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A sexy retired SEAL and a feisty do-gooder play for keeps in this laugh-out-loud small-town romantic romp.

Tancy Foster never expected her forever person to come with a beard, a battle record, and a suspiciously effective way of reorganizing her ceramic animal collection when things get heated. But life’s weird like that.

Now she’s got a shot at love, a second chance at justice, and a growing herd of porcelain creatures—including one party-hat-wearing tiger named Princess Clementine, who may or may not be the relationship’s unofficial mascot.

Fierce women. Ex-Special Forces softies. Small towns with sharp edges.

This is not your mama’s romance.
Unless your mama collects emotional support tigers. In which case—carry on.
Come see what happens when real life meets true love.
KISMET is a wildly entertaining grumpy-sunshine, frenemies-to-lovers escape—with heart, heat, and one incorrigible tiger in a party hat.
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Tancy leaned against the window of her aunt’s cozy yarn shop and studied the growing line of women crowding the door of Teague’s studio. Could her viral TikTok be responsible for the swarm of beauties clamoring for her friend’s attention?

Peering past the early-blooming dogwood trees, she noted that many were snacking on donuts from the bakery and holding bags from the clothing store. One woman even had a large bouquet of hyacinths. 

“This has turned out better than I imagined.” Not only would Teague benefit from her machinations, but several downtown merchants would too. 

Was it wrong to want a little credit for her brilliance? Probably. Still, she wouldn’t hate a sash. 

Before she could decide what color would be appropriate, footsteps echoed against the wooden floors. “Isn’t it exciting, Auntie? Downtown is bustling.”

Sadie Foster set down a basket filled with bright yarn. “Please tell me you didn’t have anything to do with the throng of ladies blocking the sidewalk.” 

“Don’t you think he’ll be thrilled with all the new customers?”

“No! And that didn’t answer my question.”

She smoothed her vintage concert tee. “I might’ve made the tiniest effort on Teague’s behalf, but I wouldn’t want my little TikTok video to earn more credit than it deserves.” She stood up straight. “This has the potential to be a huge success.” 

“I doubt that,” Sadie replied quietly. “The man would rather have dental surgery than speak to that many people.”

Tancy pushed her glasses up. “A little social discomfort is a small price to pay for taking one’s business to the next level, and—” Seeing her aunt’s arched brow made her stop mid-sentence.

“We both know he does it as a hobby, not a vocation.”

“Then he can focus on all the romantic possibilities.” She flung her hand toward the pack of admirers leaning against the brick exterior of the shop. “He’s not a snarling black ops ghost anymore and could easily find several women worth wooing. Especially if he gives up his impression of a pissed-off porcupine and uses more than two words when responding to a question.”

Sadie rearranged the ferns filling the front window. “I think you’re the one he wants to pursue.” 

An involuntary snort escaped. “That’s highly unlikely since the man treats me like I’m a grocery cart with a wonky wheel and makes derisive comments about my Doc Martin’s obsession. We’re opposites in every way and hardly ever agree.”

“An inaccurate statement if ever I’ve heard one since you two are aligned in all the important areas.” She squeezed her niece’s hand. “And if he has anything to say about your footwear, I’d be more than happy to enlighten him.”

“Thank you, but I don’t think defending my sartorial choices will be necessary.” She crossed her arms. “And we barely tolerate one another.”

“Then why do you spend most of your free time together?”

“We live next door to one another, work on the same block, and are related through marriage. It’s all but impossible to avoid each other.”

“Didn’t he build a bench in his workshop so you’d have a place to sit when you listen to true-crime podcasts?”

She thought about the nook he’d made with a shelf and cup holder. “He didn’t make it specifically for me.”

“But you’re the only one who sits there.” Sadie straightened a cornflower yellow blanket on display. “And my marriage to his Aunt Ellie likely won’t allow you to claim familial ties.”

Ignoring the salient point, she noticed the afternoon stitch and bitch group bustle toward the shop and silently thanked them for interrupting further interrogation. “I’m going back to my office.”

“We’ll dig into this at dinner tonight.”

“I think we’ve covered everything.” She smiled confidently, grabbed a butterscotch candy, and escaped when the group entered the store. Once she hit the sidewalk and unwrapped the candy, she glanced into Teague’s studio and saw him glare in her direction. “I guess he’s not ready to see the bright side yet.”

