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      To everyone who is too tired to feel,

      this one’s for you.

      

      Also, to my sister,

      who will threaten to burn my house down

      if I don’t dedicate every book to her.
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            TRIGGERS AND CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Before you step into the world of Grim Tide, I want you to feel safe and seen. This story explores themes of transformation, power, control, and healing—all through a lens that includes hope and, at times, hopelessness. Please take a moment to review the content and trigger warnings below and take care of yourself first and foremost.

      You matter. Your safety matters.

      

      This book contains content that may be distressing to some readers, including:

      •	Graphic violence and physical assault, including attempted drowning

      •	Flashbacks, nightmares, and symptoms of trauma and PTSD

      •	Memory loss and emotional disorientation following a traumatic event

      •	Explicit sexual content involving emotionally vulnerable characters

      •	Emotional manipulation and coercive dynamics in past and present relationships

      •	Power imbalance (age gap, former employer/employee)

      •	Themes of bodily autonomy, consent, and supernatural transformation

      •	Use of weapons, implied gun violence, and threat of death

      •	Subtle references to substance use and illicit activity

      •	Grief, isolation, and complex feelings around identity and belonging

      

      This story is about learning to live with the parts of yourself you’ve been taught to fear. It’s about reclaiming autonomy, navigating love after trauma, living in a body that sometimes works against you, and finding the kind of family that sees you for who you are—even when you’re still learning that for yourself.

      If any of the themes above feel heavy or overwhelming, I encourage you to approach this book when and how you’re ready. Be gentle with yourself. Thank you for being here with Karina and Avery. I’m so honored to share this journey with you.

      
        
        —Ivy

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The world shrank beneath her gaze—pinpricks in the night. City skylines reduced to the size of her palm as she pressed her hand to the glass.

      The swell of the ocean was fast disappearing behind them, swallowed up by the clouds as they breached, like a whale emerging from deep water.

      Karina drew in a deep breath, shifting in her seat to stare blankly at the one opposite her. Scuff marks from the black soles of a child’s shoe marred the plastic tray. She wondered how many trips ago that had been.

      The stranger beside her shifted, wearing an awkward smile—the sort that portended several hours of uncomfortable small talk.

      “You heading to Newark?”

      “No,” she said, smiling politely. “I have a layover there.”

      “Ah, going to New York?”

      She smiled. “Yes. But not where you think.”

      “Not the city, then?”

      Her head shook side to side before the question could even leave her neighbor’s lips. “No. A place called Pleasant Valley.”

      “I’ve never heard of it!”

      Me either. She smiled politely.

      “Going to visit family?”

      “Yeah,” she fibbed.

       It was easier to lie than to tell the truth—that she had packed up everything she had ever known and was on her way to a place she had never been before. At the whim of a complete stranger, no less.

      “Well, I’m flying into Alberta. My third cousin⁠—”

      Karina let the stranger continue, finding more interest in her own reflection in their thick, horn-rimmed glasses.

      She had never been a vain woman. She remembered enough to know she had always been practical. But the accident had left her hyperaware—chiefly of her shortly cropped chestnut-brown hair, which had once hung below her ribs in loose, flowing waves that danced wildly in the sea breeze.

      But it was more than just the hair they had cut to perform life-saving surgery. It was how everything else seemed to change, too. She didn’t remember her gray eyes being so bright. Her olive skin so clear. So smooth. She didn’t recall being strong—but now she could feel the muscles beneath her skin.

      Everything had changed. Everything had been thrown into upheaval.

      She remembered the nurse too well. The wild look in her eyes. The worry as she fretted over her. In the weeks that followed, her doctors had repeated, over and over again, that she surprised them with her rate of recovery. Perhaps she would regain her memory—maybe even faster than they had previously believed possible.

      Something felt wrong, though. Something deep beneath her skin. A wrongness nipping, biting, twisting, writhing. Sometimes, it felt like she wasn’t alone in her body—that someone else was there. Someone else who wanted wildly different things. Someone louder. Incorrigible.

      It was the dead of night when the nurse came to her. She kept Karina’s room dark as she hurried her into a wheelchair. Dark, and darker still, as she pushed her through the hospital, through seemingly abandoned wings, and into a concrete basement. Someplace far beneath the hospital.

      And then she was alone, held hostage in an empty room whose walls bore thick, deep gouges and a heavy metal door more befitting a prison cell than a hospital.

