
  
    [image: Breakers]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Blurb

      

      
        Previously in Salem Crossing…

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Thank You For Reading

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Antonia Church

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Breakers

        Copyright © 2026 by Antonia Church

      

        

      
        ISBN: 979-8-88653-546-4

      

        

      
        Published by Satin Romance

        An Imprint of Melange Books, LLC

        White Bear Lake, MN 55110

        www.satinromance.com

      

        

      
        Names, characters, and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review or scholarly journal.

      

        

      
        Published in the United States of America.

      

        

      
        Cover Design by Caroline Andrus

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Breakers

        Salem Crossing #6

        by Antonia Church

      

      

      

      Salem Crossing has had a major evolution since Nevada Noble arrived in town, but the biggest changes are yet to come. As Neve plans for her pending nuptials, threats multiply all around her.

      Simmer Salem uncovers shocking secrets that might be the hottest gossip yet. A new man arrives in SX with a purpose that will rock the community to its core. The new mayor must navigate perils from enemies as well as from within. The closer Neve and her friends get to answers, the more danger builds like a tidal wave.

      From new loves to simmering passions, love and adventure are in the air this Florida winter. After surviving storms, murders, betrayals, and shocking revelations, the biggest twist of all is about to wash up on the beaches of Salem Crossing.

    

  


  
    
      For Grandma—as I stroll on the beaches and ponder, “Like sands through the hourglass….”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dramatis personae

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Noble family

      

      

      
        
          	
        Maggie (Jacquelyn Salem), 40—Neve’s adopted mother
      

      	
        Mark (Gilbert Graham), 40—Neve’s adopted father
      

      	
        Nevada “Neve”, 23—moved from Iowa to Florida to start a new life, engaged to Bryce Graham
      

      	
        Cyprus, 22—Neve’s adopted brother, twin to Willow
      

      	
        Willow, 22—Neve’s adopted sister, twin to Cyprus
      

      

      

      

      
        
        The Graham family

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Tomás—original founder, immigrated from Puerto Rico
      

      	
        Grandame Mavis, 96—remained in SX after the rest of her family left
      

      	
        Amanda, 46—Bryce’s mother
      

      	
        Bryce, 26*—returns to SX after a long absence
      

      	
        Zephyr, 25—Bryce’s sister
      

      	
        Tom, 28—Bryce’s cousin, FBI agent
      

      	
        Conner, 26*—Julian’s son
      

      	
        Julian, 72—Amaya, Amanda, Gilbert, and Conner’s father, plots the Grahams’ return to power
      

      	
        Kennedy, 21—half Graham/half Iblīs, sister to Tom
      

      

      

      

      
        
        The Salem family

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Nathaniel—original founder, immigrated from England
      

      	
        Alexander, 89—father to Tessa, Nolan, Mason, and Mariposa
      

      	
        Tessa, 60—powerful matriarch of the Salem clan, mother of Domino, Makenna, Micah, and Sean
      

      	
        Mason, 52—Nolan and Tessa’s brother, Simmeron’s father
      

      	
        Domino [deceased]—former candidate for mayor, murdered
      

      	
        Makenna, 26—scandalized progeny ostracized from the family
      

      	
        Sweetheart “Sweetie”, 6—child born of Makenna’s illicit relationship with Martin Montgomery
      

      	
        Micah, 25**—playboy scion, Tessa’s son
      

      	
        Sean, 24**—presumed dead for fifteen years, Tessa’s son
      

      	
        Nolan, 57—father of Jacquelyn, Juliet, Naomi, Alistair, and Britney Iblīs
      

      	
        Daphne, 55—mother of Juliet, Naomi, and Alistair
      

      	
        Juliet, 26*—Naomi’s twin sister, popular and rich
      

      	
        Naomi, 26*—Juliet’s twin sister, black sheep of the family
      

      	
        Alistair, 25—ambitious and charismatic
      

      	
        Simmeron, 25—cousin, publishes local gossip in Simmer Salem’s Scandal Sheet
      

      

      

      

      
        
        The Zhang family

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Sun—original founder, immigrated from China
      

