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      Ellie didn’t think the line would ever end. The people flooding into her bakery were who she considered the “last call” customers, like the drunks who closed down the bar at the end of the night. The rush began around a half hour before their three o’clock closing each afternoon and didn’t stop until Glazed and Confused locked their doors.

      Right now, a family of five waited for their turn at the counter behind a young man in a gray prison guard uniform. He usually popped in at least twice a week to take doughnuts and snacks home to his children after the morning shift. To the rear of the family, two more men stepped inside, a father and son trucker team she saw on occasion, who passed by about three times a month. Ellie grinned and waved. The older man waved back, a big smile on his face. His twenty-three-year-old son was sweet on her, but way too young.

      “Crap, I’m sorry, Ellie,” Samantha said as she came hurrying back to the counter. She’d gone out for just a few minutes to take out the trash and then suddenly they were swarmed. Most likely, Sam had hung around for a few minutes to take a smoke break—Ellie smelled it on her. Some aspects of her swan maiden nature crept through to her human body.

      “No problem,” Ellie said as a car slid in front of the drive-thru window. “Get that for me?”

      “Sure.”

      As much as Ellie loved having a successful business, she really needed at least two more employees. Expanding the shop into the adjacent storefront for dining in and adding to her menu had made business explode in the recent weeks. She rang up the young man then passed him a dozen doughnuts. He had even more people waiting behind him.

      “Thanks, ma’am. You have a good afternoon.”

      “No problem, Rodney. Same to you.”

      The next customer stepped up, smiling brightly. “Have you given any thoughts to expanding your hours, too? You make the best sandwiches, Miss Ellie.” Her kids each picked buns stuffed with ham and cheese along with their choice of doughnuts.

      “It’s in the works, Maggie,” Ellie replied cheerfully. She tried to pass the woman change.

      Maggie waved it off. “Keep it.”

      The extra three dollars and change went into the tip jar on the counter. All employees split that at the end of shift.

      “Hi, Miss Ellie,” Stu greeted her warmly. “Looks like we picked a bad time to be passing through. Didn’t think we’d make it before you closed for the afternoon.”

      “Hi, guys. The usual?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Roger replied, making her inwardly wince. Man. Way to remind her that the big three-oh had come and gone. And she was feeling it lately. Widow, mother, businesswoman—responsibilities aplenty and no time to rest lately.

      “Where are you two boys headed this time?”

      Stu started to reach for his wallet, but his son beat him to it and took out a twenty. “I got it, Dad. Uh, we’re hauling to El Paso this time. Suppose we’ll be back around this way in two days.”

      “Nice!” Ellie passed a box of kolaches over the counter. Those were a popular item on the menu, sausage and melted cheese baked inside a fresh footlong bun. She took Roger’s twenty and started to unfold it, not missing the slip of paper tucked inside.

      Shit. Please don’t be a number. Please don’t—

      Ten digits in smeared ink definitely belonged to a non-local phone number. Ellie put a big smile on her face and passed him his change with the paper scrap on top of the bills, beneath the coins. “You two have a safe drive.”

      His face fell.

      Sorry, kid.

      One by one, more customers filed in. She had thirty minutes left before closing and after that any goodies behind the counter went down to one of the two local nursing homes to be donated to the residents allowed to have sweets. Sometimes she traded with the Thai restaurant a couple doors down. Nothing beat a bowl of spicy panang chicken curry after a long day.

      She counted down until closing time, pretending she wasn’t eyeballing the clock whenever she rang up someone’s cruller or chocolate eclair. The bakery operated from four in the morning until three in the afternoon, though she didn’t work the entire shift. She had employees for that, one of them a baker who alternated with her throughout the week.

      One of them came in around two to start the baking process, to warm the griddle and heat the fryer. Cops and correctional officers frequented the establishment most often as her loyal customers, followed by nurses and medical staff from the local hospital.

      The majority of them never popped in on a day off. Except for one of her favorites, and she hadn’t seen him in two days.

      Probably busy, she thought. Crisis wasn’t riddled with crime, but the few cops on the department’s payroll had plenty to do.

      “I am so ready to go home,” Sam muttered during a rare but quiet moment after sending off the last drive-thru order. Usually they were four or five cars deep until three. “So, when are we decorating this place for Valentine’s Day?”

      Ellie groaned. “Must we?”

      “What kind of Southern woman are you, that you don’t like to decorate a place for a holiday?”

      “I dunno. The kind who doesn’t have energy to put up things for a fake holiday only to take them down when there’s so much else to do?”

      “Oh. Well. What if I do it?”

      Ellie could have sagged on the spot. “Oh, would you?”

      “Sure.”

      “Just take some money out of the petty cash box and buy whatever decorations you need from the Family Dollar—”

      “El.”

      “What?”

      “Why are you so cheap?”

      “Because there are only ten days until Valentine’s.”

      “I would have bothered you about it earlier, but you were stressing about other things.”

      “Fine. Go to Walmart. Get something decent, but let’s not go crazy.”

      The girl beamed happily at Ellie. “Way better. Besides, we…” As her voice trailed, Sam’s expression changed, eyes growing wide and mouth falling open. “Oh wow.”

      “Wow what?”

      Ellie spun and saw her favorite customer approaching the glass door, all six feet of handsome man in athletic shorts and a tank that may as well have not been there, as every inch of it clung to the contours of his muscular torso from his pecs to the chiseled ridges of his abdomen.

      Before he could catch her gawking, Ellie reclaimed control of her face and managed not to stare at him. “Good afternoon, Chief.”

      “Hi, Chief Montgomery!” Sam piped up.

      Chief Six-Pack beelined to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of water. “Good afternoon, ladies.” Then he turned those gorgeous, champagne-gold eyes on Ellie and smiled. A trickle of perspiration ran down his neck and slid down his powerful chest, vanishing into the edge of his gray shirt. “Y’all got any ham and cheese left?”

      “Uh.” Ellie’s brain refused to cooperate. A computer would have had a critical error message on the screen blinking in red and white letters.
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      While confident, Chief Griffin Montgomery wasn’t so arrogant that he assumed the vacant look in Eleanor’s big blue eyes had anything to do with him. The woman worked long hours, and she was probably tired as all get-out and ready to go home.

      When she didn’t answer, Sam nudged her with an elbow and chirped, “We sure do. You want it hot?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said politely, watching color surge to Miss Pryor’s face. He imagined what it would be like to have one of those pretty pink cheeks against his stubbled jaw.

      “Sorry. Zoned out,” Eleanor babbled, meeting him at the register.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      While Sam heated his ham and cheese pastry in the microwave oven, the cute baker rang him up on the register. “Aren’t bread and pastries counterproductive to working out?”

      “It would be if I didn’t run ten miles a day.” He flashed her a warm smile.

      “If only I had the energy to run one mile after a shift here.”

      “Long day?”

      “The longest.”

      For close to five months, Griffin had visited Glazed and Confused at least three days a week, often enough a couple buttons on his uniform fastened too tight for his liking. To atone for his dietary irresponsibility—and because he wasn’t inclined to fit the stereotype of the small-town overweight Southern cop—he’d upped his jogging distance with the good intentions of working off those cream-filled delights and bottled lattes.

      The kids who worked the counter thought he was just another cop infatuated with doughnuts, but the true reason behind his frequent visits was the gorgeous owner. No matter how shitty his week had been, no matter how awful the night had gone, one smile from Eleanor Pryor made his world all right again.

      Last night had been one of those nights. His shoulder still hurt, though it was thankfully only a soft tissue injury, and would heal within a few days. If he was human, he’d be looking at an emergency room visit to have the dislocated joint set.

      Why had he been injured?

      The next time one of his men bitched about a hard shift, he’d ask them when was the last time they’d chased a home intruder full-throttle across a pasture and slipped in a fucking cow patty. He’d been seconds from getting the asshole too. No human had ever outrun him before, which meant they probably weren’t looking for a human lawbreaker.

      For the most part, the shifter community of Swan Lake minded their own business and kept their noses clean, but it wouldn’t be realistic for everyone to be law-abiding citizens.

      Ellie was smiling at him now though, pulling his mind back to the present.

      “Here you go, Chief,” Sam said as she stepped up and passed the bag with his ham and cheese bun over the counter.

      “Thanks. You ladies have a pleasant afternoon.”

      “Same to you, Chief.” Ellie’s smile widened.

      And because he’d once overheard Ellie telling her close friend that she wasn’t ready for a relationship, he said nothing else before leaving, no matter how much he wanted to know more about Crisis’s most driven businesswoman.
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      Madeleine returned to the living room with a pair of tall strawberry daiquiris. She placed one in Ellie’s hands and plopped into the seat beside her. Ellie sipped it gratefully, and a little too greedily. Sweet, sweet strawberry pulp and rum coursed over her tongue and down her throat. A few quick sucks of the concoction punished her with a brain freeze.

      “Ahhh!”

      “Go easy on it, lush,” Maddie chided her.

      Ellie grunted. “Are you sure that Dean is okay with watching Emma tonight?”

      “Dean loves Emma. If being our spontaneous babysitter bothered him, he’d say so. Besides, he totally benefits from giving us time to look at my amateur wedding planner ideas since he’s getting married in this ceremony too, and the most help I get from him when I ask his opinion is a, ‘I dunno, baby. It all looks good to me.’ Like, what kinda help is that?”

      Ellie laughed. “Is he not helping at all?”

      “A little. Where it counts, I guess. He helped me look at honeymoon destinations, but that’s it. Oh, and he kind of glanced over the caterer’s dinner options with me. I can always rely on his stomach.” Despite her teasing, Maddie’s eyes twinkled. Those two loved each other, and Ellie didn’t regret nudging them together, giving Dean an advantage—and advice—when it came to wooing her friend.

      Meddling was what a swan did best, after all.

      The best part about living in Crisis now, despite swearing up and down she’d never step foot in the town again, was having a home across the road from her best friend. Rejoining the flock was great and all, but Maddie had been Ellie’s anchor in stormy seas, her rock, her security blanket who welcomed her back to the town. Maddie, her sweet angel, had put the broken pieces of Ellie back together again following her husband’s senseless death at a drunk driver’s hands.

      Without Greg, life had barely felt worth living. She’d gone through a routine, of course, getting up each morning to mother Emma, but she’d been an automaton who read stories and provided food, going through each day with a hole in her heart no amount of snuggles could fill.

      Some days, those snuggles and toddler kisses were the only things that kept Ellie going, Emma’s giggles like air for starved lungs, always one breath away from suffocating beneath the increasingly heavy weight of premature loss.

      When Ellie’s parents gifted her a tract of land next to her childhood home—preferable to joining them in Florida where they enjoyed their retirement—she’d jumped on the opportunity to keep her privacy. She loved her family, but not enough to live under her mother’s roof again. Since they were renting out their home to another family member, Ellie purchased a secondhand manufactured home with part of the settlement from Greg’s death and placed it on the spacious lot on their acreage.

      A year passed before she really began to appreciate Maddie’s urging her to come to Crisis rather than moving in with her mother and father. They meant well, but recently, both alluded to it being time for her to move on and seek a new man in her life.

      That she wasn’t getting any younger.

      That she had a responsibility to her child to provide a father figure.

      As far as Ellie was concerned, no man could ever fill Greg’s shoes, and giving her daughter a father figure wasn’t excuse enough to seek love again before she was ready.

      Parents could be so pushy sometimes.

      So, too, were best friends.

      Though honestly, Madeleine had been an encouraging and patient constant in her life, urging her to find a therapist and talk out her feelings. All things that she’d disregarded while neglecting herself for those months after Greg’s death.

      Ellie sipped from her drink again then set it aside, picking up her iPad instead. She opened the album labeled “Bridal Gowns” and tapped the first photo of Maddie trying on a dress far too tight for her. It wasn’t that she was a large woman, or even a little on the plump side like Ellie, but that all swan maidens tended to be…statuesque creatures in their human form.

      “All right. Since the day isn’t getting any further away, we should probably start by narrowing down your dress selection.”

      “Right.” Maddie leaned against her and peered at the screen. She tapped one of the thumbnails. “What do we think about this one?”

      “We,” Ellie emphasized playfully, “think white dresses are unnecessarily traditional and boring. Doesn’t fit you. Plus your hair will be lost in it. Didn’t you like my pink dress?”

      A moment passed before Madeline replied. “I did, but I didn’t want to copy your style. Your gown was gorgeous.”

      “I don’t own the concept of pink wedding dresses, Mads. If pink is the color you want, go for it. If not, maybe a nice baby blue, or…” She closed the album and opened the Pinterest app on the iPad, fetching dresses she’d spent one sleepless night Sunday night tapping and pinning to her board. The images loaded, all of them gorgeous and different. The first was a breathtaking champagne gown decorated with accents of black lace, its train trailing over the floor. The second was a white dress with a strapless bodice, the gown trailing crimson, blue, and gold. It looked like flames. “Look at these.”

      “Whoa!”

      Ellie passed the iPad to her. “Sorry. I know we were supposed to narrow down the dresses you tried on at the bridal boutique, but—”

      “Girl, you don’t have to apologize. These are beautiful, but…aren’t some of them custom? How would I even find a dress like this if it’s handmade?”

      “Well, I happen to know a dressmaker who just opened her own little shop…and if we take Jan a list of ideas and examples indicative of your style, maybe instead of buying a dress designed for any woman, you can have one made to fit your dream wedding.”

      Maddie’s jaw worked in silence, her eyes wide. When she found her voice, she whispered, “I love you.”

      Ellie bowed. “Of course you do.”

      Armed with pen and notepad, they viewed one dress after the next, taking notes and marking down preferred features. By the end, they were tipsy, had settled on a design for the invitations, and Maddie had sketched out a vague idea representing the traits she wanted in a wedding dress. Strapless, backless, with a long and bouncy train. They were torn between colors but decided the dressmaker could weigh in to help them choose.

      The venue was an easier decision. Swan Lake’s gorgeous recreation center would be magnificent in the summer.

      “So…now that the wedding is only a few months away, have you given any thought to your date?” Maddie asked.

      And there she went throwing ice water on Ellie’s mood. She sighed. “No, I haven’t. Did my mother put you up to asking me that? Because she asked me the same thing last week.”

      Her friend’s mouth twisted into a frown. “She didn’t, but if I’d known, I would have kept my fat mouth shut. Sorry. I’m not trying to badger you.”

      Ellie said nothing.

      “I just want you to be as happy as I am,” Madeleine was saying, babbling as she often did whenever guilt overtook her. “I’m only asking, because one of my best customers wanted to know if he had a shot at inviting you as his date. And he’s a good guy. Really upstanding. Kinda handsome and—”

      “Kinda?”

      “He has a unique look.”

      “Who?” Butterflies took flight in Ellie’s stomach as Madeleine painted a picture of her ideal man.

      “I promised I wouldn’t give his name if you weren’t interested. He didn’t want things to get weird between you since he kinda, uh, buys from you a few times a week.”

      Ellie’s pulse thundered in her veins. “He buys from me?” Could it be the object of her affection? Immediately, her thoughts went to handsome and muscular Griffin Montgomery and the tantalizing way his biceps flexed, even in his officer’s uniform. She thought of the chief’s crooked smile, and the way his unusual, pale golden eyes crinkled whenever he laughed. That man was a work of art, and it was fitting that he had taken an interest in creating beautiful things.

      “He does. Many times a week.” Maddie bounced her eyebrows suggestively.

      “Goddammit, Mads, this isn’t the time to be a brat. I swear if you don’t give me the man’s name, I will break this glass and cut you.”

      “Damn. No need to be violent.”

      They both laughed. Threats were typical for them. They’d been friends since they were little girls barely learning to fly, but they’d never make good on them. “Okay. So. Spill the name.”

      “Chad Brunswick.”

      “Oh.” Her hopes died. The guy had tried to outbid her and swoop in to purchase the strip of shops on Main Street months ago, but the owner had loved Ellie’s plans and her proposal too much to be swayed by money alone.

      Maddie’s fair brows scrunched together. “What’s wrong?” Then her eyes lit up. “You thought I was going to name someone else, didn’t you?”

      “I—”

      “You did! Your face says it.”

      Ellie hid her face behind her hands. “My face doesn’t say anything but annoyance that you’re poking into my personal life the way—”

      “You’ve often poked into mine?”

      No matter how much Ellie tried to hold a scowl on her face, it was short-lived. She sighed. “Okay. Fair enough. Look, Chad is…he’s a very nice guy now that we’re not at each other’s throats over the plaza, and he does visit often, but I just don’t know if I see him that way. He does nothing for me.” He didn’t make her heart palpitate like she’d drunk a gallon of espresso when he entered the shop. His smiles didn’t turn her hands clammy. And the sound of his voice didn’t make her core clench like she was holding on to eight inches of hard cock—something which she hadn’t enjoyed in about three years.

      Dammit.

      “But someone else does.” When Ellie didn’t answer right away, Maddie added, “I’m not trying to be pushy or pry into your business if you really don’t want to talk. God, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have even brought up Chad. It’s just, he came into the shop just to ask about you, and I couldn’t help but—”

      Ellie cocked a brow. “He came into the store asking about me?”

      “Yeah. I mean, he stayed to work on a project, at least, but he seems genuinely interested in you. Wanted to know if you were single, if you might be interested in changing that, you know, the small stuff. Don’t worry, I told him to go to you if he wanted to know anything. I swear, I wouldn’t answer anything private even if he had asked.”

      “I know. I trust you. Ugh, it’s just…” She pursed her lips. “He looks a little like a rat, don’t you think? With those beady brown eyes. And those huge-ass teeth.”

      “That’s so mean!”

      “But it’s true. I can’t help it if something about him just reminds me of a rodent. Anyway, all that just to say he isn’t my type. He’s a nice guy and all, but he just isn’t my type even if you ignored the lack of attraction. I’m not trying to be shallow.”

      “Nobody can be your type if you don’t get to know them and see who they are.”

      “Easy for you to say. Your man is, like, perfect. Dudes like Dean only exist in romcoms and romance novels.”

      Maddie rolled her eyes. “Dudes like him exist when you give men the chance to show you they’re worthwhile and sweet and wonderful. I don’t mean to bug you, El, I just…really want you to be as happy as I am.”

      “I am happy. I have a flourishing business, wonderful friends, and an amazing daughter. Anything else is just icing on the cake.”

      “A relationship may be icing on the cake, but is a cake ever its best without buttercream?”

      “Yes,” Ellie deadpanned. “A baker who can’t make a cake delicious without frosting just isn’t a good baker.”
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      Griffin had a rule when it came to traffic stops. He didn’t pull anyone over unless they were going more than five miles over the limit, and even then, he usually sent them off with only a warning if they weren’t assholes about it.

      He made it his goal to never pull anyone over without just cause.

      He went out of his way not to use his badge for personal gain.

      And since Crisis was, for the most part, a quiet town with a minimal amount of crime, that meant boring shifts.

      Sitting in the cruiser, he watched a flame-patterned motorcycle blow into town. A couple minutes later, Griffin pulled behind the motorcyclist into a roadside gas station. He had spent the past nine months making up his mind about Crisis’s newcomer, a fox shifter, if word traveling around the older folk could be trusted.

      And hell, it usually could. The older members of the community knew their shifters at a glance, right down to the species with perfect accuracy. They’d pegged Griffin for an eagle the moment he settled into town with his fading dye job. After that, he didn’t let his white roots show anymore. Not like his sister. His twin was all about flaunting her white old-lady hair, as she playfully called it with pride.

      Dean filled his tank, appearing oblivious to Griff’s approach while idly texting on his phone. Whoever it was, it had his full attention.

      “You got a moment, Callahan?”

      The other shifter stiffened, tension in his spine. Griff knew the look and posture, felt the anxiety of a man who was desperately wondering what the hell law he’d broken, if any.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong. I saw you ride into town without Madeleine and knew if I came by later to speak with you in Swan Lake, half the neighborhood would notice.”

      The tension evaporated. Dean straightened and turned to face him, laughing. “Got that right. Damn swans don’t know how to keep their bills out of other people’s business. What can I do for you, Chief?”

      Griffin’s brows raised. “What made you think I knew she was a swan?”

