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      To anyone who has ever felt they aren’t good enough. You are more than enough.

      

      And remember, if they wanted to, they would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Play List of Sorts…

          

        

      

    

    
      I am not an author who often listens to music while writing. However, I regularly have movies or TV shows playing in the background while I write. So, in no particular order, here are some of the stories that kept me company while I visited Leeside with Declan and Eliana.

      

      Movies

      •Scream franchise

      •Speed

      •Spider-Man: No Way Home

      •Jingle All the Way

      •Jurassic Park

      •Jurassic World

      •Elf

      •The Hunger Games trilogy

      •Meg 2: The Trench

      •While You Were Sleeping

      •Book Club: The Next Chapter

      •Dirty Dancing

      •The Princess Diaries

      •To All the Boys trilogy

      •The Kissing Booth trilogy

      •Cinderella

      •Ocean’s 11, 12, & 13

      •Gone in 60 Seconds

      •Death Becomes Her

      

      TV Shows

      •The Resident

      •Gilmore Girls

      •Survivor

      •Virgin River

      •The Sex Lives of College Girls

      •Hockey games (not really a show, but also not a movie, so it goes here…)

      •Bridgerton

      •Buffy the Vampire Slayer

      •Sweet Magnolias

      •The Pitt

      •You

      •The Secret Lives of Mormon Wives

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About this book

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome back to Leeside! As with the other books in this series, this is a work of fiction that has magical characters dealing with life. They are messy and imperfect, just like us.

      You can expect the following to be within these pages:

      •Explicit sex scenes

      •Swearing

      •Emotionally abusive and manipulative relationship (occurred in the past, but discussed on page).

      As always, protect yourself first.

      
        
        — Isla

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Declan

          

        

      

    

    
      This—right here—is how he hopes to die, his face buried between the thighs of a gorgeous woman as she rides his face into oblivion. While she moans her release, screaming his name along the way, Declan releases a satisfactory groan into her delicious pussy.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, wiping his face, his partner for the night moves to the floor and spreads his knees. Taking his cock in her hands, she begins to stroke. Declan Grace is many things: expert mechanic, funnyman, upstanding citizen, and, of course, younger brother to the demon lord and supernatural council member Lachlan. But, according to the woman kneeling before him and now hungrily sucking his dick, he’s also a god and the best she’s ever had.

      As tension builds at the base of his spine and his left leg starts to twitch, Declan drops his head forward. “Fuck you look good with my cock in your mouth.”

      As she swirls her tongue around the tip, he wraps her ponytail around his fist and thrusts into her mouth. She greedily takes every thick inch of him, moaning around him while gazing at him through her lashes. It sets him off, and he grunts his release, pouring his hot cum down her throat. Releasing her hair, she drags her tongue up his dick slowly, making sure to suck an extra time before fully releasing him. Her hand lands on his chest as she pushes him backward. Declan lies back on the bed, and she crawls up his body, meeting his mouth and kissing him deeply. He can still taste himself on her as it mixes with her lingering deliciousness on his tongue and fucking Hades, if it doesn’t get him hard all over again. She palms his quickly hardening cock, opens a condom package, and rolls it down his length. She hovers over him, lining up with her slick cunt, and slides down to the base. Fucking hell, she’s so tight. Her head tilts back. His hands find her tits, and she rides him into the sunset.

      Waking a couple of hours later with her leg draped sleepily across his and her body curled into him, Declan feels the panic inside begin to rise. The contact feels nice, but he knows he can’t stay here. He never does. Looking over at her, her face hidden behind her curly blond hair, he feels a pang of regret, but if he’s going to sneak out, it needs to be now.

      He groans internally, not wanting to make a sound, as he slides a hand under her leg and lifts it ever so slightly to give himself room to slide out of the bed. Once freed, he locates all his clothing and dresses hastily, checking occasionally to ensure he hasn’t woken her. He glances one last time at her perfect ass and swears to himself before silently leaving her room, moving through her apartment, and out the door.

      Standing in the hall, he releases a breath and shakes his head. This isn’t the kind of guy he wants to be.

      Is leaving before she wakes the cowardly way out? Absolutely.

      But does it help prevent her from getting hurt? One hundred percent. He would rather risk an angry partner discovering he took off after one hot night than either of them getting attached and it inevitably ending because he’s not boyfriend material. He never has been.