She threw him a little wave, popped the candy into her mouth, and decided giving him space was probably best. Sometimes, it took time to process life’s blessings, and since Teague was more grumbly bear than happy unicorn, it could be days before he was ready to express his appreciation.

“If not months,” a small voice whispered. Ignoring the inner naysayer, she clomped toward the legal aid office, noticing the line of women vying for Teague’s attention stretched for an entire two blocks. 

“Damn!” Her instincts had been spot on, and women really did go gaga for a drool-worthy retired SEAL slash furniture maker.

“Good Lord, Tancy, did you have anything to do with the public display of foolishness?”

She skidded to a stop in front of her favorite vintage clothing store. “I did, but think it’s a public display of hope and a sign that despite mounting evidence to suggest otherwise, love is possible.”

Wanda snorted. “How did you get all those beauties to haul their fannies to Greenville?” 

She smiled confidently at the woman who kept her stocked in wearable art. “Magic. Straight-up spells and witchcraft.” 

“Really?”

“Of course not.” She snorted. 

“Well, I want you to do the same thing for me. Just make sure the hunky hunnies you send my way are into gray-haired punk rock goddesses.” 

She checked her watch and took a step back. “We can discuss this later. I’ve got a client due any minute.”

Wanda waved her off. “Go on then. In the meantime, I’ll work on a list so you know exactly what kind of gray fox I’m looking for.” 

Having no desire to piss off her vintage T-shirt supplier, she gave a thumbs up and then made a beeline for the office. 

Perhaps a side hustle in the love game wasn’t totally out of the question. 

Visions of becoming the town’s social media matchmaking maven danced in her head as she stepped into legal aid. Seeing her boss and Teague’s aunt shake her head told her the dream may have to wait. “He’ll thank me eventually.”

Ellie Moriarty snorted like a foghorn and stepped over her ancient pug. “In what universe?” 

Tancy adored her aunt by marriage and respected the retired judge with the fire of a thousand burning suns, but holy saints in charge of lectures, she would love to avoid a speech. “I can’t be held responsible for the algorithms of a social media site and had no idea a couple of posts promoting his business would go viral.”

“You have one of the finest legal minds I’ve ever encountered, and—”

“I think it is important to elucidate,” she watched Ellie’s finger move back and forth and snapped her mouth shut.

“Please use your gifts on our client’s behalf and not waste them on this fairy godmother side hustle you insist on pursuing.”

“Can’t I do both?” she asked. 

Before Ellie could answer, the front door clattered open, and her client walked in with her children.

“Remember, it isn’t always necessary to complicate things, and sometimes leaving things be is a good option.”

“I’ve never found that to be true,” she retorted before heading toward Laura and her children.

Because once you saw a situation that needed your help, there was no way to unsee it.

No matter how tightly you closed your eyes.
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Teague watched a group of women saunter away and knew without a doubt that the last couple of hours had shortened his life expectancy by several years. And he had a reasonably good idea of who was responsible for the debacle. 

The exact name of the perpetrator hadn’t been given, but enough identifying characteristics had, and he planned to stop the foolishness at the first opportunity. 

Shaking his head, he locked the front door and asked himself for the hundredth time why Tancy always took things too far. He’d never given her any indication he was interested in acquiring new customers and certainly none that wanted to see him half-naked! 

He inhaled a long breath, letting the warm brick walls and cool polished concrete floors of his sanctuary settle his frustration. Wasn’t civilian life supposed to be peaceful and easy, not complicated and annoying? Rolling his shoulders, he wondered if he’d be better off returning to the spec op world. It certainly seemed possible since snatching people out of harm’s way and squashing insurgencies was a hell of a lot easier than conversations involving his availability for dates. “That was a bridge too damn far.”

“What’s that?”

Whipping his head around, he saw his buddy stroll into the back of the shop. “Hey, Miles.”

“You look like you went ten rounds with a silverback gorilla.”

Teague stalked over to the shop fridge and pulled out two bottles. “I’m fairly certain my neighbor did me dirty.”

Miles accepted the water he handed him. “Hard to believe Mr. Scutter could manage anything too nefarious since he’s ninety years old.”

He popped the cap off and took a long slug. “The other one.”

