sadie’s eye. She looked like she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

         Laugh, he decided when she pressed her lips together and they curved in a grin. “Hold her against your chest with one hand and use your other hand to lay out the blanket.”

         “Right. Good idea.” As he ever so slowly brought the baby to his chest, he imagined what it must be like for her after spending so many months curled inside her mother’s warm, dark womb. No wonder she was screaming. He’d be screaming too. Feeling like he now had some insight into the problem, he used his hand and forearm to hold the baby against his chest, then reached for the white blanket with his other hand.

         But instead of laying the blanket on the seat, he completely covered the baby with it—head and all—and held her tight. He thought of the sounds and motion she’d be familiar with and, next to her ear, made a low shushing sound while rocking her in his arms. Her screams subsided, and she made soft snuffling noises as she nestled against him. He smiled against the blanket and the side of her little head, as proud of comforting her as he’d been of bringing in Eddie Taylor.

         His world shrank until it was just him and the baby sitting in the warm glow of the lantern. He couldn’t remember ever feeling this peaceful.

         “Would you mind swaddling her now?” Sadie’s voice penetrated the bubble of contentment. “I mean, I’m grateful you got her to stop crying, but I’d really like to hold her.”

         “Right. Of course.” As he moved the baby away from his chest and looked into that tiny, heart-shaped face, it felt like the hard shell around his heart quivered and then splintered, letting in an emotion he’d never felt before.

         He wondered if it was love.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Sadie glanced up at the man holding her and her newborn baby in the backseat of his car as if they meant the world to him. Michael Knight, her knight in shining armor. Maybe it was a rush of hormones after giving birth, but that’s how she thought of him. He was sweet, kind, and considerate, and yes, with the light from the streetlights playing off his chiseled cheekbones and square, beard-stubbled jaw, drop-dead gorgeous.

         She didn’t want to contemplate what she looked like right now. Although from the admiration in Michael’s eyes, you’d think she was a reigning beauty queen or a warrior princess returning from battle.

         “You doing okay? Any pain?” he asked, tucking the blankets around her and her daughter.

         “No, I’m good. We’re good.” She smiled at the baby asleep on her chest, Michael’s hand splayed across her daughter’s back.

         She looked so peaceful and angelic now. Unlike fifteen minutes ago when Eddie and Michael had moved them into the backseat of his car to make the trip to the hospital. It was as if Michael and her daughter had forged a bond in the moments after Sadie had given birth. The baby hadn’t settled until he’d wrapped them in his arms and rested that big, strong hand of his on her tiny back.

         Sadie imagined the baby felt like she did—protected and loved. Cared for, she quickly amended. The flood of endorphins had definitely done a number on her if she was fancying herself in love with the man holding her so close, so tenderly.

         How that thought brought up an image of Drew in her head, she had no idea. But there he was, the real father of her baby. No matter how difficult the past few months had been or how much crap he’d recently pulled, he deserved to know he had a daughter. He deserved to share in the happiness of the moment.

         “Michael, would you mind grabbing my phone?” While Eddie had gone to get the car, Michael had meticulously catalogued every item he’d collected off the floor and seat of the SUV to put in her purse. If she didn’t know better, she might have thought he was looking for something. Either that or he couldn’t believe how much crap she could fit in her purse. “I need to call Drew.”

         “Sure,” Michael said with an edge to his voice, which made her wonder just how much she’d told him about her relationship with her baby’s daddy. She didn’t think she’d overshared. But honestly, the last thirty minutes of labor and delivery were kind of a blur. All she really remembered were Michael’s words of encouragement and praise.

         He reached into her purse on the floor. Retrieving her phone, he handed it to her, sharing a glance with Eddie in the rearview mirror. Okay, so that settled it. She’d totally overshared.

         “I can’t remember exactly what I said about Drew to you guys, but he’s not that bad,” she said, addressing the elephant in the car.

         “Any man who sits around drinking beer and shopping online while his pregnant partner works to keep a roof over their heads and pays for the debt he’s racking up on her credit card is the definition of a bad guy, Sadie,” Michael said.

         “And his pregnant partner is an idiot for letting him take advantage of her,” she murmured against her daughter’s head.

         She’d tried to end their relationship last December. She’d even hired a lawyer. Then, a week before the holidays, Drew had followed her to Highland Falls. The things he’d done and said had worried her. She’d been afraid he’d do something stupid and follow through with his threat that life wasn’t worth living without her. It didn’t take long for her to realize he’d simply figured out what buttons to push to get her to let him stay. But by then she was too tired to deal with him, and he was out of work.

         “He’s really messed with your head, hasn’t he?” Michael said. “He doesn’t deserve you, Sadie, and he doesn’t deserve her.”