      Making his way home, he stops and picks up a coffee and breakfast sandwich, knowing he won’t have enough time to eat before heading back out again to get to the shop in time to open. He pulls into his driveway, throws his truck in park, and enters his home, where he is greeted by the most excited giant ball of black fur.

      Two big black paws land firmly on his chest, nearly knocking him over. “Good morning to you, too, Buckley. Were you a good boy while daddy was out?” He ruffles his hands through the mop of fur on Buckley’s head before leaning in to squish his face and kiss his forehead aggressively. “Do you want some breakfast?” Buckley drops to the floor and begins dancing around him. “Yeah? Let’s go get you some grub, Bucks.”

      Dropping his keys on the counter, he sips his flat white, tilting his head back and relishing the taste of the creamy brew as it floats over his tongue. Buckley, eager for his food, headbutts the back of his leg, almost taking Declan out at the knee. “Alright, alright. It’s coming.” Declan gets the container from the cupboard and collects his dish from the sink. While Buckley is a Newfoundland, a giant-looking beast, he is friendly as all hell and would rather bowl people over and lick their faces. Declan adopted him about a year ago as a puppy, which was the best decision he ever made. When he was younger, he never really understood the draw of having a pet. But being able to come home and have someone eagerly awaiting his arrival, excited to see him no matter how long he’s been away, is the best feeling ever. Buckley almost knocks his food out of Declan’s hand before it reaches the floor, causing Declan to laugh and pat the happy fool’s head. “Here ya go, ya monster.”

      Leaving Buckley to his feast, Declan checks the kitchen clock and notes he doesn’t have much time before he needs to be at the shop. He takes another sip of coffee, and his mind begins to wander back to the taste of last night’s partner on his lips. His dick twitches in response. He single-handedly pulls his shirt over his head as he moves upstairs, heading to his shower. One last round would have been great, and despite his brain’s reminder that they needed to get out of there as quickly as possible, his dick is insisting on another release.

      His pants fall to his knees, and his dick springs out of his boxers as they slide down his hips. The fucker is standing at full mast as a bead of precum glistens on its head. He palms his hard cock, lazily stroking it as he reaches over with his other hand to turn the shower on.

      With the water hot enough, he steps in, letting it run down his body. His eyes close as he leans forward, placing a forearm on the cool wall; he hangs his head, letting the water flow down his back while his other hand grips his cock more firmly and begins gliding up and down his dick with intention. His mind focuses on last night and the feel of her hot pussy wrapped tightly around his cock. The feeling of sliding into home, again and again, and the little noises she’d made as he slammed into her from behind. How she forced herself up and leaned back into him as he pounded into her delicious cunt. How his hand fit around her bouncing tit while she played with her clit as he filled her over and over.

      His hand pumps furiously as he chases his release. Images of her mouth wrapped around his dick and how she looked up at him while on her knees flicker in his mind and the thought of how she so greedily swallowed his release leaves him grunting under the streaming water, spurting hot cum down the drain. Panting, he slowly glides his hand along his softening cock, getting out every last drop wishing he was covering her ass again instead of the drain.

      Fucking hell. His dick is pleased for now, but he’s going to have to make sure he keeps his thoughts on work during the day, or he’ll have to write himself up for indecent behavior.

      Once he composes himself again, he finishes showering, dries himself off, and dresses for the day before returning downstairs. He lets Buckley out the back door to do his business, and the jovial mop of fur bounds outside, chasing after birds and barking at them to get off his lawn. Thankfully, Buckley is quick about doing his business, and by the time Declan picks up his keys again, the giant beast is curled up on the couch, already snoring. With his mostly full coffee and breakfast in hand, Declan pats Buckley on the head and walks out the door.

      On mornings like this, he’s happy he moved to Leeside. One, he’s now closer to his brother Lachlan and his sister-in-law Petra. Two, he doesn’t need to drive the hour from Beckton to his garage in Leeside anymore. He loved living in Beckton but he realized that most of his life was taking place here in Leeside. Family, friends, work. All of it was here. So the move was an easy decision.

      He makes it to the shop with minutes to spare before opening. He unlocks the door, turns off the alarm, and turns on the lights. He places his breakfast on the front counter, then flips the sign to open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Declan

          

        

      

    

    
      While being the brother of a demon lord and a beloved supernatural council member has benefits, living in the same town as his powerful brother hasn’t come without its troubles. Everyone knows who he is. Which means everyone seems to know his business, whether Declan wants them to or not. There are eyes everywhere, though Declan has to give his brother credit, as he does his best to stay out of Declan’s business. Lachlan helped to raise him after everything with their dad went down, but no longer a trouble-making teen and a hefty thirty-two, Lachlan trusts Declan to make his own choices. For better or worse.

