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Prologue

 


Long ago…

 


“Papa! Papa!” Clemence Grey cried, her voice
choked as tears poured down her face and obscured her vision. She
barreled into her father’s work space carelessly, barely stumbling
to a stop in time to avoid breaking anything.

Miles frowned, set down his tools, and
pushed to his feet as he asked, “Clemence, what’s the matter? Why
are you so upset?”

Another sob clogged her throat and she
dragged in as deep a breath as she could manage, her heart still
bleeding from the raw wound she was about to share. “Cuthbert,” she
gasped brokenly. “Cuthbert, he’s … he’s been murdered!” The image
of her beloved older brother, sprawled face-down on the dirt in the
middle of town, body still smoking, flashed through her eyes again
and her knees buckled, forcing her to topple straight into her
father.

She couldn’t believe it. Wouldn’t have
believed it if she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes.

Cuthbert was a gentle man. He’d used his
natural ability to control the earth they lived on to help their
neighbors selflessly, always worn a smile, and had a laugh to
share. His life had still been ahead of him. Just the other day,
Cuthbert had asked Mabel Cardwell to be his wife. It had been
glorious news for their family. Mabel was a beautiful young woman,
a weather-controller, who took advantage of her talents in order to
grow fresh fruits and vegetables, which she then took to market.
Their union would have been the kind everyone envied. Everyone, at
least, except for Mabel’s older brother, Reuben.

Reuben was the man responsible for
Cuthbert’s murder. Clemence had seen it all. Reuben had called out
to Cuthbert, also drawing Clemence’s attention, and marched right
up to him in the middle of the road. She hadn’t heard what he’d
said, but she’d recognized in her brother’s body language that he
was uncomfortable with the conversation. And then, to her horror, a
bolt of lightning had torn from the naturally cloudy sky and
crashed right on top of Cuthbert’s head.

He’d certainly been dead before he’d hit the
ground.

Even her healing hadn’t been able to save
him.

“That … that can’t be,” Miles finally
mumbled, shock quickly slackening his expression as she finished
her story.

Clemence sniffled, self-consciously wiping
at her eyes as she straightened. “It’s the truth, Papa.”

“Clemence!” Mabel’s grief-stricken voice
intruded as she leaned into the small space. “Clemence, please, you
have to help! It’s Cuthbert, he’s—”

“I know,” Clemence whispered as she turned
to meet the older girl’s teary gaze. “But there’s nothing… I can’t
save him now.”

Mabel sucked in a breath and fell to her
knees, a heartbroken sob tearing from her throat. Her shoulders
shook and she buried her face in her hands.

Over the following hour, a level of numbness
settled over Clemence’s heart. She watched as agonizing grief
overtook face after face. Her other brothers—Abraham, Bartholomew,
and Rowland—all reacted similarly. It had been over ten years since
their mother had passed away, and somehow this loss felt even
worse. Their mother’s death, at least, had been an accident. And as
tragic as that had been, knowing that someone she loved had been
deliberately struck down was infinitely worse. It was probably a
good thing her mother hadn’t lived to see such a day.

Clemence was busying herself preparing
dinner, not knowing what else to do, and Abraham’s fiancée, Joan,
was working alongside her when shouting drifted in from the other
room.

“I won’t!” Bartholomew declared furiously.
The temperature in the air rose in accordance with his voice, an
ever-present reminder of how dangerous his temper could be. “I
absolutely refuse to stand by and let someone else handle this!
Reuben killed my brother—your son—and he’s going to
answer for it!”

“Bartholomew,” Miles said, his own voice
strained, “please, let’s not make this worse.”

“Worse?” Bartholomew repeated
incredulously. “Worse than Cuthbert having been murdered in the
center of town? Don’t be ridiculous!”

Bartholomew’s fists were sparking, thin
streaks of flame forming a visible trail in the air as he swung
them around to emphasize his words. Clemence curled her fingers
into the doorframe between the small kitchen and their living
space, her breath lodging awkwardly in her throat. She’d never been
a violent person, but she wholly understood her brother’s
perspective. Cuthbert hadn’t deserved what had become of him, and
they certainly couldn’t sit around and hope that Reuben didn’t get
away with it. But, especially after that display, the town would be
afraid to act against him.

“Someone has to put that murderer in his
place.” Bartholomew voiced Clemence’s own thoughts. “And I’m more
than happy to do it!”

“Bart,” Abraham said, finding his feet and
stepping up to his brother. “We all understand, but picking a fight
with Reuben isn’t the smart answer.”

Bartholomew shoved his sibling away. “No,
Abraham. Killing Cuthbert wasn’t the smart answer. Reuben has to
pay.”