      	
        Lula [deceased]—mother to Millie and Kevin
      

      	
        Kevin, 50—chief of police
      

      	
        Millie, 52—head of powerful political dynasty, mother to Juliet, Dalton, and Owen
      

      	
        Corden, 54—Millie’s husband, biological father to Nevada Noble, Juliet, Dalton, and Owen
      

      	
        Juliet, 26*—presumed dead
      

      	
        Owen, 28—former co-mayor of SX, ex-husband of Britney Iblīs
      

      	
        Dalton, 25**—prodigal son who studied abroad for year
      

      

      

      
        
        The Montgomery family

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Samuel—original founder, emancipated slave from the North
      

      	
        Martin, 56—influential but shady business leader, father to Carver, Jax, Sammy, Riley, Bryce, Sweetie, and Damien
      

      	
        Amaya [deceased]—Martin’s sister, mother to Clover
      

      	
        Magdalene, 56—Martin’s wife
      

      	
        Carver, 27**—troubled offspring, frequently incarcerated
      

      	
        Sammy, 26*—food truck entrepreneur
      

      	
        Jackson “Jax”, 25—bad boy with a heart of gold
      

      	
        Riley, 23—spoiled brat troublemaker
      

      

      

      

      
        
        The Ryan family

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Constance—original founder, immigrated from Ireland
      

      	
        Helen, 69—retired municipal worker who preceded Neve in her position
      

      	
        Solomon, 75, and Judith, 75—moral leaders in SX
      

      	
        Rebecca, 48—owns the cottages along the cape as Neve’s landlord
      

      	
        David, 46—runs a nonprofit SX homeless shelter
      

      	
        Rob, 25**—estranged husband to Ariel Álvarez
      

      	
        Saul, 55—reverend, once married to Mariposa (Álvarez), who ran off when their daughter Mariah was a baby
      

      	
        Mariah, 27—ambitious and independent
      

      	
        John, 50—quiet, loner, morose ever since his wife died in childbirth, father to Delilah and Caleb
      

      	
        Delilah, 26*—quirky oddball who offends most people
      

      	
        Caleb, 27—overprotective brother, socially strange
      

      

      

      

      
        
        The Álvarez family

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Dominga—original founder, immigrated from Cuba
      

      	
        Ramón “Ram”, 25**—big badass biker
      

      	
        Isabel, 77—a woman with many mystery lovers, none of whom she married, mother to Carlos, Maria, and Mariposa
      

      	
        Carlos, 55—proprietor of cafe/bar called Laverne’s
      

      	
        Anna, 27**—transitioned from Angelo ten years ago
      

      	
        Maria, 53—advocate against the subjugation of the Álvarez family in SX, mother to Ariel and Acindina
      

      	
        Ariel, 26*—self-centered drama queen, engaged to Rob Ryan
      

      	
        Acindina “Cin”, 22—spitfire waitress at Laverne’s
      

      	
        Mariposa, 50—former wife to Saul Ryan, mother to Mariah Ryan and Nevada Noble, left SX for Boston for 20+ years
      

      

      

      
        
        The Iblīs family

      

      

      
        
          	
        Ebrahim—original founder, immigrated from Persia
      

      	
        Neil Iblīs (Halloweather) [deceased]—co-conspirator behind the Dark Summer kidnappings, father to Clover Black
      

      	
        Elizabeth Iblīs (Halloweather), 49—sister to Neil, mother to Britney and Damien
      

      	
        Britney Iblīs (Halloweather), 28—ex-wife of Owen Zhang, daughter to Nolan Salem and Liz Iblīs
      

      	
        Damien Iblīs (Halloweather), 26—murdered Domino Salem, son to Martin Montgomery and Liz Iblīs
      

      	
        Clover Iblīs (Black), 23—raised in Boston by Mariposa Álvarez, biological offspring of Neil Iblīs and Amaya Montgomery
      

      

      

      
        
        The Miccosukee tribe

      

      

      
        
          	
        Andre Mascolo [deceased]—kidnapper who abducted the Dark Summer captives
      

      	
        Anthony Mascolo [deceased]—Andre’s twin brother
      

      	
        Auberon Fox [deceased]—true love of Naomi Salem
      

      

      

      
        