      When he opened his auto shop, publicly backed by Lachlan’s support, the Leeside community latched on quickly. Business took off, and because the community generally trusted Lachlan, they trusted Declan by association. For a new business, Declan knew it wasn’t a bad place to be.

      A few years later, the regulars have stuck and new customers are consistently coming in. Hellbent Motors has been busy enough and he’s thought about expanding, but it’s a lot of time and money he doesn’t have at the moment. As such, they remain where they are, and he hires staff as needed to help meet the demand. And he’s grateful for every single one of his staff who has found their way to him. They are clever, motivated, and make his days easier.

      “Hey, Sebastian, can you watch the front desk for me. I gotta step out for a bit,” Declan says to one of his service techs. “And can you let Chloe know she needs to check the rotors in bay three?”

      “Sure thing, boss,” Sebastian says before running into the shop to find Chloe. He returns a moment later, rag in hand, as he dries them off before sitting at the computer.

      “Thanks, bud.” Declan claps him on the shoulder before walking around the desk and heading out the front to his motorcycle.

      A little bit later, Declan’s flipping through a five-year-old magazine he found on the table, sitting in an uncomfortable chair at the doctor’s office. Looking around, he’s not sure how they manage to stay in practice. They are always running at least half an hour behind, the staff is miserable, and he’s definitely gone into an exam room before with another patient’s file still on the screen. If he ran his shop like this doctor’s office, they would have closed after the first month.

      Eventually, his name is called, and he follows the nurse back. What feels like ten minutes later, the doctor finally comes in.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Grace. How are you doing today?” she asks.

      “Good, good. Thanks. And you?”

      “The same,” she replies, taking a seat on the little rolling stool by the desk. “What can I help you with?”

      “The usual,” he replies, rolling his sleeve up. He doesn’t miss the stare she gives him as he does so, and while she’s certainly attractive, he does his best not to mix business with pleasure. It took him a while to find a doctor who was comfortable dealing with demons and had knowledge of the differences in their bodies, so he definitely wasn’t going to sleep with her and leave him with having to find a new doctor. Instead, he ignores the ogles and keeps his interactions as neutral as possible to avoid any confusion.

      “Standard panel?”

      “Yep.”

      She nods and gathers the supplies before coming over to stand in front of him. She wraps the tourniquet around his arm and waits for the vein to appear. As she takes his blood sample, he senses her need to say something and her growing hesitation.

      “Say what you want to say, doc,” he prompts.

      “I mean no disrespect, Mr. Grace. But, as a doctor, I feel it is my role to note you come in here pretty regularly, getting tests done for sexually transmitted infections.”

      “Yes.”

      “While I appreciate your attention to your health, I do have to wonder if you would be better served, uh, reducing your activity.”

      He breathes in slowly, trying to find an appropriate way to tell her to mind her own fucking business. Fighting the angered demon within, he says, “Thank you for your concern. I will take it under advisement.” His voice comes out harder than he intended, but frankly, he’s tired of being judged for how he chooses to spend his time. Every partner consents and, as fully-formed adults, he and whatever companion he’s with have the right to make their own choices.

      She nods again, not pushing him any further. She finishes up a moment later and sends him on his way, letting him know the results will be forwarded in a couple of days.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After changing out of his grubby shop clothes, he grabs a cold beer from the fridge and flops down on the couch next to Buckley. Wisps of smoke unravel from him, spreading around the room as they relax, releasing the tension he’s gathered throughout the day. He loves being a demon and all the power that comes with it. But he’d be lying if he said that it also wasn’t exhausting. Holding his demon at bay all day, staying in his human form, keeping his smoke inside. It’s a lot to manage. So when he gets home, he likes to let his power out, allowing it to stretch and relax as he does, which is why one of the wisps hovers over Buckley, petting him absent-mindedly. Buckley, like the ridiculous dog he is, rolls over, exposing his stomach to the smoke to provide premium access for optimal belly rubs.

      He drops his head back on the back of the couch, closing his eyes. A loud thunk has him cracking an eye open, looking to the side of the room where a tendril of smoke has knocked over a plant stand, spreading dirt all over the floor. “Hey. Dipshit. Knock it off,” he tells the tendril. The point rises and turns toward him. If it had a face, he’s sure it would be giving him a mischievous grin. Rather than argue with it, he draws it back in. Calling the magic to return to its base. It tries to resist the command, stretching and wriggling forward, but eventually relents at Declan’s insistence.