      “Old Man McCormack. Never keeps his mouth shut. Blind as a fucking mole though, so he can’t work under his own hood anymore. Wants to give his Ford Ranger to his nephew. Anyway, he gave me the lowdown on everyone in Crisis.”

      Griffin groaned. He kneaded his temples with one hand. “Is that right?” Maybe he should have paid a visit to McCormack if he wanted intel on Ellie’s relationship status.

      “Oh yeah. Everybody. I’ll forget half of them before the week is out, but man, eagle?” Dean nodded slowly. “Impressive. I won’t forget that.”

      “I wish you would.”

      A wide grin spread across Dean’s face. “Nah. That won’t be happening. Um. Anyway, man? I don’t mind chatting with you, but if you’re not going to ticket me, and I’m not being detained or anything, could we move this to like…the cafe or something?” The fox glanced around. Customers walked at the speed of dribbling molasses to their vehicles, rubbernecking to see why the chief of police was chatting with him.

      “Shit. Sure. Sure. I appreciate it. Coffee on me at Lottie’s? I was heading that way for dinner.”

      “You got it.”
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      Gossip was bound to get around anyway but in hindsight, Griffin realized there were a dozen reasons to chat up the town’s most popular handyman. Dean Callahan had established a successful business as an affordable contractor after taking on the remodel for Ellie’s bakery. Now he worked on the rest of the shops in the strip she’d purchased.

      What an amazing woman. Everything about her impressed and enchanted him. She worked hard, busted her ass to raise her child, and thanks to her, the ancient strip of shops off Main Street actually drew in customers from outside the city. For too long, residents of Crisis had traveled to the surrounding cities to spend their money.

      When Griff strode into the Chugga Chugga Cafe, Lottie waved from behind the counter. The older woman kept her white hair short and feathered around her face like goose down, and she donned the same swan and stork-themed apron each evening, worn every day since Griff came into town ten years ago. Now that he was a bachelor who didn’t cook for himself, single for the past year since coming home to discover his wife packing her bags, Lottie got a lot of his money.

      “Evening, Chief!” she chirped to him. “The usual?”

      “The usual,” Griffin replied. “Whatever Callahan ordered, add to my tab.” Feeling silly, he slid into a seat opposite the fox shifter. Dean had a tall glass of sweet tea and a pile of Lottie’s famous cornbread muffins. “Thanks for meeting me.”

      “No problem. So what’s up? This has nothing to do with our respective jobs, I’m guessing.”

      “You’re right. Look, I… I am definitely crossing a professional line here, so ignore the uniform and feel free to tell me to go fuck myself. It’s just that I—”

      “You’re sweet on Ellie.”

      Griffin blinked at him. “Is it that obvious?”

      “Nah, man, it isn’t. I just took a shot in the dark.” But mischief sparkled in Dean’s eyes and told Griffin there was more to it than that. “So let me guess. You also want tips on how to get with her. You want an inside peek at what makes our favorite baker tick?”

      “Tips? Uh, no. I don’t need tips and secrets. I just want to know if she’s opening the bakery tomorrow.” Then something clicked in his mind. Also? Had someone else asked.

      Dean laughed. “That’s all? Shit, you could have asked me that at the gas station man. Yeah, she should be heading into the bakery around two in the morning.”

      “Great. Second question. Is she—” He stopped when Lottie arrived with dinner. She slid a plate of chicken fried steak, string beans, and mashed potatoes in front of Griffin. Once she was beyond ear shot, he leaned forward and dropped his voice. “Am I going to be ruining her day if I drop by to ask her to dinner? A previously overheard conversation leads me to believe she’s sworn off men.”

      “No, she hasn’t sworn off men. She’s sworn off stupid men who don’t realize Emma comes first.”

      “Ah.”

      “You know, cop or not, you do anything to hurt her—”

      Griffin tensed. “You don’t have to threat—”

      “Maddie will fuck you up.”

      That wasn’t exactly what Griff expected. But Dean grinned at him from across the table. “What?”

      “Hey. I don’t need to make threats on Ellie’s behalf. My wife-to-be is a force of nature and far more terrifying than I could ever be. One more thing though.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You got some competition, dude.”
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      The sweet smell of vanilla and flour filled the bakery, contrasting the savory aroma of smoked bacon Ellie had already scooped off the grill. Multitasking was a must, and she had her morning routine down to a fine science, leaving no room for mistakes.

      At a quarter to four in the morning, she was cutting it close but still on time to open for the early morning crowd.

      Music blasted over the Amazon Echo device from her favorite hard-working playlist. Catchy tunes from Taylor Swift made the morning breeze by. She really started dancing while drizzling a layer of vanilla glaze over cooled scones. They were a new addition to the bakery’s breakfast menu, and they often sold out fast.

      Most of the breakfast menu sold out, in fact, and now that she was supplying pastries to Chugga Chugga Cafe, she needed an extra hand in the kitchen to assist her and Luke if she wanted to be able to meet the growing demand.

      Someone knocked on her door, way before she was scheduled to open. Irritated, she set down the ladle and pot of glaze then stepped outside.

      “Huh?” The town’s chief of police stood outside the glass door, looking fine as hell in his uniform. Ellie turned the key in the lock and opened the door. “Good morning, Chief Montgomery. We’re not quite ready to open yet.” But if he was hungry enough to tap on her window at almost four in the morning, she’d hand feed the man a couple bacon, egg, and cheese biscuits. Especially if he’d smile like he had the previous afternoon.

      “I didn’t come for the food, Miss Eleanor, though it would be more than fine to ease out of your way with a doughnut or two.”

      “Then what did you want?”

      When he smiled, Ellie’s ovaries threatened to burst. She didn’t even want another baby anytime soon but she entertained a brief fantasy that resulted in her ankles on the chief’s shoulders while he pounded her on a nearby table.

      “Well, your number would be a nice start. I can come back for the rest of what I want when you’re open.”

      A few seconds passed before her mouth cooperated. “My number?”

      Griffin nodded, grinning. “Yes, ma’am. Otherwise it’ll be difficult to give you a call.”

      Ellie didn’t dare to jump to conclusions. She held her breath. “Why would you be calling me?”

      “To take you out for a date for starters. Maybe dinner.”

      Ellie’s gaze drifted past him, over his shoulder, half-expecting to find the crew from some candid television show filming her. No one. Nothing but his cruiser. She jerked her attention up to Chief Montgomery’s expressive gold eyes again, staring. “You want to take me out on a date? Er.” She sounded like an idiot, questioning and repeating him stupidly. “I mean, uh, I didn’t expect…”

      “Well, I would have asked a couple days ago, but with your employee rubbernecking beside you, I figured maybe you’d like the privacy to shoot me down. If you were so inclined.”

      Confident, not arrogant. She liked that.

      In the seconds it took for Ellie to consider her options, Griffin’s expression turned contrite. He closed his eyes, and she watched him mouth, “Shit,” to himself. “I’m sorry, Miss Pryor, don’t feel obligated to say yes either. It was dumb—and unprofessional—of me to show up like this, asking you—”

      “No, no, no, it’s okay! Honestly, I’m not shooting you down. I needed a moment to think.” If the man only knew how often he occupied her thoughts.

      Ellie dashed to the register and yanked a card from the holder on the counter. She scribbled her number on the back. “This is to my cell.”

      Griffin took it, exchanging one card for another. What she assumed was his personal mobile number had been pre-written on the back of it, along with the police department and his office extension.

      “I’ll be back when you’re open for my usual.”

      “I’m not going to make you wait until I’m open to eat your breakfast, Chi—”

      “Griffin. But Griff is what my friends call me.”

      Griff had a friendly, casual tone to it that she liked. Ellie prepared him a box of goodies, adding an extra doughnut if it meant he’d be jogging by again. Then she crossed from behind the counter and took an orange juice from the fridge.

      “I usually go for a—”

      “Vanilla latte, I know, but you get off duty in two hours, and you won’t get any sleep with caffeine in your belly.”

      “We haven’t even been on a real date yet, and you’re deciding when I get to have caffeine?”

      “Because I care.” Ellie flashed him a big smile and waved off his wallet. “No charge. Your money is no good here, Chief.”

      “Griff—”

      “I like the sound of chief.”

      Feeling bold and sassy, she leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek before herding him outside of the bakery and locking the door behind him.

      Then she returned to work.

      Ellie lasted for a full five minutes before she called Maddie.

      “Oh my God, it’s almost four in the morning. What do you want?”

      “Chief Montgomery came by the bakery. He asked for my phone number.”

      “I told you he was interested.”

      “I guess you were right.”

      “Girl, I’m always right.”
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        * * *

      

      Ellie applied pink lipstick for a pop of color, suddenly doubting her decision to wear dove-gray dress and charcoal tights on a first date. She looked like a librarian.

      Maybe he’s into sexy librarians, Ellie thought, adjusting her cleavage in the mirror until the girls were at the optimal height.

      Maybe she should have stuffed.

      Maybe she should have worn a thong under it.

      No, she decided. She would not be going to bed with Griffin Montgomery on the first date. Quality men wanted quality women, and—

      Ellie hastily typed out a message to Maddie on her phone, Do you have any condoms to spare?

      Just in case. Men of quality didn’t care if women used their sexual freedom to go to bed on the first date especially if they benefitted from that woman’s freedom.

      If he was anything less than she deserved, she was better off without him.

      Three dots appeared in the message window. They stopped. They resumed. Ellie nibbled her index fingernail and waited.

      Maddie: OMG. Are you really going to get nasty with him on the first date out? Come get this whole box.

      Ellie: Do you think it’s a bad idea? What if he loses interest?

      Then you got good (hopefully) sex from a hot guy and pastries can remain your one true love, Maddie replied. Another text came through saying, Most men don’t judge for that shit anymore anyway. Not grown-ass adults. That kind of stupid crap is for incels.

      Ellie lingered in the bathroom with her phone in her hand, staring at her reflection. There were permanent dark circles beneath her eyes, her tits had stretch marks, and she’d never lost those last forty pounds of baby fat from her pregnancy with Emma.

      An insidious whisper wanted to know what the hell the chief saw in her. The voice of confidence answered: her pastries. And her legs. She had amazing legs.

      “One last thing to do…”

      After popping the tube of lipstick into her clutch purse, she slid both her engagement ring and wedding band off her right hand. Both of these, she placed on the bathroom counter. Her hand felt fifty pounds lighter and leaving them behind was a bittersweet moment of freedom, like taking her first breath of air after trudging underwater for miles.

      With nothing else to keep her, she slipped into knee-high suede boots and swept Emma across the road. Her daughter was already in pajamas and ready to snuggle on the couch with her second- and third-favorite people—Maddie had been insulted to find Dean awarded her former title.

      The door opened before Ellie even reached the porch. Her best friend’s sweetheart stepped onto it barefoot, thumbs hooked into the belt loops of his jeans. He flashed them a grin.

      “About time you got over here. Cutting it close, aren’t you?”

      “Only a little.” Ellie hadn’t been on a date in years. It wasn’t that Greg hadn’t liked taking her out, but that once he received his promotion and they moved away from Crisis, they couldn’t make time to do anything together but sit down for dinner at the end of the night. A couple years later, Emma was born, and the romance had…died.

      Then her husband also died.

      “Dean!” Emma cried with the enthusiasm of a child eager to hang with her only reliable father figure.

      “Hey, short stuff. C’mere.” He swept her up from the porch. “You ready for a Toy Story marathon?”

      “Yes!”

      “Then let’s get this show on the road.”

      Ellie grinned as Madeleine stepped beside her fiancé and popped a kiss on Emma’s cheek. “Thank you both for watching her.”

      “Any time,” Dean said before disappearing into the house.

      A few seconds of silence passed before Emma stood tall and held out her arms. “Okay. How do I look? Be brutal. Do I look like an old woman? Am I dressed like an elderly widow shopping for a new husband?”

      “No. More like a librarian trying to be sexy.”

      “Dammit!”

      Madeleine burst out laughing. “I’m joking! I mean you sorta do have that LILF thing going on, but in a hot way. Don’t worry about it. The guy just wants to take you out somewhere nice and buy you a couple drinks.”

      “Right. A couple drinks.” El blanched. “Should I drink? He’s a cop; he won’t touch a drop, I bet. Is it rude to drink if he can’t?”

      “He’s also a shifter. He’ll drink, trust me.”

      “You don’t know that. He could be entirely ordinary. Every hot man in this town isn’t a shapeshifter of some kind.”

      “Crisis attracts shapeshifters. It’s the very nature of Swan Lake. Besides, I have a feeling. Don’t pretend you haven’t noticed it about him too.”

      Sometimes all the man had to do was enter the bakery and all the fine silver hairs on Ellie’s arms rose, skin tingling with intuition. She’d always assumed those delicious shivers racing down her spine were because the guy was drop-dead gorgeous, not because he was one of their kind.

      “I’ve felt it, but that doesn’t guarantee anything.”

      “All right. It doesn’t prove it. But Dean kind of alluded to him being some kind of bird shifter. He has that fox nose, and I trust his sense of smell.”

      “How do I bring it up?”

      Maddie shrugged. “Just ask him. If he’s one of us, he’s in the know, and he probably knows who most of the declared shifters are in Swan Lake anyway since he’s the chief of police. And if he isn’t a shifter, he’ll think you’re crazy and you can blame it on the wine.”

      “Maybe I don’t want wine.”

      “Girl, I don’t care what you drink. Get fucked up and take your sweet time coming home if you want. Or don’t come home. We have Emma for the night, so there’s no rush. We planned to take her out to IHOP in the morning.”

      “Don’t let her have too much syrup. She’ll bounce off the walls. And no coffee this time.”

      “Coffee is off the menu. Now go!” Maddie took Ellie by the shoulders and spun her around, nudging her off the porch. “Have fun! Be wild and carefree.”
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      Her date had one hell of an aim with a pool cue, but he couldn’t defeat Ellie’s trick shot. She won three out of five games at the pool table.

      Two hours ago when they’d showed up at the Brew-Haha, she hadn’t thought she could have so much fun surrounded by the smell of booze, music blasting and humans milling around on the floor beneath some of the tackiest disco lights she’d ever seen.

      “You wanna dance?”

      Ellie whirled toward her date and found his gentle gaze on her, the corner of his mouth quirked in a bemused smile. The slate gray button-down shirt clinging to his broad shoulders brought out the individual flecks of gold in his eyes. Accentuated the golden tan of his skin. This guy was all Texan hottie—tall, dark, and rugged as fuck with the shadow of a black beard on his sculpted jaw. Ellie imagined kissing it, tracing the contours of his face with her lips, tasting his mouth—

      “Ellie?”

      “Huh?”

      “I lost you again for a second there. Did you wanna dance?”

      “I don’t dance.”

      “You sure glanced that way like you do.” He chuckled. “Well, more than a glance. You kinda stared longingly for about fifteen seconds.”

      “I did not.”

      “Okay, sure.  Ten, then.”

      “I don’t dance well. At least, I haven’t in a long while. Dancing is one of those things I save for concerts when the standing space is so packed no one can see me making a fool of myself. Just now, I was just thinking of how nice this place is.” And then her mind took a detour through Sex Machineville where nothing but fantasies of kissing Griffin Montgomery dwelled.

      “Yeah. It’s real nice. I like to come out this way when I just want a nice beer and to watch the game.”

      From what he’d explained to her along the thirty-minute drive out into Huntsville, the Brew-Haha was one of the few bars out near the college lacking a large concentration of college kids. Sure, a couple meandered in, but they weren’t the typical rowdy fraternity bro bunch that caused mischief.

      Ellie actually liked the comfortable atmosphere. From the three televisions each displaying a different sports network, to the half-dozen pool tables, the bar had everything a friendly drunk needed for socializing. At one end, she counted three upright arcade systems, one of them a retro rig listing a dozen eighties games she’d played as a child. Next to those, they had two lanes of Skee-Ball and a two-player Dance Dance Revolution machine. She eyed the latter, struck by memories of Maddie’s dad dropping them off at the arcade with rolls of quarters.

      When they first arrived, Griffin had told her the small stage at the corner of the L-shaped building was for Thursday karaoke nights. On the last Thursday of each month, the bar took twenty-dollar entrance fees, and the winner won seventy-five percent of the pot. Sometimes that was as much as three hundred dollars.

      Ellie considered herself lucky they hadn’t come on a Thursday. While she sang as well as any of her brethren, the issue with putting a swan may on stage was that humans tended to fall under their spell. And when humans fell under the enchantment of a swan, other people tended to take notice, especially if they came with dates.

      Stealing another glance at the floor beneath the disco lights, Ellie pursed her lips.

      “That’s it. You’re dancing with me.”

      “I haven’t enough alcohol in me to make a fool of myself, Griffin Montgomery.” But then she relented. “You better get me another cranberry vodka sour if you want to see these bad moves.”

      His dark brows rose. “I bet you dance like an angel.”

      “An angel with no rhythm.”

      “That’s all right.” He rose from his seat. “The fun is the part that counts, sweetheart.”

      He headed to the bartender and returned with a fresh beer for himself, a cranberry vodka sour for her. They’d already had an appetizer tray with boneless wings and onion rings to help soak up the alcohol shortly after their arrival, though Griff stuck to beer, admitting he’d probably have only two during the night.

      Taking it slow, she sipped her drink and considered the night so far. He was an easy conversationalist—but she knew that from his visits to the bakery, and nothing about his behavior screamed shifter.

      But still, every time Griffin drew near, her skin tingled, and she ached for the slightest contact. Like the touch of his hip when she lined up a shot at the pool table, or how his fingertips grazed her back while she chose a song at the jukebox between pool games.

      “Wonderful Tonight” by Eric Clapton spilled from the jukebox next, chosen by a young woman in a flashy tank top, short shorts, and knee-high Western boots.

      “You ready?”

      They moved to the floor, and that was a mistake, because the moment he took her into his arms, like he’d done it a thousand times before, their bodies fit together like two puzzle pieces. Hips aligned, and she realized they were almost the same height, she and this dangerously sexy man with a body like a hired mercenary. With her arms around his neck, they swayed to the rhythm on the dance floor beneath dimmed lights, she let her imagination wander.

      They clicked.

      She felt something; a spark that had seemed long ago snuffed out in a cruel twist of fate. His arms around her were strong, the scent of his cologne wild and rough, like deep woods, bay rum, and a touch of smokiness she could have breathed in for the rest of the night.

      A few yards from them, billiards clicked together and rolled over the felt table, but the noises of the bar gradually faded to nothing, dulling the quiet thump of darts and laughing companions.

      There was just Griffin, holding her against his hard angles, the deep woods scent of his cologne wrapping around her senses and lulling her in.

      “I’m having a really good time there with you tonight, Ellie.”

      “Same.” Eloquent as fuck. He must have thought she was an idiot.

      “And I hope we can come out again like this sometime,” he murmured.

      He could take her anywhere he wanted, preferably on her hands and knees before—

      God! Feeling shamefully sex-starved, Ellie tipped her head and smiled. “I don’t know about you, but I can’t tell you the last time I had this much fun on a date. You’re way less serious when you aren’t in uniform.”

      “Eh, that’s just so everybody knows I mean business. I love Crisis, though. When I got out of the armed services, I just knew I wanted to settle down somewhere small. Friendly. A place that could accept somebody like me.”

      Her heart trilled in her chest. Was he about to admit that he was a shifter, too?

      She curled her fingers around the back of his neck and trailed them through the short hair above his nape. “And what exactly are you?”

      Instead of an answer, Griffin slanted his mouth over hers in a sudden and confident, take-charge sort of kiss that she felt all the way to the tips of her toes. It jolted her on the spot, startling though not displeasing her.

      Traces of beer and salt flavored his lips, and each unrushed stroke of his tongue reminded her of the years the had passed since she’d last been in a man’s arms. A man’s very sexy, muscular arms, like an iron cage of security wrapping around her just right.

      Everything about kissing Griffin lived up to her expectations—no, surpassed them, because it was everything she’d fantasized about for the months he’d been visiting her bakery.
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        * * *

      

      Griffin couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone on a date.

      Actually, he could, but that had been a shit-storm and he didn’t want those memories tainting the night with Ellie. He forced them aside, back into the mental trash heap in his mind.

      Then he kissed Ellie again. Her lips were soft against his, yielding to the flick of his tongue. She tasted of tart cranberry and sweetness, and her curvy body up against him was doing things to his imagination that couldn’t be resolved with his hand alone.