        The Holidays

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Leira Gemini, 26—Ariel’s test tube twin
      

      	
        Aaron Gemini, 26— Bryce’s test tube twin
      

      	
        Hallie Gemini, 26—Delilah’s test tube twin
      

      	
        Caid Gemini, 26—Naomi and Juliet’s test tube twin
      

      	
        Booker Gemini, 26—Sammy’s test tube twin
      

      	
        Jasmine Gemini, 26—Juliet Zhang’s test tube twin
      

      

      

      

      
        
        Phoenix Enterprises

      

      

      
        
          	
        Rohan Kahn, 23— ambitious young corporate representative
      

      

      

      

      
        
        *a Caesar sibling, born on the Ides of March

        **a Dark Summer captive

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Previously in Salem Crossing…

          

        

      

    

    
      Nevada Noble moved from Horton, Iowa, to the beautiful Florida coast, working as a social worker for the City of Salem Crossing. After a brief fling with local bad boy Jackson Montgomery, she fell in love with Bryce Graham, a doctor originally from SX who returned home after ten years away. After the “death” of Bryce’s close confidante, he ran for mayor and won. He also discovered his father was one of the disreputable citizens of SX, Martin Montgomery. After a tumultuous campaign and seismic familial revelations, Neve and Bryce became engaged. Shortly thereafter, Neve discovered that she had been born in secret in Salem Crossing. After analyzing historical records and chasing leads around SX, Nevada found out that she was Corden Zhang’s daughter. Her mother was a descendant of Salems and Álvarezes.

      

      
        
        Meanwhile, elsewhere in SX…

      

      

      

      Six families rule Salem Crossing, descendants of the founding settlers embroiled in drama and romance for over a hundred years. The animosity between members of the different clans existed for generations until seven siblings were born on the same day on the Ides of March. Twenty-six years ago, a member of each family gave birth on the same night during a violent tropical storm—Bryce Graham, Delilah Ryan, Ariel Álvarez, Sammy Montgomery, Juliet Zhang, Juliet Salem, and Naomi Salem. These pseudo-siblings, dubbed “the Caesars,” became fast friends and remained inseparable for sixteen years until Bryce moved away. Bryce returned ten years later, and Salem Crossing will never be the same.

      Nevada Noble arrived and turned the world of SX upside down. After a brief fling with Jackson Montgomery, Neve settled down with Bryce Graham. Now engaged to be married, life had started to calm when a storm hit SX. Neve was already at the center of a tempest of mysteries plaguing the community when a hurricane wreaked havoc on the seaside town.

      The natural disaster caused extensive damage along Salem Shores, crippled the resort industry in SX, and brought financial peril to the Salem family. Among the casualties were Anna Álvarez and Auberon Fox. As the city reeled from the devastating blow from Hurricane Marlena, the citizens picked up the pieces and worked together to begin rebuilding their beloved Salem Crossing.

      The drama still permeates SX even after the storm. Fifteen years ago, a madman named Andre Mascolo kidnapped seven youths during the Dark Summer—Micah and Sean Salem, Dalton Zhang, Rob Ryan, Anna and Ram Álvarez, and Carter “Carver” Montgomery. Answers about what really happened have only generated even more questions. A secret seventh founding family, the Iblīs clan, forfeited their claim to the land in a dubious deal with the Salems. The descendants of the original immigrants to Florida, who are Britney, Damien, and Elizabeth Halloweather, want to reassert prominence as SX focuses on recovery.

      The runoff election for SX’s co-mayor approaches after Mayor Graham postponed the vote until after the holidays due to the hurricane. Following the death of Auberon Fox, Martin Montgomery remains to face off with Mariah Ryan in a contentious head-to-head competition. Acindina Álvarez faces the fallout of discovering she is part of the Graham clan and Julian Graham’s plan to take control of SX, threatening her relationship with Jackson Montgomery. Mariah Salem faces her pregnancy while dealing with the mayoral election against Martin Montgomery. Simmer Salem investigates the dangerous secrets plaguing the city. Will she discover malefactors hold the real Juliet Zhang and her fellow Caesars, Ariel Álvarez and Delilah Ryan, captive off the coast of Salem Shores? Meanwhile, new faces appear in SX to represent the parties in position to take over the repossessed Salem properties when they go up for auction.