“Oh, that makes a lot more sense.” Miles grabbed a stool and dropped down. “I can’t wait to hear the details of why you had a line of interested women stretching down to the movie theater.” He chuckled. “We drove through town earlier, and my superstar brother thought it had something to do with him and his best friend.”

“What’s Dax doing home? Shouldn’t he be getting ready for opening day?”

“He still has three weeks before the season opens.” Miles took a slug of his drink. “His best friend, Scott Clemins, is going through a thing, so Dax took a few days off. They’re hanging at Sanderling on the Outer Banks.”

Teague moved a low-angle jack and set down his bottle. “Now there’s a guy who’s had a bad go of it.”

“A cautionary tale, that’s for damn sure.”

Teague cringed and thought about the uber-famous quarterback’s failed proposal. Who in the hell asked a question on national TV they didn’t know the answer to? Especially if it involved holy matrimony. Flexing his fingers, he thanked the good Lord he’d never been tempted to make himself a fool for love.  

“So, what made her do it?”

Pulled out of his musings, he looked up. “What’s that?”

“Why did Tancy do you dirty? Did you do something to piss her off?”

“No!” He picked at the label on the bottle. “This had to be one of her good deeds gone wrong.”

“Is that a regular thing?”

“It happens a hell of a lot more than I’d like.” He looked through the large street window and saw Tancy escort a woman and her children to their car. “Did you know she used to be a hotshot attorney in DC?”

Miles shook his head. “Had no idea. I’ve only been retired for a half dozen months and never kept up with local gossip.”

“Tancy is one of the smartest people I’ve ever encountered and easily has the tenacity of a team guy.” He took a slug of water. “Dedicated and single-minded, too.”

“That’s a lot of positive adjectives for someone who pulled a stunt. You sure that you don’t have a thing for your neighbor?”

“The woman is infuriating.” 

She’d also saved his life. A fact he tried to keep top of mind when she tested his last nerve. “Tancy has opinions about everything and believes festooning her house in holiday decorations is a moral duty. And I’m not just talking about the big ones. She’s coerced the cul-de-sac to join her, and there’s barely a two-week stretch when some plastic decoration isn’t marring everyone’s front yard.” 

Miles raised an eyebrow. “Guess you never found your holiday spirit.” 

Realizing he’d gotten off on a tangent, he crossed his arms over his chest. “Anyway, she lost a huge case that my aunt said was damn near unwinnable. Not that it stopped Tancy from pursuing it because God knows the woman doesn’t back down from anything.”

“Sounds like the people we’ve spent the last decade with.” 

“I know,” he mumbled quietly, acknowledging his deep respect for the woman. “Tancy took the loss hard and flamed out. Quit the practice, returned home, and walked around in her pajamas for a year.”

“Damn,” Miles muttered. “That’s rough.”

“She had good timing; I’ll give her that. It happened at the start of the pandemic, so the pajama thing wasn’t a big deal. She eventually pulled herself together and started working with Aunt Ellie at the legal aid office.”

“And how does all of that lead to the alleged shenanigans?”

“The woman is a relentless do-gooder. If her fast-moving mind isn’t fully occupied, she finds someone or something she can fix.” 

“Do people welcome that sort of thing?”

“Not always.” He let out a rueful laugh. “It doesn’t slow her down though, since she moves much like the Titanic, with little regard for signs telling her to turn back.” 

Miles pushed himself to his feet. “I wish you luck because if she can get dozens of women to show up at your shop on a Monday afternoon, then you’d be wise to keep your head on a swivel.”

“I plan on it, believe me.” And he also planned on blasting Tancy with a speech so righteous that she wouldn’t be tempted to blanket him in her benevolence again. 

If something like that was possible, considering she lived by her own rules and didn’t display an ounce of a shrink-to-fit mentality. All traits he admired. Along with her twisty mind, drool-worthy curves, and heart-breaking smile. 

No two ways about it; the woman was a tumultuous ocean, and only a fool would attempt to navigate her waves.  

Thankfully, he had no interest in that kind of nonsense. At least, that’s what he told himself whenever he was tempted. 
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Tancy gripped a stack of folders in one hand while she rummaged for her car keys. Hearing determined footsteps, she looked up, seeing Teague stalk in her direction with a dark thundercloud of irritation following in his wake. “Darn it.” 

“Francis Marigold Foster.” His voice was low and lethal. “I have a bone to pick with you.”