      Just one more second. Just one more second.

      Except one more second turned into five, but then he felt heat on his back and heard an awkward laugh. Griffin dragged his lips away from her mouth to notice they had an audience.

      The song had also ended. Nice.

      “Um.” Her husky chuckle warmed his ear. “Song’s over, I think.”

      He dragged in a steadying breath, willing his heart to calm. “Yeah.”

      When Griff and Ellie returned to the table, the waitress appeared with another round of drinks he didn’t ask for. He blinked up at her, confused.

      “I didn’t order these.”

      “It’s something to cool you two off,” the waitress said, grinning. “Figured you both could use a little something cold after that kiss. Lou says it’s on the house.”

      Griffin laughed. “Thanks. Tell him we appreciate it.”

      “Thank you,” Ellie said, her fair cheeks suffused with pink. Her smiled could have brightened the night sky during an eclipse.

      “You ready for more than appetizers? You barely ate more than a couple onion rings.”

      He hoped she wasn’t one of those women afraid to eat in front of a date. She had curves and a thickness to her that he appreciated each time her dress tried to ride up on her gorgeous thighs.

      “Maybe, um…”

      He cocked a brow at her. “If you’re afraid of running up my tab, don’t be.  Payday is coming.” Not that he needed it.

      Ellie rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’ll take the smoked pork sliders and a side of cheese sticks.”

      “Good girl.” He ordered bacon-cheddar fries and jalapeño poppers. And another beer.

      Being a shifter meant beer ran through him like water anyway. The really good shit that stayed with a man came from far, far away, and he hadn’t had a taste of that since he was in the military. The stuff wasn’t cheap and it certainly wasn’t easy to come by.

      “So. Tell me about the military. Which branch?”

      “Army.”

      “Why didn’t you stay?”

      “I’d have gladly stayed for another term. Hell. Maybe finished out my twenty years, but you’ve met my ex.” When Ellie grimaced, Griff nodded. “Yeah. That’s how I feel. She was…lonely here at home. Never liked being a military wife and said she wouldn’t have kids with someone who spent half the year away from home. So I did my ten years, stayed long enough to have benefits, and I got the hell out for her.”

      Ellie skated her teeth against her plump lower lip. “Is… is it way too heavy first-date conversation if I ask what happened?” Her nose wrinkled. “Or too private? I don’t want to pry in—”

      “You aren’t prying. It’s fine. The truth is that, even after I got out, she didn’t want kids. Kelly didn’t care for me being what I am.” A few pulse-pounding seconds passed while he waited for Ellie to either grasp what he was saying or force him to spell it out. “She claimed she did, but when it came down to it, she didn’t want children because of it.”

      Her big blue eyes focused on his face, a blend of horror and confusion. “Because you’re a cop?”

      Griffin didn’t miss the hopeful tone in her voice. “No, sweetheart.” He shook his head. “Not the cop part.”

      Then her eyes filled with anger. “You’re saying because…you’re different—the way I’m different—she didn’t want a baby?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. I’m not guessing at it either. Those were the words she used the day I came home and found her half-packed and throwing everything I ever bought her into the luggage my sister gave us as a wedding gift. Kids was something we’d always talked about, but something in her changed after we moved to Crisis. Hell if I know what.” Then he put on a smile and swallowed the treacherous knot of pain in his throat. He was long over Kelly. She couldn’t hurt him again. “Fuck if I care.”

      “Good. All these women out here looking for good men and she just goes and throws one away.”

      Griffin laughed at the scowl on her pretty pink lips but decided not to lean across the table and kiss it away. “Another game of pool while we wait for our order?”

      Her eyes twinkled. “Looking for another ass-kicking?”

      “Bring it.”
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      He shared his fries.

      Ellie had dated at least a dozen boys during high school, and twice as many men during her college career, but the one thing she’d noticed about them all was that no man liked to share fries.

      Except Greg, she thought.

      Griffin nudged his container of bacon cheese fries toward her. “Sure you don’t want any more?”

      “Nah, I’m good. Um, gimme a moment to clean up.”

      Her eyes were burning. Burning over something so stupid, so insignificant as a basket of fries. She hurried to the restroom and spent a moment dabbing her eyes with a tissue.

      Maybe she wasn’t ready to move on. Maybe dating was a stupid idea. Maybe—

      No. I’m ready. I need to do this.

      Fuck, she didn’t just need to do it. She wanted to. Every time she looked into his golden eyes, she felt something old and rusty move in her chest, like the iron grip Greg held on her heart was finally crumbling loose.

      Ellie popped a breath mint then emerged to find Griffin handling the tab. Fucker. She’d wanted to cover half of it, but figured he was true to his word about repaying what he’d taken from the bakery that morning. While he did that, she snuck her phone out of her purse.

      The only message was from Maddie, a photo of her sitting on the floor in front of a barefoot Dean and Emma while she painted their toes a vibrant shade of Unicorn Horn Opal. She laughed and replied.

      Ellie: I’m happy she’s having a good time, but she better be in bed now. We’re going home, BTW.

      Maddie: She fell asleep two hours ago. Y’all going home together or…?

      Ellie glanced up to see Griffin returning. His smile held unspoken promises, and he undressed her with his eyes, hiding nothing from her. “All done?”

      “All finished.” He offered her his arm as any Southern gentleman should, and when they reached the door, he held it open.

      It took being treated like someone valuable and treasured for Ellie to realize how much she really missed it. It took being in the company of a man who didn’t see her as a surrogate sister or a mommy to realize she’d been denying herself fun and living.

      They chatted the entire way home, about Crisis, Swan Lake, their siblings. He had a twin sister who lived in Houston, and he had brunch with her once a month because brunch was what women like her did in their free time, of which she had little.

      Suddenly, they were in front of her house, and she didn’t want him to leave. The light glowed on the porch, a welcoming, soft-golden halo beckoning them both to stand beneath it.

      “So,” he started, at the same time she said, “Maybe you should take a moment to rest your eyes before you hit the road and go home.”

      She traced her fingers over the inside of Griff’s thigh and delighted in the firm outline she could make out of his cock. The guy was definitely hung, and thick. Feeling wilder, she walked her fingertips down his fly and traced the girth.

      He turned his head, seeking her mouth and kissing her in earnest, the way she suspected he had wanted to beneath the disco lights. Her lips parted for his questing tongue. She sucked the tip of it the way she wanted to suck his cock.

      A few deft movements of her hand got his belt unfastened. That’s what made him catch her around the wrist. “You’re drunk.”

      “I’m as sober as you are, Mr. Shifter. Supernatural stamina, remember?” Tugging his cock out, she walked her fingers down the silken contours of it, tracing every inch of his sinewy length before wrapping him in her fist. She pumped twice and watched his focus evaporate, his eyes close, and his head fall back while she jerked him.

      “Fuck, Ellie,” he breathed on a lusty exhale.

      “That’s exactly what I want you to do. Mm. What kinda shifter are you anyway?”

      “If I tell you, will that get your mouth on my dick any sooner?”

      A peal of laughter escaped her. She liked him.

      I’d better like him if I’m going to do this. Bless Maddie and Dean, she thought. Bless them so much.

      “C’mon, I have the house to myself all night.”

      Griffin jerked the keys from the ignition, stuffed his cock back into his pants, and hurried across the yard. They ran like children dashing for an ice cream truck, though the only thing she planned to lick was throbbing, hot, and waiting in her sexy police chief’s pants.

      The promise of breaking her almost-three-year dry-spell made her giddy with excitement. She fumbled the keys from her purse and knocked her hand against the door.

      It swung inward a few inches, though she hadn’t even placed the key in the lock.

      Ellie froze.

      “The hell? Did you leave your door half-open?”

      “No! I locked it. I—” Noticing a few out of place shadows that didn’t belong, she flicked on the light then gasped. The place had been tossed, her coffee table on its side, her television screen scratched up. Someone had taken a knife to the cushions and stuffing was everywhere.

      Before she could process more of the destruction, Griffin pulled her away from the stoop and back to his car. He unlocked the center console and withdrew a handgun from it. “Whoever did it may still be inside. Run to Madeleine’s and call the station. Now.”

      Someone was in her home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie knelt in the pile of trash that had once been her living room. She’d caught a few fleeting minutes of sleep curled up beside Emma in Maddie and Dean’s guest bedroom, but she’d spent most of the early morning tossing and turning. Her mind kept going back to her violated home. She tried to picture the heartless assholes who had taken their belongings, but they were just faceless silhouettes gliding through the home she’d built with her child, taking anything of value.

      After Griffin cleared the place, they’d waited on the lawn until another officer arrived before they walked through and took an account of all her missing valuables. She’d known the moment she dashed through the house to her bathroom that they would be gone. The single carat diamond solitaire and its matching wedding band were no longer on the bathroom counter. The bandits had taken them, along with any sense of security she’d had in her home.

      “This is my fault,” Ellie said quietly as she lifted shredded paperback pages into the trash bag.

      “It is not your fault. The only person to blame for this is the fucker who came into your home, El.”

      “If I didn’t leave that backup key—”

      “Girl, that thing looked like any other rock outside. Remember what Griffin said? He said that kinda stuff means it’s someone who knows you. Someone who watched you put it there.”

      The police had conducted their search about three hours after her return with Griff. They’d dusted all points of entry, even checked the windows, but then Ellie realized something was missing. The thief had used the imitation rock Hide-A-Key and taken it with him. Griffin stayed there with her another hour after finding a locksmith to change every lock on her home.

      She felt awful. They were supposed to have spent the night banging her headboard against the wall, not sorting through evidence. Not retiring to her bedroom for a fun romp had been the cherry on top of the shit sundae.

      Ellie sifted through the fluff of the couch filling and grazed something sharp, nicking her finger. “Ow!” She frowned and found the offending object was a jagged piece of glass attached to the base of a souvenir from their first trip to Disney World. Emma hadn’t been born yet.

      “Remember when Greg gave me this?” Lifting the shattered snowglobe, she blinked up at Maddie through watery eyes.

      Maddie took it from her. “I can fix this. We’ll put a new globe on it, fill it with fresh snow and water. This can be salvaged.”

      “I just can’t believe anyone would do this. Why ruin so much?”

      “Because some people are just assholes. I’m so, so sorry, girl. I just—nothing like this ever happens in Swan Lake. And then when it does happen, it feels so…wrong and alien. Are you staying with us again tonight?”

      “I don’t want to intrude—”

      “You aren’t intruding. I couldn’t sleep knowing you’re over here with Emma alone. Not until the security company comes out and installs the new system.” The bell rang. Before Ellie could rise, Maddie jerked to her feet. “I got it.”

      Her friend pranced to the door and opened it, leaning out. After a few silent words, Madeleine said in a louder voice, “Come on in. I think you’re just the face she needs to see.”

      What?

      Maddie stepped back and Griffin entered, dressed for duty with his shiny badge on his black uniform shirt. He lingered on the welcome mat.

      “Hey, Ellie. You ladies need a little help?”

      “I better go get dinner out of the oven. You’re going to hang around for a few, right?” Maddie asked.

      “I don’t…” His gold eyes darted toward Ellie. Whatever he saw in her face changed his tune. “Yeah. I got time.”
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      Most of the crime in Crisis had to do with domestic disputes between neighbors, family violence, and the occasional petty drug bust. They couldn’t keep the latter out of the town, and the former two were just a part of small-town life. Griff didn’t like it, but he spent a lot of his time following up on house calls about violent men.

      While Ellie helped Maddie in the kitchen with the rest of the dinner fixings, he stood outside on the porch with Dean.

      “Third burglary this month. I didn’t wanna worry her, but word’s bound to get around sooner or later.”

      “You think it’s all connected?” Dean asked.

      “I know it is.”

      “If I hear anything, I’ll let you know, man.”

      Finding a thief wasn’t as easy as the cop shows made it out to be. The job at Ellie’s place had been really good. Fucking professional. They’d gone in and out, apparently taking her shit by boat across the water, judging from the tracks left behind. Unfortunately, no one saw a thing. The nosiest residents of Swan Lake had been in bed.

      “I hope you find this asshole.”

      They ate dinner together at Maddie’s table, little Emma looking despondent about losing many of her toys. The fuckers had taken the brand-new Nintendo Switch gifted to the girl on her sixth birthday.

      What kind of monster took a kid’s game?

      Emma stabbed her mashed potatoes, stirring them around in the gravy. “Chief Griffin?”

      “Yes, sweetheart?”

      “You gonna catch the guy who took our stuff?”

      “I’m sure going to try,” he promised.

      Afterward, while Dean cleared the table to load the dishwasher, he took Ellie by the elbow. “Come with me for a sec.”

      “Okay.”

      He led her onto the porch, away from Emma’s curious ears. “You ever thought of owning a gun, Ellie?”

      “A gun? No.” She shivered. “Do you think I need one? That he’ll come back?”

      “I can’t really say that. I don’t think the thief is going to hit the same place twice, but I’d sure feel better if you weren’t over here helpless.”

      She cocked a brow. “Trust me, being a swan doesn’t mean I’m helpless, Griff. I can defend myself.”

      “I believe you can, but I’d still feel better if you could put a slug in somebody and call me to come initiate the coroner removing the body.”

      She huffed a quiet breath and glanced away. “I don’t know. With Emma in the house…”

      “We’ll put an easy-to-access safe here in the house, and when you leave for work, you take it with you in your purse.”

      “But Emma—”

      “Don’t leave the bag out of your sight if the gun is there. Don’t leave it loaded, but treat it like it is anyway.”

      He could see he was swaying her slowly. Her eyes glittered with interest. “You’re putting the safe in?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I will.”

      “Fine.” She pursed her lips, eyeing him. “Are you picking out the gun, too?”

      “Sure am, but first, you’re going to come shoot with me at the range some time this week. And tomorrow, a friend of mine with a home security company is coming out here to install a system. Don’t worry about the price. It’s on the house.”
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      From the comfort of her office, Ellie spent her the mornings interviewing potential bakers to train alongside her and Luke in the mornings, with the expectation that in a few weeks, they’d be trusted to open the place Mondays, Sundays, and Wednesdays. In addition, she brought in two more employees to serve food.

      One of the new staff members was a sixteen-year-old high school student seeking an after-school job. Hiring her had been easy since she had Samantha to vouch for her. The other employee worked at Panera Bread and desperately needed a job closer to home. For part of his interview, she’d set him loose in the kitchen, letting him make sandwiches for her and Luke from the croissants and fresh bread baked that morning.

      Otherworldly.

      Luke wouldn’t have let her live it down if she didn’t select him, but she still needed a morning baker, which meant calling in even more applicants throughout her afternoon. She’d almost gotten through the stack.

      “Wake up, boss lady!” Luke called through the open doorway. “No sleeping on the job.”

      Jerking her head up, Ellie blinked across the office at her friend. It wasn’t dark in the room, but it was cozy, the atmosphere lulling her to sleep. The window caught enough sunlight that she didn’t need a lamp in the afternoon, and the shelves all held little ceramic miniatures of pastries Maddie had made her since the store opened.

      Thank God they’d been here, safe from the asshole burglar. Over a year ago, before Dean came to their town, her bakery had been small, barely large enough for all the equipment needed to prepare batches of doughnuts. New employees were a must if Ellie wanted to expand her business. Why build and add so much space to stretch her four employees to their limits? Adding more staff was the next logical step.

      The more she put into Glazed and Confused, the more the bakery yielded in revenue.

      Besides, it wasn’t fair to have Luke work all of her morning shifts on top of his own now that she had a life and other responsibilities. She’d become a landlord, and her thriving bakery deserved more from her. She needed another baker on staff to open and at least three more employees able to wait tables.

      Somehow, Glazed and Confused had become more than a bakery, outselling many of the franchise businesses in town because people were tired of reheated food and freezer-burnt burgers.

      This year was the year she took care of herself, and that began with actual self-care instead of empty promises.

      “Your next applicant is here, El!” Samantha called.

      “Send her in!”

      One by one, Ellie interviewed the remaining potential bakers, praying one would be up to their standards. Luke needed the time off and couldn’t keep up the early morning schedule forever.

      A little after noon, she was down to her last applicant. An older woman with a round, matronly figure entered the office. She had a kind voice and an even sweeter smile.

      Ellie had a good feeling about her and their chat affirmed her gut feeling.

      Grace had spent all of her life waking up with the chickens, unable to sleep in past sunrise since she was born. She retired early each evening, lived with her cats, and her only hobby was Thursday night bingo at the VFW. Baking was her life. She’d tried three years ago to establish her own pie and cake catering business, selling pies at a farmer’s market during the summer, but her plans fell through.

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “I’m not.” Her smile thinned. “Right after I decided not to get that building space in Huntsville, my Robert fell sick, and he needed me at home with him. So I suppose all those hurdles were God telling me it just wasn’t my time to go into business.”

      Oh no, Ellie thought. “I’m sorry.” It felt like a lame platitude.

      “Don’t be. I visit him every day at Paradise Meadow. He’s happy there. I just couldn’t take care of him anymore. Now I have all of this free time, our children and grandchildren live out in San Antonio, and what have I got to do with myself? A bunch of nothing.” Her eyes crinkled. “Except help you, maybe, if you’ll let me.”

      “I’m certainly open to giving it a try, ma’am.”

      “Don’t you do that. Grace. You just call me Grace.”

      “Grace it is.”

      She really liked Grace. They wandered the bakery, and as she’d done with the other so-called bakers, she asked her to prepare a standard item from the menu. Peach cobbler was a staple of Southern living, and one of Ellie’s most popular dishes during lunch from the nursing crowd at the nearby rehabilitation center.

      Grace knocked it out of the park with a flawless buttery crust and a sweet filling that didn’t rot Ellie’s teeth out of her head. She scraped her fork against the plate while Grace beamed proudly.

      “Does that mean I’m hired?”

      “It sure does.”

      “Now, I don’t now how to make croissants and all these things you bake, but I sure would like to learn.”

      “Meet me tomorrow at 2 AM, and we’ll start training.”

      In the office again, she passed over the stack of employment forms for Grace to fill out.

      After Ellie walked the old woman out, she stepped behind the counter to help with the afternoon shift. For once, they weren’t shorthanded, but success had infused her with an abundance of energy.

      Luke nudged her side with his elbow. “How the fuck did you resist eating a whole plate of that cobbler?”

      “I thought about how fat my ass already is.”

      “If you didn’t hire her, I was going to quit and unfriend you on all social media. Now I have to hit the university gym before class.”

      “You had a tiny fucking square, and you look like…like this.” She gestured wildly with her hands at his chiseled physique.

      Luke wasn’t her type; despite his enormous biceps, washboard abs, and muscled thighs, she didn’t have an ounce of attraction for him. It had nothing to do with his personality or that they were both swans.

      The spark just wasn’t there. One day, some lucky lady was going to reel herself in one hell of a considerate, hardworking, and loving fellow. In addition to his sweet nature, Luke was ripped like a professional athlete on account of playing football throughout college and never letting his figure go. He’d even been drafted. A second-choice pick who played for two years in the NFL as one of Dallas’s star running backs.

      Then something changed. Luke never spoke of it, and she never asked. It was his secret if he chose to share it with her. Now he was enrolled at the college again and pursuing a second degree.

      “I look like this because I usually refrain from eating most of the delicious shit we make in here. And because I hit the gym.” He shrugged. “And to be honest? Your ass isn’t fat at all. You look great and Chief Montgomery would agree.

      It didn’t take long to pack up a generous portion of cobbler for Maddie, Dean, Emma, and Griff. Then they had their fill of what remained and waited for Ellie’s equipment order. Business was booming in the other half of the shop, about a half-dozen people settled around for croissandwiches and the soup of the day.

      A trio of teens arrived on bicycles, parked their rides on the sidewalk, and entered with wadded up bills. She served them, then inwardly cheered when a nurse arrived with a stack of credit cards and a list of orders.

      Next her order from the restaurant equipment supplier arrived, and Ellie truly became giddy. Of all the recent investments made into the business, the refrigerated display had been one of the priciest. Thousands of dollars, but worthwhile if it meant customers could select premade sandwiches and desserts from the shelves.

      “Where do you want it, ma’am?” asked the deliverymen.