      Nevada puts her interest in SX mysteries aside while she makes final preparations for her upcoming nuptials. Bryce continues to work on rebuilding SX after the storm, even as he deals with the ramifications of the election results for co-mayor. As the couple turn their attention from the community toward their wedding ceremony, will the rest of SX’s seething issues spiral out of control? Can the other citizens step up and keep the peace, or will Neve and Bryce’s focus on their future come at the expense of everyone else’s happily ever after?
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          MASON SALEM

        

      

    

    
      Mason stood on the shores of the small island that had been both his paradise and his prison for more than a quarter of a century. When he first started his self-imposed exile on the isle, the only structures were a clinic for Dr. Iblīs, a nursery for the six test-tube babies when they arrived on the secluded atoll shortly after birth, and the little bungalow where he still resided. The Holiday children had lived in the nursery, which was remodeled and repurposed into a kind of dorm situation, until they were teens, when they moved abroad to learn about the world beyond this secluded retreat. Several years ago, he constructed the outbuilding that had become the prison with his own two hands.

      Initially, they only held Sean Salem captive. Sean had identified Mason during the ordeal out at Hahkv Island, the place the locals now called Nightmare Island. Mason conspired with Neil Halloweather and Andre Mascolo to kidnap one member of each of the original families of SX and blackmail them for pieces of the treasure map to the Miccosukee tribe’s sunken gold and jewels. They faked Sean’s death. Andre and Neil chopped off Sean’s hand and pulled a few teeth, making sure the morbid evidence washed up on Salem Shores.

      Ten years ago, Lula Zhang joined Sean Salem as a prisoner, although by then, Sean preferred isolation. He shunned contact with Lula. She never guessed the identity of her fellow captive, who kept to himself, out of sight. Mason had arranged Lula’s abduction after she learned the Dark Summer kidnappers had offered certain prominent folks around SX a choice between their children’s freedom and giving up their family’s section of the map that had been a secret for more than a century. Mason thought it a mercy that he held Lula prisoner these last ten years to keep the secret, rather than sending her to her grave with the information. Domino Salem stuck her nose in the island’s business a few months ago, and his sister’s snoopy brat learned too much. Mason had a cell ready for her beside Lula’s, but Damien Halloweather botched Domino’s abduction, and she ended up dead. Mason didn’t want anyone to die over this, but he was too close to let anything derail his plans from finally coming to fruition.

      The place was currently bursting at the seams with prisoners. In the course of mere weeks, they had added Anna Álvarez, Juliet Zhang, Delilah Ryan, and Ariel Álvarez to the roster of captives. The hurricane functioned as the unexpected catalyst needed to accelerate their plans.

      Anna Álvarez suffered from being at the wrong place at the wrong time. She had been at the docks during the hurricane, securing moorings and checking ships, when she spied Alistair Salem talking with Jasmine Gemini, the Holiday who was Juliet Zhang’s clone. They planned on introducing Juliet’s doppelgänger after the storm, but Anna could ruin their story. The Holidays kidnapped Anna. They’d also abducted the three Caesars to keep them out of the way for the Holidays’ takeover of Salem Crossing. Mason was prepared for more arrivals to the island prison as the full extent of the scheme unfolded.

      His nephew, Alistair, had built up the opposite side of the isle as a resort. The construction served as a diversion to the master plan unfolding at Mason’s end of the atoll. The prison, clinic, and Mason’s bungalow all nestled back from the beach, hidden in thick foliage from anyone searching from out at sea. The cove was unreachable except for a brief window at high tide, and the overgrown terrain of the island made it inaccessible from the resort side of the small land mass.

      When Tessa Salem began seeking ways to expand her empire beyond Salem Shores, she commissioned Alistair to explore options for developing the islands off SX into private vacation destinations. Mason immediately conscripted his nephew to join his expansive mission, a scheme that had been twenty-five years in the making. Otherwise, Tessa’s interest in developing the scattered islands off Salem Shore might inadvertently reveal Mason’s location and his secret captives. The resort on the other side of the island made the perfect distraction for anyone investigating the recent rash of Salem deaths. No one would think that a vacation destination could double as a secret, secluded lair holding missing SXers.