“I’d be happy to organize your calendar so you can make the most of the opportunities I’ve kindly sent your way.” The air around him thickened with frustration. “I’ll even spearhead your makeover and share my best date ideas.” 

“You haven’t been on a date in years. How the hell do you have any ideas?”

She ignored the comment and the way his beard functioned as an exclamation point on his too kissable lips. “Don’t be mean just because you don’t know how to deal with a bevy of interested women.”

Teague dropped his head. “What did you do, Tancy?”

“I’m helping you.” Seeing his large hand flex made a tiny seed of doubt grow. Had she guessed incorrectly? “I have nothing but good intentions.”

“And yet it feels just the opposite.”

The frustration marring his blunt features made her wince. “I saw a chance to help, and we both know that’s something I can’t resist.”

“Start from the beginning.”

“Can I give you all the details tomorrow?” She looked past his shoulder. “I have to pick up dessert because I’m having dinner with the aunties.” 

“We’re going to make time.” 

“Must we?” She clicked her key fob and opened the car door, placing the folders in the back seat. “You might like the story better tomorrow.” When she straightened, she noticed his expression had gone twisty, like he was watching a distasteful movie and couldn’t wait for it to end. “Perhaps taking time to marinate in the delicious options will make you feel a bit less stabby.” 

“Doubt it.” He muttered impatiently.

She closed her car door and decided that publicly sharing the story was probably best. 

After all, how loud could he shout in the middle of downtown? 

He placed his hand on her lower back and walked toward the bakery. “Don’t gloss over the important details. I want to know what I’m dealing with.” 

“It started with the hutch you made for my living room.” She glanced over. “I have a TikTok page offering advice for women navigating their legal options and have around five thousand followers. Or I did before your pictures went viral.”  

“Seriously? There are that many people willing to listen to you?” 

She stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. “Do you want to hear the story or not?”

“I do.” He shook his head. “Even if it does kill me.”  

“That’s a tad dramatic.” She studied his beautiful cerulean eyes and let out a huff. “How bad could it have been?” 

“I had to speak with dozens and dozens of women today and deflect some fairly uncomfortable questions, so I’d say there is zero drama imbued into the statement.”

“Fine.” She exhaled the weight of her unease. “It all started when I began filming my posts in the front of the cabinet. From day one, I was inundated with requests about where I found it.” She began walking toward the bakery. “Since I’m a good friend, I made the most of the interest and promoted your business online.”

He emitted a low growl, so she cut to the chase. “I shared a picture of you, and people went gaga. You’re very handsome, so it’s not a surprise.” His brows knocked together in confusion. “You do look in the mirror occasionally, don’t you?”

“Not if I can help it.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Anyway, people were clamoring for more, and since I’m not one to disappoint my followers, I shared a couple of pictures from last summer when we were at the beach. Your bare-chested muscly yumminess went viral. You’ve got over a million views.”  

Sucking in a long breath, he stopped. “What did you say?”

“You’re the moment, Teague. Tall, tattooed men are what women want. And the fact you know your way around a tool bench is the buttercream frosting to their cake.” She patted his arm. “I thought you could grow your business and get dozens of dates. And don’t worry, I strategically omitted the parts about your conversational skills and taste in music. So, you have a real chance of finding lots of terrific candidates.” She gave him an encouraging smile. “My best advice is to let your body do the talking so your lack of charm won’t be a barrier to finding love.”  

She tilted her head and decided he had enough information. “I’ve got to run before the bakery closes.” She took two steps back. “This will be terrific.” Scurrying away before he could say more, she prayed he’d eventually appreciate her kind gesture and not decide to get rid of her in her sleep. 

There was still so much to do, and an early demise would undoubtedly get in the way of that.  

***
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Thirty-six was too young for a heart attack, wasn’t it? Teague watched his neighbor dash away and pressed his hand against the muscle beating frantically in his chest. Did she actually say one million views? How in the hell was that possible? 

Ambling toward his shop, he heard the wind rustle through the trees lining the street and wondered if more women would show up tomorrow. Their small town wasn’t a tourist destination, so it was hard to determine how many would be willing to trek to their side of the state. 

Realizing it couldn’t be all that many, he felt marginally better. Until he remembered the blistering review she’d just given him. “I can have a decent conversation.” 