         “Michael’s right. If any of my sisters’ partners treated them the way he treated you, I’d make them disappear. You want, I can take care of that for you,” Eddie said, sounding as if he meant it.

         “He’s joking. He—” Michael began, no doubt picking up on her concern.

         “No, he isn’t, brother. He’s very serious.” Eddie stopped at a red light and looked back at her, the scary expression on his face leaving little doubt that he was.

         Don’t worry, Michael mouthed, rolling his eyes as if the big man up front was as harmless as a fly. “Eyes on the road, Eddie. The light’s green, and you’re holding up traffic.” The blast of a horn punctuated Michael’s remark.

         “Thank you. I appreciate your concern, Eddie. Yours too, Michael. I know my relationship with Drew isn’t healthy, and I will take care of it. But it doesn’t negate the fact he’s the father of my daughter and deserves to be part of this.”

         The grunts coming from Michael and Eddie indicated they didn’t feel the same.

         “Okay, you guys are entitled to your opinions, but if you don’t mind, I’d appreciate you keeping them to yourself. I’m going to FaceTime Drew so he can see the baby. His daughter,” she reminded them.

         Their muttered fines weren’t all that convincing. But as she had come to learn in the short time they’d been together, they were good guys, caring guys, and she was pretty sure they’d abide by her wishes.

         She held up the phone and groaned when she saw herself. Her hair was a long, sweaty mess and plastered to her head.

         As she went to fluff her hair, Michael took her hand and lowered it, saying quietly, “You don’t need to fix your hair. You’re beautiful just the way you are, Sadie.”

         She wished it was him she was FaceTiming. “I can actually see what I look like, but that’s sweet of you to say.”

         She angled the phone to get the baby on the screen and pressed the FaceTime icon. It wasn’t until Michael put his finger on the edge of her phone and angled it down, that she realized he’d been in the shot.

         Drew’s haggard face and bloodshot eyes filled the screen. “Hey, where are you? I’m starving.”

         The inside of the car went electric with unhappy male vibes.

         She didn’t blame them. She wasn’t happy either. “So am I, Drew. I’m also exhausted from just giving birth to my daughter.” She should say our, she knew she should, but she just couldn’t bring herself to do it. Michael’s arms tightened around her as if offering support.

         “What do you mean you had the baby? I don’t under…wait, did you say daughter? I thought we were having a boy. I really was hoping for a boy, you know.”

         Michael angled toward the front seat and whispered, “I’ll help you bury the body.”

         “I’ll do it myself,” she muttered.

         “What did you say?” Drew craned his neck to get a look at the baby. “Is that it?”

         “If by it you mean your daughter, then yes, it is.” His cavalier attitude broke her heart. They didn’t need him. They’d be fine on their own, better than fine. “Drew, I have to go. We’ll be at Jackson County Hospital if you want to meet your daughter.”

         “Okay, I might be able to make it tomorrow. Weather’s still pretty crappy though. I’ll let you know.” He leaned in, and she thought for a minute he might say something that would make up for his hurtful reaction. She knew she’d forgive him if he did. She’d chalk it up to shock or the beer she swore she could smell through the screen. “You look like you could use some rest anyhow. Get—”

         She pressed End, hard. “Don’t say anything,” she said into the heavy silence.

         She could feel the tension coming off Michael in waves, his chest expanding like he was having trouble containing his anger. But instead of venting, he simply kissed Sadie’s head and kept his thoughts to himself.

         Ten minutes later, Eddie broke the silence. “We’re here. Stay put. I’ll grab somebody.”

         Michael eased her out of his arms. “Do you have anyone you want me to call? Your grandmother? Friends?”

         She didn’t think she could get the words past the lump in her throat and shook her head instead of trying to answer. She didn’t know when she’d ever felt so lonely. But then her daughter wriggled and snuffled, letting out a mewling cry, reminding Sadie she wasn’t alone and there wouldn’t be time to feel lonely.

         “I don’t want to bother them. It’s late.” She managed a smile as the baby’s cries grew more insistent, raising her voice to say, “I’ll call them in the morning.”

         “Sadie, I—” Michael broke off as the car door opened. “Looks like your ride’s here, ladies.” The baby stopped crying the minute he scooped her into his arms. He smiled, nuzzling her daughter’s cheek.

         “You’ll be able to do that all you want later, daddy. Right now, we need to get this little sweetie inside and checked over,” a nurse said as she expertly retrieved the baby from Michael and placed her into a clear bassinet on wheels. She was off before they had a chance to correct her. Michael shrugged and gave Sadie a lopsided grin, as if secretly pleased by the misunderstanding.
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