      Mason stared across the sea toward the direction of Salem Crossing, too far to see over the horizon. He had not been home in a quarter of a century. How things had evolved. How the people he had known must have changed. He had sacrificed half his life in the pursuit of his dream. Soon, he would find the sunken treasure worth enough to take control of SX.

      He refocused away from the direction of Salem Crossing and the past he had let slip through his fingers, concentrating instead on the approaching yacht. Mason had sent Alistair on a mission to ensure the next stage of their plan moved forward, guaranteeing Alistair would be absent for a while. His cohorts over the last twenty-five years had included Neil Halloweather and Andre Mascolo, both now dead; Dr. Nestor Iblīs; the six Holidays; and, more recently, his nephew. Alistair had lately drafted Neil’s offspring, Britney and Damien, to help enact the grand plan. Yet Mason’s original partner had remained anonymous all this time. Initially, when Mason Salem devised his plan to take over SX, only two people were privy to it.

      For the first time in many years, he needed to meet his partner in person. The final stages of their scheme would soon unfold, and they had to work out the finer details of their takeover. Within weeks, Mason Salem would finally make his grand return to SX and take his rightful place as head of the family. The power in Salem Crossing would be his, and Tessa Salem’s long reign would be over.

      The yacht docked, and he sauntered up the shore to meet the prestigious passenger. She had made the voyage out to this island more often in the early days of their operation, but she had stayed away the last few years as Mason conscripted new allies. She needed to keep her part in this a secret. Mason had once felt a certain excitement when she visited the island. Hadn’t there been a spark between them, once upon a time? Mason had let those interests fade long ago, and his diabolical partner redirected her attention to men still the age that Mason had been when they started.

      Millie Zhang walked up the shore like a woman attending a business meeting in a high-rise office in Manhattan instead of a sandy shoreline on a tropical island. She looked powerful and sure as she strode across the silvery sands, her sunglasses shading her eyes and a wide-brimmed black hat adding a touch of smart sophistication. Her expression revealed absolutely nothing about the thoughts percolating behind her shades.

      Mason offered her an elbow, and she hooked one slender arm through the crook. He ushered her inland toward his bungalow, a trio of assistants/bodyguards following in their wake through a bramble of thick vegetation. They had been partners for twenty-five years, but a Zhang would never trust a Salem without an armed escort.

      “How is my mother?” asked Millie.

      Mason knew she asked for the sake of propriety rather than genuine interest. If she actually cared about Lula Zhang’s condition, she would inquire more frequently than every few years. Perhaps she had her concubine spy on Lula for her and report back. Mason knew that Damien Halloweather was a lover in Millie’s rotating harem of young men.

      “She’s as well as you would expect. She seems more alert since your daughter joined the group,” Mason said.

      “I trust you’ve kept Juliet safe?”

      Mason grumbled. Juliet Zhang was a pain in the ass. “She tried to escape more than once. She made it as far as Nightmare Island the last time.”

      “I don’t like that you’ve made her a pawn in this,” Millie snapped.

      Mason didn’t want to rehash old arguments yet again. “That’s why I didn’t tell you at first. Juliet decided her fate when she ran off with my niece. We need someone at City Hall to facilitate our plans. We tried it your way, but your sons are fuckups. We created Jasmine Gemini to take Juliet’s place in case of an emergency. Well, the time had come, Millie. Her clone fooled you for a few weeks, didn’t she? You didn’t have the first goddamn clue.”

      “Dalton’s failures are as much your fault as anyone’s. The events of the Dark Summer traumatized him,” Millie sneered.

      “I let you pick which son you wanted us to take.”

      “Owen wouldn’t have survived one night.”

      “It wasn’t supposed to be so long,” Mason muttered, his voice trailing off. They had believed the members of the other families would give up their secret sections of the treasure map to save their children after a night or two. Mason and Millie had not expected such resistance. Greed was more potent than love. “You needed to offer a sacrificial son so as not to draw suspicion to the Zhangs.”

      Millie was still upset even after all these years. “It all ended before you took Bryce. The Grahams never suffered undue skepticism.”