      She had cried out for help, but no one could hear her. Not when her bones began to break. Not when she felt her skin stretch too thin and rip around her. Not when she saw her flesh lying in a puddle at her feet and let out a howl.

      “His name is Avery Locke,” the nurse had said, her voice barely above a whisper when the morning broke. She pushed her uneven hair out of her face and smiled apologetically. “He works with people like you.”

      “People like me?”

      Her face contorted in sympathy. “Werewolves.”

      Eventually, she was released—sent back into the world like a fish let go from its trap. The water seemed too vast now. Too deep. Too overwhelming. The undertow caressed her stomach, caught her arms, and began to drag her deeper.

      She returned to her high-rise overlooking Florida’s waters. She took in the sight of everything she had worked toward—every knickknack, every bauble. Crystals and finery left strewn about her home. Successes of a woman who felt lifetimes away from her.

      With trembling hands, she dialed the number. A comforting, deep voice answered. They were strangers, and yet he could somehow read her soul.

      “You’re not alone,” he promised. “You don’t have to be, either. If you come here, I can help you.”

      “But what about work? I can’t just… pack up and go.”

      “You can,” he reassured. “And you can return someday. But for now, you need to be with people who understand you.”

      “And you do?”

      “A bit better than you think.”

      Despite herself, she felt a smile spread across her lips—a manic amusement at his words. “We’ll see.”

      “So you’re coming, then?”

      “I guess so.” A long, lingering silence stretched between them.

      “I know you’re putting a lot of faith in me. And I’m a complete stranger. I have nothing but my word—but you have it. You will be safe here. I will help you.”

      Those words convinced her—though they likely shouldn’t have.

      Karina had made a living debating. She was one of the most skilled lawyers in her area. It was in her nature to dissect everything. To ask questions. To find strategy and syntax where there might not have been any.

      Perhaps the fall had scrambled more than just her memory.

      She remembered the sterile room. The doctor smiling kindly at her over the scans of her brain.

      He pointed out the places that had been badly injured. Traumatized by the fall. There was more than just the lack of memory to contend with. There would likely be changes in her personality—her ability to cope and regulate emotions.

      “I will help you.”

      She was hinging a lot on a stranger. On the kindness in his voice. The gentleness of his words.

      “Hey!”

      She blinked, her head shaking from side to side.

      The woman with the thick glasses frowned in concern. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, sorry.” She smiled weakly.

      “You had a thousand-yard stare there for a minute.”

      “I was listening,” she fibbed. Again.

      It didn’t seem to matter if she really was. Her neighbor was hellbent on returning to her story—something about her aunt and uncle stumbling upon genealogical evidence that tied them to a well-to-do family overseas. A family with only one heir, who was soon to crest triple digits in age.

      “Can you imagine? If we’re related—do you think any of that money would go to us?” Karina offered a tight-lipped smile, a shrug of her shoulders. It took everything in her not to correct her or launch into a tirade about what happened with end-of-life cases.

       She was no longer Karina Levy, the attorney. She was Karina Levy, manager of a car garage. The Ace of Brakes.

      “I don’t know,” she said blithely. “That would be wonderful if it did, huh?”

      “Yeah,” the woman said, breathy, wistful. “You never did answer my question.”

      “Hm?”

      “About why you’re heading to Pleasant Valley.”

      “To be with family.”

      “Yeah, but… why?”

      Karina’s brows furrowed. It was such an invasive question—one she should have dismissed outright. But there was something about that blank stare and the upturn of her lips that nearly pulled a full confession from her.

      “I was in an accident,” she said, her words slow, carefully measured. It was then she realized she hadn’t spoken of it before. Avery had already known, sparing her the gruesome retelling. “I fell over a cliff and suffered significant brain damage. I’m going to be with family while I recover.”

      “You seem fine.”

      She smiled, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “My memory was what was most affected.”

      “Oh!” The stranger gasped, her hands lifting to cover her mouth. “So you have amnesia?”

      “Yes.”

      “You know, one of the shows I watch... there’s a woman who also has amnesia....”

      She felt herself being pulled back under. The words came to her like static—distorted, distant.

      “What does it all mean? To be... like us?” she asked, knees held tight to her chest, her phone burning hot against her ear.

      “To be a werewolf,” he said flatly, refusing to let her weasel around the word.

      “Yeah.”

      “It means to be... blessed. To have another part of ourselves to learn, to adapt to, to accept. We just so happen to have to let them out every full moon.”