“Are you sure about that?”

He glanced over and saw Tancy’s best friend emerge from her office. “Hey, Faith.”

“Should I be concerned that you’ve taken up self-reflection on the sidewalk?”

“No, my other quirks are much more worrisome.”

She smoothed out her apple-green sweater. “Fair enough.”

“What has you out and about?”

“I have to run down to the family hotel and do triage on my client’s career.” She stopped next to her car. “My PR talents are about to be put to the test as I search for something more interesting to feed the media than a failed marriage proposal.”

“Miles mentioned something earlier. Are you hoping Scott can hide at Sanderling until the dust settles?”

“Yes. Though how that’ll be possible if Dax is by his side is hard to say.” She shook her head. Having a superstar pitcher and the highest-paid quarterback hang out together will make it all but impossible.” 

“Guess so.”

“Talk about fame; I heard Tancy’s TikTok campaign bore some fruit.” 

Gritting his teeth, he kicked the ground. “I want no part of it.”

“You’re viral, Teague, and about to be living in high cotton.”

He threw up his hands. “Women who want to see me shirtless will not buy one of my custom pieces.”

“That’s exactly why they’d buy one.” Faith gave him a once-over. “I told Tancy that you can’t sell the steak without showing the sizzle, and that’s exactly what those pictures did.”

“That’s plural.” He pressed his clasped hands to the back of his head. “How many are there?”

Faith quickly opened her car door. “I need to run.”

Before he could interrogate the woman, she’d slid into her car and was halfway down the street. Embarrassed that his skills had totally abandoned him, he stalked toward his shop and shoved his hand in his pocket. Feeling the piece of small wood, he pulled it out. “Maybe Princess Clementine doesn’t deserve a new pedestal, after all.” 

Sliding it back in his pocket, he shook his head. Would living next door to Tancy, the Tasmanian do-gooder devil, ever get easier? A picture of what might make it possible filled his mind, and to say it wasn’t rated PG was a hell of an understatement. 
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Teague stood inside his garage workshop, enjoyed the breeze brushing across his skin, and studied the street filled with old craftsman homes. Tancy’s stood out not only for the excessive St. Patrick’s Day decorations but also for the abundant spring flowers bordering the front porch. 

No doubt about it, the woman unapologetically embraced the more-is-better aesthetic and made her house a standout in their quiet neighborhood. 

In contrast, his home was a stark white box containing only what was necessary. His stripped-down aesthetic complemented the furniture he’d made and provided the peaceful environment he craved. 

Not surprisingly, Tancy deemed it too dull for words and had insisted on making several knitted blankets to liven up the place. Which they did, if only because they were oddly shaped and contained every color in the rainbow.  

Opposites wasn’t the right word. They were friction. Spark. Heat. And sometimes—balance. Complementary contrary forces. What she lacked, he had, and vice versa. Something that made them damn near unstoppable when they gave their daily bickering a rest. 

Taking a slug of lukewarm coffee, he watched Nathan Foster stroll up his driveway. What could bring Tancy’s brother to town? 

“Hey, Teague.” 

He tipped his chin. “I hope you plan on delivering the leprechaun somewhere else.”

Nathan set the small green fairy next to the walkway leading to the house. “According to my sister, your lack of St. Patrick’s Day decoration is an abomination and crime against everything right and good in the world.” He glanced over his shoulder. “And please don’t shoot me because she told me she’d make my favorite meal if I delivered it.”

“We talking shrimp and grits with peach pie for dessert?”

“Absolutely.”

“If I wasn’t ten kinds of irritated, I might try and horn in on your feast.”

Nathan picked up a scraper plane off the workbench and turned it over in his hand. “She told me something about a good idea not quite hitting the mark.”

“Is that what she’s calling posting half-naked pictures of me on the internet?”

“I guess.”

Not wanting to raise his blood pressure to heart attack range again, he took a long breath. “What brings you to town? I didn’t think being the wonder kid of the NSA would give you much time off.”

Nathan shoved his hands into his pocket. “I parted ways with the agency.”

He knew that someone with Nathan’s clearance didn’t just retire or move on since his specific skill set was highly valued. And something the government wouldn’t want to get into the wrong hands. “That’s interesting.” 

“I had a difference of opinion and ended up spending time with your cousin Birch at a CIA black site for several weeks.”