      Placing his beer on a coaster on the coffee table, Declan gets a broom from the closet and cleans up the mess. After his precious marble pothos has been righted and its dirt replaced, he settles back on the couch, picking up the remote to watch last night’s episode of Liars & Thieves, his favorite competition, following a group of selected liars attempting to deceive their way into winning a pot of money. Declan’s phone vibrates next to him as the truth-seekers finally manage to eliminate a liar. Pulling it out, he sees a message from his best friend, Everest Oaks.

      
        
          
            
              
        Everest

      

      
        Hey loser

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Are you done moping?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Declan

      

      
        I’m not moping

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        But you are a loser

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Fuck off.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Never!!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You’d be lost without me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        That’s debatable

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Anyway, what’s up?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wanna go for a drive?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’ve already had a beer. Starting my second.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’ll come get ya

      

      

      

      

      

      Declan pauses to think about it. He doesn’t really want to go out. But he also knows that if he doesn’t, he’ll sit here for the rest of the night drinking and watching reality shows, which doesn’t exactly scream healthy and well-adjusted. Though, there is probably a lot about him that doesn’t scream well-adjusted.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sure.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cool

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Be there in 10

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        K.

      

      

      

      

      

      He turns off the TV, puts the cap back on his beer, knowing full well it will be flat by the time he gets home, and puts it back in the fridge. He charges upstairs, turns on the shower, and hops in to quickly wash off the day’s grime. Everest is comfortable enough to let himself in if Declan isn’t ready right when he arrives, so he doesn’t worry about rushing through it too much. When done, he rubs his hair with the towel, squeezes some gel on his hands, and runs it through the long strands that run down the center of his head before quickly braiding it. Unsure where, if anywhere, Everest wants to go, Declan feels it can’t hurt to make sure his hair isn’t a complete poof ball when it finally dries. He grabs a pair of dark wash jeans from the dresser drawer and a dark green Henley. By the time he makes it downstairs, Everest is already sitting on a stool in the kitchen, scrolling through Declan’s phone with Buckley’s head resting in his lap. Traitor.

      “Dude. Who is Charlie? And why is she blowing up your phone?”

      “None of your business,” Declan says, trying to grab his phone from Everest’s hands, but he twists to keep it out of reach.

      “Pah! She says, and I quote, ‘You were the best I’ve ever had, and I can’t wait to ride your’—” Declan tackles him, wrenching the device from Everest’s stupid hands as Buckley bounces behind them, grumbling playfully.

      “You’re such a dick. Why do I stay friends with you?” Declan grumbles.

      “Apparently, you’re the king of dicks, according to Charlie.” Everest laughs. “Besides, you know your life would be boring without me.”

      After Declan’s father passed and Lachlan became the new demon lord, Declan found himself accompanying his brother on some of his travels. Partly so Lachlan could keep an eye on him, and partly because Declan was curious what else there was out there. Soon enough, Lachlan found himself settling in Leeside, and Declan decided to stay on this side of the world as well. Hanging around Leeside so much led to joining clubs to keep busy.

      As much as it pains him to admit it, Declan knows Everest is fucking right. They’ve been friends for years, meeting when they both signed up for a recreational football team. They were paired up for some warm-up drills and have stuck together ever since. Growing up in the underworld, Declan never thought he would befriend a human, let alone become best friends with one.

      Declan has never been one to have a large group of friends. Instead, he prefers a small, tight-knit group of quality friends over quantity. Granted, the idea of keeping a small group of trusted individuals around him may have been a by-product of his father and how he felt the need to keep a close group of confidants during his reign as ruler of the underworld. But Declan has yet to unpack all the ways his father fucked him up, and he’s certainly not about to do it right now.

      “You ready to go?” Everest asks, pushing away from the counter.

      “Oh. Yeah.” Declan slides a pair of running shoes on, not bothering to untie them. He pats Buckley on the head, giving him a good scratch behind the ears and a kiss on the forehead before they exit the house. “Where are we going?”

      Everest unlocks his truck and, as he climbs in, says, “That’s for me to know and you to find out.”

      Declan buckles his seatbelt and rolls his eyes at his friend. “Nothing illegal, alright. Bucks needs his daddy to come home.”