Clemence’s heavy, guilty gaze slipped past
her arguing brothers until they’d landed on Mabel, who was curled
into a ball and still shaking with her grief. She’d been concerned
that perhaps this talk of killing Reuben would upset Mabel, but
Mabel didn’t seem to have heard a word of it. Or perhaps she was
crying because she agreed.

“I’m going with you,” Rowland said tightly
as he, too, strode toward Bartholomew. “Someone has to give Reuben
what’s coming to him, and we’re the only ones who can.”

Tension held in the room as Bartholomew
inclined his head. Clemence watched with bated breath as her father
and Abraham clearly debated on which was the wiser choice.

“You’re right.” Abraham finally relented.
“But I’d rather not drag the other Cardwells into this if we can
avoid it.”

“Abraham,” Joan said, breaking from
Clemence’s side and moving to him, placing one hand on his bicep.
“It’s dangerous. What if you get hurt?”

He pulled her hand into his, stroked his
thumb over her pale skin, and replied, “I know it’s dangerous, but
Cuthbert was my brother. His death can’t go unanswered. He’d have
done the same for me. For any of us.”

“I’m going, too,” Clemence declared,
surprising even herself and drawing every pair of eyes—except for
Mabel’s—with her words. But suddenly, she was sure she’d said what
she meant because she could breathe a little easier and a foreign,
hard feeling was forming in her chest.

“No,” her father said firmly. “You’re
staying home.”

“He’s right, Clemence,” Rowland said. “You’d
get hurt.”

Glaring at her brother, Clemence replied, “I
wasn’t asking for permission.” Without another word, she turned and
strode for the door, her blood burning with anger. Whoever Reuben
Cardwell thought he was, whatever right he thought he had to strike
down her innocent brother, she was going to personally see to it
that he only lived long enough to regret it.

“Clemence Grey,” Miles said, anger coloring
his voice. “You come back here immediately!”

“I’ll come home when I’m done,” she returned
without looking over her shoulder. And then she was outside,
standing beneath the insultingly clear evening sky, her eyes blind
to the fading colors of the day’s sunset. A cold chill swept over
her in time with the grating caress of a small breeze, raising
bumps on her arms, and she started forward. The Cardwell home was
halfway across town, but it was as good a place as any to begin her
search for her brother’s killer.


Chapter One

 


Present Day

 


“I was thinking,” Geoff Solberg said as he
claimed his usual spot beside his girlfriend, simultaneously
handing over her requested iced tea. “Maybe we should try something
new? Just for a little change of pace.”

Angela Hawke tipped the bottle to her lips,
took a long swallow, and then cocked a dark brow at him. She and
Geoff had met on her first day of college, nearly two and a half
years earlier. He’d asked her out a couple of times, but she hadn’t
agreed until the following summer. They’d been dating ever since,
and she’d moved in with him after Hilary—her best friend and
previous roommate—had chosen to move in with her own boyfriend.
Hilary’s decision had been accompanied by a new, sparkly, diamond
ring, so Angela couldn’t really fault her. Geoff had yet to produce
a diamond, but that was okay, too. She wasn’t ready for that level
of commitment. Agreeing to move in with him three months ago had
been heavy enough.

Taking her expression as his prompt, Geoff
settled an arm around her shoulders, leaned in to brush his lips
over the skin beneath her ear, and whispered, “I think it’s time
you had your first threesome. And I know just the chick to invite
for the party.”

For a long second, Angela was sure she’d
gone delusional. Because surely her boyfriend of very nearly two
years hadn’t just made that suggestion. Surely the man she’d
dedicated herself to all this time hadn’t been thinking about
getting naked with another woman. But he had, she realized, because
after the first awkward second, he was still grinning at her
expectantly. Her mouth opened, she snapped it shut again, and
finally pushed him away in order to find a little breathing room.
“I’m sorry,” she finally began. “I could’ve sworn you just
suggested a threesome. Is that really what you said?”

His grin broadened. “Yep. You gotta trust me
on this, baby. Three is so much more fun.”

“More fun?” Anger seeped into Angela’s voice
as it seeped into her blood. She narrowed her eyes at him and
shoved to her feet, one hand still clenching tightly to her tea.
“That’s disgusting, Geoff. I’m not that kind of woman, and I’d
really have expected you to know that.”

Geoff sighed, not bothering to find his feet
as he watched her walk back toward the kitchen. “You shouldn’t
knock it before you’ve tried it, Angie,” he called after her. “What
I know is that it’s something you’ve never done. Don’t you
trust me?”

Angela paused, her back to the couch and her
rapidly infuriating boyfriend. Did she trust him? Mostly, yes.
She’d thought she trusted him almost entirely until about thirty
seconds ago. But she had to admit to herself the very fact that he
had suggested that, let alone that he hadn’t yet dropped it,
was starting to damage her trust in him. Aloud, for the sake of
argument, she said, “It’s not about trust, Geoff. I know when I’m
not interested in something. That should be enough.”