      “The Grahams aren’t the enemies of every other family in SX,” Mason said through gritted teeth.

      Millie grinned, and he saw the ghost of the young woman who might have once been something more than a cohort.

      “Are we nemeses, Mason?”

      “We’re more like ‘the enemy of my enemy’ kind of thing. Tessa is the real villain.”

      “She can really bring out the worst in people,” Millie agreed.

      They reached his bungalow and entered the small hut. A wall in the main living room featured the parts of the map they’d collected thus far. They had always had the Salem piece (and not the fake piece he’d left in his sister’s office as a red herring. He knew that Naomi had discovered the counterfeit.) Millie supplied the Zhang piece.

      They had procured only the Ryan section during the Dark Summer. Although Mason had directed the kidnapping of Rob Ryan to blackmail Rob’s father, David, it was Rob’s uncle, Jacob Ryan, who discovered the location of the map. When David asked his brothers if they knew about secret maps, Jacob found the old parchment among his grandfather’s belongings. Jacob sold it to Andre Mascolo rather than securing his nephew’s release. Juliet Salem found the abducted boys before any other family offered up their piece of the map. For years, they had been missing the Graham, Montgomery, and Álvarez sections.

      Until now.

      Millie had contacted Mason days ago. She had obtained another section of the map and demanded to deliver it herself. Mason waited until the pageantry of the New Year’s gala was over and the parade of Salems had come and gone before being able to ensure Millie Zhang could arrive unseen. He arranged for Alistair to be elsewhere and made sure Britney Iblīs remained otherwise occupied on the mainland. The prisoners were all locked in their cells, and Dr. Iblīs already knew about Millie, as did the Holidays.

      Millie held up a rumpled, well-used piece of parchment.

      “Damien succeeded?”

      “If you saw him, you might not think so. There’s hardly enough of him left to salvage,” Millie said, wrinkling her nose.

      “He survived. As did the map.”

      Millie gloated with an arrogant air that used to turn Mason on, but now irritated the hell out of him. “Yes, we have the Graham section. He managed to wrangle it from that troublesome Álvarez girl.”

      Mason took the piece of the map with the reverence of a parishioner receiving the holy sacrament. He carried it to the wall and held it up alongside the other sections. Millie would have her own copy. She’d already spoken of her own map wall in case Mason got any funny ideas of keeping it all to himself. They may have been partners in this for almost three decades, but neither ever trusted the other.

      He pinned the Graham piece between the sections procured from Jacob Ryan and the Salem section of the map. The hand-drawn cartography replicated the coastline off Salem Shores, but there wasn’t an “X” that marked the spot of sunken treasure. Instead, each piece had parts of coordinates that would lead them to the place where the pirate ship sank a century and a half ago. The antique treasures aboard that vessel would amount to inestimable value today. Mason and Millie would use that money to rule SX until the end of time.

      “Two pieces left. We’re so close,” Mason said, squinting at the map still missing a large swatch of surface.

      Millie tilted her head and studied the void space. “Why do you think the Montgomery and Álvarez sections are larger than everyone else’s? We have filled four out of the six sections. That ought to be two-thirds of the puzzle. Instead, it appears that less than fifty percent is complete. The last two chunks will fill out more than one-half of the map.”

      Mason had considered that already. They had had three sections for the last few years, and he noticed there was much more missing than merely half. A nagging worry made him wonder whether there might be more than six pieces. Who else would have a part of the map other than the original settlers of Salem Crossing?

      The Miccosukee tribe was the enemy. No one would have given them a section. The Salems had bought out the Iblīses. That left no one else to claim this treasure.

      “The Montgomerys probably bullied the others into getting a bigger section. Some things never change.”

      Millie appeared unconvinced. “Did one of the families get more than one section? Maybe some of the founding families split, and folks went their separate ways. Maybe a second Graham or Ryan section?”

      Mason scratched his head. After chasing his dream for so long, he didn’t want to consider the possibility that the goal had moved further away. The hurricane was the perfect storm that allowed them to proceed with their plan. The Holidays would ensure everything fell into place to take over SX. He had tasked the doppelgängers to find the last two pieces of the map. Things began to culminate at the precipice of finally coming together.