      “Daddy, huh?”

      “Fuck off.” Declan laughs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Eliana

          

        

      

    

    
      “So, tell me, how have things been going for you lately? It’s been a couple of weeks since our last session.”

      “Really? That’s the best you’ve got?” Eliana replies.

      “Well, from your reaction, I assume everything has been going swimmingly.”

      Eliana rolls her eyes. Dr. Colson Reid has been her therapist since she moved back to Leeside two months ago. He came highly recommended, at least according to the random internet reviews she looked through before selecting him. He’s generally pretty good at what he does, and he has helped her begin to work through her anxiety and other feelings as she navigates life in her hometown.

      Huffing out a sigh, she crosses her arms across her chest and admits, “No, things are not going swimmingly.”

      Colson lifts his left leg and rests his ankle on his right knee as he lays his notepad on his thigh. His pen scratches across the paper, the sound of which is like nails on a chalkboard to her as he makes notes. Looking up from his pad, his gaze catches hers, and he suggests, “Why don’t we start with what’s frustrating you.”

      She resists the urge to grumble at him like a petulant teenager. Instead, she casts her eyes down to her hands, where she picks at the skin along her nail, trying to find the words. After what feels like ages with Colson waiting, for he never rushes her, she says, “I feel like I’m not me.” Colson shifts, and she knows he’s going to ask why, so she raises her hand to stop him before he can. “I know. We’ve talked about this before, and I’ve accepted my career path has changed, but it doesn’t mean I don’t still miss it. Long for it even. I miss the stage and the joy of dancing every night for a new group of people.”

      “How do you feel when you’re with your pupils?”

      Eliana smiles, thinking of her little group of toddlers who are pure joy in her class. “I love them. They are fun and adorable and embody the joy of dance.”

      “So, is it possible you could find joy with them, and your other students? They may not be a new group of people every night, but is it possible your joy still exists, but has taken on a new shape?”

      She runs his question through her mind. Does joy for her still exist, but it wears a different mask? Instead of a new crowd, she gets to watch her littles grow and prosper in this art form. “Yeah, that’s possible.”

      “If you have joy and dance, what leaves you feeling stuck?”

      Eliana pauses before answering, almost afraid to admit what she’s about to say out loud. “I left Leeside with the intent to never come home. I had big dreams. Aspirations. I was going to be the next principal dancer for the Harmony Dance Company—one of the largest and most prestigious organizations. As you know, my dream was cut short thanks to a ruptured Achilles, and after a lengthy time healing post-surgery and being on my own, unable to do what I loved, I moved back here. The problem is that I find myself still wanting more. I love teaching little ones now, but it doesn’t quite fulfill me in the same way dancing professionally did. I live on my own. I basically go to work and go home. I have the odd brunch date with my best friend from childhood… but it’s not enough.”

      “It sounds like you feel more lost than stuck, which is normal. You lost a big part of your life. Something you had been working toward for presumably the majority of your life. And now you’re back in a place that you left behind. Does that sound right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You are allowed to grieve what once was.”

      She wipes away a single tear from the corner of her eye. She’s been feeling this way since she returned home but had been worried that others would think it was her being dramatic. That her feelings weren’t right. It’s not uncommon for dancers who face career-ending injuries like hers to never set foot in a studio again. The pain—both physical and mental—is too much. She knows she’s lucky that she’s still able to have dance in her life, but that doesn’t mean she feels any less out of sorts with her current situation.

      “I know,” she says softly, more to herself as an attempt to validate her own feelings.

      Colson leans forward, resting his forearms on his thighs, pen and pad clasped in his left hand as it hangs between his knees. “Then the question remains: what do you think you need to help you find your footing again? To feel more grounded rather than like a bag in the wind searching for a place to land.”

      “I don’t know.”

      He looks at the clock. “Well, I think for your homework, you need to think about that. Consider what you need. What do you think will help you feel less lost? We can talk about that next time.”

      “Okay,” Eliana replies, gathering her coat from the arm of the couch as she stands. “Thanks, Colson.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Eliana pulls open the door to Strike a Pose dance studio and steps into the naturally lit lobby. “Good morning, Bellamy.”

      Eliana grew up coming to Strike a Pose for lessons. She loved her jazz classes but always felt more drawn to ballet. When she was old enough, Eliana started working here and helping out with some of the younger classes before eventually taking on her own as she went through the dance program at Leeside University. It was only natural to come back when she found herself living in Leeside again.