      “Is there... a way I can learn to make that not happen?”

      The silence was enough of an indicator—a killer.

      “No. But it does get less painful.”

      “All of this is painful.”

      “Remember, this isn’t goodbye forever. It’s only goodbye for now.”

      “You sound like some kind of Hallmark card.”

      “I speak exclusively in Hallmark card. You’re just now noticing?”

      Nothing could take away from the anxiety welling up in the pit of her stomach. Still, she found herself at least excited to meet Avery. From what she had gathered, he was older than her. He had a daughter her age. A grandson, too. They had shared the basics about their lives. He was a widower. She was a newfound singleton, having ended her engagement after the accident. She didn’t even have a cat to her name. Or a dog.

      It helped to know someone would be there. If she had to go through all these changes on her own, she didn’t know what she would do.

      Her friends back home didn’t understand why she wanted to uproot her life. Darren had tried to convince her to stay by sitting atop her luggage. His partner, Lance, was no better. Cocktails were offered, a farewell party half-planned.

      She had seen the heartbreak on their faces when she said she had to leave soon—within the week.

      So, instead, they sullenly worked on packing up her entire life. Darren and Lance drowned their sorrows in mimosas.

      Adelyn, her best friend, had taken the news worse than anyone. She refused to even come to say goodbye. It hurt, but Karina was sure that someday she would understand.

      Her family had done their best to convince her to rethink her plans too, but they gave up, knowing the square set of her jaw meant her mind was made up.

      “Whatever you feel will be best for your healing,” her mother had prattled in Armenian.

      And then there was the man she had promised forever to...

      It hurt too much to think about. To recall the heartbreak in his eyes. The endless questions. What went wrong? How? Why?

      A sudden, blinding headache blossomed behind her eyes.

      She held up her hand, her smile apologetic. Her fingers found the bridge of her nose.

      Tell her to shut up.

      Karina stiffened, hearing the voice rise from the furthest reaches of her subconscious.

      Tell her to, or I will make her.

      “Is everything all right? Is it your head?”

      “Yeah,” Karina nodded. “High altitudes affect my migraines. I have some medicine. I’m sorry....”

      “No, no, of course,” the woman said, waving her hands as if to dispel whatever uncertainty lingered between them. “Don’t you worry about it. Feel better.”

      Karina offered a small, grateful smile as she retrieved a bottle from the depths of her purse. She shook a few pills into her palm and swallowed them dry.

      Bracing her temple against the glass, she watched the cityscapes melt into rural America—large expanses of farmland sprawling across big, open, green fields.

      Before sleep claimed her, her last thought was of Pleasant Valley.

      Would she see it from overhead?
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      Karina’s heart pounded as she stepped off the plane. She didn’t know who she was looking for—or what she was looking forward to.

      The airport itself was small. Almost claustrophobically so. She was used to oversized, sprawling terminals filled with shuttles and trolleys. This was something else entirely. It was so tiny she felt like she had run farther than its length every morning. Or rather, she had.

      The woman who had sat next to her lost interest shortly after Karina took her medication.

      From then on, through her layover and all the way to now, she was on her own.

      She wished she wasn’t. She wished Adelyn were there beside her, fingers laced with hers as they hunted down this mystery man—this Avery.

      But it was just her. Alone. With a secret. Meeting someone who knew her deepest and darkest truths. For the first time.

      Her heart began to race, and through the medication-induced malaise, a dull throb formed in her temples. It was all too much, too quickly. Had she made the right decision? Why did she trust this person? She couldn’t pick him out of a lineup, and yet here she was, committing to giving him everything—her trust, her secrets, her employment. She was pretty sure this was how human trafficking started.

      Her gray eyes swept over the crowd until they landed on a sign with her name written in big, tidy letters. Behind it stood an impressively tall man.

      Her brows arched, head tilting slightly as she took in his full, striking height. Six foot four, if she had to guess. He was built, too—broad in the shoulders, narrow in the hips. His biceps looked large enough to be mistaken for tree trunks. Yet, despite his intimidating physique, he appeared approachable, his wide smile warm and inviting. His masculine features were partially obscured by a twenty-four-hour shadow speckled with gray, tracing a distinguished line along his jaw.

      He wore a flannel shirt—likely the best in his closet—paired with well-worn jeans and steel-toed boots that had long since passed their prime.

      His smile widened when he spotted her. “Karina,” he greeted, extending a massive palm. “It’s good to finally meet you.”