“What do you have against it?” Geoff asked,
shuffling behind her, indicating he’d finally climbed back to his
feet.

What about it sounds appealing? Were
they really even having this conversation? Angela returned her
bottle of tea to the fridge, no longer thirsty, and replied,
“Frankly, the idea’s repulsive. I don’t want to share the man I’m
with with another woman, and I don’t want to be shared.”

“Aw, c’mon, baby,” Geoff pleaded, propping
an elbow on the counter in her peripheral vision. “Disgusting and
repulsive are a little harsh, considering you’ve never experienced
it, don’t you think?”

Turning firm, narrowed eyes on him, Angela
said, “My answer is no, Geoff. Don’t bother bringing it up
again.”

Geoff straightened, obviously a bit taken
aback by her response, and reached out for her. He opened his mouth
to say something, but the simple gesture somehow reminded her of
something else he’d said moments ago.

“And what do you mean you know just the
chick?” She was absolutely sure she didn’t appreciate
the sounds of that.

He blinked at her, seeming thrown off by her
question, and his arm fell back to his side. “Just what I said,” he
replied. “Remember Stacy, that girl you had that project with last
semester? I ran into her the other day.”

Angela crossed her arms over her chest. “How
does running into someone you’ve barely known a handful of months
answer my question? What, did she say, ‘Hey, we should get together
and have an orgy’?”

Chuckling, Geoff shook his head and said,
“Of course not, Angie.”

He didn’t offer more, and that didn’t escape
Angela’s notice. Warning bells sounded in her ears and she tried to
think back over the past few days. Had Geoff acted weird at any
point that week? Or even the week before? Nothing immediately
jumped out in her memory, but she really didn’t like the only
possible explanation running around in her head.

“Stop avoiding the question,” she said
shortly. “What could even make you think Stacy would be just the
chick for something like that? What aren’t you telling me?”

Geoff shrugged, hooked his thumbs into his
jeans pockets, and said, “It was actually her idea. We were talking
and she kissed me, lots of hands and tongue, and when I told her
she needed to back off, she suggested we all scratch our mutual
itch.”

Angela sucked in a breath, unable to decide
which part of his explanation infuriated her more. “When she
tried kissing you,” she said, her anger building slowly,
“you should have pushed her away, not decided to see if you could
give her what she wanted!”

“Baby.” Geoff held his hands out as if he
thought he could calm her down. “That’s not what this is.”

“It’s not?” she returned pointedly. “You
mean I’m not supposed to hear that story and think you’re just a
man who wants to have his cake and eat it, too?” She pulled in a
breath and dropped her arms to her sides. “Exactly how far did that
kiss go before you finally told her to back off?” Honestly, she
wasn’t even sure she needed the answer. But she wanted it
nonetheless. If only for curiosity’s sake.

Geoff arched a confused brow, paused, and
slowly said, “Uh, not really far … it was just a kiss.”

“Just a kiss with lots of hands and
tongue?” Angela said, repeating his words back to him.

He shrugged. “I stopped her when she reached
for my jeans.”

Her hand collided with his cheek before she
could even consider thinking better of it.

The air still echoed with the sound of her
palm smacking his cheek when she shoved her way around him and
exclaimed, “You know what? Do whatever you want with Stacy. We’re
through.”

“Angie,” Geoff shouted after her. “Baby,
wait a sec. Why’re you so upset? We can talk about this!”

“If you even need to ask me that question
then there’s no point in talking!” Angela called back as she
slammed the bedroom door behind her. She had half a mind to kick
him to the couch for the night, as it was already late, but she
couldn’t stomach the idea of spending another night in that bed.
Maybe she hadn’t trusted him enough to tell him her family’s
secret—her secret—but she’d certainly trusted him enough to
let him hold her at night. They’d been together for eight months,
give or take, before she’d finally caved and gone to bed with him.
She’d thought she’d known him well enough to trust him with that
part of herself. Obviously, I have worse taste in men than I
thought.

To think she’d thought, after the fiasco
with her previous boyfriend, that wasn’t even possible.

“Angela,” Geoff said, intruding on her
thoughts. His voice was far too close and clear to be muffled
through the door.

Her hand tightened over the pair of jeans
she’d been in the process of throwing into her suitcase and she
turned enough to look back at the cheating bastard standing in the
doorway. He stood two inches taller than her, at five feet and ten
inches, and had a full head of thick—usually slicked back—brown
hair, with deep brown eyes to match. He was in decent shape and
almost exactly six months older than her, meaning he was also a
year ahead of her in school. His lips were currently curving down
in a frown as he absently massaged the cheek she’d just slapped.
More importantly, he was standing between her and her exit.

“What?” she barked, promptly turning her
back to him once more.