      “Morning, Ellie. How are you this morning?” she chimes. Bellamy is probably the happiest person Eliana knows. Or at least that’s the vibe she gives off. She’s always so cheery and has a warm and welcoming smile. She’s like the company mom, only she’s twenty-three. She is truly an old soul, and it’s impossible not to love her.

      “I’m doing okay,” Eliana answers. “Little car trouble this morning, but I managed to get here.”

      “Oh no. Do you think you’ll need to take it to get fixed?”

      Eliana raises a hand and crosses her fingers in front of her. “I hope not. I don’t really have the funds for any major repairs right now.”

      “That’s always the way, isn’t it?” Bellamy replies, turning back to her computer.

      “It appears that way,” Eliana says more to herself than to Bellamy. Eliana waves half-heartedly at her before walking to the staff room at the back of the studio. She puts her duffle bag into her locker, removes her outdoor shoes, and slides on her dance slippers. She’s got a class of toddlers this morning for their ballet lesson, followed by a couple of teen contemporary groups, and finishing up with a tween school jazz class. It’s her busiest day of the week, and as much as she never saw herself as a child dance instructor, she loves coming in and seeing all their faces and the pride as they finally land their spin or jump for the first time.

      Eliana would prefer to spend her days on the big stage, dancing her heart out, drenched in sweat and out of breath. However, thanks to an injury last year preventing her from her dream of dancing full-time, she now shares her love of the art form by teaching the next little stars. The same injury alongside an unsupportive boyfriend also meant she had to move back home to Leeside. No longer able to keep her apartment in the big city without the principal dancer’s earnings and feeling alone in her relationship, Eliana moved back home a couple of months ago. It’s not exactly where she saw her life heading when she moved to the big city, but she’s still happy to be able to share her passion on a smaller scale if it means keeping dance in her life.

      Growing up as a human in Leeside was interesting, to say the least. While she’s heard the council has made great strides over the past few years to create stronger bonds between human and supernatural beings, it wasn’t always that way. Some previous council members were quite combative and didn’t think humans had a place in town. Thankfully, those members are no longer in power, and the community has been moving forward with greater inclusivity. From what her family has said, the annual community bonding event, Mixing Our Spirits, has been a great help. The council has strived to include human perspectives and considered them as they develop new initiatives to better the town. The way the human city council and the supernatural council have come together has been inspiring.

      She loved living in Hollybrook and all the opportunities it gave her to pursue her dreams. However, even with Leeside’s challenges and growing pains, if she can’t be in Hollybrook, Eliana wouldn’t want to live anywhere else. The community is so tight-knit. Everyone knows everyone and, with it, all of their business. As annoying as it can be, it’s also comforting on some level.

      Eliana checks the clock on the wall, noting she has a few extra minutes before her toddlers arrive. She opens the door to studio two, turns on the lights, and makes her way to the beam in front of one of the mirrors. Eliana starts by placing her hand on the bar, turning out her feet, and pushing down into a plié. She runs through a familiar series of movements, warming up her muscles, though they won’t be used enough with this little group of children to warrant it. When she’s done, feeling loose and ready, she brings herself to the corner of the studio and dances her way to the opposite corner, performing a series of jumps, turns, and extensions. While she was given the all clear for movement before she moved back home, the fear of going through that agony again keeps her from pushing herself too hard.

      Brushing her hands along her tights, she attempts to wipe the nerves away. So when she gets these few spare minutes every now and again, she likes to run through old sequences, reminding her body of what it was once capable of. She’ll likely pay for the leaps later, but for now, she’ll allow her heart to continue to sing, relishing the exhilaration that comes with flying through the air.

      After a few passes and breathing heavily from lack of regular practice, her concentration is broken when a series of little hands begin clapping behind her. Blushing, she turns and faces her tiny audience. “Thank you, friends. Are you ready for today’s ballet lesson?” The children cheer, running to the side wall where they keep their bags.

      Quickly falling into the rhythm of teaching, Eliana finds the class soars by. But there is no time for rest as her next class comes in right on the heels of her little toddlers. Soon enough, the morning passes with barely enough time for her to eat lunch before her afternoon sessions begin. The natural rhythm of the day continues as she works with each group.

      With the day finally done, she collects her belongings from her locker and makes her way toward the door. Bellamy calls to her before she can step out. “Oh, Ellie, your brother called earlier. You were in class, and I didn’t want to bother you.”

      “No worries. Did he say what he wanted?”