      “Right here. I want it on this wall,” she explained, overcome with excitement.

      Tomorrow, they’d stock that baby for the first time.

      “Congratulations,” a voice called from the bakery’s entrance.

      Ellie turned to see Chad Brunswick standing there, a tight pink polo shirt stretched taut over a muscular chest and a dad bod gut. Big and blond, he’d been a star football player of both the town’s high school and the nearby university, a well-known frat boy a couple of years ahead of Ellie when she and Maddie were enrolled at the school.

      And she hated the sight of his smug face and his beady brown eyes.

      “Gotta say, you’ve done way more with this strip than I would have done. I’m glad ol’ Bertha wouldn’t sell it to me.”

      Putting on a polite smile took most of her willpower. “I am too,” she said in a measured tone. “What can I do for you, Chad?”

      He smiled. “Since you wouldn’t let me purchase this place or buy you out, I actually hoped you’d entertain another idea I had.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Madeleine Dubois teaches painting and other artistic skills across the street. Would you be open to instructing an unfortunate soul like me in the fine skills of baking?”

      “Oh, I don’t know…” Lessons would cut into her time, of which she’d just cleared a large amount into her schedule. She hesitated. On one hand, Ellie loved money. On the other, the idea of opening her calendar—and her food preparation space—to strangers, did not appeal. “I don’t think so, Chad. Why do you ask?”

      “Selfish reasons. I kinda hoped you’d be open to giving me some pointers. I can’t bake a cake to save my life.”

      “It just takes practice. You follow a recipe and you’ll get the results you want.”

      “Ha! Trust me, Ellie, I’ve tried. None of what I make is what you’d call palatable. Dry as hell and kind of like sawdust.” He smiled at her. “If not a baking workshop, what do you say to a private lesson?”

      And that’s enough of that, Ellie thought. Her fragile smile faded. She knew from her last experiences with Chad that the man could be damned persistent, and persuasive, even if his efforts had been unsuccessful in the end.

      “Ellie, it’s about time for you to get going,” Luke’s voice echoed from the rear of the bakery.

      “Oh, wow, it is! Sorry, Chad. I have to go pick up Emma.” She hurried behind the counter, plucked up the tins of peach cobbler, and grabbed her purse. “We’ll talk some other time.”

      The corners of Chad’s mouth turned down briefly. “Oh. All right then. Take care, Ellie. We’ll chat about this again.”

      We most certainly will not, she thought, breezing past him and sprinting to her car.
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      An invitation to join Ellie and Emma for supper awaited Griffin when he stepped out of the shower. He’d been on duty since early that morning and planned to order Thai takeout, but a dinner made by his favorite lady beat that any day.

      Griffin: Sure. What time?

      Ellie: Swing by at five.

      Griffin: See you then.

      Then he noticed a message from his sister. Brunch Sunday?

      Griffin: You finally back in the area?

      Charlotte: Yup. Missing my baby brother.

      Griffin: We’re twins, Char. Neither of us can be the baby. We were born on the same day.

      A line of laughing emoticons preceded her next response. I was born nine minutes before you. That makes you the baby.

      Griffin: Kiss my ass. I’ll meet you, but you’re paying. Usual place?

      Charlotte: Yes. And you can tell me all about your new love.

      Shit. How did she know? Although he kept in contact with Charlotte, he hadn’t uttered a word about Ellie. He didn’t know why. Everything about the woman was fucking perfection, from her compassionate demeanor to her gorgeous smile.

      When Kelly left him, Griff hadn’t thought he would ever marry again. He’d gone from fighting foreign threats across the ocean to battling heartache. Despite doing everything he could to make his ex-wife happy, he hadn’t been enough for her.

      And Charlotte had hated her, wanting to beat her ass on principle for stringing him along.

      “She knew we were shifters before she married you, Griff,” his twin had ranted while he lay on the couch half-drunk in a house Kelly’s moving company emptied on his dime. She hadn’t wanted the sofa. “You deserved better than this. That lying cun—”

      “Don’t call her that!”

      “That’s what she is.”

      “I scared her.”

      “Scared her, Griff? That’s a goddamned lie. She hid her bigotry just fine, spending your money while you were away and blowing through your inheritance. I just thank God I had a lawyer draw up a prenuptial agreement or she’d have walked away with everything you own!”

      “She wouldn’t have done that to me.”

      “You give her too much credit. Just like you gave her everything she asked for. She used you, and now you’re laying here drinking yourself sick every day.”

      Hindsight was a bitch. He’d known even then that Char was right, but he’d been living in denial.

      Supporting his weight on both palms, Griffin leaned against the bathroom counter and eyed his reflection. His roots were showing again. He wasn’t ashamed of being a shifter, but it was habit these days. Chestnut hadn’t been his natural hair color since high school when he and Charlotte both started going white.

      Kelly had hated it. Said it made him look like an old man.

      Frankly, it was about time he stopped doing shit to please a woman who hadn’t deserved him. He plucked a box of hair color from beside the sink and chucked it into the bathroom trash bin.

      When he reached Ellie’s place, Emma was in the driveway beside her mother’s car with a bucket of sidewalk chalk.

      “Hi, Chief Griffin!”

      “How ya doin’, sweetie?”

      “Fiiiiine,” she drawled out.

      “Your mom inside?”

      “Uh huh. She said to send you in when you got here.”

      He followed the girl’s instructions and made his way through the house. It had taken help from most of the neighborhood, but it looked like a home again. Pictures once again hung in frames on walls, a new television gleamed from its wall-mount, and the owner of the town’s only furniture store had donated a new sectional to Ellie.

      Crisis was the kind of town that pulled together during times of…well, crisis.

      Griff found Ellie in the kitchen placing a lasagna on the stove, and he felt bad that she’d ended a day working hard in a bakery by slaving for him in the kitchen. “Maybe I shoulda cooked for you.”

      “You cook?”

      He slipped his arms around her waist when she turned to face him. She laced her fingers behind his neck. “I eat dinner at the Chugga Chugga every day out of convenience, baby. You pay Lottie seven bucks, you get a good dinner in fifteen minutes. Can’t beat that.”

      They hadn’t had much time to be together since the break-in, and he’d felt awful about having nothing to report. Sometimes, when a burglary happened, the suspects weren’t ever busted until they were caught ripping off another victim.

      He hoped someone tried to pawn Ellie’s wedding set, but most likely it was beyond state lines by now.

      “Mmhmm, well, I think I can beat it. How about…you come eat dinner with us each day instead?”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. Why not? Save you some money. I mean, sometimes we’re not eating at home—we’re over at Maddie’s instead. If that’s okay with you.”

      He kissed her first, slanting his mouth over Ellie’s lips. They parted with the first press of his tongue, and she met him stroke for stroke. When having his tongue in her mouth wasn’t enough, he nudged forward with his hips and slid one hand around to squeeze a palmful of her ass.

      The front door banged open. They broke apart quickly and took up innocent positions in the kitchen, Ellie fumbling a spatula from the overhead utensil rack.

      “Mommy, I’m hungry!”

      “Dinner’s coming. Go wash your hands and get ready.”

      “Okay!”

      Griffin laughed the moment Emma was out of sight. “Sorry.”

      After dinner, when a couple of Emma’s friends came around asking if she could come out to play, Ellie and Griffin wandered onto the rear patio to sip wine and chat. Her herb garden sweetened the air with the fragrances of fresh basil, mint, and thyme. Early strawberries grew lush and ripe and full, overflowing from a couple large hanging planters. Every once in a while, one of the girls came running up to take a few, then they’d dash away again.

      “I don’t think I’ve said it yet, but thanks for feeding me.”

      “You’re welcome. I kinda had a selfish motivation since it meant seeing you again. I’m so sorry life has been…hectic. I really enjoyed myself that night. I wish it didn’t end the way it did.”

      “Not your fault, remember? Some asshole violated your safe place. I’m happy to wait as long as you need me to while you sort out your life.”

      Ellie reached over to him from her lawn chair and took his hand. “Thanks.”

      “Mommy!” Emma called, bounding up to them with her pals in tow. She clutched a square of brown and white down in her arms, its dimensions much smaller than a lap blanket.

      “Yes, baby?”

      “Can I shift and go fishing? Look, they’re jumping! We want to go fishing.”

      “You just had dinner.”

      “We don’t want to eat them. We wanna practice.”

      Ellie laughed. “Okay, fine. Who’s going out on the lake with you girls?”

      “Um…”

      “Let me guess. You hoped I would.”

      “Please? Oh, oh, oh. Can Chief Griffin come with us?” A pair of big blue eyes turned on Griffin, sparkling with interest. The other girls were standing nearby in their swimsuits, each holding a small shawl of white feathers speckled with brown down. “What kinda shifter are you? Are you a swan, too? Maddie told Mommy you’re a shifter.”
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        * * *

      

      “What did I tell you about eavesdropping on grown-up conversations?” Ellie demanded, setting down her drink. Her gaze flit to Griffin to find him staring, wide-eyed at the trio of little girls all gazing up at him with wonder and curiosity.

      Ellie held her breath. She’d had a lot of reason to remain single for so long after Greg’s death. Mourning him had been part of it, but she’d also refused to settle for a man lacking the patience to interact with her child.

      She and Emma were a package deal, and no one could have her without involving her little girl.

      Please, she thought. Please be good to her. Please don’t be angry. She didn’t think she could handle it if he lost his temper with the girls.

      “First of all,” Griff replied, kneeling to bring himself to Emma’s level, “you can just call me Griffin, okay? Or even Griff if you like that.”

      “Okay.”

      “Second, do you promise you can keep a secret?”

      Emma’s face lit with joy. “Yes!”

      “Can your friends?”

      “We can!” Kiana called, a sentiment Julie echoed while nodding her head rapidly.

      Ellie chuckled. For as long as she’d been a resident of Swan Lake, secrets never lasted. Gossip traveled fast in their community. Griffin had to know that, because he grinned at her and winked.

      “All right. For you, I’ll do it.”

      One second, her sexy dinner date was sitting back on his heels in the grass; in the next, a change rippled over Griff and shrank his human proportions. The entire thing was over in less than three seconds, but the result wasn’t at all what she expected.

      An eagle stood in his place. He tucked his wings against his dark-feathered body and glanced up at the girls, cocking his head.

      “You’re an eagle!” Emma squealed. She plopped onto her knees and threw her skinny arms around his neck. He chuckled, the noise a huff in his chest that stirred her silky blonde curls. “Mommy, isn’t he beautiful?”

      “He sure is, baby.”

      Her little fingers sifted through the fluff covering his throat, then swept up into the white feathers of his face. “Does this mean Griffin can teach me to fly?”

      Griffin blinked, alarmed. Funny how such emotions were transmitted even on avian faces.

      Ellie’s gaze met his, equally startled. “I don’t know about—”

      “Please, Mommy?” Her eyes were so full of innocence and longing.

      “You don’t have your big-girl feathers, Em,” Ellie blurted, saving him. “It’ll be a few years before you’re strong enough to be airborne.” Thank God. But in the meantime, her baby did need to build her muscles and tone her little body. And that meant lots of time in her swan form.

      “Then can we go catch fish with Griffin?”

      Ellie smiled. “That you can do, if Griffin is okay with fishing.”

      Indicating that he was, Griffin jerked his yellow beak toward the lake and took off for the edge, flying down to where rocks crept up onto the grassy shore. Emma threw her shawl over her shoulders and followed—first as a little girl, and then as a juvenile swan. Gray down still covered the back of her graceful neck, and it would remain for a few more years.

      Griffin watched the girls as closely as she would have. Sometimes he soared above them, sometimes he sat on the grassy edge of the bank, always keeping one gold eye on the trio of cygnets paddling on the lake. He even splashed into the shallows with them, using his powerful wings to propel through the water in a sort of butterfly stroke that made the girls honk with glee.

      His secret never stood a chance.

      Ellie settled beside him during a quiet moment after he returned to dry in the dwindling sunlight. She trailed her fingers down his dark back, smoothing the silky feathers then scratching his cheeks. He leaned into her touch and closed his eyes, features blissful.

      “Think you can catch a fish for tomorrow’s dinner, big guy, or did those little girls wear you out?”

      His eyes snapped open. The expression on his feathered face was nothing short of what she’d call incredulous. “One fish?” he seemed to say. He’d catch her a dozen.

      Grinning at the unvoiced acceptance to her challenge, Ellie rose. “I’ll go get the bucket.”
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      The girls were gone and Emma was fast asleep. Ellie peeked in on her again before she slipped out to the living room to sit with Griffin on the couch. The poor guy looked seconds from passing out himself, slumped on the sofa with his head tilted back and his eyes closed. When she approached, he opened one and peered at her.

      “She asleep?”

      “Knocked out. Thanks for reading those stories to her.”

      He chuckled and sat up straight, like he hadn’t just been run all around the lake flying and doing aerial maneuvers for a trio of energetic young swan maidens. “It’s no problem.”

      Emma had refused to stay in bed until Griffin read her a story from their collection of Grimm’s classics, then she’d conned two more out of her mother before finally nodding off.

      The chamomile and valerian root were going to come out next if the little twerp didn’t finally surrender to the sandman.

      Ellie settled next to her beau and patted his knee. “You were a good sport.”

      “Good kids make it easy to be. Anyway, I should get out of your hair. Thanks again for dinner.”

      “Any time.” She rose with him, meaning to walk him to the door. A proposition for him to stay tickled the tip of Ellie’s tongue.

      It was just too bad that Emma was only a couple rooms away in her bed.

      The tiny, irresponsible part of Ellie wanting to ask him to stay the night warred with the obstinate part of her adhering to obsolete values held by a hurting widow. Would it be so wrong to do something just for her?

      “Lunch tomorrow?” Ellie asked instead.

      “Ah, I can’t. Sorry.”

      “Oh.”

      “Trust me, I would, but I made plans with my sister right before I came over to visit y’all.”

      Ellie’s brows raised. “Right. That makes sense. Um. Your monthly brunch.” She bit her bottom lip then glanced away. Before her nerves could intervene, she said in a rush, “If you ever want to invite her to join us for dinner, that’s fine, you know.”

      His brows rose. For the first time, she noticed they were closer to gray than black. “Does that mean you want to meet my family?”

      Ellie’s cheeks heated. “Yes.”

      “You actually have met her before.” Mischief widened his smile. “A couple times.”

      “I don’t think so… Has she come into the bakery?”

      “Oh yes.”

      “Now you’re having fun with me. What’s her name?”

      “Charlotte Montgomery. Your buddy’s business partner.”

      “Get out of here. There’s no way—Charlotte Montgomery? The billionaire?” Now she leaned back and searched his face, dredging her memory of the wealthy businesswoman to the forefront of her thoughts. In Griffin, she saw the same piercing gold eyes and aquiline nose.

      Dimples. They both had dimples when they smiled.

      “Charlotte Montgomery is your sister and you never told me! Does Maddie know?”

      “She doesn’t. Though I suspect Char plans to tell her. It’s just, back when she was hunting for an investor, her uncle came to me because I sent Charlotte to him to get some work on our grandfather’s old car. He said he needed a favor, and it was absolutely okay to turn him down, but to please hear him out.”

      “And you heard him out?”

      “Yeah. I’ve gone a long time without mentioning my sister to anyone. People know you’re related to a billionaire, they tend to want to know what they can get from you. It isn’t about who you are anymore. It’s what you can do for them.”

      “I’m not that way.”

      “I wouldn’t be telling you anything about this if I thought you were, darling.” Griffin framed her face in his hands and swept one thumb across her cheek. “I trust you. I trust Madeleine, too, so if you both want to discuss it, you’re welcome to.”

      “Thank you for trusting me.”

      And now she felt absolutely silly for being on the fence about inviting him to stay overnight in her home. Here the man had just told her a major secret that could get half the city on his ass, begging for financial help and connections to his sister.

      He trusted her with his privacy, but she hadn’t trusted him with hers.

      Impulsively, Ellie grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and kissed him.

      “Stay with me tonight,” she whispered against his lips, suddenly eager for what she’d denied herself the past three years.

      Griffin didn’t answer right away. His hands smoothed up and down her hips, tracing the silhouette of her waist before gliding to her rear and squeezing a tight handful of her ass. He hauled her against him, and she delighted in the strength of his body—chiseled pectorals, rock-hard biceps, and a rigid cock straining against his jeans.

      God, yes.

      A moment passed before she realized he was guiding her back to the couch. They fell onto it, kissing, hands roaming in a mutual exploration that somehow ended with her skirt gathered around her waist and his hands stroking between her bare thighs, close to the edge of her panties.

      “Fuck, I love kissing you,” he muttered.

      The next caress smoothed over the strip of cotton covering her mound. She sighed into his mouth and ground against his hand.

      “Impatient?”

      “Very.”

      Strong and capable fingers eased her panties to the side. The first touch was like a zing to her core, her need for it as startling as the pleasure it gave. He stroked bare skin, gliding up and down her slit in a moisture-gathering glide.

      One moment, he teased her entrance; in the next, he barely grazed her clit, denying her the full-on contact she desired. She tried to grind against him, tried to sate her mounting need, but he withdrew and drove her mad.

      Finally, two digits slipped inside her. As they plunged in to the last knuckle, she clenched around them. Still, it wasn’t enough. The part of Griffin she wanted the most was firmly concealed within his jeans. She pulled at his belt, desperately, but he took her hand and pinned it to the couch.

      “This is about you right now.”

      “Huh?”

      “The way I see it,” Griffin said, casually circling the pads of his fingers over her clit, rolling and stimulating it in a lazy rhythm, “you have a little girl in there trying to sleep.”

      “I can be quiet. I can—”

      He leaned down, bending over her lap, and took her clit in his mouth. Ellie’s legs shot straight out, and she tilted her head back, moaning a strangled cry she tried desperately to cut off.

      A decorative pillow muffled her cry. Meanwhile, Griffin licked until she was shaking, on the verge of release, only to lean back and give her a smug, self-satisfied look. “Looks like you can’t. And if you can’t be quiet now, darlin’, you sure won’t be once I get my cock in you. When I take you for the first time, Ellie, I won’t be satisfied until you’re screaming my name. And we can’t do that right now with Emma in the next room.”

      Goddamn him for being right and reading her mind. Bless him for being the understanding, wonderful man she should have never doubted he was.

      As if he’d never stopped, Griffin returned to work on her clit, strumming it just right. He kissed her breasts through her blouse. They felt heavy, her nipples unbearably tight as his lips meandered toward her throat and she imagined them in his mouth. “Close, love?”

      “Yes,” she gasped.

      “Good.”

      Griffin’s fingers were divine. She raised her hips and rolled them to the rhythm he set as the pressure built and built, spiraling tightly out of control. Just as she reached the pinnacle, he seized her mouth again in a rough, claiming kiss, muffling the cry sobbing from her throat. Her thighs trembled as orgasm sent her careening along the path to bliss.

      For a while, she just lay there on the couch, in the most inelegant of positions, while her man lazily stroked her thigh. Thank fuck she’d shaved.

      “My work is done.” He kissed the side of her neck. “I’ll see you tomorrow evening.”

      “You’re just gonna leave like that? I mean…” Her chest was still heaving, her thoughts unfocused and lacking clarity. “I can’t do anything for you in return?”

      The corner of his mouth quirked up. “Oh, you will. Just not tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      When Griffin walked into The Olive Brunch, a smiling hostess stepped forward to greet him. “Hello, Mr. Montgomery. Your sister is waiting for you.”

      She led him to the rear of the place, outside, and onto the covered veranda where Charlotte waited in a pink sundress, the spring breeze tossing her white hair against her shoulders.

      “Griff!” After rising to hug him, she leaned back and peered at his roots. “You finally giving up the box?”

      Laughing, he hugged her back. “Yep. I’m ready to embrace the silver fox life.”

      “About time! It’s going to look great on you. Now, I hope you know what you want this time, because I am starving.”

      Griffin settled in the chair across the table. “You’re always starving, Char. How many hours do you spend at the gym these days each week?”

      “Only ten now.” She grinned. “But then I run about thirty miles to make up for it.”

      “Christ.”

      They perused the menus and placed orders for their usual meals, including a carafe of mimosas. Griff didn’t care that they were supposedly girlie drinks, because cocktails were fucking delicious.