“I’ll forgive you for smacking me if you’ll
take a breath and tell me what the hell you’re so upset about,” he
said evenly.

Angela choked on a disbelieving laugh, threw
the last article of required clothing into her bag, and tugged the
zipper shut. “That’s super generous of you, Geoff. I’m afraid I’m
not as big a person, though. I don’t know that I can forgive you
for getting hot and heavy with another woman.” She hauled the
overnight bag off the bed and turned to properly face him. “By the
way, did I ever tell you about how my relationship with my first
boyfriend ended? How I caught him in an alley with his dick in the
mouth of some blonde? Congratulations. That was probably a
little more devastating. Now get out of my way.”

Geoff narrowed his eyes at her and crossed
his arms. “That’s a little harsh, baby. I’m not him. I told you. I
stopped her, and then I asked how you might feel about one
night. That’s entirely different.”

Angela’s eyes widened at his insane
argument. “You can’t be serious,” she said, briefly dumbfounded.
But he was clearly serious. “No, you’re not him. Right now, that’s
the nicest thing I can say about you.” She took a breath and
resettled her glare on him. “Sex isn’t the only way you can cheat
on a person. Making out with someone else entirely
qualifies. Especially if that leads to you wanting to justify
getting naked with her by inviting me to join you.”

“Angie, be reasonable,” he started, taking a
half-step toward her.

“I think I’m being completely reasonable,”
she said. “For example, I’m not yelling or calling one of my
overprotective brothers to come bail me out of this conversation.”
Although she was officially tempted. “Do not make me say this a
third time, Geoff. Get out of my way. I’m leaving.”

“You know they say you should never leave
before an argument is resolved,” Geoff said, apparently
disregarding her other comments.

Angela tightened her hand over the strap of
her bag, stalked up to him, and snapped, “And I say that you
and I are done. I’ll be back tomorrow for the rest of my things,
and then you can do whatever the hell you want with whoever catches
your attention.”

“Angie, baby,” Geoff said, the pleading tone
back in his voice.

“Don’t ‘Angie, baby,’ me,” she said.
“Move.”

“Let’s just talk this out.” He clearly
wasn’t going to let her leave so easily.

Fine. Switching her overnight bag to
her other hand, Angela pulled her phone from her pocket, unlocked
the screen, and asked, “Which brother should I call, then? I
personally think Dean would be best. He drives the fastest, has the
worst temper, and would love to have you to beat on when he
hears this story. Plus, he’s not getting the greatest sleep these
days, what with having an infant in the house. But if you don’t
agree, I could always call Logan. He does have the truck. I could
just pack everything up while he’s here. Your choice.”

Geoff finally seemed to take the hint as his
eyes widened. A long second ticked by before he swallowed and moved
aside, leaving just enough room for her to slip past him. “I still
think we should talk about this,” he said.

“And I think you’ve said enough.” She shoved
her way past him and into the hall, depositing her phone back into
her pocket as she moved. A small, violent part of her was
disappointed that he’d caved without her having to make that call,
even though she knew it was better this way. Dean really did have
the worst temper and his lack of sleep probably would make his
reaction worse.

“Will you be home tomorrow?” Geoff called
after her, trailing several feet behind her.

“Long enough to pick up my things,” she
replied. She paused, hand on the doorknob, and turned a deliberate
glare over her shoulder. “But, technically, this place isn’t my
home anymore, anyway.” She didn’t bother adding any kind of goodbye
before yanking the door open and striding through, her anger
powering her all the way to her Mercedes.

The drive between the city and her hometown
of Darien wasn’t long, but it was long enough for her anger to give
way to the sharp sting of betrayal.

Angela’s eyes burned by the time she made it
back to Darien. Geoff didn’t deserve the tears she’d cried, the
tears she continued to cry, but it couldn’t be helped. She’d given
him so much of her life, only for him to go and mess around with
another woman. It was disgusting and infuriating and worst of all,
it hurt. Because she’d worked so hard to let him in, to open
herself up and allow herself to care about him.

She’d been reluctant to let Geoff in for
multiple reasons, the majority of which revolved around Eric
Matthews and his family. But by the time she’d caved and agreed to
that first date, it had been the better part of ten months since
they’d seen or heard from the Matthews family. That had enabled her
to focus on her fears of betrayal. For as furious as she’d been
about Eric’s true intentions, and the way he’d used her, deep down,
she’d still been hurt to find him with someone else. It had taken
Angela time to warm up to Geoff, wary of a repeat of history. But
over the past two years, she’d abandoned that fear. Just in time,
apparently, for it to become a reality.

An aggravated sigh slipped free and she
pulled into the nearest parking lot, knowing she needed to take a
few minutes to gather herself. For one thing, she needed to figure
out where she was actually going. It was pushing eleven o’clock on
a weekday. She would feel terrible for dropping in on someone. That
pretty much left her with needing a hotel, which only barely
justified driving out of the city. Darien had several hotel
choices, but so did the city she’d just left.