      “No. He only asked if I could tell you to stop by on your way home.”

      Sighing internally, she forces a smile. “Thanks.” It’s not Bellamy’s fault that Everest couldn’t bother to text her. He knows she’d have her phone in the studio. She waves goodbye to Bellamy and rolls her eyes to herself as she exits the studio.

      “He likely wanted to talk to Bels anyway. The fool keeps trying to ask her out and won’t take no for an answer,” she mumbles to herself.

      Tossing her bag in the back seat, she climbs into her car, puts the key in the ignition, and turns it, but the blasted thing doesn’t start.

      “Fuck me,” she groans, leaning forward and resting her head on the steering wheel in frustration.

      Taking out her phone, she brings up her brother’s number and presses the dial button, saying, “Hi, Everest,” when he answers.
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      After jump-starting her car, Everest told her she’d need a new battery sooner rather than later. She thanked him for his help, but she doesn’t have the money for that right now. This means she’s driving back to the studio today on nothing but the wings of hope that she can make it another couple weeks. But those wings are looking pretty bare about now.

      “Not again. Come on,” Eliana says with frustration, banging her hands on the steering wheel. Pushing her foot down on the brake, she turns the key in the ignition, only to be answered with an annoying whirring noise and then deafening silence.

      “Fuck.”

      She rests her head on the steering wheel, tears building in her eyes. Wiping the tears away with the sleeve of her sweatshirt, she leans back and rests her head on the headrest. She’s always hated that she cries when she’s angry, frustrated, or stressed. She hates it even more that she’s going to have to pay to have the car towed to a nearby shop and pay a mountain of money she can’t afford to get it fixed.

      Digging her phone out of her bag on the passenger seat, she unlocks it and opens up a search engine to look for a towing company. After calling and giving her information, they inform her that a driver would be there in the next forty minutes. She then searches for a nearby shop and finds Hellbent Motors. The name sounds familiar, but she can’t figure out why. Either way, it’s only a few miles away, so it will have to do. She gives the number a quick call and checks to make sure it’s okay to bring her car in. With the go-ahead from the young guy on the other end of the line, Eliana makes her final call to her boss at Strike a Pose.

      “Thank you for calling Strike a Pose; how may I direct your call?” Bellamy answers.

      “Hey, Bels, it’s Ellie. Can you get June for me?”

      “Sure, one sec,” Bellamy answers, placing the call on hold and starting the calm hold music. The softness of the tune challenges her current mood, and rather than being peaceful, it ignites further anger in her. She needs this money and can’t afford to miss teaching a class, but now she’s going to be stuck for at least an hour dealing with her stupid fucking car.

      “Hi, Ellie.”

      “Hi, June. I’m sorry for the short notice. My car broke down on the way to the studio, and I’m not going to be able to make my two ballerina tots classes this morning. Would you or Sienna be able to cover for me while I get this disaster heap towed and taken care of?” Eliana tries to sound apologetic rather than angry, but she’s not sure it comes through. If it sounds angry, June doesn’t let on.

      June pauses before answering, likely running through the schedule for the day to make sure the changes work. After a moment, she replies, “Yes. Yes, that should work. Sienna can take your first class, and I can do the second. Are you okay?”

      The question is simple, but it deflates her. Tears build quickly again, and she fights against it, not wanting to unleash everything on her boss, who is asking out of necessity. “Yes. I’m okay. Thanks for asking,” she replies, meaning every word of it. “I’m waiting for the tow truck. I’ll let you know when I’m on my way.”

      “No worries. Thank you for letting me know, hun.”

      “Thanks for your understanding, June. See you in a bit.” Eliana hangs up and sighs. She’s parked on the side of the road, so she’s safe. But now she’s also hungry. With time to kill, she goes to the coffee shop across the street.

      With food and tea in hand, she settles back into the car and waits for this stupid tow truck. The driver arrives right at the forty-minute mark. He hooks up her junker with ease and instructs her to get into the cab. After she awkwardly climbs in, he asks, “Where are we headed?”

      Eliana double-checks her phone before replying, “Hellbent Motors. It’s over on Roundtree.”

      He nods. “Yep. You sure you want to go there?”

      “It’s the closest, so it will have to do.”

      “Alright,” he replies. His words are brief, but not untoward. As a relatively young woman, Eliana knows she can never be sure how these kinds of situations will go. She probably should have called Everest, but the last thing she wants is for him to know he was right. As protective as he can be, he’s still her brother and will take any opportunity to tease her.