      “Brunch is the most beautiful excuse to day-drink, isn’t it, brother?” Charlotte asked, sipping. “Now tell me about your lady friend.”

      “What makes you think there’s a lady friend?”

      “Madeleine Dubois told me everything without realizing you and I are siblings.”

      “Shit.”

      “Mm.” Charlotte smiled at him. “So you’re in love with a baker, huh? Is that where those extra inches around your waistline came from?”

      Griff grunted. “Why bother asking me if you know everything already?”

      “Because half the fun of meeting you for brunch is watching you squirm when you realize you can’t hide the truth from me.”

      “I like her, a lot,” he confessed. “Happy?”

      “Yes. Immensely. It makes me happy to know you’re happy and moving on with your life after what your gold-digger did.”

      He didn’t argue. The wisdom of a few years had made Kelly’s intentions clear, and he wondered how he’d ever been so blind as to think she’d actually loved him. If she had, that had ended on the day he shared his nature with her.

      Griff rubbed his nape with one hand and eyed the approaching waitress. “Did you only invite me to brunch to examine my love life, or did—?”

      “So it’s love now, is it?”

      “Char,” he growled, warning.

      “Okay, okay.” Charlotte’s smile softened.

      Their waitress arrived with bagels, cream cheese, and smoked salmon. Immediately, he set about spreading a thick layer of cream cheese over a bagel while waiting for his eggs bourguignon to arrive.

      “How’s your work in Crisis? You mentioned some burglaries last time we spoke.”

      “Still no suspects. I feel awful about it.” Especially since Ellie had been one of the victims. They’d hoped to catch someone attempting to at least unload the electronics, but they weren’t that lucky yet. “Three houses so far in the past month.”

      “Shame. Tell me if there’s anything I can do.”

      “The community mostly took care of the affected families, but if you’re looking to make a charitable donation, I can give you a list of places in town that need a helping hand. The Calvary Missionary Church replaced plenty of stolen appliances.”

      “Of course. I’ll be happy to reimburse them.” Her lips pursed. “I planned to anyway when Maddie mentioned it to me. I understand your lady was one of the victims?”

      “She was.” He shook his head. “The fuckers stole the wedding set bought by her dead husband.”

      Char covered her mouth. “Nooo… That is awful, Griff. The community is so small, too, so it had to be someone aware of her background—someone who knows she is a widow.”

      “Right. Someone knew they were stealing memories.”

      His sister shook her head. “Tell me about her. But in your words.”

      “You’ve met her. You sat across from her and painted that toadstool fairy at Art in Crisis during the grand opening event, remember?”

      “I know I met her. But I want to hear it in your words, Griff.”

      “Fair enough.” He slammed his first mimosa then poured another. Alcohol would help him get through Charlotte’s interrogation. “She’s amazing. Seriously. No exaggeration, no bullshit because I’m infatuated. She’s hard-working, dedicated, devoted to her friends. I could search this entire green earth and I’d never find someone more different from Kelly. And her daughter is adorable.”

      Charlotte’s lips spread into a wry grin. “That’s right, she has a kid. How is it going there? She like you?”

      “I transformed for her yesterday. That little girl looked at me like I hung the fucking moon. We’re going fishing again this week.”

      “Aw. That’s so sweet.”

      “Believe it or not, but Ellie actually asked me to extend an invitation for you to have dinner with us sometime soon at her home.”

      “When?”

      “Pretty sure you can have your pick of the days this week.”

      “Ask her if Friday evening is good for her.”

      Once he sent the text, Ellie replied in record time. He chuckled at her enthusiastic response and glanced up from the screen to find his sister watching him closely. “All set. Have your ass out at Swan Lake this Friday at five.”
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      By the time Friday rolled around, Ellie was a nervous wreck. Everything about Griffin was too good to be true and now she was meeting his family. Not just any family member either, but his twin sister.

      The pair were due to arrive at five, giving her less than half an hour to wrap up her work in the kitchen while Emma worked quietly in her room on the most recent art project Madeleine had given her. The kid had turned out to be a crocheting prodigy.

      “It smells amazing in here,” Maddie called from the doorway. “You are definitely aiming to impress if you dug out that recipe.”

      “Totally worth it. I need her to love me.”

      Ellie had made a traditional, Valencia-style paella, a delicious and savory rice dish topped with chorizo, chicken, and many different seafoods. She’d had to call in a favor from a chef friend in San Antonio to get to acquire the vaquetes, because that was how she’d been taught to make it while studying abroad for a semester in Spain, and the snails added the necessary touch of authenticity.

      “Can I do anything to help?”

      “Set the table for me?”

      “Sure.”

      The aroma of fresh bread filled the air. Ellie peered through the oven window at the baking baguettes. If she timed it just right, they’d be coming out from the oven when Griff arrived with his sister. Of course, the bell then rang ten minutes earlier than expected because Griffin believed in punctuality and had to arrive ahead of schedule. She scowled and lowered the salad tongs.

      “I got it!” Maddie called to her. “You carry on. I’ll run interference while you finish that.”

      A frisson of nerves tightened Ellie’s gut, though she tried to tell herself that Griffin’s sister would have no reason at all to dislike her. And that even if she did, that wasn’t the end of the world.

      “Seriously? You’re his sister?” came Maddie’s startled voice as Ellie tossed the salad.

      Grinning, Ellie leaned out of the kitchen for a peek. Billionaire entrepreneur Charlotte Montgomery stood beside her brother with a genuine smile on her face. Looking at them side by side, no one could ever confuse the two for anything but siblings, mirror images of the same person in male and female with bright gold eyes and the same slightly hooked nose.

      If Griffin hadn’t warned her in advance, she may have charged into the room and bludgeoned him. Instead, she calmly finished tossing the salad, took the bowl to the dining table, then strode into the living room to take over for Maddie.

      The first, last, and only time Ellie had met Ms. Montgomery, the woman had been glazing a fairy on a porcelain toadstool for Maddie’s grand opening event, smiling for cameras and making nice with the handful of journalists so hungry for news they resorted to reporting Charlotte’s charity to small Texas businesses. She’d been wearing a power suit, her hair in a fancy updo.

      Today she looked like any other woman, wearing a blue button-down shirt over jeans, her ivory hair drawn into a lazy ponytail.

      “Hello, Ms. Montgomery. It’s a pleasure to have you here. I’m so happy to meet you again.”

      Charlotte waved one hand. “Please call me Charlotte. And thank you for inviting me into your home. That smells amazing.”

      “It really does,” Griffin agreed.

      “Griff!” Emma cried, streaking from her bedroom and directly into Griffin’s legs. He stumbled a step, caught off guard by the sudden collision, but he regained his balance and dropped one hand to her blonde head, smoothing back her bangs.

      “Hey, sweet pea. Happy to see me?”

      “Mommy let me pick the dessert,” Emma announced proudly. “We’re having cheesecake brownies, and I got to help.”

      “I bet they’re delicious,” Charlotte replied, smiling, which was about when Emma realized another party was present. The little girl blinked up at both adults, glancing from one to the other.

      “You two look alike.”

      “We sure do. This is my sister.”

      Emma’s big eyes searched Charlotte’s face. “I like your hair. It’s like mine.”

      “It is, isn’t it? I brought something for you, Emma, since Griffin told me there’s a very, very talented little girl here who draws.” Charlotte reached into her tote bag. She removed a hardcover sketch pad and an enormous bundle of colored pencils. “Are you the artist?”

      “Yes, it’s me!” Emma cried, jumping in place.

      “Then be really good to them, okay?”

      “Thank you!”

      And then Emma vanished into her room, where she’d no doubt spread her new art supplies all over her desk.

      Ellie laughed. “Thank you for that. It was totally unnecessary.”

      Charlotte only smiled. “Encouraging a young artist is never unnecessary. Here, I brought this for you.” A divided Nylon wine tote came out of Charlotte’s bag next. She passed both bottles to Ellie, grinning. “I had no idea what you’d make and brought a selection.”

      “I like you already. I mean, you already had being my bestie’s business partner in your favor. Bringing free alcohol only endears you to me even more.”
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        * * *

      

      Ellie couldn’t keep the smile off her face as she showered the next morning, preparing for a morning shift at the bakery. She’d be there teaching Grace from opening until eight when Luke arrived. So far, the older woman had all of the qualities they needed. She learned fast, didn’t shy away from hard work, and the customers loved her. A whole new slew of people began visiting the bakery now because they enjoyed the friendly chitchat and attended the same church as Grace.

      Dinner couldn’t have gone better. Griffin’s sister, while intimidating, was a delight she’d happily host any time for dinner. She still couldn’t believe none of them had ever connected their police chief to the wealthy Montgomery name.

      Like clockwork, Portia Dubois arrived at a quarter after two that morning to crawl onto Ellie’s couch and pass out until morning. Maddie’s younger cousin served drinks at a nearby bar and hauled ass each night that Ellie worked the morning shift if Maddie couldn’t fill in for her. For that, Ellie always passed her fifty dollars a morning for invaluable help.

      And she always brought her back delicious food for her trouble.

      “Good morning, Grace!” Ellie chirped when she stepped from her car. The older woman listened to music in her own vehicle with the window down, a pleasant smile on her weathered face.

      “Good morning, Ellie. How did the dinner go?” Grace closed the car door and approached the bakery door. True to her word, she was indeed a morning person and never arrived in a poor mood. Ellie hoped to have a fraction of her energy when she turned seventy.

      “Wonderful. His sister is great.” She pressed her lips together and reluctantly said, “You were right about me freaking over nothing.”

      Grace beamed. “Of course. I told you she would be a peach, just like her brother. Now, tell me all about it.”

      Refraining somehow from rolling her eyes, Ellie let them in and disabled the alarm while recounting the events from the previous night. The store’s system was a lot like the one she had at home now. The installation had been free, but Ellie insisted on paying the monthly maintenance fee for both locations. She didn’t want charity, and thankfully, with business improving the way it had recently, she didn’t need it.

      After loading doughnuts into the fryer, they shoved croissants into the oven, greased the grill, and fried two dozen eggs for the croissandwiches. While those bubbled, she tipped the basket of doughnuts onto the wire cooling rack. Ellie had a time-saving system she’d devised based on experience, moving from one task to the next efficiently without burning a single item. Back when the bakery staff was only her, she’d had to show up at one in the morning to tediously prepare, performing one task after the next.

      At first, she’d doubted Grace could keep up, but the old woman had enough endurance that after a while, Ellie stepped back and let her run the show.

      By the time Luke arrived, they had the cases stocked and the second morning wave of customers were gone.

      “You know, the real test will be whether or not she can remember everything without one of us here,” Luke murmured to Ellie as she loaded a dozen doughnuts into a box for Portia and Emma. Grace was on the grill, melting slices of cheese over ham for more sandwiches.

      “Then next week will be the next test. You down for training her tomorrow or do you require some financial motivation to take over my early shift?”

      “Count me in. The only motivation I need is the promise of being able to fucking sleep in more than once a week.”
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      “I kinda have some time off, and it’s up to you how we can spend this,” Griffin said into the phone.

      Ellie was standing at her kitchen sink, preparing the usual dinner for three now that Griffin joined them almost every night of the week for supper. Her little girl loved him. Dean had been disappointed to find he was losing the coveted position as Emma’s favorite person.

      “Oh?”

      “Figured we could go out for a concert at the House of Blues tomorrow night. I got us tickets. The Midnight Sirens are performing.”

      Ellie swore internally. She loved the Midnight Sirens and kept their albums in frequent rotation in the bakery. “Without even knowing if I was available? Griffin, what if you’d wasted your money? I’m supposed to open the bakery Saturday.”

      “I didn’t say I bought tickets. I said I got us tickets. My sister received these from a business associate, but she has to fly out to Chicago in the morning. They’re ours if we want them.”

      “How good are they?”

      “VIP table.”

      Not a cheap pair of tickets at all.

      A moment of silence passed over the line before Ellie replied. “I’ll ask Grace if she feels comfortable opening Saturday morning, then ask Luke to pop in a couple hours after to make sure she’s doing all right.”

      “Great. Pack a bag.”

      “What? Why do I need a bag?”

      “Because we’ll be staying overnight in Houston.”
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        * * *

      

      Few things made Ellie feel like a loser more than staring at a closet filled with frumpy clothes, battered jeans, and second-hand shirts from Goodwill. She hadn’t bought anything nice for herself in years, the “nice” clothes in the wardrobe consisting of pedal pushers, yoga pants, and maxi dresses for warm summer evenings.

      The clock continued to tick, less than an hour remaining until Griff arrived to whisk her away for a Friday night concert. Ellie still wore her damned bra and panties while Madeleine sifted through her meager makeup collection.

      “I don’t know what to wear.”

      “You’re in luck,” Maddie said cheerfully, “because Portia is on the way right now to watch Emma, and I told her to come prepared with some of her club wear.”

      “I’ve seen what that girl wears to Shenanigans. No thanks.”

      The locals called the place Shenasty’s. While the club was clean, the same couldn’t be said of the population who frequented it. The clientele had earned that moniker.

      Five minutes later, Portia had joined them in the bedroom and spread six different outfits over Ellie’s mattress, none of them appropriate for a thirty-three-year-old mother.

      “He’s going to think I’m a skank.”

      “He’s going to think you’re a hot mama who knows how to have fun.”

      Ellie blew out a breath, tossing her bangs off her forehead. “I don’t know…”

      “At least try them on,” Portia insisted. “Christ, Ellie, you’re only thirty-three. And why does it matter how old you are? Clothes are clothes, and you’re hot. I saw a sixty-year-old hippie lady in booty shorts and a crop top the other day at Walmart living her best life. And you know what? She was also hot as fuck.”

      The first dress was a tiny navy blue number with a plunging neckline. It disagreed with Ellie’s considerable post-breastfeeding bosom and was unlikely to remain in place without copious garment tape.

      “Ummm,” Maddie said. “No.”

      “Fine,” Portia agreed. “I still think you look hot in it, but that doesn’t matter if you’re not comfortable in your own skin and what you wear out. Try this.”

      Three outfits later, Ellie remained uncertain. They’d pulled on micro skirts, plunging blouses, and little halter tops that exposed her flawless back, but none of them felt like her.

      Finally, Portia held up a shoulder-baring little black dress. Ellie squeezed into it and checked out her reflection in the mirror, suspecting she’d be squeezing into her mom jeans soon enough.

      She also didn’t hate how she looked. The vision in front of her was a woman who didn’t look quite thirty, with a subtle curve to her stomach. Her voluptuous hips stretched the black fabric taut, but not too sheer for the public. It hugged her in all the right places, and the hem stopped just below her butt. “This doesn’t cover my ass.”

      “It covers your ass,” Portia disagreed.

      Ellie twisted around and glanced over a shoulder, viewing the insignificant dress from behind. This is really hot. I look really hot. Instead of saying that, she surrendered to the insecurity niggling at the back of her mind. “I feel air on my ass cheeks.”

      “It’s your imagination,” Maddie replied.

      “My ass is too big for this.” The words on the tip of her tongue: I’m way too fat for this. Never mind that she and Portia shared a size. Never mind that any time she saw her best friend’s little cousin in a daring, gorgeous outfit for her bartending job, the girl looked absolutely amazing.

      The mirror was cruel mistress. Self-esteem was even crueler.

      “Your gorgeous ass will be planted in a seat most of the night, but if you like this style…try this.”

      The next ensemble was high-waisted black shorts and an off-the-shoulder corset top with a ruffled trim hanging from her shoulders. Her breasts had never looked better. “Winner. It’s probably going to give him the wrong idea, but fuck it, let’s go crazy.”

      “Puh-lease,” Portia scoffed. “He rented a hotel, Ellie. That man is gonna bang you like a screen door in a hurricane regardless of what you leave this house wearing.”

      “Portia!” Ellie wanted to be mad, but the laughter spilled out of her before she could reel it in and get ahold of herself.

      Too much of her tits were on display, and the air conditioner’s current chilled her bare thighs, but when Ellie gazed at her reflection in the mirror, she felt ready to go wild.

      “Griff is here!” Emma shouted from the living room.

      “Shit. He’s early,” Ellie muttered.

      “Portia, you fix her hair up. I’ll stall!” Maddie volunteered before rushing from the room and leaving Ellie in the hands of a twenty-one-year-old fashionista.
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        * * *

      

      Emma let Griffin inside and hugged him tight. “Are you and Mama going on a daaaaate?”

      “We are. Is that okay with you, darlin’? Do I need to have your mother back at a certain time?” 

      Emma bobbed her head. “It’s great! I hope you have a good time. She doesn’t like to stay up late though.”

      “Maybe I can change that.”

      Then Maddie barreled out of the bedroom and seized him by the arm. “You. Come with me.”

      “But I just got—”

      “She’s not ready. So you’re gonna have coffee with Dean until she’s ready to go.”

      That was how he wound up in the kitchen nook at Maddie and Dean’s house sipping coffee and confessing plans that Ellie was either going to love or loathe with every fiber of her being. He hoped for the former but prepared for the latter. He’d barely been in the door before Maddie had fucked off into her workshop and left the two men alone, like Dean had been charged with babysitting him.

      Dean cocked a brow at Griffin. “That’s your plan for the weekend? For real?”

      “For real.” He hesitated. “Is it a bad idea? Is this relationship suicide? Give it to me straight, man. I care about this woman, and I just want to show her a good time out on the town away from all her responsibilities.”

      “Well...” The fox shifter’s nose scrunched up. “She’s kind of a control freak. And if I didn’t know how fucking much she needs a little vacation, I’d say you were making a big mistake.”

      “Shit.” Griff pinched the bridge of his nose and reconsidered his plans. All he’d wanted for the past year, ever since he first saw Eleanor come close to bursting into tears of frustration over an asshole customer, was to sweep her away for a stress-free weekend. Now he had his doubts.

      “No. Don’t listen to me. She needs this.”

      “She really does!” Maddie’s voice echoed from the next room. She emerged from her workroom, wiping her hands on a glaze-stained apron. Scarlet and blue pigments were in her hair and smeared on her cheek. “Your plan has the BFF seal of approval. Go forth and woo her. Execute this brilliant master plan. And if she does get furious at you for it, totally tell her that we put you up to it.”

      “You want me to throw you under the bus?”

      “Sure. I can take it. I’m not saying I know what’s best for Ellie, but I know how much she needs this. She wants everyone to think she’s Superwoman but the truth is that she needs a timeout before she goes crazy. For the past two years—almost three years, actually—she’s been systematically moving like a robot from one task to the next. No vacations. No breaks. She’s gonna burn out.”

      “You know, my mom was a single mother too,” Dean offered, rubbing his chin. “And she loved the fuck out of us kids. Spoiled us. But once a year my grandfather would swoop in and take us away for a couple weeks to give her a breather. I’m not a mother so I can’t relate, but I’m gonna say I think single moms don’t like to ask for help.”

      Maddie smiled at him. ”Ellie feels awful about you taking Emma off her hands for even a few hours.”

      “Then I guess I’m doing the right thing.”
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        * * *

      

      The rhythm of the drums pounded through the concert venue like the music had its own pulse. Last time Ellie purchased tickets for a performance at the House of Blues, she’d been stuck in standing room with the rest of the inexpensive general admission tickets. While fun, she’d been miserable, her feet ached, her makeup melted, and dancing all night had reduced her to a sweaty mess.

      As much as she would have loved dancing the entire night away with her sexy police chief, she totally appreciated her comfortable chair at the elevated VIP tables. It sucked to be so far from the stage, but she had a perfect view and her feet weren’t screaming for relief.

      The cocktail server arrived with their drinks, placing a frosty beer in front of her and a second before Griffin. It was her third. She intended to try every craft beer on the menu.

      “Thanks.” Ellie sipped gratefully then licked the chilly foam from her upper lip.

      “Can I get anything else for you two?”

      “I don’t think so.” Griffin caught her eye and cocked a brow, but Ellie shook her head. “That’ll be all for us.”

      Once the waitress was out of sight, Ellie leaned in close, tangled her fingers in Griffin’s dark hair, and kissed him. It wasn’t as dark as she remembered. The chestnut brown dye had faded to a muddy gray, and more of his roots were showing than ever. She liked it. Her silver fox.