      “And you too,” she said, catching her lip between her teeth. “I didn’t expect someone... so tall.”

      “Me either.”

      She tilted her head, a half-disbelieving smile on her lips. “Excuse me?”

      “I mean,” he frowned, gesturing at her, “you’re taller than I thought you’d be.”

      “How do you mean?”

      He laughed, rubbing the back of his neck, his lips pressing together in an embarrassed shrug. “Your voice. It’s... cute.”

      “My voice is cute?”

      “That’s—” He flushed. “We’re off to a great start. You just sounded like you’d be short, and...” He made a vague motion with his hands, the sign crinkling. It looked like he was trying to mime a small box.

      “Compact?”

      “No,” he sighed. “I don’t know.” He laughed, his frustration at himself obvious.

      She grinned wickedly. “I just thought you’d be one of those five-foot-nothing people.”

      “I’m five seven.”

      “Seven inches taller than nothing.”

      “There you go.” Her smile broadened.

      “You’re pulling my leg, aren’t you?”

      “Guilty.” She rested a hand on his elbow, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “I can’t help it sometimes.”

      “At least now I know you’re no less sassy in person.”

      “Did you have any doubts?”

      “I had hoped you might be less of a spitfire.”

      She grinned. “I thought you said Natalie was pretty sharp? I figured you’d be quicker on your feet!”

      “Listen,” he chuckled, leading her toward the baggage claim, “my daughter makes sarcasm an art form. I am very quick, thank you very much.”

      “I’m so eager to meet her,” she admitted with a smile.

      “And she is anxious to meet you too. Impatient, really.”

      Karina couldn’t help but grin, relieved to know he had talked about her to his daughter. While she liked Avery well enough, he was quite a few years her senior. They were at different points in life and likely had little in common beyond their shared nature. Their relationship was always meant to be mentor and mentee. Boss and employee.

      What she really needed to start over was new friends.

      They continued to make small talk as they collected her luggage. Avery was kind enough to shoulder her bags as they made their way to the car. In a strange turn of fate, she felt useless. She wasn’t used to people doing anything for her. In fact, it was a point of pride that she did as much as she could on her own.

      She had once soldiered through a week without a working bathroom sink simply because she refused to hire someone to fix it. She wanted to learn—to do it alone.

      Much like she did everything else in her life.

      Perhaps this was just another subtle reminder that she would have to learn to rely on other people. Or maybe she was looking for some deeper, more profound lesson in his chivalry.

      They slipped into the car, both falling silent as they fiddled with their seatbelts. “How was the flight?”

      “I made a friend,” Karina said, though her tone made it clear the stranger had been anything but.

      “Should we invite them over for dinner?”

      She chuckled. “No. I was using the term loosely anyway.”

      He groaned. “One of those chatty row mates?”

      “Yes. She seemed very interested in me. If only so she could then tell me all about herself. And why she was traveling, of course.”

      “Ah. An askhole, huh?”

      Karina chuckled. “Yes, an askhole.”

      She wet her lips, regretting the lack of foresight in not bringing chapstick.

      “So, are you hungry? I cooked.”

      She watched him over her shoulder, smiling in disbelief. “You cooked me dinner?”

      “Yeah.” He smiled sheepishly. “I figured you’d be hungry when you got here, and I’m a halfway decent cook.”

      “Huh. Yeah, that sounds . . . that actually sounds really nice.”

      “If you want, you can stay with me until your furniture gets here. I don’t imagine it’ll be longer than a day or two.”

      “You are getting a five-star rating, chauffeur,” she said, pretending to tap a rating on her phone.

      He chuckled. “Would if I could. But, unfortunately, we’re too far out there for a car service.”

      “No,” she gasped.

      “Yep.” He grimaced in sympathy. “Welcome to where civilization goes to die.”

      She groaned, her head rolling back against the seat. “It’s all right,” she said, suddenly smiling brightly. “The area is beautiful.”

      “That it is. And the rent is cheaper.”

      “To make up for my pay cut.”

      “Karina,” Avery half-drawled, “I couldn’t afford you.”

      “No, you couldn’t,” she laughed. “It’s all right. I’ll make do.”

      He laughed, shaking his head. “I now understand how you’re a lawyer.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re a regular ballbuster.”

      “Don’t kink-shame me.”

      He sputtered. “That’s not . . .”

      “Don’t worry, that’s not what I’m into anyway.”