“Ugh,” she grumbled, shutting off her engine
and letting her head fall back against the headrest. “What now?”
Now she needed a tissue, that was what. So she turned, slipped her
hand into the purse resting in the passenger seat, and dug around
until she found the small pack of tissues she always carried with
her.

A couple of tissues later, Angela finally
gathered enough of her wits to blink some of the tears from her
eyes and shift her focus outward. Apparently, she’d pulled into the
parking lot of Darien’s local movie theater. On a bustling Tuesday
night in the middle of April, it turned out it wasn’t all that
busy. And how does it matter? It really didn’t, so she shook
her head and wiped once more at her stuffed nose before extracting
a makeshift garbage bag from the glove compartment.

Angela started when someone knocked on her
window seconds later and a muffled male voice called to her from
the other side of the door. Her heart leaped into her throat,
choking her more, and for a long, panicked second, she was
convinced she’d managed to get cornered by Eric or his brother,
Jacob. Because she was having that kind of night. Two years of
silence didn’t mean they were actually gone, after all.

Seconds ticked by before she fully processed
the familiar, intelligent blue eyes frowning back at her through
the glass. Blue eyes that were set above a strong, smooth jaw and
below a head of thick, blond hair. It was a face she knew, and
though an immediate pang of sadness shot through her, the sight of
him also brought a smile to her lips. That face belonged to Vaughn
Prescott, one of her few true friends. A friend she hadn’t been
good enough to lately. She couldn’t believe she’d forgotten, if
only for a minute, that he worked at the theater.

He stepped back, giving her room to get out
of the car, and she obliged him as soon as she’d slipped free of
her seatbelt.

“What’re you doing out here?” Vaughn asked
by way of greeting as she eased her door shut. He was already
frowning with either mild concern or confusion, and she found
herself glad for the darkness around them. He was less likely to
see that she’d been crying.

She tried to offer him a light laugh, but
the sound failed somewhere in her throat. “Ah, well,” she hedged,
suddenly self-conscious. Their friendship had become rocky
recently, mostly because they simply never saw each other. They
were in entirely different fields of study, and after the first
year, they’d only seen each other in passing a couple of times on
campus. It didn’t help that they lived in separate cities. It
helped even less that she’d been strangely awkward about hanging
out with him once she’d started dating Geoff. She didn’t think
she’d communicated with him at all in over a month. “I’m, uh … I
just needed a little quiet thinking time, you know?”

He arched a pointed brow and slipped his
hands into his pockets. “So you thought you’d park in front of the
movie theater?”

This time, she did laugh, a little, and
leaned back into her car as she honestly admitted, “I wasn’t paying
that much attention, actually. I just knew it was a parking
lot.”

His frown returned, brow furrowing faintly
as an evening breeze toyed with his hair. “Is everything okay?” His
concern was undeniable and it warmed her heart a bit to know the
distance that had formed between them wasn’t enough to pull him
completely away. She really owed it to them both to put more effort
into keeping in touch with him. He’d been an incredibly good friend
to her right from the start, and he deserved better.

Her smile was easier, if not also sadder,
when she replied, “I guess that depends on your definition. It’s
nothing crazy.” She paused, suddenly finding herself uncomfortable
and fighting the urge to fidget. “Geoff and I broke up is all.” It
had always been awkward talking about Geoff with him, or even
around him.

Vaughn had inclined his head, acknowledging
her assurance that her current state had nothing to do with the
seemingly dead war between her family and the Matthews family. A
war he knew about firsthand, since he was the one who’d saved her
from Eric on the day she’d learned the truth about everything. It
was possibly ironic, then, that she would run into him now. On the
day she’d broken up with her next cheating boyfriend. His frown
deepened into a genuine scowl and he asked, “What happened?”

She sighed, looking away as she suddenly
found herself embarrassed to admit she’d once again been cheated
on. Did it say something about her? Was it her fault in some way?
What will he think? And she certainly wasn’t about to get
into the conversation that had prompted the breakup. So she simply
said, “Oh, you know, the usual, I guess. I found out he made out
with someone else recently, and he was way too casual about
it.”

“Damn,” Vaughn grumbled, dragging her gaze
back to him even though he wasn’t actually looking at her at that
moment. But he returned his eyes to hers seconds later, frustration
shining in the blue, and said, “I’m sorry, Angie.”

Angela shrugged and straightened. “Don’t
worry about it. It’s my rotten luck, right? So it’s my problem to
deal with.” She attempted a bitter grin and added, “It could be
worse, at least.”

“That’s probably not the best way to think
of it,” Vaughn pointed out. He didn’t wait for her response,
though, before glancing around and finally asking, “Where are you
headed?”