      During her favorite songs, they abandoned their seats on the elevated platform to dance. The Midnight Sirens were one of the few female-led rock bands to remain together since their teenage years. Ellie had listened to them for just as long, and still carried fond memories of following one of their tours overseas with Maddie.

      They remained for the encore before moving downstairs to the VIP lounge to eat their fill of dinner and soak up the beer they’d guzzled during the concert.

      Ellie eyed her Moscow mule. “I feel like an asshole drinking when you can’t.”

      “It’s fine. I don’t mind sobering up for the drive. Besides,” he murmured, voice dropping to a low and seductive tone that made her core tremble and involuntarily tighten, “I want to be completely sober and aware of everything I do to you once we reach our room.”

      Ellie missed her mouth. A splash of cold vodka splashed on her cleavage. Swearing and jumping, she tore a few napkins from the holder and patted them against her chest while her boyfriend shot her a mischievous grin from across the table. “Fucker.”

      “Not yet.” Griffin glanced at his watch. “In about an hour, maybe.”

      Her body heated a little more. In only a few words, Griffin had taken her from one kind of famished to suffering from another type of hunger.
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      Griffin had given her every opportunity to decline staying overnight, but the unspoken agreement between them seemed to be that they were going to have sweaty, dirty sex without the risk of Emma stumbling in on them or banging on the door during a critical moment.

      He gave her one opportunity after the next to change her mind and ask to go home.

      Ellie didn’t.

      His warm hand rested on her thigh during the drive through Houston’s streets, and nightlife glowed vibrantly on each stretch of city block. Ellie couldn’t remember the last time she’d enjoyed a night on the town.

      Not since…

      She bundled up those awful, depressing thoughts and stowed them away where they belonged. Tonight, there was only room for one man in her head, and that man was chatting casually about—

      “Really? I’ll let her know you’re cool with it. We can fly on Charlotte’s private jet and take her tickets for Hamilton too.”

      “Huh?” She stared at him.

      “You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?”

      “Um…”

      The car was at a standstill, his pretty black Jaguar not what she expected a police chief to drive, especially an officer in a small town like Crisis where cops either worked due to a love for law enforcement, or no other departments willing to take fresh and inexperienced peace officers.

      “You okay, Ellie?”

      “I’m fine.” She lowered her palm to the top of his hand and caressed his knuckles. “Was just thinking about tonight.”

      “Yeah?” His brows knit. “That’s not the kind of expression I want on my lady’s face when she thinks about sleeping with me.”

      “You’ll have the opportunity in a moment to put a whole other expression on my face.”

      That shut him up and ended the questions. Five minutes later, they pulled in front of an extravagant hotel, he passed the keys to the valet driver, and they were riding an elevator to one of the top floors.

      “I have a confession to make,” Griffin said.

      Something about his cocky smile told her to prepare for the worst, to both loathe and adore him all at once. “What did you do?”

      “I kinda booked this place for two nights.”

      “But my bakery—”

      “Is taken care of. I spoke with Grace about potentially filling in for you Sunday morning, and she was delighted. Luke’s going to pop in and check on her at the usual time.”

      Ellie pressed her lips together. Irritation spiked up her spine. “You had no business going behind my back and speaking to my employees.”

      “And then I told them both it was ultimately up to you to decide if we’re doing it. So you can turn it down and we can head back in the afternoon as planned, or…”

      She could accept his arrangement for the gift it was and enjoy a weekend away from her child for the first time since Emma was born.

      The elevator opened into a hall that shone radiantly with expensive fixtures and glossy marble floors. “You upset with me?”

      “No.” His expression turned skeptical, and he hesitated at the door until Ellie slipped behind him and wrapped one arm around his waist, her chin on his shoulder. “Hurry up. I don’t want to wait.”

      The door opened to reveal paradise, the extraordinary suite fancier than any home she’d ever stepped inside. For a moment, she was overwhelmed by the sheer beauty of it: the Houston skyline, the romantic sight, a bucket of champagne on ice beside a box of Godiva chocolates.

      Mad at him was the last thing she wanted to be.

      In Ellie’s head, and in the scene she’d rehearsed a dozen times that afternoon while packing for the night, she’d head into the bathroom and drag on a little scrap of silk, donning the pink baby doll nightie Maddie had crammed into her bag that afternoon.

      Deciding the lingerie could wait for the next night, Ellie spun toward Griffin and smashed her lips against his in a desperate kiss. His words, whatever he’d wanted to say, died on the first syllable, swallowed by her mouth.

      No time for changing her mind or second-guessing. Their tongues met, sweetness and heat enriched by igniting passion until there was an almost feral quality to their hungry kisses. Startling her with his eagerness, Griff tugged the laces to her top. His hands remained in motion, stripping her clothes away one article at a time. Without warning, he hauled her up with both hands under her ass. Her legs automatically framed his hips.

      Ellie didn’t see any more of the suite until they were in the bedroom where she finally came up for air, but what she did see of it convinced her he must have paid a small fortune. A fortune spent to give her a small break from the mundane life of a single mom and fledgling businesswoman. A single weekend without the stressors of being the boss of both her home and livelihood.

      Suddenly, nothing mattered but having this man’s cock deep inside her. The moment her back touched down on the mattress, Griff stretched over her. She untucked his shirt and smoothed her hands over his torso, delighting in the hard ridges of his abdominal muscles. They practically clawed each other’s clothes off, but Griffin had more of his senses intact than her.

      All she succeeded in doing was unfastening his jeans. She was damned near naked, wearing only her little black lace panties. The corset top spilled down from her arms.

      Naked and vulnerable, she waited for his reaction. No man but her dear and beloved Greg had never seen her this way. Would he hate her chubby thighs and the belly no number of crunches would flatten?

      “El?” His gaze raked over her body, golden and filled with an intensity that made her tremble.

      “Yeah?” She licked her lips, skin tingling and hot with need. 

      “How the hell can you be so beautiful?”

      Goodbye insecurities. They burst like soap bubbles, each one proving to be an unfounded worry. He didn’t shy away from the loose skin. He didn’t care that her soft tummy lacked definition, bearing stretch marks beneath her navel. If he saw them, he gave no indication. His lips skimmed her hipbone, grazed her thigh. Her body clenched in anticipation.  

      “This okay?” His breath feathered over her core, his tongue millimeters away from providing what she wanted most.

      “God, yes. I swear they’ll find your murdered body in this suite tomorrow morning if you stop.”

      Griff chuckled, the warmth of his breath teasing her. She clenched on nothing, seeking something to fill her, especially craving his mouth. “I like an assertive woman.”

      The first kiss was almost her undoing, ending with an indulgent stroke from his tongue down her slit. Ellie jolted in place, startled by her body’s reaction long before his hands began to explore. Her breasts, heavy and aching, became his next victim as he squeezed both in his strong hands and flicked his thumbs over the tight nipples. His mouth lingered between her legs, placing eager and wet kisses against her pussy, teasing over her clit, lighting her aflame with sensations that left her writhing and trembling on the sheets.
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        * * *

      

      “This isn’t fair,” Ellie finally gasped.

      “Mm.” Ignoring her, Griffin teased his lips over her clit, alternating between lazy sucks and tracing the delicate nerve bundle with his tongue. “What’s not fair?” he asked, stopping only when he sensed she was on the verge of orgasm.

      “Goddamn you.”

      “You want me to stop?”

      “No!” Ellie shouted, tangling her fingers in his hair and tugging harder. “I just… I’m close.” Her words were one-part shy whisper, one-part guttural groan of need.

      Griffin slid two fingers inside her and slowly pumped, curving until he found her G-spot. “Close to what? I want to hear you say it.”

      “A lot of things. I want to see you. I can’t be the only one lying here naked.”

      “That all you want? What do you need, baby?”

      Ellie shuddered and clamped around his fingers. “I…I don’t know if I want to orgasm on your mouth first or have your cock to inside me when I come. Right now, I’ll settle for having your dick in my hand.”

      “And here I thought you’d prefer having my cock elsewhere.”

      He withdrew his fingers and stood beside the bed to strip down, aware of her hungry gaze on him from start to finish, especially when he kicked off his jeans and stood at the foot of the bed in only boxers. His cock tented the cotton fabric, its pink tip poking ambitiously through the front flap.

      Her eyes grew wide.

      Grinning, Griffin gave himself a deliberate stroke. “Happy with what you see?”

      “Oh yes.” She traced her fingertips down the sinewy length, wrapped her fingers around its length, and pumped him.

      Then she put her mouth on him and all ability to communicate articulately fled his mind. He made an unintelligible sound and rocked on his heels as she licked her way across his crown.

      When she stopped, the frustrated groan he made put a smile on her face. Fuck, he needed a condom, and he needed it now. His gaze darted to his discarded pants on the floor.

      “There’s condoms in my jeans. Just give me a sec—”

      Ellie rose onto her knees and touched one finger to his lips. “Are you clean?”

      “Got tested after she left me. Just in case.” 

      Just in case that bitch had potentially brought something back to him. No matter how much he wanted to loathe his ex, the only emotion his heart could feel when gazing down at Ellie was elation. That bitch’s loss was Ellie’s gain.

      His gain, because being free meant he could have the swan maiden of his dreams.

      “I am too. And I have…an implant.” She took his hand and brought it to her arm where a device no larger than a matchstick lay under the skin. “See? Do you trust me?”

      “Trust you? Fuck yes. Baby, I’d do anything you asked right now.”
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        * * *

      

      Griffin caught her mouth in another searing kiss. She pressed in against him and wiggled close, her breasts flattened against his powerful chest, his cock brushing her lower stomach. Sneaking one hand between them treated her to the satin length of his erection, hard and throbbing and perfect. As she rolled her thumb over the tip and gathered the leaking precum, a shudder went through him. 

      “Come here,” she murmured against his lips. El pulled him down with her to the sheets. Finally, they were skin against skin and nothing else mattered but the delicious bump and grind of his cock against her slit. He slid against her over and over, gliding over her folds, nudging her core and sending shivers of delight down her spine with every delicious move.

      “I feel like I’ve waited months for this,” Griff admitted, his voice a husky growl. “It’s been only a couple weeks, but God, it feels like months. Years.” And then he promptly rolled and placed her on top of him, resting with his back against pillows. “But I think this first time, I want to watch you, baby.”

      “Yes,” was all she could say, her thoughts too scrambled by the fact that she had Texas’s hottest man beneath her, all muscle and sexy, sun-bronzed skin. 

      As much as Ellie wanted to fuck him hard and fast, she also wanted to savor the moment of entry. To feel every pulse of his cock, the wonderous stretch of him claiming her during their connection.

      Leaning up, he kissed her. “Show me what you can do.”

      Her belly tightened with anticipation, but she raised her hips and positioned herself over him.

      The moment of truth, she thought, lowering herself onto his length. She sank down every marvelous inch, bottoming out with a startled gasp when no space remained between them. Moving slowly at first to get her bearings, she reacquainted herself with a rhythm that returned just like riding a bike. Except she was riding a gorgeous man who gazed up at her with lovestruck, lust-filled eyes. 

      Ellie took in the sight of Griffin beneath her, abs rippling tight with each roll of his hips. His strong hands squeezed her hips and guided her faster, filling her over and over in a lazy rhythm. Moving up, his hands framed her waist, slid over her ribs, and cupped her breasts, paying extra attention to her nipples before he leaned forward and caught one rosy bud between his teeth.  When he sucked, her channel trembled around him and the telltale tension of approaching climax coiled in her belly.

      One moment, they were moving at a sedate pace, a leisurely lovemaking for an unhurried woman; in the next, her needs took over, and riding him became a desperate race to the finish. Her breasts bounced as wildly as his impassioned thrusts, jostling until their rhythms merged as one, no longer frenetic and clumsy but glorious and sparking with sensation.

      At one point, she thought he growled, a noise she hadn’t thought her fellow avian shifters were capable of, but the sound was lost in his groans for more, his pleas for her to keep going, and guttural moans that set her ablaze with need to watch him climax with her.

      Orgasm clenched her core, then swept her away on a tide of bliss that left her slumped over him and shuddering, screaming his name and bouncing like crazy through each delicious ripple. Despite Griff riding her through each tremble, her needs remained unquenched.

      “Your turn,” Ellie managed to exhale between breathy moans, hungry for the moment she’d feel him joining her on the plateau.

      In an easy maneuver, Griffin rolled them across the mattress and pulled out. She squeaked in surprise upon landing on her stomach, then hitched up in the bed on the single stroke that reseated him balls-deep in her pussy. She throbbed and ached, tingling out of control, chasing another orgasm that seemed just beyond reach. 

      “But—I…I—Oh, God—I…want to see you come,” she rasped out, breathless from the fast rhythm he set. His fingers found the sensitive bundle of nerves between her thighs and rolled it. She saw stars.

      “Look up.” His voice was a growly rasp in her ear.

      Ellie followed his order and pushed up onto her elbows to realize there was a mirror in the headboard.

      A mirror.

      The sight of him, bent over her, his shoulders glistening with sweat, palming her full breasts with one hand, and teasing her clit with the other, provided all the stimulation she needed to climax again with a startled cry. Fucking her through the climax elongated it, extending and enriching her pleasure. The trembling around his cock didn’t end—even when he thrust into her with a final shout and spilled everything he had.

      He held her close the whole while they lay panting together in the bed waiting for their breaths to even out and letting the sweat dry on their skin. Griffin kissed her temple, one arm looped around her waist.

      “Griff?”

      “Hm?”

      “Let’s do it again.”

      His low chuckle ignited sparks in her chest. She’d never known it was possible to adore a laugh so much. “You mind giving me a second to catch my breath before you make more demands? I’m not twenty anymore.”

      “Hm… Fine. I guess I’m nice enough to go help myself to the champagne and chocolate I saw when we entered.”
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      If they were at home, Ellie would have served Griffin breakfast in bed, because her man definitely earned it. Despite claiming he wasn’t in his prime anymore—blatant lie—he’d managed to find the energy to make love to her two more times that night, once in the suite’s living room after she’d fed him strawberries, and again in the spacious bath tub where he’d tenderly washed her back. His stamina was out of this world, and her body ached in the most delicious way, meaning he deserved an equally delicious meal.

      Since they couldn’t do that at the hotel, she rang up room service and ordered everything she’d have normally made for him that morning, from biscuits and gravy to enough bacon for a necromancer to raise an undead pig.

      Once they returned home to Crisis, Ellie would have to send Emma over to sleep at Portia’s place, or maybe across the road to Maddie’s for a night. She really did want to cook for Griffin.

      Preparing breakfast for the man she loved had long ago become one of her favorite morning-after rituals.

      Loved.

      God, it was too early to declare love, but she certainly felt fond of him, fond enough that she’d happily share her bed and take the terrifying step forward that involved explaining to her child that sometimes, Griff would be staying the night over at their place.

      While she waited for their food to arrive, she made a call home, checked in with Portia, and chatted with Emma. Since Portia had promised her a trip to the Lufkin Zoo, Dean and Maddie were tagging along to help keep an eye on her.

      Thankfully, Emma had outgrown chasing the peacocks, but during her younger years, she’d once lost control of her abilities and transformed in the middle of the damned park.

      After breakfast, he unveiled a whole smorgasbord of activities he’d planned for her, beginning with a scheduled visit to the hotel’s spa.

      “It’s no fun if I go alone. I want to spend time with you,” Ellie complained.

      “That’s why I made an appointment for two. Couple’s seaweed wraps and all that.”

      Ellie cocked a brow. “You’re joining me at the spa?”

      “I’m not opposed to a mani pedi. I’m not a caveman.”

      That was how Ellie wound up enjoying four hours of spa-related bliss, including the promised seaweed wraps and a jade stone massage. By the end of the evening when dinner came around at a Michelin-rated restaurant, she felt on top of the world, as if nothing—nothing—could ruin their impromptu weekend away.
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        * * *

      

      Ellie sang along to the radio on the ride home, reinvigorated from the previous day’s spa visit and full of brunchtime Bloody Marys. They flew down I-45 with the convertible top down and the wind streaking through her hair. Griffin loved the smile on her face as much as he loved the melodic notes her swan maiden voice hit flawlessly, effortlessly.

      Her people had a different kind of magic that transcended their ability to shift into an animal shape.

      “We’re going to do this again soon, right?” he asked, cutting his gaze from the road to her wine-flushed face. In addition to half a pitcher of Bloody Mary, she’d also drank two flights of different wines on the menu to sample, because she couldn’t make up her mind, unable to choose until Griffin told her to go crazy. He was the designated driver, and “You only live once.”

      “Well…”

      “Hamilton tickets, babe. You don’t know how difficult those were to get.”

      “I feel like I’m taking advantage of your connections and your sister’s kindness. And I thought you said that she bought the tickets but her plans had changed?”

      “Er. Well…” A spike of guilt thundered into his chest. “I fibbed a little. Charlotte thinks you’re amazing, and she bought the tickets with us in mind.” He wouldn’t say it, but his sister had spent a half hour singing Ellie’s praises, ecstatic he’d finally found a woman who accepted him for who he was.

      Griffin waited for her to snap and lose her temper, but when he stole a glance at Ellie, she smiled back at him from the passenger seat.

      If this wasn’t love, he didn’t think he’d ever find it. Maybe it was too soon, but just gazing at her sent his heart fluttering, warmth coursing through his blood he’d never experienced before with any other woman.

      “All right. I’ll agree to your flight to New York City on one condition, mister.”

      “All right? What condition is that?”

      “I do my fair share at the bakery and work a few days straight so I’m not putting Grace or Luke in a bind. We’ll work it out when we’re at home.”

      “Fair enough. I am sorry for springing things on you like this. It’s just…baby, you work yourself to death. You take so much on your shoulders. Maddie told me to throw her under the bus and say she put me up to it, but the truth it, I was concerned. I wanted to do something nice for you this weekend.”

      “It was nice. And I love it. Just…next time you want to surprise me, give me a tiny, itty bitty inkling so I’m not putting my employees out.”

      “Deal.”

      He squeezed her thigh and kept his focus on the road, driving one-handed as they cruised past Houston’s city limits. Since Ellie wanted to stop for bubble tea at her favorite mall kiosk, they swung by The Woodlands Mall and beelined through JCPenney, to a nearby shop operated by three kind Asian ladies.

      “The hell is a bubble tea?” Griffin asked.

      “It is magic.” She turned back to the cashier. “We’ll take two taro bubble teas with tapioca please. Both large.”

      Griff cocked a brow, giving the most recent customer’s drink a dubious look. Nothing about the frothy drink looked appetizing. “Is this gonna be as magical as all the booze flowing through you?” he asked, pulling out his wallet. Before he could pay, Ellie snatched it from his hands and stuffed it back into his jeans. Then she slipped the cashier a twenty from her own purse and stuffed the change into the tip jar.

      “You’re going to try it because you like me.”

      A couple minutes later, they returned to the JCPenney entrance with frosty drinks in hand. Ellie eyed him. “Sip it.”

      “There’s black things in it.”

      “It’s tapioca. Pearls of life.”

      Griff snorted. “I’m pretty fucking sure that isn’t what these are.”

      “Drink it.”

      “What if it’s gross?”

      “Listen, you uncultured eagle swine,” she started, whirling to face Griffin and point a finger at his chest. At that point, he burst out laughing. “If you hate it, I will drink it. How many times have you trusted my judgment in the bakery when I have a new item?”

      “Every time,” he answered sheepishly. “You’re a pushy drunk. Adorable, but pushy.” Then he took an experimental pull through the extra-large straw. And it was delicious. 

      Ellie didn’t let him forget that throughout most of their drive. 

      About thirty minutes from home, her cell phone rang. Seconds into the call, the smile dropped off her face.

      “How bad is it? Is she—”

      Shit. Griffin considered pulling over. He stole glances at her as he approached their exit from the highway.

      “We’re not far from home, Luke. We’ll be there soon. Just stay calm, okay? Stay calm.” Ellie ended the call and turned her gaze to Griffin. “Luke ran out to make a delivery, and when he returned, Grace was… He found her lying on the floor in the kitchen. EMS is with her now.”
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      “Whoever entered behind Mrs. Robinson must have somehow known the security camera blind spots. Now, look right here.” Griffin paused the footage for the other officers. He’d called all six men in their small department in to review the digital videos picked up from the Glazed and Confused security system. “See how he just comes out of nowhere?”