      Color flooded his cheeks, and the heat radiating off him stirred something inside her. The beast, barely restrained beneath the surface. Her curiosity piqued. Karina cleared her throat and shook her head. “Jokes aside, what makes you qualified to be the, uh, ‘werewolf tamer’?”

      “Well, it’s my position within my pack.”

      She nodded slowly, her tongue tracing over her lip again, finding the harsh, chapped lines distracting. “Does that make you, like . . . an Alpha or whatever?”

      He chuckled, shaking his head. “Definitely not an Alpha. Not a Beta, either. I’m just Avery. Den Papa.”

      Karina laughed—a rich, belly-deep laugh. “Is that your real title?”

      “No, I was just trying it on. I think I like it.”

      She rolled her eyes, a wry smile affixed to her lips. “What happened that resulted in you having this official position?”

      He frowned, his knuckles whitening against the steering wheel. “I don’t know that there was ever a situation that made this my job. I think it just happened naturally. Whenever someone was struggling to get in tune with their beast, I would offer to help them.”

      “You must be good at it. There are people in Miami singing your praises.”

      He smiled, almost sadly.

      “You met my wife’s cousin.”

      Realization struck her. Her mouth opened, and she let out a soft “Oh.”

      “You could have just let yourself have that one.”

      “I could have,” he agreed with a chuckle. “But that would’ve been dishonest.”

      “Is that a big thing for you? Honesty?”

      “The most important.” He met her eyes over his shoulder as he slowed for a red light. “Is it not for you?”

      “It’s one of the most important things. I’m just not used to people feeling the same. Or believing me when I say that.”

      “People often mistake professions for personalities.”

      “Or morality.”

      “Exactly.”

      She smiled, fidgeting awkwardly with the hem of her shirt. “I don’t know if I’ve said it yet, but it means a lot to me that you’re helping me out like this.”

      “You don’t need to thank me,” he said, waving a hand dismissively.“It’s something I want to do.”

      “Why shouldn’t I thank you? Can’t it be something you want to do and something I’m grateful for at the same time?”

      He smirked and shrugged. “It feels like a thing I should say.”

      She laughed. “Is that what you do? You just say what feels right?”

      “Yes,” he laughed along with her. “And sometimes it doesn’t go very well.”

      “Like now?”

      “Like now,” he agreed.

      They settled into a comfortable silence, an easiness that shouldn’t have existed between people who had only just met. Though, she supposed that wasn’t entirely fair. They had spoken on the phone a few times over the past week. They had also sent text messages—enough that Darren had playfully accused her of leaving the state for a man.

      Something deep within her resonated with Avery.

       She reasoned that it was likely their shared nature. They were both not human—both straddling the primal and civilized worlds. From what she had gathered of her beast, it was hellbent on spending as much time as possible at the forefront. It was desperate to get out. To taste freedom. And that was what she felt when she was with Avery. That same longing. The same hunger.

      “I don’t want to push,” he began, his mouth shifting to one side in an uncertain frown. “I just want you to know that I’m willing to make whatever accommodations you need with your brain injury. I’m not overly familiar with it, but I’ve done some research,” he clarified, holding up a hand as if to ward off offense. “We have a room you can use if you have a headache. It’s dark. It’s now soundproofed.”

      She watched him for a long moment, a soft smile pulling at her lips.

      It was sweet of him to even think about it. Karina had fully anticipated dealing with those sorts of issues as they arose. The fact that he was proactive about it was telling.

      Endearing.

      “Thank you.” She reached for him, her hand finding his forearm. “It’s really kind of you to think about all that stuff.”

      “I just want you to be comfortable. I want to make this transition as easy as possible.”

      “I do appreciate it. And I appreciate you.”

      Avery’s cheeks flushed, his smile brightening. “I’m glad. Let’s see if you still feel that way when you start working for me.”

      Karina grinned, shaking her head. “If I don’t like it, I’ll just hide away in the headache cave.”

      “Ah, so you’d take advantage of my kindness?”

      “Duh.” She smirked. “Who wouldn’t? A room all to myself?”

      They shared a grin. If he thought there was even a modicum of sincerity to her words, he didn’t show it. And she was relieved. Karina couldn’t recall a time when she had immediately meshed with someone—when she felt she could be herself right away.

      Her life had been one long, unending saga of dumbing herself down for the company she kept. With some, she had to soften her language. With others, she had to deaden her moods. More frequently, she had to guard her opinions. Yet, everything was so easy with him.