“Oh.” She blinked back at him as if the
question was completely out of left field. Actually … where am I
headed? “Ah, the hotel, probably. It’s too late to drop in on
my family, you know?”

“I think your family would understand,”
Vaughn said.

Angela inclined her head because he was
probably right. “Yeah, but I’d still feel bad. It’s late.”

“It is,” he agreed. His gaze flicked back to
her car—she assumed—and if she hadn’t known better, she’d have
sworn he hesitated before offering, “If you’d rather, you could
crash at my place tonight. I’ve got that extra room, and you
wouldn’t have to worry about keeping me up late.”

Angela took a deep breath as she mulled over
his suggestion. It wasn’t like she had to worry about the financial
end of the decision, but she was sure she’d be more comfortable
with Vaughn. She was upset, and being alone in an unfamiliar hotel
room would only give her time to dwell. Staying at Vaughn’s,
however, would provide at least a temporary distraction. And it
wasn’t like she worried she wouldn’t be safe with him. It was hard
to worry about that when he’d already saved her life. So, she
relented, knowing her preference, and nodded slowly. “If you’re
sure,” she said, “I would appreciate it.”

“Of course, I’m sure.” He turned and tugged
his keys from his pocket as he walked. “I’m also sure you remember
the way, but I’m headed home, anyway, so you might as well follow
me.”

Angela laughed, watching as he navigated
around her car, past the empty space on the other side, and over to
one of the few other vehicles in the parking lot—his Audi. How
did I miss that? It was literally one space away from her. Her
observational skills were clearly lacking that evening. “I suppose
you have a point,” she said aloud.

It wasn’t like she’d been to his condo very
often. He hadn’t moved out of his parents’ house until after she’d
left Darien, so while she’d visited a few times, none of those
visits were recent. On the other hand, she knew the town like the
back of her hand, so she wouldn’t actually have needed to have been
there even once to find it since she had the address. But following
Vaughn was easier regardless.

She waited until he’d pulled out of his
parking spot before throwing her car into reverse. When she’d left
the apartment she technically still shared with Geoff, she’d been
intending, she assumed, to go home to her parents for the night.
Somewhere along the way, she’d realized how rude that would be and
decided on a hotel. She was glad she’d opted to pull into the
parking lot to gather herself first, though, because she really
didn’t like staying in hotels. For one thing, they didn’t offer
good company.

Vaughn had always been good company.


Chapter Two

 


“So tell me,” Angela asked as they settled
on Vaughn’s sofa, “why do you still work at the theater if you love
it so much?”

Vaughn’s lips twitched with a reflexive
smirk at her sarcastic tone and he shrugged casually. “There’re
worse jobs,” he replied. “Besides, my parents insist I need some
working experience, so I might as well stick with it for a little
while.”

His parents, thanks mostly to dedication and
keen business skills, were ridiculously wealthy. But they’d also
both had less privileged childhoods than he himself, so they still
believed in the values that having a less-than-glamorous day job
could teach. Most of the time, Vaughn understood that logic, but
there were certainly days where he envied Angela for the fact that
she didn’t have to deal with those kinds of frustrations.

After a while, a guy got sick of smelling
like popcorn.

Moreover, he knew perfectly well that Angela
had plenty of other frustrations to deal with. The kind no one in
their right mind would envy, and which he couldn’t do a whole lot
about. Then there was the newest addition to her list of
headaches—Geoff Solberg. Vaughn had never liked the man. Based on
the few times they’d interacted, he assumed Solberg didn’t care for
him either, but he was still surprised things had fallen apart the
way they had. Vaughn was sure the circumstances haunted Angela,
even if she was still managing a smile.

“I still think that’s strange,” Angela said,
drawing his attention outward again. She had leaned back against
the cushions, her head tilted up ever-so-slightly for a second
before she looked back to him and continued, “I mean, you’re
planning on working in your dad’s company, right? So why not at
least just get you a starter job there?”

To that, Vaughn didn’t have a perfect
answer, so he offered another partial shrug. “Unless it’s because
the nearest branch is in Sacramento, I have no idea.”

His father, Bruce, had inherited a
moderately successful business from Vaughn’s grandfather several
years before Vaughn was born. For the first half of Vaughn’s life,
Bruce had split his time between running the company and caring for
his family, but when Vaughn had entered high school, Bruce began
withdrawing from the company. By the time they’d moved out to
Darien, Bruce had all but retired, leaving the technicalities of
the company to one of his childhood best friends who’d been working
alongside him for over a decade. Bruce remained the official face
of the company, meaning he had to leave home from time to time to
make an appearance, and Vaughn was poised to inherit everything
down the line. But that was a ways off, and though it was Vaughn’s
eventual goal to run his family’s company, he knew it would be a
while before he had a position worth mentioning.