      The man in the freeze frame had the stereotypical look of a burglar, only he’d operated in broad daylight wearing a silicone horse mask on his head, a black leather jacket, gloves, dark jeans, and motorcycle boots. They’d swept the place for clues and evidence but turned up nothing, not even a few out of place fingerprints that didn’t belong to the bakery staff.

      “Strange,” Howard said, a deep wrinkle creasing his brow. He was the youngest member of the force, only one year out of the academy, and popular with the ladies in town. “How the fuck did he do that?”

      “Hell if I know. Now watch.”

      Griff resumed the video. After the masked man dragged Grace out of sight, he gazed at the camera and tilted his head. About thirty seconds after he stepped from frame, the camera footage ended.

      “And that’s it. Somehow, he made it to Ellie’s office without being seen again on either of the two cameras along the way.”

      “Damn shame there’s no camera in her office. That motherfucker did some serious Houdini shit right there. He must have gotten there in what, twenty seconds?” said Connelly, an overweight cop with a thick, bushy mustache. Despite his size, he had some get-up-and-go during a conflict.

      “Thirty-two,” Griffin replied. “I checked the timestamps already. Thirty-two seconds after he lays an old lady out on the floor, these cameras turn off.”

      “Can we rule out any kind of digital manipulation?” Sergeant Frederick asked. 

      “It’s possible but highly unlikely. Dawson left the bakery around a quarter after eleven to deliver a large order to Calvary Baptist Church. According to the timestamp on his phone logs, he discovered Mrs. Robinson at eleven forty-seven. Hardly enough time to doctor digital recordings. And on what?”

      “Damn,” Frederick growled.

      “Even so, I’ve sent a copy off to a friend who works with digital surveillance. He’ll let me know when he’s had a chance to view it. In the meantime, we have a criminal on the streets. It wasn’t easy to get, but the city is growing, and with that comes crime. I now have authorization to hire on two more men. One part-time and one full. We’re going to patrol the shopping strips twice an hour when we’re not on an active call.”

      “Every half hour?” Howard blinked at him. “This man isn’t going back there.”

      “We don’t know that. Not until we can determine a motive.”

      Connelly grunted. ”Anything missing?”

      “Anything of value within the bakery is too heavy to escape with on foot. He left two hundred in the register, and Mrs. Robinson wore the key on her person at the time of the attack.”

      “Damn. So he just left the cash in there like that?” Howard asked, shaking his head. “I just can’t figure out why some lowlife would go and attack a granny like this. Rotten shit to do, man.”

      “Agreed. That’s why we’re going to remain extra vigilant, guys. No parking alongside Main Street and playing Candy Crush.”

      One of them groaned.

      “I hope we find the fucker. Mrs. Robinson never hurt nobody,” a quieter officer grumbled. 

      Whoever had harmed Grace, they’d gotten in and out in seconds, even disabling the security system.

      “What the fuck is with that mask though, Chief?” Howard crossed his arms. “You know, one of my kids begged for a mask like that, only it was a unicorn. Wanted me to order it online.”

      “Yeah. Because it most likely came from an online vendor, we can’t trace it to a local store. It’s too early to know if this incident is connected with the burglary at the Pryor residence. Just the same. I want two of you on duty at night from now on. And if you know anyone in search of work, direct him—”

      “What if they’re a her?” Howard asked suddenly.

      “I don’t discriminate,” Griffin replied. In the years since he’d worked at the department, there hadn’t been a single female applicant to come through their doors. Most of them went to the county with their resumes. And he couldn’t blame them. The pay was better.

      “Anything else for us, Chief?” Howard asked.

      “Yeah. Sign this.” Griffin tossed a Get Well card onto his desk and set a pen on top of it.
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        * * *

      

      Ellie hesitated outside of the hospital room, a flower arrangement in her hands and dread bubbling in her chest. Because of her and her business, one of the kindest old women in Crisis was lying in the hospital bed with a serious concussion and a mess of stitches on the back of her head.

      By the time she arrived at the bakery, EMS had already rushed away with Grace, leaving nothing for Ellie to do but to pull her file and call the emergency contacts. Now that both were present, and she suspected they were going to blame her for what happened to their beloved family matriarch.

      Steeling herself for the worst, Ellie rapped on the open hospital door and stepped inside, big smile on her face. “Hello. Is it okay to visit?” She aimed her smile at Grace and the two women seated at her bedside. Three generations of Robinson women glanced at her, but Grace was the first to greet her with a big smile.

      “Ellie! Come sit down. Oh, those flowers are just so lovely. Are they for me?”

      “They sure are.”

      “Come on and set them here on this table so I can look at them.” Grace patted the small stand beside her hospital bed.

      Grace’s daughter looked the most like her, a dark-skinned woman wearing her hair in dozens of dark braids. “So you’re Ellie.” She rose and offered her right hand. “I’m Patricia, and this is my daughter, Sofia. Mama has had nothing but wonderful things to say about you.”

      Sofia rose too, shaking Ellie’s hand in turn. She was fairer, much lighter of complexion than her mother and grandmother, her big brown eyes set in an oval face surrounded by wild cinnamon-brown curls. At first, she studied Ellie hawkishly, too shrewdly, then a shy smile touched her lips. “Pleasure to meet you, ma’am.” She had a slight accent, the kind Ellie picked up on sometimes in the bilingual kids who learned both English and Spanish growing up but spent more time speaking the latter.

      “Here,” the girl said, gesturing to her chair. “You can have my seat.”

      Ellie managed not to sag under the crushing weight of her relief. Her smile felt plastic, molded on her face. “Oh, no! That’s not necessary. I didn’t mean to intrude on your visit.”

      “You’re not. Trust me. Just a minute ago, Granny was going on about how boring it is to lie in this bed,” Sofia replied.

      “Well, it’s true. Why keep me in bed over a little bump? It’s such a waste of time. I want to go back to work. What good am I here laying in this bed, racking up a medical bill?” The older woman shook her head sorrowfully and sighed. “I’m so sorry, Ellie. Ruining your nice weekend with Chief Montgomery the way I did.”

      Ellie’s smile diminished. “What?”

      “I should have been paying closer attention to what was going on. If I’d been listening, I would have—”

      “You are not responsible for what happened.”

      “I must have left the back door open.”

      “You didn’t,” Ellie cut in. “The security cameras would have picked that up. Griffin must have reviewed the surveillance footage about a dozen times, and you know what he saw? He saw this guy coming from the camera’s blind spot like a damned ninja. It could have been anyone he took down. It could have been me if I was there in the shop instead. We sure don’t have him arriving; I watched the recorded footage of you locking the door behind you when you took out the trash. Then Luke left and somehow, this asshole got in there.”

      “I just feel awful. You were supposed to come back and tell me all about how well your weekend went with Chief Good-Looking.” Grace’s deepening frown tugged the corners off her mouth down, intensifying the network of wrinkles around her mouth. She’d never looked so old before, but hospitals had a way of adding fragility to all persons within.

      “It is, but don’t you worry about my bakery. You rest and recover.”

      “We’ve been trying to tell her that,” Patricia said. “But my mama has never been the sort to lie around in bed while there’s hard work to be done.”

      “Enough about my bakery. How are you, Grace?”

      “Stitches.” The old woman sniffed in disdain. “Nothing I haven’t ever had before. These people nowadays want you to stay in bed over a few bumps and little cuts. It’s just outrageous.”

      Patricia laughed. “You see what we have to deal with here? Her scans were good, so it’s likely the doctor will release her tomorrow.”

      “Good.” Ellie moved to the edge of her chair. “I should probably leave you so she’ll rest.”

      “You know what’ll make me rest?” Grace asked.

      “What?” Ellie blinked at her.

      “You tellin’ me all about that fine spa Chief Montgomery took you to. I overheard him mentioning it to Luke, and it sure sounded nice.”

      Ellie flushed.

      “I don’t want to know about the nookie, girl. Tell me about the foot rubs.”

      Then they all laughed. And since Ellie figured it couldn’t hurt, she settled back in her chair and told Grace all about it.
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      The weather turned, and spring heralded in a sudden dank and rainy day, laying down sheets of water on Crisis. Griff spent most of the morning in his patrol vehicle, sometimes tucked beside the interstate that wound through the middle of the town, at other times, cruising up and down the streets and checking out the quiet parking spaces and loading areas behind the town’s three main shopping strips.

      Not only had they been unsuccessful picking up any new leads about Ellie’s home burglary, but they’d also failed to track down the mysterious prick who attacked Grace. Thankfully, the old woman was doing well at home and recuperating from the traumatic event, even talking about returning to work.

      Around two, he checked in on Ellie and they chatted on and off until the closing time rush really hit her. Despite the incident at the bakery, life hadn’t been half bad between them. Almost two months had passed since their first date, and he couldn’t remember what it was like to be happy without her in his life. He really looked forward to those moments with her and Emma.

      That little girl wasn’t his child by blood, but he felt nothing but affection for her.

      A text came from Ellie around a quarter to three.

      Ellie: Hey handsome.

      Griffin: Welcome back, sweetheart. Rush wasn’t that bad?

      Ellie: Oh, it was bad. You mind doing a favor for me?

      Griffin: Sure.

      Ellie: I’m heading home early to shower. Had an accident at the bakery and I’ll probably be blowing flour out of my nose for a week.

      Griffin glanced twice at the message then hit the call button.

      Ellie answered on the first ring. “Hi.”

      “Say what? Why is there flour in your nose?”

      “We uh, had an incident that may have resulted in twenty pounds of flour covering Sam and me. Now I’m heading home for a shower. Could you get Emma from daycare? Dean is working, and Maddie’s phone isn’t on.”

      “Sure thing. I’m gonna need a photograph though.”

      “Griff.”

      “El,” he mocked. “I need photographic evidence of why I’m budging from this highway. Otherwise, I might have to take a certain little miss over to DQ for a large Oreo Blizzard. How much of that do you think she can shovel into her belly without dinner in there to buffer all that sugar?”

      “You wouldn’t!”

      “I sure would.”

      “Fine. Incoming.”

      Ellie’s end of the line fell silent then he heard Luke laughing. The picture came through in text message a minute later of her with her hair dusted with flour, her face chalky, her pink shirt heavily coated.

      He cracked up laughing. “I’m on my way to get her. Uh, are you sure I can get her from the daycare? I’m not…”

      Her father. Or one of her legal guardians. Though he’d been over at their house enough evenings for Disney movie nights and taken both mother and daughter out for afternoons at the Sonic Drive-In, he wasn’t the man who fathered her.

      But he really wanted to be.

      For the first time since they’d started dating, he realized that.

      “I had your name added to the list of persons able to pick her up. Um, I hope that was okay. I… It just…”

      “It’s okay, baby. Don’t worry about it. I’m glad you did.”

      Ellie exhaled a relived breath, the sound shuddering through her into the phone. “It seemed like the natural progression of things, and I figured one day maybe it’d be necessary.”

      “And it is today. We’ll be there in about thirty, maybe longer. I’ll feed her, get her a mini Blizzard, all right? Give you plenty of time to soak and relax.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Want a movie from the Redbox?”

      “Would you? I heard that new Spider-Man is good. I’m taking off now, but I’ll leave her carseat here for you.”
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      Griffin hated putting a kid in the back seat of the cruiser, but she wasn’t old enough to ride in the front. The back was clean, however, the seats shampooed two weeks prior. And thankfully, he hadn’t needed to put anyone back there recently.

      He pulled in front of the school and parked to the side to join the throng of parents picking up their children from the daycare center, returning greetings as he got them. When he stepped into Emma’s classroom, her eyes lit up and she ran to him.

      “Griff!”

      “How ya doin’ sweetheart?”

      “Fiiiine,” she drawled, peeking up at him shyly. “Where’s Mommy?”

      A teacher directed Griffin to a clipboard with the sign-out sheet. He wrote in his name before carrying Emma out. “She had a rough day at the bakery, so I’m here to get you instead.”

      “Ohhh.”

      “You know what that means?”

      “What?!”

      “Dairy Queen. You down for tacos or steak fingers this time?”

      “Chicken fingers not steak!” she shouted, kicking her feet gleefully.

      “Ahhh okay, okay. Chicken then.”

      They sat inside for their meal, ordering a chicken strip basket and cookie dough Blizzard to go for her.

      Griffin felt eyes on him, the back of his neck warm from a stare. He casually glanced over his shoulder and saw Chad Brunswick eyeballing him from the edge of the restaurant. Deliberately, he didn’t break eye contact.

      Asshole.

      He tried to convey the sentiment with his stare, channeling the unblinking and intimidating presence of his avian side. Eventually, the other guy backed down and looked away first.

      “That’s the man who bothers Mommy,” Emma told him helpfully.

      “Huh?”

      “Two days ago he came over and asked Mommy if she wanted to sell the bakery yet.”

      “Did he?” Griff said, refusing to twist around and look again. “Isn’t that something? Thank you for telling me, sweet pea.”

      And somehow, he managed not to lose his smile.
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        * * *

      

      Sometimes Ellie wondered how the hell she’d ever gotten so lucky. Three years ago, she’d felt the exact opposite, like life could never get worse, like she could never, ever find happiness again. Then she spent a day with her best friend, peeked in on Emma sleeping soundly in bed, or spent hours behind the counter of her own bakery, and she truly understood that her life hadn’t ended with Greg’s.

      “Earth to Elliiiiiiie,” Sam drawled as she arrived with fresh coffee for them both. “You daydreaming about the chief again?”

      Ellie chuckled. ”Not him this time. Was just thinking about how damn lucky I am to have all of you guys. And this place. I made a dream come true here somehow.”

      In addition to making a reality out of her own dream, she’d filled three of the other storefronts, one of them a flourishing Thai restaurant. Sometimes Steven and Kohsoom were so busy their customers had to place orders an hour ahead. Then a seamstress had also moved in, and somehow, Charlotte Montgomery had made magic. The girl became Instagram-famous overnight and buyers visited from as far as Austin for custom-designed dresses.

      “You really did. I’m so happy for you. Now what about that raise?”

      Ellie almost choked on the sip of sweet hazelnut brew. “If I choke to death on coffee, you’re out of a job on top of getting no raise, I want you to know.”

      Sam grinned impishly. “But?”

      “But you and Luke are long overdue. Let’s take it up to nine-fifty.”

      Sam pumped a fist. “Yas!”

      “What’s this I hear about a raise?” Luke called, voice booming from the ovens. 

      “You’re both getting a dollar-fifty raise.”

      “Oh, hell yeah. I need that.” 

      The bell chimed with the arrival of another patron. A cluster of high school students entered fresh from the campus. At the rear of them, she saw her most irritating, most vexing nemesis.

      Chad Brunswick.

      Ellie sighed.

      One by one, they took care of the lunch rush of hungry teens, then handled a few stragglers who entered afterward. By the time it was over, the other side of the shop was full of customers enjoying their lunches, and Ellie’s coffee was cold. Sam brought her another just as Chad approached.

      After sipping the steaming brew, Ellie put on a smile. Caffeine is sanity, my zen, my safe place, she thought. She would not let this man badger her today.

      “Good afternoon, Ellie. Wondered if you and I could have a chat.”

      “If it’s about the same subject matter as before, I think not, Chad.”

      Luke and Sam lingered nearby. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Sam taking a photo with her cell phone.

      “You know, you really should consider listening to me, Ellie. I have your best interest at heart, and honestly, this business you got going on here is way too much for you to handle. You can’t run this place on top of managing the entire strip’s safety. That poor old woman got injured in this place because of your poor security.” He shook his head. “Opens you up to a lawsuit.”

      “It was an unfortunate incident. They’re not suing,” Ellie said between gritted teeth.

      “That what you think?”

      “It’s what I know.” Grace would be back in two weeks, and she’d have returned by now if both Ellie and her doctor permitted it.

      “Strange. I had a word with her daughter, and she sounds keen on visiting a lawyer to settle the matter.”

      The cold weight of apprehension dropped into the pit of Ellie’s stomach, practically dragging her gut to the floor. Her lips and fingers went numb. “You had no business going to them behind my back. What the fuck is wrong with you? Get out of my shop. Get out now. This is harassment, and I’m sick and tired of you coming in here starting trouble.”

      “You sell it to me now, and I can make this problem go away,” Chad continued smoothly, as if he didn’t even hear her.

      The bell chimed again. Ellie’s gaze flew to the door and locked on the golden stare of her man, only he wasn’t looking at her, his eyes set in a face contorted into a mask of rage. He stalked over, black boots thundering on the tile, and she knew before he opened his mouth why Sam had taken their picture.

      Shit.

      “The hell are you doing around here, Brunswick?” Griffin demanded.

      “Having a civil discourse with this young businesswoman.”

      “From what I heard, you aren’t welcome here. You need to go.”

      Chad glanced from Griffin to Ellie and cocked a brow. “How can you possibly run a business when your boyfriend has to come fight your battles, Ellie? Think about that. And good luck with that suit. My offer is on the table until Friday, and then I suppose you’ll just have to handle it on your own.”

      Ellie’s face flushed. “I have never needed a man to fight my battles. Get out of my shop. Now.”

      When Chad hesitated, lingering just a few steps from the counter, Griffin stepped up within arm’s distance of him. They weren’t evenly matched—Griffin had six inches on him, and a whole lot of breadth, his shoulders broader and biceps larger. Chad looked small and harmless by comparison. “Step out now, or I’ll escort you out.”

      “Ah, abusing your badge for your lady’s honor. Well. We’ll see what Mayor Pemberton thinks of this,” Chad said snidely. Then he vacated the premises, and everyone seemed to take one collective breath.

      “Oh my God,” Sam said. “That was tense.”

      “It took every ounce of my composure not to pick him up by the scruff of his neck and set him outside,” Luke said, groaning into one palm. “Fuck.”

      “Griffin,” Ellie said quietly. “Come to my office please.”

      The moment she had him inside and shut the door, she spun on him. “How dare you come into my shop and behave like I’m some damsel to save?”

      “I… What?”

      “Did Sam call you?”

      “She sent me a text message because I asked her to let me know if Chad Asswick showed his face around here again to bother you.”

      “That little traitor,” Ellie muttered, slamming one fist into her other palm. “This ends now. You will not show up to rescue me the moment someone says I’m in an argument.”

      His mouth opened and shut a few times before he found his voice. “You’re seriously upset with me?” 

      “If I want the support of the police, I can call them on my own.”

      “Then maybe that’s what you shoulda done instead of letting that asshole swagger into your shop and to your home whenever he has it in his head to bully you! You’re my woman, and I’ll be damned if someone harasses you when I can do something about it.”
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        * * *

      

      The moment the words left his mouth, Griffin knew he’d fucked up. Ellie’s expression frosted over.

      “I can’t believe you’re pulling this macho, overprotective bullshit because a man dared to challenge me. You think I can’t take care of myself? I have managed for three fucking years just fine on my own without the oversight and protection of a man, Griffin Montgomery, and I sure don’t need you entering my store and doing it for me.”

      Griffin grunted. He hated that she’d busted him red-handed just as much as he hated that smarmy bastard standing across the counter, staring her down with a threat in his gaze.

      “I’m not some possession for you guard and protect like a dog growling over a bone. I’m a woman with my own mind, and I know how to get rid of a man if I need to.”

      “I never said you couldn’t, El.”

      “Then treat me like one.” She sighed. “I don’t want to fight with you over Chad.”

      “I don’t want to fight with you either.”

      He just wished she’d trust him when it came to a guy who looked as sincere and trustworthy as a fox in a henhouse.

      Something about Chad Brunswick didn’t settle right with him.
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      Ellie hadn’t slept well the previous night, spending the scant hours between Emma’s bed time and her usual arrival to Glazed and Confused staring at the ceiling and wondering what was so bad about depending on another person again.

      Because sometimes people leave you, she thought.

      She’d depended on Greg. He’d been their sole provider. Her beloved, the father of her child.

      He’d been her everything, and one accident had torn a jagged hole in their lives it’d taken her three years to repair. Men weren’t permanent fixtures in one’s life. They came and they went, and sometimes it was death that took them.

      The moment she began to rely on Griffin Montgomery, she’d be dooming herself to potentially losing him too.

