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      Home isn’t so much a place as a feeling.
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      Life wasn’t exactly going as planned. After all, no one plans for the man they’re in love with to abuse them with plans of killing them. At least, I didn’t; and now, even my dreams betrayed me.

      My fingers barely grazed along the top of the heavy pine beam railing, my lime green fingernails a bright contrast to the warm golden tones of the highly polished wood. I didn’t hold on for balance. I didn’t need to as I skipped down the stairs. My feet, with matching green toenail polish, landed firmly, yet gracefully, on the treads. The only reason I paused on the main landing, where the stairs merged into a single wide grand staircase, was to admire my beautiful, handsome husband.

      His presence commanded any space he filled. At six-two with shoulders as broad and thickly muscled as his, he filled space. His stunning perfection caught me off guard at times. His dazzling white smile would flash, and his green eyes would catch the light just so. It was as if I was seeing him for the first time, and I would need to catch my breath.

      He was why I loved trailing my fingers down the smooth beams of the railing. I loved touching what he loved. The summer he turned nineteen he spent hours upon hours restoring and hand polishing this centerpiece of the lodge’s lobby. His uncle owned the lodge back then, now it was Gage’s.

      Today, he stood in a shaft of filtering sunlight, the beam singling him out like a spotlight. He lifted his eyes to mine—wowza, what a man.

      I reached up to brush my orange and teal hair back from my face.

      “Ow, fuck, Hecate, Demeter, and Isis!”

      I rolled over, alone in bed—something I wasn’t used too. Ever since Doggo saved me, and led the pack to me, I haven’t been alone in bed. Doggo, who turned out to be some kind of reverse werewolf, had been with me since he found me. He even stayed with me in the hospital.

      He stayed with me during his new moon shift into a human, and, oh boy, did he stay with me. But after his return to wolf form, he attacked one of my new lovers in a fit of jealous rage. I hadn’t seen him since.

      Gage, my betrothed, wasn’t around. I knew he had a double shift tonight so he wouldn’t be back until much later. Even so, Travis, the lover Doggo bit, typically slipped into bed for sleep cuddles. He was nowhere to be seen, and if not him, then Zeke, the quietest, and probably best dressed, of the pack. I punched my pillow and flopped over on my side.

      Wrong side. My stitches throbbed with a sharp spike of pain the second I slammed into the pillow. Stupid move. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      With more care of the side of my head, I rolled over to my other side and eased down onto the pillow. I didn’t need to be as gentle, no stitches, but I was still cautious. The stitches still throbbed in protest.

      In the morning, there was no sign of Gage having slipped in while I slept.

      My descent of the grand staircase wasn’t nearly as graceful or as quick as I dreamed about. I still loved running my hand over the smooth pine Gage spent time on in his youth. To me, this glowing polished wood told me he had dedication, perseverance, patience, and knew how to bring the best out of something he cared for.

      Feeling particularly wobbly, I boot scooted down the stairs like a toddler who couldn’t do stairs even with a death grip on the railing. I pushed my new crutch ahead of me. The old one was a casualty of an incident I’d rather forget, but the eighteen stitches on my head reminded me constantly.

      Unlike my dream, where I gazed lovingly down on Gage, and he smiled back, now I gazed lovingly, but he scowled at Sheriff Kelley. They both wore their uniforms. While Sheriff Kelley looked fresh in her uniform, Gage looked like he had been dragged under a truck. No wonder he didn’t come to bed last night—he hadn’t come home.

      Home. That gave me a happy, tingling feeling up my spine.

      That happy feeling dissipated fast when Gage turned his glower on me. Officer Kelley had a serious sour-puss expression on her face. Somehow, whatever happened, I could tell they weren’t mad at the situation—they were mad at me.

      I decided to stop at the top step leading down from the main landing. It looked like a pool full of khaki-clad sharks down there, and I wasn’t much of a swimmer these days.

      “Good morning, Officer Kelley. I haven’t seen you for a while.” A while? Maybe a week, but it seemed like forever since everything had happened.

      She narrowed her eyes and returned her focus to Gage. She shook a piece of paper out to him, expecting him to take it from her. He didn’t. He crossed his arms and shook his head.

      I scooted about halfway down the stairs so I could hear them. They both knew I was there. I knew they knew because they both, at one point or another, shot me with glares and laser eyeball rays. Officer Kelley was pissed at me about something.

      I bit the inside of my cheek and tried to think. What could I have done to piss this woman off? Had I stolen her man? And if so, which one was hers? That wasn’t it. If I had stolen her guy, she would have given me that death stare days ago.

      The exasperated look Gage gave me made me feel guilty, but I hadn’t done anything.

      “Will you tell Sharon here all of your interactions with Kathleen?” He tossed his hands up in frustration.