“Well, that still doesn’t seem fair to me,”
Angela stated. “They should just build a closer one.” The last part
was added with a laughing grin and again his lips twitched in
response.

“That’s not a bad idea.” He glanced down at
his watch and bit back a sigh, hating his class schedule about a
hundred times more at that moment than he usually did. If it
weren’t for the midterm he had to tackle in the morning, he
suspected he’d have opted to ditch both of his morning classes in
favor of staying up to keep Angela company. She was certainly more
interesting than economics. “Damn,” he said, dropping his wrist
back to his lap. “I’m sorry, Angie, but I have a test in the
morning. I should probably try to sleep.”

She blinked at him for a second before
shaking her head and offering another smile. “Don’t worry about
it,” she replied. “I have things to do tomorrow, anyway, so sleep
is a good idea.”

He inclined his head in acknowledgment of
her point and pushed to his feet. “You know where everything is,”
he said unnecessarily, “so help yourself. I’ll see you in the
morning.”

“Goodnight,” she called after him, a smile
in her voice.

He lifted one hand in the air without
looking back, holding it over his shoulder for several seconds as
he walked, and tried to ignore the stupid up-tempo beat of his
heart. It wasn’t like she’d never said goodnight to him before. Her
staying under his roof really shouldn’t make any kind of
difference. Although he supposed the fact that she would be just
across the hall pretty much guaranteed to make a difference in how
well he slept.

****

Angela waved at her father with another
grateful smile as she stepped out of her car the following morning.
He’d pulled into the driveway behind her but wasn’t planning on
getting out, so she didn’t wait for him before turning and starting
toward the front door of her brother’s house. It was nearly eleven
o’clock already, so she doubted she was waking anybody up, which
helped negate the guilty, almost apprehensive feeling churning in
her stomach. If she didn’t want to get her things out of that
apartment as quickly as possible, she would have settled for
letting Hilary and Vaughn do most of the helping. Vaughn had
offered to help once he was done with class for the day, around
three, but she wanted to be out earlier if she could. She’d
promised to let him know if she needed the help by then, though,
just to be safe. Taking him up on his offer, in hindsight, would
probably have been easier—and in some ways better—than going to any
of her brothers.

Her brothers were going to want to stick
around and, as her father had worded it, teach Geoff a lesson.

Still, it was too late for that attack of
conscience because she had already knocked on the door and she
could hear someone approaching on the other side. Why do I
always act before I think?

The door swung open and Angela smiled
guiltily at her sister-in-law before her smile widened and her gaze
fell on the adorable five-month-old baby girl in Arianna’s arms.
“Well, look who’s awake!” she cooed as she reached over to play
with the back of her niece’s nearest hand.

Arianna laughed. “Oh, you know how she is.
Up before the sun and down before breakfast.” She paused, her
laughter fading, and asked, “Aren’t you supposed to be in
class?”

Angela sobered, straightened, and replied,
“I’m sort of ditching today. I’ve got other things that I really
want to take care of.” Her hesitation returned, then, and she
glanced past Ari, looking for any signs of her brother. “I don’t
suppose Dean’s home?”

“He’s just upstairs,” Ari assured her. She
stepped aside and added, “Did you want to come in?” Her eyes
widened as she looked past Angela. “Why’s Christopher waiting in
the car?”

Barely restraining her sigh, Angela said, “I
really can’t stay, actually. I sort of enlisted Dad’s help, and I
was hoping to borrow Dean, too. Unless you’re busy, of course!”
Really, it would almost have been easier on her conscience to bug
Logan at work. He does have the truck.

“Don’t be silly,” Ari teased, smiling again.
“Dean’s never too busy for family. I’ll grab him for you.”

“Can I hold Kira?” Angela asked before she
could stop herself, unable to fully resist the urge to play with
her niece for at least a few seconds. She might not have been ready
to settle down herself, but she absolutely adored the Hawke
family’s newest addition.

“Of course,” Arianna said with a laugh,
carefully handing her baby over before turning and adding, “I’ll be
right back.”

Arianna strode back down the short front
hall, further into the large three-bedroom house she and Dean had
moved into after getting engaged, and Angela turned her attention
to Kira with a smile. She offered up a finger for the wide-eyed
infant to grab hold of and said, “You just get more beautiful every
day, don’t you, sweetie? Your daddy’s going to have a conniption
fit when you start dating. But don’t worry, Auntie Angie will be
there to give you all the tricks of the trade!” Just as soon as
she learns them.

Kira made a gurgling, giggling sound and
squeezed Angela’s finger.

“Something tells me I shouldn’t agree with
whatever you just said,” Dean stated as he and Arianna walked
up.

Angela lifted a laughing gaze to her brother
and asked, “What could I possibly have told a baby that you would
need to worry about?”