      He had left his home at twenty-seven, run off to put his plans in motion. After the Caesars were born and Dr. Iblīs harvested their blood to begin gestating the test tube babies, Mason had to leave Salem Crossing and never return. He discovered after he left that his last time with his wife, Fiona, had resulted in her pregnancy. While he helped raise six lab-grown infants, he had never met his own daughter. That would be a hell of a story to headline Simmer Salem’s Scandal Sheet. Simmer’s own father would make the front page of her newsletter.

      Mason turned away from the mishmash map, giving up on trying to figure it out. “We need the last pieces of the puzzle. We won’t know anything is missing until we secure the sections from the Álvarez and Montgomery sections. Has Leira reported any progress?”

      “Jefferson Montgomery knows the location of the family heirloom. I tasked Leira with getting the team to retrieve the map by any means necessary,” said Millie.

      “What about the Álvarez section?”

      Millie shook her head. “We don’t know who has it. A million Álvarezes are running around Old Mat.”

      “Damn it. We’re so close.”

      Mason tightened his fists. He had been suffering a self-imposed banishment for half his life, pulling the strings in SX but never able to walk the city streets. His family believed he had disowned them decades ago, but he has remained close all these long years. His goal of wresting control of the city away from his imperious sister and her bootlicking ilk finally seemed within reach. He would free the citizens from their oppressive oligarchy and reign beside Millie Zhang in a new dawn over Salem Crossing, or, as Millie insisted in an official renaming after their hostile takeover, Zhalem Crossing. He wasn’t entirely pleased with the name change, but ZX had a nice ring to it.

      Millie wandered around the living space in his bungalow, turning her nose up at his sparse décor. “There might be a clue in the Fallout Shelter. If my sons weren’t colossal losers and my daughter could’ve kept it in her pants when it came to your niece, I would have had access.”

      “What if we task one of our newer associates with the mission. We have an asset that we couldn’t access before,” Mason suggested as Millie studied a lamp base made of a coconut shell that Leira had made him for his birthday many years ago.

      Millie considered. “Britney Iblīs.”

      “Formerly Britney Zhang. She knows how to get into the Fallout Shelter.”

      “Can we trust her?”

      Mason scoffed. “You don’t even trust me. Trust isn’t what this is about. It’s about whether or not I can get her to do what we want her to do.”

      “Can you?” Millie asked.

      Mason nodded confidently. “Alistair has her under control. She wants to be a Salem more than she wants to be either an Iblīs or a Zhang.”

      “Task Britney with locating the Álvarez piece. I’ll make sure the rest of the Holidays procure the Montgomery section,” Millie stated.

      Mason nodded. The plan was set. This was the zenith of decades’ worth of machinations. Like a game of chess played out over half a lifetime, the time had come to make his move. The pawns were in place, each lieutenant moving into position to strike. The hurricane had accelerated their timeline by months, and now victory floated within Mason’s grasp. His return to SX was finally imminent.

      “So, tell me about Tessa. How spectacular is her spiral?” Mason asked, turning the convo from plotting to gossip.

      Millie sprouted a rare smile, transforming her appearance, taking decades off her age. She looked like the woman who had begun this ambitious takeover of Salem Crossing with Mason all those many years ago. He listened as she maliciously described his sister’s downfall. He could see why this older woman so beguiled all those young men in her harem. She had the verve of an ingenue and the tenacity of a tigress.

      She was the perfect predator to align with. Mason and Millie were about to have everything they had worked so long and hard for. Salem Crossing thought the hurricane had changed things? A true reformation was coming to SX, and Mother Nature didn’t hold a candle to the havoc Mason and Millie were about to wreak.
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        Election day

      

      

      

      Neve woke up alone. Bryce had pulled another all-nighter at City Hall. His fourth in a row. If they hadn’t created a little romantic corner in the secret Fallout Shelter down the hall from Bryce’s office, she wondered if their relationship would’ve become as stale as seniors celebrating fifty years instead of two young, newly-engaged lovers planning a wedding. She felt like a woman making conjugal visits to her convicted partner in prison when they hooked up in the Fallout Shelter, but she would take some personal time with Bryce, however she could get it.