      Oh, her name was Sharon, yeah, that fit her. And I took her friend’s man. Yep, okay, I could see what was happening here. A line in the sand over Gage had been drawn, and Sharon was on Kathleen’s side of it. Gage said Kathleen tried to use her connection to the Sheriff’s Department as a form of leverage in town, and that was one of the reasons their engagement ended. Looked like Kathleen was attempting to leverage her friendship with Sharon in a similar fashion, and that would be why Officer Sharon Kelley was over here first thing in the morning, all nice and crisply dressed trying to catch Gage out after he had a long night’s double shift.

      “All of them?” I sighed heavily as if this was going to be exhausting.

      I pointed with one pointer finger to the other one, starting my count.

      “I met Kathleen the night—” I paused. I wasn’t about to let Sharon know anything about Travis and Max’s altercation. Besides, I didn’t even know if she was aware of the dual aspects of the guys. “The night the FBI said they wanted us to go fishing for Gordon.” I closed my eyes and paused again.

      He was in custody. He. Was. In. Custody. I was safe. Breathe, damn it.

      “So, last week some time.” I ticked over to my next finger, counting my second encounter with the woman. “Then again two or three days later, we ran into her at the grocery store. I tried to be friendly, she sneered at me, so, I flipped her off and bought more ice cream than intended.”

      With exaggerated movement, I lifted my right hand as if I was going to continue to count, but instead, I flipped my wrists. “And that’s it. That’s all I have interacted with Kathleen.”

      “You’ve been harassing her on the phone,” Officer Kelley bit out.

      “I called her once following up on a job someone told me about. As soon as I recognized her voice, I said wrong number and hung up. That’s not harassing her. That was a wrong number.”

      “You just said you were looking for a job. You had her number,” Officer Kelley corrected me.

      “If I had known it was Kathleen’s business, I wouldn’t have called, so that makes it a wrong number for me. Look, I don’t even have a phone. Did she say what number all these harassing calls were coming from?”

      “Sharon, that restraining order is not legit, not over some phone calls.”

      She shook the papers at Gage’s face. “Keep her one hundred yards away from Kathleen, she’s dangerous.”

      Kelley threw the papers at Gage’s chest and stormed off.

      “One hundred yards? Fine, I don’t have any intention of getting near her. Kathleen’s really pissed that it’s over between you two, isn’t she?” I asked Gage as I watched the other sheriff leave.

      “It’s been over for a long time, Bailey.” He walked over to the stairs. I scooted down a few more steps, so we were eye level.

      “No Gage, as long as you were banging her, in her head, you’d come around.” I shook my head.

      “And you know this how? Suddenly you have great insight into Kathleen’s mind?” he asked.

      “She’s a woman. And you’re one hell of a catch in a town like this. Anywhere actually. You’re a sheriff, so steady job, a pillar of the community; you own this lodge, so you have equity. You probably have a savings account and a retirement plan, and you are crazy good looking.”

      He leaned in, and his green eyes sparkled at me. “Is that what you think of me?”

      I shook my head again. “That’s what a woman like Kathleen would think of you—stable, husband material.”

      Gage laughed.

      “I think you’re sexy as hell and not a loser, and that’s all it took for me.”

      “Aren’t those the same things?” he asked.

      He was getting perilously close. I leaned back on my elbow, teasing him to lean in more. It worked, he placed a knee on one of the stairs, and I could feel his breath on my skin.

      “Hardly, Kathleen probably had you checked out and confirmed you were going to inherit this place before she ever got into your pants. Am I right?”

      He nodded, and his rough, unshaven cheek grazed against mine. “You didn’t care about my portfolio, did you?”

      “What’s a portfolio? I just want what’s in your pants.”

      Gage started nibbling on my ear, and I lay back against the stairs. The treads probably should’ve been uncomfortable against my back. With Gage against my front, I couldn’t bring myself to care. His lips grazed along my jaw before pressing to mine. His tongue found mine, and they danced together as our mouths attempted to merge us into a single being.

      “Ew, get a room,” Yuki said as she skipped past us on her way down the stairs.

      Gage rolled off and sat next to me. I sat up and scratched my eyebrow.

      “Mood killer,” I called out as she disappeared behind the service doors to the kitchen. “So, a restraining order, huh?”

      Gage pulled the papers from his back pocket. He flattened them out and flipped to the last page of the stapled document. “This isn’t real. This isn’t even Neeley’s signature.” He held up the paper for me to see.

      “Couldn’t another judge have signed it?”

      “There are no other judges in Wet Waterfalls. I’ll get Neeley to look at this later. And get the correct information to Kelley and the rest of the department.”

      “One hundred yards isn’t such a big deal, is it. I’ll just stay away from where ever she lives.”

      “The catering company is located in the middle of town.”

      I shrugged. “So what? I can avoid her block.”

      “Bailey, the entire town isn’t even one hundred yards long. She is trying to keep you out of Wet Waterfalls all together by doing this.”

      I slumped forward, burying my face in my hands. “The whole freaking town? That’s not fair,” I groaned loudly.

      “What’s not fair, young lady?”