“God only knows,” Dean replied. He hooked
his thumbs in his pockets as Angela obligingly handed Kira back to
her mother. “So, what’s up?”

“Ah,” Angela hedged, “I was hoping to borrow
you. And your car.”

Dean cocked an eyebrow at her.

“I’m moving out,” she said bluntly. “And by
‘out’,” she quickly added, “I mean back to Darien.” It was a
decision she’d come to while she’d been lying awake in Vaughn’s
guest room, staring at the ceiling and reflecting on everything.
She’d missed home from the first night she’d spent in her and
Hilary’s apartment, but they’d made it work and she hadn’t truly
regretted moving away. After she’d moved in with Geoff at the start
of the year—largely because she hadn’t wanted to live alone—she’d
begun to realize it was only a matter of time before she came back
home.

She just hadn’t expected it to happen so
quickly. Let alone that it would be for this reason.

Dean’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “What
happened to Geoff?” He’d gotten much better about speaking her
boyfriend’s name without sounding like he wanted to kill someone,
which was ironic, since she was about to give him every reason to
hate the man.

If I keep this up, he’s never even going
to try to like my boyfriends.

Sighing, Angela admitted, “I broke up with
him last night. There’s no point getting into it right now, but I
want to get my things out of the apartment as fast as I can.” She
jerked a thumb over her shoulder, toward their waiting father.
“That’s why Dad brought his Navigator.”

Dean’s stare flicked obediently past her for
a second before returning to hers and he said, “I can help with
that. But that doesn’t get you out of telling me what’s going
on.”

“I will,” she promised, knowing better than
to argue, “I just want to actually move first. If that’s
okay?”

Kira made another gurgled sound, like she
was trying to contribute to the conversation.

At length, Dean sighed. “Yeah, fine. Let me
grab my keys.” He turned to his wife, pressed a kiss to her temple,
and brushed his thumb along Kira’s cheek as he said, “I’ll be home
later. Want me to grab anything while I’m out?”

“Diapers,” Arianna replied, adjusting her
daughter in her arms. “We’re running low again.” She smiled back to
Angela and added, “You should come over for dinner tonight. After
all that work, you’ll probably be tired.”

“I’d love to,” Angela assured her honestly.
It wasn’t like she had a kitchen of her own to feed herself in at
the moment. Dinner with family would be something to look forward
to.

Angela waited patiently by her car for Dean
to pull out of his garage. She was sure she wouldn’t get to stall
much longer, but she was also fairly confident Geoff wouldn’t be
home. So at least she wouldn’t be risking a fight in front of her
former neighbors. That was the last thing she wanted to deal
with.

As soon as they were on the road, the
potential confrontation looming ahead was the only thing she could
focus on. Never mind that she needed to be worrying about where she
would be living tomorrow, or what she might be missing in classes,
or why she’d woken up that morning with an odd sense of relief in
her heart. She wasn’t nearly as upset in the light of day as she’d
been the night before. If she were being honest with herself, even
at the moment, she hadn’t been all that upset about the actual
breakup. The majority of her distress had come from the fact that,
once again, she’d been cheated on. Being cheated on twice in a row
couldn’t help but make a girl wonder if it wasn’t her fault
somehow. Which is stupid. Geoff is obviously a pig, and Eric was
never actually interested in me in the first place.

Eric. Hah, there was a memory she would
never fully recover from.

****

Sarah Matthews pulled in a deep breath, eyes
closed, and did her best to simply focus on the relaxing feeling of
having finally come home. For over two years, in the interest of
staying at her husband’s side, she’d been living in Massachusetts
alongside her recovering husband and his moody younger brother. But
Jacob was as recovered as he was going to get and had decided it
was time to come home. Only he’d defined it as “going back,”
because really this was her home. This house had been in
her family for three generations. She was the one who had
inherited it. To him, it was just a convenient place to sleep.

“Thank God that’s over,” Eric said,
exasperation heavy in his voice, as he strode into the building.
“You remembered to have the refrigerator stocked, right? I’m
starved. Airplane food is disgusting.”

“Don’t take me for an idiot,” Jacob
retorted, following Eric inside. “Of course, I did. But at least
have the decency to put your suitcase away first.”

Sarah sighed, watching her husband’s back
disappear around the bend that led to the kitchen. A part of her
was grateful for the space. The air was immediately easier to
breathe. Maybe I’ll take his advice and put my things away while
they’re talking. It wasn’t a terrible idea. She took a step
forward, one hand still wrapped around the extendable handle of her
suitcase, and came up short when her shoe brushed something solid.
Her gaze immediately dropped to the ground, and just as quickly
narrowed with agitation at the sight of Jacob’s main suitcase
resting beside her. Right where he’d left it when he’d pushed the
door
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