“You don’t say.” 

“I’m not supposed to talk about it.” 

Nathan strolled over to a table and ran his hand over the small platforms he’d created for Tancy’s ceramic giraffes. “I’m not gonna pry.” 

“But I will say that I did the right thing, no matter what my former boss claims. Shading the truth is just a lie in fancy wrapping. I couldn’t be a party to the ploy and did what was necessary.”

“Understood.” He watched Nathan study a pile of Tancy’s books and knew that she had uttered a similar phrase a time or two. The siblings held an uncompromising view of justice, and he wasn’t completely clear on where it came from. “What’s your next move going to be?” 

Nathan frowned. “The local tech billionaire offered me a job, but I’m not ready to return to a cubicle.” He looked toward Tancy’s house. “I’m going to run over to Haven tomorrow and catch up with Birch. I’m hoping he won’t be opposed to helping me get into the world of black ops.”

Teague choked on the coffee he was trying to swallow. “What would make you want to do that?”

“Don’t look at me like I suggested moving to Laos and training monks in the fine art of cyber espionage.” He pushed some wood scraps into a pile. “You did it after retiring from the Teams.”

“Yeah. But I did it because I didn’t know how to stop protecting things that mattered.”

“Maybe it’s the same thing for me.”

“True, but I’m the beneficiary of a million dollars’ worth of training and have over a decade of combat experience. Those two factors made me the perfect candidate to operate in the gray area of national security.”

“It’s not all about guns and bombs anymore. Cyber-terrorism and espionage are how you take down a country or destroy a population. Given my skill set, some would argue that I’m the new lethal warrior in town.”

“No arguments from me. I’ve seen what happens when a country’s electrical grid goes down for more than a few hours.” Appreciation filled Nathan’s face. “Birch is a rock-solid operator, so listen to what he says because he’s got no reason to bullshit you.”

“I know.” Nathan walked toward the driveway and then stopped. “Are you going to your cousin Linc’s wedding in a couple of weeks?”

“I plan on it. Why are you asking?”

“My sister is going too, and I thought you two could drive together.”

He leaned against his workbench. “I thought she was going with our aunts.”

“Ellie is speaking at a conference in DC that weekend, so they’re missing the celebration.”

“Tancy isn’t a bad driver and should be fine to go on her own.”

Nathan held his hands up. “She’s okay around town, but if you get her on the highway for more than an hour, she gets into her audible books and ends up on the other side of the state.” 

He nodded, remembering the phone calls he’d received when she landed in Asheville. “I’ll suggest it, but don’t know if she’ll agree.”

“It’s worth asking, and I appreciate it.” He tipped his head toward the holiday decoration. “Enjoy your elf.” 

Grunting, he watched Nathan saunter toward Tancy’s house and wondered if she’d allow her baby brother to slip into a world he might not survive. Didn’t seem possible, given that her overprotectiveness was often on steroids. According to his aunt, Tancy had been both sister and mother to Nathan and took his well-being seriously. Just like she did with her friends. 

A trait that made her social media campaign understandable. But frustrating as hell and more than he wanted to deal with. 
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Tancy smiled at six feet of bristling male standing on her porch and hoped he had enough time to appreciate her efforts. When he pushed the plastic fairy into her hands with a sharp frown, she guessed he was still stewing. “It’s a leprechaun. Surely you can’t object to a smidge of decoration celebrating your heritage.”

Teague snorted. “The Moriartys haven’t been in the motherland for at least three generations and don’t care about a plastic replica of a minor figure in Celtic folklore.”

“That’s unfortunate.” She waved her hand around their small cul-de-sac. “Because your house will be the only one without decorations.”

“Something I can easily live with.”  

Placing the leprechaun next to the bucket of gold coins and candy-colored rainbow, she sighed. “I don’t know why you won’t accept my help.”

“I’m fairly confident that rogue holiday decorating isn’t considered help.” He leaned down so they were eye to eye. “And either is posting pictures on that stupid social media site.”

“It’s a matter of perspective, Teague. And I bet many people would consider me the archangel of best intentions and kindness.”

“Be that as it may, you did promise to leave my house alone after the Valentine’s debacle.” 

“Did I, though?” Ignoring his searing gaze, she let out a huff. “Fine. But know that it pains me greatly.” She pushed at his chest so he’d move and waved toward his house. “It’s so plain and boring. It hurts my eyes.”