      I looked up to see a rather well dressed—seriously, the men in this town knew how to dress—older gentleman. He strolled in like he owned the place, twirling a walking stick. A gods-be-damned walking stick! I wasn’t thrilled that people could waltz in here any time they wanted. I get it was a hotel on one level, but it was an exclusive hotel, and more importantly, it was now my home. I’d have to talk to Gage about some kind of key code system.

      “Judge Neeley.” Gage stood.

      I wasn’t about to stand up. I couldn’t, not after that little blow Gage delivered about Kathleen trying to ban me from the entire town.

      “I came to meet your bride and turns out, I have walked in on some drama?” He cocked his head to the side and began removing his gloves.

      “Hi.” I gave the man a shy smile. I really wasn’t up for too much else. “Pardon me for not getting up. I’m still a bit wobbly on my feet, and today it seems a bit worse.”

      “Everything about you looks a bit worse for wear. I’ve heard your story. How are you feeling?” He shook Gage’s hand, and then sat down next to me and patted my knee.

      I was having a hard time wrapping my brain around this guy being a judge. Judges were stodgy and didn’t have a sense of humor. Not that I ever actually met a real judge before. This guy was too much like one on a TV sitcom, and less like the ones on all those cop shows.

      “I feel a lot like I look; like I’ve been dancing the tackle cha-cha. I just took another hit.”

      Judge Neeley looked up at Gage for translation.

      Gage held out the document Sheriff Kelley had thrown at him.

      The judge flipped to the last page. He scoffed. “That’s what Kathleen Addams was in my office about yesterday? This isn’t my signature. Sloppy forgery.” He handed the papers back to Gage.

      “Don’t worry about Kathleen. She’s entered a pissing contest she can’t win.”

      I choked on my spit. I liked this guy.

      “I probably should do due diligence since I am here, and find out if there is any substantiation to her claims.” Judge Neeley looked from me to Gage, and back at me.

      I sighed and started to do my finger count down again.

      “None.” Gage cut me off. “Bailey has only ever seen Kathleen twice, and the only time she called was because she was following up on a job lead that Keiko Shaefer had shared. Bailey didn’t know the number was Kathleen’s, and she tried to treat it like a wrong number and end the call as soon as she realized she had called Kathleen.”

      When the judge looked over at me, I nodded.

      “All right then, I will give Ms. Addams a call into my office this afternoon. Don’t worry about this nonsense. Let’s talk nuptials.” He clapped his hands together. I think he was more excited than I was.

      “I thought it was just going to be us signing the paperwork?” I asked.

      “Oh, please tell me you’ll at least have a little social gathering and celebration?” He looked up at Gage who stood in front of us.

      Gage shrugged. “Yes, Yuki is planning something, and I believe balloons and cake are involved.”

      “Good, good. Now, about the additional husbands.”

      I was very much surprised my eyes didn’t pop out of my head and roll down the rest of the stairs. How much did this guy know?

      I looked at Judge Neeley with nothing but panic.

      Gage kicked at the bottom step. “Nothing is going to happen until Max agrees. Bailey said he’s husband two.”

      I had? I didn’t exactly remember that. It was true, I just didn’t remember. My throat felt like sandpaper. Bigamy was technically illegal, and polyamory confused people—and this guy was a judge.

      “Don’t worry, dear, it’s all good. Gage will legally be your only husband. The rest will be ceremonial husbands. I just needed to be clear on my timelines. So, only the one celebration this time. Should I go ahead and lock in a date in two weeks?”

      He knew? How many people knew, and how much did they know?

      “I haven’t seen Max for over a week,” I said.

      “Don’t worry, dear, he’ll come around.” And with that, Judge Neeley stood up. “I will see you in two days.” He extended his hand to shake mine, then shook Gage’s and left.

      I don’t think I could take any more surprises this morning.
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      It didn’t matter what I thought. Surprises happened.

      The next one was a good one. A package delivery guy strolled through the door while I still sat perched on the stairs.

      He tried to be professional and courteous while Gage signed for the delivery. He couldn’t take his eyes from me. I admit I looked pretty rough.

      “Car accident,” I said.

      Delivery guy made an ‘O’ with his mouth, and his eyes went wide in a matching shape. “I hope you feel better soon,” he said as he left.

      I opened my mouth to say something about that front door when Gage handed me the box, and I forgot what I was about to say.

      I ripped into it with as much enthusiasm as I could muster, which wasn’t much. I ended up having to hand it back so Gage could pull a tool off his sheriff-issued utility belt and cut the box open.

      “A phone!” I squealed.

      “You’ll need to contact your provider and get everything transferred over.”

      I could handle that. But I had a phone!

      “Who did this?” I asked. I needed to thank someone since I hadn’t made arrangements. And it was the latest model, so I really needed to thank them. I couldn’t afford to drop that kind of change on a new phone.

      Gage shrugged. “Don’t know. Is there a note?” He started up the stairs and kissed me on the temple. “I need to take a
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