      She smiled at him for a long moment.

      He glanced at her—then glanced again in a surprised double take. “What?”

      “Nothing,” she said with a smile.

      “Is there something on my face?”

      “No,” she laughed.

      “Seriously, it’s nothing.”

      “There’s something on my face, isn’t there? I knew I shouldn’t have had the falafel . . .”
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      They arrived a short while later at a two-story home, its architecture a testament to the 1970s—more windows than walls. From what Karina could tell, Avery had done his best to modernize it. Dark siding and manufactured stone created a striking contrast, and raised garden beds overflowed with fresh fruits and vegetables.

      The house was sizable, the kind of place that would easily fetch half a million in Miami. Even in this area, where the cost of living was substantially lower, it was likely worth a fair amount—especially given all the work he had put in.

      “Home sweet home,” Avery crooned as he pulled into the driveway.

       Karina was painfully aware of the stale scent of the plane clinging to her. She would have moved heaven and earth for a hot shower.

      A glance at the front picture window told her that wouldn’t be happening anytime soon. A petite woman stood in the center, a boy barely ten years old at her side, waving frantically at the approaching car. Even from here, his wide, toothy grin was unmistakable.

      “Natalie and Jason?” she asked.

      “The very same,” Avery said, beaming as he parked. With a groan, he pried himself out of the driver’s seat.

      Before he could even stretch, the front door swung open, and the two were suddenly in front of the car. Jason launched himself at his grandfather, colliding hard with Avery’s midsection. Avery let out a surprised grunt, then chuckled deeply. “You gotta warn me before you tackle me, sport!”

      Karina found herself smiling. It was impossible not to, given how infectious the energy was. Natalie turned that too-wide grin on her and extended a hand—small, almost impossibly so, her fingers adorned with a collection of rings.

      “Hi,” she greeted, her voice a sultry, smoky alto. “It’s nice to meet you, Karina.”

      “It’s nice to meet you too, Natalie,” Karina said, shaking her hand.

      Despite standing several inches shorter, Natalie had the presence of someone eight feet tall. Her hair, a mess of tight, bleached ringlets, was already losing the battle against the humidity. She had her father’s features—arched brows, thick-lashed eyes—but where his were a piercing gray, hers were a warm, rich brown. She was small, delicate in a way Avery wasn’t. A trait she had no doubt inherited from her mother.

      “How was the flight in?” Natalie asked.

      “It was good!”

      “I bet you’re dying for a shower, huh?”

      Karina glanced down at herself, suddenly self-conscious. Did she actually smell? Natalie chuckled and waved her toward the house. “I’ve been on enough planes to know no one comes away from them feeling fresh.”

      Jason—Mister Jason, as he would soon insist—detangled himself from Avery and reached for Karina’s carry-on.

      “Oh, thank you,” she said, reaching for it.

      His brows shot up so high they nearly floated off his head. “You’re our guest!” he said, scandalized. “I want to take your bags, Miss Levy.”

      Karina glanced at Natalie, amused. “Well, thank you very much, Mister...?”

      “Jason,” he declared, setting the bag down briefly to extend his hand. “Welcome to Casa de Locke.”

      “Sounds fancy,” Karina said, unable to stop her smirk.

      “It’s a resort,” Natalie added with a grin. “Come on, I’ll give you the tour.”

      Karina eagerly followed, already drawn in by the mother and son’s easy warmth. Behind them, Avery called out something about having to get all the luggage by himself. Jason promptly reprimanded him for whining, reminding him that there was plenty of help—it would just take a few trips.

      Inside, the house was remarkably well kept. The foyer opened up to a loft-style second floor. To the left, an impressive living space boasted a two-way hearth. To the right, a recessed family room connected seamlessly to a dining area, where Karina caught glimpses of slate-gray cabinetry and gleaming marble countertops.

      Natalie stopped abruptly, eyeing her with an almost comically intense scrutiny. Chin in hand, she tilted her head one way, then the other, like a puppy trying to decipher its owner’s words.

      “Kitchen first,” she announced.

      Karina let out a nervous laugh. “Why...?”

      “I have chef-dar.”

      “What on earth is that?”

      “I can tell if someone likes to cook.”

      Karina looked down at herself, her hand hovering near her midsection.

      “Oh my god,” Natalie groaned. “If you turned sideways, you’d disappear. It has nothing to do with your waistline.”
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