      Two days had passed since the confrontation with Chad Montgomery, and she was still waiting for a lawyer to contact her on Grace’s behalf, too afraid to hire the attorney she kept on retainer to handle the mess between them.

      Of course, that would be the adult action to take, which meant she had no choice but to make the call Monday morning.

      Around nine she started to sag from lack of sleep, sitting on the stool behind the counter with her head propped on her arms. When the bell chimed, Ellie jerked upright to the sight of Grace and her granddaughter.

      “Hi there!” she chirped, putting on her friendly face.

      “Oh, good gracious, child, you should be at home. Are you sick?” Grace asked with concern.

      Ellie’s smile weakened. “Just a little tired. I didn’t sleep well.” Worried about being sued.

      “Oh, goodness. I sure hope I can come in again soon.”

      “Grandma says she misses the bakery so much nothing would satisfy her for lunch but one of your croissandwiches,” Sofia said. “Plus she wanted me to try one.”

      “Luke’s the croissandwich pro,” Ellie said, chuckling. “What’ll it be?”

      “Two with bacon,” Grace replied. “And we’ll take two sweet teas and a—”

      “Unsweet for me,” Sofia cut in. “And technically you should also have yours unsweet. So much sugar.”

      “Bleh. You won’t see unsweetened tea touching these lips.” Grace sniffed in disdain.

      Ellie laughed. “All right. That all?”

      “That’s all.”

      Grace’s smile seemed too genuine for a woman planning to squeeze her for a few thousand dollars, minimum, but Ellie twisted around and called toward the back, “Luke, two bacon, egg, and cheese croissandwiches please! Fresh off the grill!”

      “You got it!” he called back.

      “It’ll be about five minutes, but you know that. So, um…” Ellie stuffed her anxiety where it belonged and waited for her disobedient heart to relax. “You really do want to come back?”

      “Of course. I love it here. I told you that. It’s so dull at home.”

      “Um…well.” Now or never, girl. Just out with it. Just get it out. “A man came by and suggested that you were planning to sue me for what happened. I totally understand it if that’s the case, and I probably shouldn’t even talk about this before—”

      “Sue you?” Grace’s stunned expression spoke volumes. “That’s ridiculous. I wouldn’t dare do that. I only hoped I hadn’t lost your trust in me, and that you’d let me resume opening the bakery some mornings.”

      “It’s all she can talk about,” Sofia interjected.

      “Who said such a silly thing?”

      “Remember, Mama did mention you should keep your legal options open.”

      “And I told her no,” Grace insisted.

      “I know.”

      “Well. I’m glad you two came in. I was going to lose a lot of sleep until Monday worrying about this.”

      “I will get it to you in writing if I have to. I don’t want to sue. I just want to work and have a good time. I like when my friends visit me here, and I enjoy spending time with you.” Grace came behind the counter and hugged her, and for the first time in months, since the day she put her husband in the ground, she finally cried and let it out, exhausted with being the infinitely strong and tireless single mother and Wonder Woman.

      “Shit,” Luke said. “Uh.”

      Ellie raised her face from Grace’s shoulder and saw him standing there with the tray.

      “Go home, El. I got this.”

      “I can’t leave you here alone until Margie arrives, Luke.”

      “You can. I’ll finish this up.”

      “Listen to him,” Grace said. “Go home, Ellie. You’re tired. Listen to the advice you gave to me and go home to rest, baby.”

      “I…” Am so damn tired, she thought, protest dying on her lips. She let Grace take off her apron, mumbled what sounded like a goodbye, and headed outside with her keys.

      The moment Ellie slid into the driver’s seat, her phone rang. She peered down at Griffin’s number and hit the accept button.

      “Can you come down to the station for a moment, Ellie?”

      “Sure. I was just leaving early. What is it? Have you…?” She swallowed, mouth feeling like she’d stuffed it with cotton. “Is it news about my stuff? About Grace?”

      “News about Grace for sure. Maybe about your stuff too.”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t believe it,” Ellie hissed, staring at the screen. Rage thundered between her ears, and her pulse thumped wildly in her neck.

      “I didn’t either at first, but my friend sent this shit back to me, and I felt like a fucking dumbass. All these times we stared at the footage, and the answer was right in front of us. We just had no reason to suspect it.”

      Griffin ran the video back and played it again. In the lower corner of the screen, a gray streak shot across the floor. The snippet of video played again, blown up and magnified. In the next video, they saw it again, but highlighted in bright blue like a hockey highlight of the puck. It ran beneath her office door. Less than a minute later, the footage went blank.

      “Now, watch the upper left corner of the screen very closely before Grace goes down,” Griff said.

      They watched again. The mouse was there, zipping by. It left the screen, then suddenly the man in black was there, lunging into frame and crashing a blackjack against the back of Grace’s head. Ellie flinched.

      “It’s a shifter. A fucking mouse shifter. I’ve already asked the town council for their help. It’s likely they’ll give it. No one wants a criminal in the shifter community.”

      “Especially one misusing their gift to assault old ladies.”

      “And rob homes,” Griffin said tersely. “Hopefully Hepburn gets back to me today or tomorrow with what I asked for. If there are any mouse shifters in the records, I’ll question them. We’ll have a better idea of the type of evidence to seek, too.”

      “Oh, thank God. Do you really think this guy robbed me, too? And wrecked my home?”

      “I have a hunch that he did. But you know, even then, it didn’t have the feeling of a robbery. It felt too personal for that. A burglar wants to get in and out. Wants to get the job done. This guy lingered to deface the property he couldn’t carry. This wasn’t just a robbery. This is all personal, Ellie.”
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      Having Griffin’s support meant everything to her. She’d crashed for a few hours that evening before heading into the bakery the following morning, a new determination in her. Griffin feared the perpetrator would make another appearance while she was alone in the bakery, but she didn’t fear him.

      Whoever the guy was, she wouldn’t allow him to win. Wouldn’t allow him to make her afraid of her own business and the place she’d built with love.

      As she kneaded the dough, she got into the zone and let her imagination take her far away. Griffin wanted to take her and Emma to Disney World that summer after Maddie and Dean’s wedding, and she hadn’t made up her mind yet if she could leave the bakery for a week.

      Of course I can. That’s why I’m hiring more people. I can’t do it all.

      Ellie smiled. For the first time in three years, she could finally admit that accepting help wasn’t admitting weakness.

      A boot sole touched the ground not so far behind her.

      Acute shifter hearing determined everything in one sound. A man. A big man. She didn’t need to see his reflection in the pan in front of her to know he was coming in slowly with a blasted blackjack in his hand.

      Ellie’s thoughts fled to the pistol less than twenty yards away. A witch could have teleported into the storefront to grab her purse and handgun. Of course, a witch wouldn’t need a handgun. She’d wiggle her magic fingers, cast a hex, and her assailant would piss himself.

      Unfortunately, Ellie was no witch, and phasing through walls wasn’t a swan maiden specialty. She dashed for the front, where her purse sat on the counter, but the intruder followed hot on her heels. He caught her by her bun as she reached the door between the kitchen and bakery, using it as a handle and yanking her backwards. Ellie kicked and she fought, driving her elbow backward into her assailant’s stomach. He gasped, and she heard the breath leave his lungs.

      They were evenly matched when it came to size; she a plump swan maiden, her attacker a man under six feet tall. Kneading dough and working in a kitchen had toned her muscles, making her strong.

      And at six-foot-one, with shifter genes improving her strength, she overpowered him with ease. Her fists flew, one hard punch after the next, crushing her knuckles into whatever soft tissue she found. She hit his nose, then his mouth, half-blinded by her own tears. His teeth scraped her knuckles, and his fingers gouged her skin.

      But Ellie fought wildly as any swan would while under attack, kicking and screaming.

      He grabbed her, arms around her waist, and he lifted her off the floor.

      “The fuck you don’t!” she shrieked at the top of her lungs before grasping mentally onto the small garter of her feathers she wore beneath her jeans. Would it be enough?

      It was more than enough. The swan maiden magic came rushing at her like she’d donned the full cloak, transforming her in an instant.

      Then her attacker had forty pounds of furious, irate swan in his arms, and the joints of her wings were far more powerful than her human fists. He shouted in surprise and tried to drop her, but she was fast and vicious, angry as a goose pursuing a meddling human at the lake.

      All of her fury welled to the surface. Indignation that he’d dared to unlawfully enter her business, outrage that’d hurt Grace. Unbridled, white-hot rage that he’d violated her home and taken a beloved gift from her child.

      “Fuck! Stop, Ellie! Stop!”

      She knew that voice.

      And she did not stop, even when she heard the front door bursting open and Griffin charging inside with one of his officers.
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        * * *

      

      Ellie did not need saving. Griffin knew that before he arrived, but when he stepped in to find Chad Brunswick bleeding on the floor behind the counter, still in the ridiculous horse disguise, he thought the startled expression on the horse mask fitting for the situation.

      The fucker saw Griff and transformed, trying to flee as a mouse, but Ellie was faster than that. Her bill darted out fast as a cobra, and she grabbed him off the floor. Griffin watched her fling him into the wall where he struck it and lay stunned. Breathing, but stunned. He fell out of the transformation, groggily muttering gibberish at them in his human form.

      “Guess you didn’t need me, after all.”

      He really wanted to take her into his arms and hug her, but Ellie wasn’t a woman who appeared in need of consoling. She was spitting mad, feathers all ruffled. There was blood on her white feathers, but it didn’t belong to her.

      That’s all that mattered.

      Ellie turned human again and stared down at the unconscious mouse-man. Her breaths came rushed and heavy, her cheeks flushed red with fury. “How did you know I needed you?”

      “A hunch. Was driving by for my usual patrol and saw it all through the glass.” Griffin aimed a weak smile at her. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to read this fucker his rights.”

      It didn’t take long to haul Chad to his feet, handcuff him, and get him into the squad car.

      It took even less time to slam him into a cell with silver-etched charms scribed into the bars. The metal destabilized shifter abilities, and he’d never be able to pass through it. Magic-users were useful for a lot of things, and controlling shifters was one of them.

      Not that he suspected Chad would try to escape when there was nowhere, no shifter community, where he could flee.

      Griffin was positive he’d try to cut a plea deal with the DA, and that was fine with him if it meant he’d rolled over on his conspirators and Ellie had a chance at recovering her belongings.

      By the time he finished putting the fear of God into the crook—and definitely thought he would give up Ellie’s personal belongings—it was long after sunrise.

      Which was why he didn’t expect her to walk into his office and sit on the edge of his desk as he completed his paperwork.

      “Shouldn’t you be in bed?”

      “Not without you,” she replied quietly. “Without talking to you first. I tried and I couldn’t sleep. All I could think about was…how I talked to you the other day because I was too stubborn to accept your help. You were right.”

      “Ellie—”

      She held up a hand. “I take on too much. I ignored that this guy was dangerous. I should have called for the law to intervene when the harassment first began, but all I wanted was to prove I was the unstoppable single mom and business woman capable of doing it all. Even superheroes team up to get help sometimes. I only wanted this place to be successful. I wanted to show Emma how tough her mama is.”

      Griff rose from his seat. “You are tough, Ellie. You’re more than the business you’ve put together. More than the bakery. You’re kind and compassionate. You care about people because your heart’s so big, not because you can get something back for it. And Emma is learning that from you, too.”

      “How can you forgive me for how I behaved?”

      “Because you’re a good woman, and I know the difference between a good one and a shitty one. Kelly was good at making people miserable. I was unhappy for years while married to her and I never realized it. Never understood what was wrong. I just thought if I worked harder, if I bent over backwards to make her happy, eventually she’d show me what it was like to be loved.”

      “She was an idiot.”

      “Yeah, she was.” He touched her chin, directing her eyes to his. “Took me a long time to realize our marriage didn’t fall apart because of anything I did. It was all her. The times we’ve been together? Every single moment was worthwhile, El.”

      “Yeah.” She took in a shuddered breath and let it go. “Hey, um… you wanna come home with me? It’s the end of your shift, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Come with me.”
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        * * *

      

      Humming with energy, Ellie dragged out all of her pans and equipment. She fried sausage and whipped together enormous, flaky buttermilk biscuits from scratch. Portia had taken Emma with her when she left at a quarter after seven, otherwise, she’d have been on the couch watching Netflix.

      Once, Ellie checked in on Griff and saw he hadn’t budged from the blanket pile.

      Good. He needed every second of rest so he could do that to her again before he went home to prepare for a shift. Satisfied with her plan, she started on the gravy, making it thick and spicy, anticipating a man like him appreciated a bit of heat to his gravy.

      She already knew how he liked his coffee in the mornings. Giddy, she powered on the electric kettle and popped the lid off the French press.

      Sometime later, when Griff ambled into the kitchen in just his boxers, rubbing the back of his neck, she was plating his meal.

      “Wow. All that for me?”

      “Uh-huh. You sit down.”

      After Ellie coaxed him into a chair at the table, she fetched his coffee and made it the way she’d seen him order it at Lottie’s.

      Griff blinked up at her. “How’d you know how I take my coffee?”

      “I’m not even going to lie and pretend I haven’t been stalking you for months.”

      To her relief, he laughed.

      “By the way.” She quirked a smile at him. “You go ahead and book those tickets to Disney World.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Mm… Yeah.” She slid into his lap and wrapped both arms around his neck. “I’m positive. As long as you’re willing to stand in line with Emma to see the princesses.”

      “I’ve always wanted to meet Ariel. Wouldn’t want to meet her with anyone else.”
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      The morning after the most spectacular wedding Crisis had ever seen, Ellie, Griffin, and Emma set out for Disney World by car for the true tourist experience.

      Emma spent most of the trip chatting about Maddie and Dean’s wedding, her expectations of Disney World, and how much she couldn’t wait to meet Ariel. Emma had been the prettiest flower girl while Ellie served as the matron of honor.

      In addition to standing at the front of the wedding, she’d baked the cake as her gift for them, a seven-layer masterpiece celebrating the newlywedded couple’s favorite things—sculpting, painting, and metalworking.

      Topping it, instead of a man and his new wife, a dancing fox stood on his hind legs, touching one paw to the wing tip of an elegant swan. Maddie had made their animal sides in miniature, and it was so stinking cute Ellie could have died.

      Ellie really couldn’t believe her best friend was married, no more than she could believe she was sitting in the passenger seat of her trusty sedan, awaking from the nap she took while Griffin drove.

      The hardest part about leaving Crisis behind was entrusting her bakery to Luke’s care while she partied hundreds of miles away in the Magic Kingdom. The mess with Chad Brunswick had left a lasting mark.

      Griffin called it PTSD, saying he’d seen it in enough of his friends from the military to recognize the panic in her eyes, the nightmares that woke her in the early morning, and the way she remained hypervigilant in her bakery. Months later, she still struggled to relax while opening. Still tensed when opening the door to her home.

      Chad was in prison now after plea bargaining. He’d turned in his accomplices in the robberies, and it turned out he’d driven a few other people in other towns and cities out of business, buying up their property afterward. Ellie was just one harassed party out of many.

      Three days after his arrest, the police recovered her belongings from a storage unit in Huntsville, and Chad went away to a secure prison for shifters maintained by the magic police force that monitored all their kind.

      “Mama, me and Griff saw a gator crossing the road!”

      “Did you?” Ellie tiredly rubbed her eyes.

      “Uh-huh. It was slow, and it blocked the whole road. Nobody could get around him.”

      Griff grinned at her. “Had to wait twenty minutes for him to move his butt. You missed all the excitement.”

      “I’m sorry. Are you tired? Want me to take over?”

      “Nah. We’re almost there.”

      Not too long after sunset, they reached the Animal Kingdom Lodge where they had reservations for a two-bedroom suite, giving Emma a room to herself. They’d shared a bed a few times already at home while her daughter slept in her room, but not often. Emma didn’t seem to think anything strange about it.

      Likewise, Griffin never lost his patience if Emma charged into the room during the middle of the night, even the one time she dove into bed screaming about the monster in her closet, planting her sharp little elbow in one of Griff’s kidneys.

      Aside from a startled yelp, he’d shrugged it off with superhuman willpower. Then he took her little hand and showed her the closet was empty before tucking her in again. The three years since Greg’s death had been a long time for Emma to forget what it was like to have a father. Her only question had been if Griffin staying overnight meant Ellie and Griff liked each other as much as Maddie and Dean.

      Thank God she didn’t ask if it meant they’d get married. Ellie wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.

      The next day, as Griffin stood in line beside Emma to see each princess, Ellie second-guessed herself.

      “Am I pretty?” Emma asked Griffin, only a few places away from meeting Princess Aurora.

      “The prettiest,” he assured her, nudging a few strands of hair beneath her tiara.

      When Ellie took her wedding set to Dean, he’d repurposed them into the central component of a gold tiara. It hadn’t felt right putting them on again.

      As they reached the front of the line, Ellie raised her Canon and prepared to take dozens of pictures. Her phone was back at the hotel, a major step for her in overcoming her fear of needing to always be available.

      If she could trust Griffin with one baby, she had to have faith in Luke taking care of the other.
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        * * *

      

      Luke had it all under control. The morning rush had slammed them relentlessly, a line of cars wrapped around the building and way too many people piling into the bakery for breakfast sandwiches on the go. Without Grace, it would have been a clusterfuck.

      On the morning after a big wedding, a load of relatives lingered in town, their remaining numbers evenly divided between the town’s most popular eateries. He’d seen the Chugga Chugga’s parking lot. They were also packed without a table free.

      Dragging his attention back to the bakery, the bells over the door chimed. He expected to see a last-minute customer, unprepared for the curvaceous form of Grace’s granddaughter, wearing scandalously tiny denim shorts and a cropped tee. The girl was personified sin in a small package, five feet of trouble, long legs, and muscled thighs he dreamed about having around his waist.

      His cock rose steadily to salute, thankfully concealed behind both his jeans and an apron.

      You can do this. You’re in control of yourself, he thought. Last time Sofia entered, that pep talk had prevented him from bursting into his swan body and putting his wings on display like a randy cob searching for a mate.

      “Uh. Hi.” Sofia tucked a few curls behind her ear and looked around nervously. She was wearing huge, dark aviators. “Is my grandmother here?”

      “Sofia?” Grace called from the kitchen. She breezed out from behind the counter to hug her granddaughter. “Oh, it’s just so great to see you, baby, but…what are you doing here?”

      Sofia hesitated, biting her lower lip. “How great?”

      “Well, as great as ever, I guess. You never visit enough.”

      “Good. I’m glad you think so, because…I’m moving to Crisis.”

      Fuck me.

      Maybe that wasn’t the best choice of words, because that was precisely what Luke wanted from her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I loved writing Ellie and Griffin. They were so fun. As you may have guessed, the next story features Luke, our sole male swan shifter. He may be pretty, but trust me, he isn’t one to be underestimated. Please try to remember to review.

      Ready for Luke and Sofia? Don’t miss out on their story.

      Did you miss Dean and Maddie? Go back to the beginning with the first Swan Lake Mates.

      Join Domino’s group for discussing the books and hanging out.

      Keep up to date at http://www.dominotaylor.com/newsletter

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Other Books by Vivienne

          

        

      

    

    
      For similar stories set in a small town co-authored by Domino as Vivienne Savage, check out these hot military shifters.

      
        
        The Right to Bear Arms (Book #1)

        Let Us Prey (Book #2)

        The Purr-fect Soldier (Book #3)

        Old Dog New Tricks (Book #4)

        Texas Pride (Book #5)

        A Man of Many Talons

      

      

      

      If you loved the hell out of this and want to read another romance with fantasy elements, check my series, Daughter of Fortune.

      For fantasy romance with mermaids and the like, read Kingdom in the Sea.

      Check out my newsletter and keep up to date at http://www.dominotaylor.com/newsletter

      Join her group Domino’s Divas to discuss the work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Domino Taylor is one-half of the pen name Vivienne Savage. This is her debut as a solo author and her first complete, unassisted work. A video gamer by nature, she considers herself a horror movie aficionado and spends her evenings reading historical romance. She also enjoys the outdoors, jogging with her dog, riding horses, and going to renaissance fairs. Domino is a former correctional officer, registered nurse, and the mother of a brilliant son and daughter.

      
        
        For more information

        www.dominotaylor.com

        author@dominotaylor.com
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