“The last I heard, that’s not terminal.” 

“You don’t get out much, so that isn’t really a comfort.” She plopped down on the cherry red porch swing, moved a sizable pink toile pillow aside, and thought about her brother. Had he imbued theatrics into his latest mishap or just relayed the facts? 

“What’s got your face so twisted up?” Teague crossed the porch. “I know my lack of holiday enthusiasm can’t be solely responsible.” 

Startled out of her thoughts, she glanced up and was disappointed that the view of his worn jeans clinging to his tight butt wasn’t a match for the vat of worry she was swimming in. “You’re acting strangely.” She gave him a once-over. “You care very little about my moods. What’s gotten into you?”

“Nothing.” He crossed his arms. “Do I sometimes pray to all the gods I know that you will either spontaneously combust or shape-shift into something I understand?” 

“Rhetorical questions are not entertaining.”

“Yes, they are.” He narrowed his gaze. “And make no mistake, my self-preservation instincts are razor sharp, and I’ll be ready if you’re cooking up something that will be hazardous to my health.” 

“Your mental and emotional health are always at the forefront of my mind, so I don’t know why you’d suggest that.”

“Sometimes, your view on what would be beneficial contradicts mine, so acquiring intel is not something I’ll stop anytime soon.”

“Helping your business grow and leading gorgeous women to your door is not a threat to your well-being.” 

“That is a matter of perspective.”

She rolled her eyes. “Using my statement against me never nets the results one hopes for.”

“Well aware of that,” he mumbled.  “Are you worried about Nathan?”

Surprised he’d honed in on the source of her concern, she nodded. “He shouldn’t be out there in the wild with bullets flying over his head. He needs to be in a nice office with a dozen monitors and an endless supply of Pepsi and Oreos. The man is a genius with a capital G and must be protected from his best intentions.”

“I could say the same thing about you, Tancy.”

She ignored the small compliment. “I’m bright but nowhere near as intelligent as my brother.” When Teague didn’t respond, she dug her teeth into her bottom lip. “He said something about visiting your cousin.” 

“Leave him be. Nobody likes to be told what to do, and if he has to run this thing down, then so be it. Interfering will only make him dig in.”

“I suppose you’re right.” Seeing his look of delight made her laugh. “Even a clock that stops is right twice a day, so don’t get a puffy chest and start prancing around.”

Moving closer, he smiled. “I can’t make promises that I might not be able to keep.”

She ignored his delicious woodsy scent and crossed her legs. “What are you doing at home? Shouldn’t you be collecting orders and numbers from your many admirers at your studio?”

“I’d rather attend one of your dance classes.”

“I knew you’d eventually be interested in learning how to do the foxtrot.” She held out her hand. “And don’t worry, I will happily be your partner for the first couple of sessions.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” He took her outstretched hand and collapsed onto the porch swing. “Oh, I almost forgot.” He dug into his pocket and pulled out the wood carving. “I thought about not giving this to you, but decided your tiger needs a new pedestal since the one she sits on is cracked.”

A rush of warmth filled her chest. “Even when you’re mad at me—” 

“It’s not a big deal.”

“Oh, but it is.” She took the intricately carved piece of wood and studied it closely. “Princess Clementine is going to love it.”

He shifted in the swing and made it creak. “I’m making a thing for the giraffes, too.”

She leaned her head against his shoulder and told her inner voice to shut up. “The definition of true friendship. Someone who supports your weird obsession with ceramic animals.”

He shook his head. “Something’s been bugging me, and I gotta ask why you’d put my picture on blast if you think my personality is so unfortunate.” He shifted away. “It doesn’t seem like foisting me on the female population would be in keeping with your whole queens supporting queen’s thing.”

Considering his statement, she stared at the budding white cherry tree in the front yard. “You’re a good person, Teague. Maybe the best kind since you have an unfailing sense of duty and have tirelessly given yourself to protecting others.” She smiled faintly. “You have all the good qualities a woman could ask for, so the fact you grunt more than you speak, bark more than you laugh, and generally scowl at anyone who gets close shouldn’t be a deal breaker for the best sort of love story.”

“That’s quite a review.” He pushed his foot against the porch and made the swing sway. “I wouldn
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