      Thankfully, the ride to the shop is brief and the driver isn’t overly chatty. Eliana hates making small talk with strangers as it is, but today in particular, she isn’t in the mood for it. She needs her car fixed; that’s all she cares about.

      When they arrive, he backs her car into a spot out front and unhooks it before giving her an invoice for the service. She digs her wallet out and pays, and then the man hops in the truck and disappears as if he were merely a figment of her imagination. Maybe he is, and this is all just a twisted game her brain is playing on her.

      Her head is down as she walks to the front door, placing her phone and wallet back in her bag. She pulls the door open, still too focused on trying to close her bag with one hand and keep it slung on her shoulder. The door chimes overhead, and a gruff voice sounds from somewhere in front of her, “Hi. I’ll be right with you.”

      Her head pops up. She knows that voice. She hasn’t heard it in some time, perhaps even years, but she knows it. She’d know it anywhere.

      “Declan?” she asks, looking at the boy, no man, behind the counter.

      “Yeah,” he responds nonchalantly, clearly having not noticed her yet.

      Fuck, he looks good.
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      Eliana.

      His eyes meet hers, and it’s like time stops. Fuck, he hasn’t seen her in years. Despite being his best friend’s little sister, she had moved away before he became friends with Everest. They’ve managed to run into each other the odd time at their family home, but it’s always been in more of a passing than anything substantial. He places his hand on the desk to steady himself. The feel of the wood under his hand brings him back to reality. The one where Ellie stands in his shop.

      “Eli… ana. What brings you here?” he says, sharper than intended, trying to swallow the strange urge to go to her, and the power rises to the surface of his skin. He doesn’t mean for it to come out that way.

      “Well, this is a mechanic’s shop, and I have a car that needs repair.”

      “And you chose my shop?” he asks, eyes wandering down her body, making a mental note of the curve of her hips. Did she always look this fucking good in tights and oversized sweaters?

      “I thought the name sounded familiar, but I didn’t know this was your shop. I chose the closest one to where I broke down.”

      Still stunned and trying to process how she wound up at his shop, he can only say, “I see.”

      “Now that you’re up to speed. I’m already late for work and would prefer not to spend longer here than needed. So can you take a look and let me know what the issue is and how much it’ll cost?”

      He shakes his head, clearing the way his brain has short-circuited.

      She wants him to look at her car.

      Yes.

      He’s a mechanic.

      He needs to go and look at her car.

      Finally coming back into himself, he switches into mechanic mode. She’s a regular customer. He can do this.

      He steps out from behind the desk, moving toward her, but she steps to the side, allowing him space to move past and keep distance between them. Eliana unlocks the door for him, and he pops the hood. He does a quick check and then asks her to try starting it. It whirrs sadly and then dies. He walks over to the driver’s side where she opens the door, thankfully not whacking him with it. “It could be a starter or battery. I’ll have to get it into a bay for a better look.”

      She flops her head back on the headrest. This is clearly not the answer she wanted. “How long will that take?”

      “Probably a couple of hours.”

      She gives a resigned sigh. “Fine.”

      “Come back inside, and we can get you into the system,” he responds, trying to sound positive despite the unusual nerves churning in his stomach. She follows him in and within a few minutes, she is all set up. “I’ll give you a call when I have a confirmed answer, and you can decide from there.”

      “Fine,” she practically grunts at him. She turns and walks toward the door, dialing a number into her cell as she does.

      “I can give you a ride to work, you know, if you want,” Declan calls after her, not knowing why these words fly out of his mouth.

      “It’s fine. I’m calling a cab.”

      “It will save you some money,” he says. He recalls Everest always saying she’s afraid to spend money, and given the potential cost of fixing her car, he can understand that she may want to save every penny she can.

      She stops, hesitating, contemplating whether it’s worth it.

      “Fine,” she evidently relents.

      Declan leans over, picking up his keys from the side of the desk. He calls into the shop, letting one of the other guys know to bring her car in and that he’ll be back shortly before leading her around the corner to where he’s parked.

      “No. Absolutely not,” she says.

      “It’s what I drove to work today.”

      “I am not getting on the back of your motorcycle.”

      “Look, we can stand here and bicker, and you can eventually agree to get on, or you can agree now and save the energy,” Declan says, picking up his helmet and sliding it on before swinging a leg over the top. He pulls the extra helmet he carries around out of the cubby at the back and
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