      Too often, she considered how Owen Zhang had carried on an affair with Riley Montgomery in the Fallout Shelter. The eww-factor amped further when she extrapolated that Owen was Neve’s half-brother, engaging in sexual shenanigans with Bryce’s half-sister, Riley. Holiday gatherings in every household in SX were rife with awkward interconnections. The whole town was half drama and half cloak-and-dagger.

      After today, Bryce would have backup to handle the problems plaguing SX as it struggled to recover from Hurricane Marlena. The bureaucracy had been a tremendous burden on him since the storm. Whether Mariah Ryan or Martin Montgomery won the election, they would be eager to make a name for themselves in SX. Either of the ambitious individuals would gladly take some responsibilities off Bryce’s hands and work hard to achieve accomplishments in office. Mariah and Martin were both thirsty for it.

      After Neve got ready, she drank a protein shake at the small bistro table, looking out her patio door to the predawn beach running along the backside of her bungalow. Silver moonlight illuminated the stretch of Salem Shores and highlighted the whitecaps on the breaking waves with an ephemeral glow. The first hint of a new day started painting the horizon with a translucent gray.

      She flipped through her phone, finalizing wedding plans. Thank goodness, Bryce had agreed to push out the ceremony a couple of weeks. Even a simple event in Hourglass Park among close friends and family took time to organize. Blessedly, Bryce’s mother had volunteered to plan many of the arrangements. Neve mostly needed to finalize choices on flowers, music, and food for Amanda Graham to implement.

      Neve took election day off as City Hall acted as ground zero for bustling activity. She planned to cross those last items off her wedding to-do list. She had an appointment at Modern Modiste in the afternoon to try on her dress for final alterations and choose her bridesmaid styles, and a dozen errands before that. She finished her breakfast and drove downtown to say good morning to her fiancé before running her errands. City Hall would be a zoo as election day progressed, so she wanted to see Bryce early. It was nearly dawn when she pulled into the parking lot.

      She stepped out of the car and noticed someone skulking in the shadows. She might have been born and raised in the Midwest, but the dangers faced by young women were prevalent even in small-town Iowa. Her mother taught Neve, from a young age, to be mindful of her surroundings and to monitor threats around her. Slipping a hand into her purse, she grasped the Taser she always kept handy.

      “Neve?”

      It was Clover Black. Her birthday-twin. The offspring that Neve’s biological mother raised after Julian Graham and Helen Ryan swapped them at birth. Clover turned out to be the illegitimate offspring of Amaya Montgomery and Neil Halloweather, who had revealed himself as a murdering kidnapper. Julian had traded the two babies born on the same day in SX more than twenty-three years ago so he could watch over his grandchild in Boston and protect Clover from Neil. Neve’s parents thought they were doing the same thing for Clover, but they had inadvertently kidnapped the daughter of Corden Zhang and Mariposa Ryan. Julian couldn’t surreptitiously watch over Clover if Jacquelyn Salem and Gilbert Graham were raising his grandchild, as Gilbert was Julian’s son.

      A mess. One more shitstorm in tempest-tossed SX.

      “You okay?” Neve asked.

      “Cyprus’s dad is my uncle. I’m not anywhere in the vicinity of okay,” Clover said morosely.

      Neve remembered the agony she’d endured when she didn’t know who her biological parents were, and she thought she might be in love with someone she was related to. Bryce could’ve been her half-brother, or her cousin, or an uncle. Thankfully, everything turned out okay for Neve and Bryce.

      Neve’s adopted brother, Cyprus, on the other hand, thought he was free to pursue Clover once they figured out that Helen Ryan had switched Clover at birth with Neve, believing the Bostonian was half Montgomery and half Iblīs. It turned out Clover was 50% Iblīs, but the other half split evenly between Montgomery and Graham ancestry. More like Graham incestry. Cyprus and Clover were cousins.

      “I’m sorry. This town has a way of finding new ways to break hearts,” Neve said, offering a hug. Clover folded into her arms, sobbing gently. The roller coaster ride of Clover’s SX experience had not yet come to a halt.

      “It’s screwing with my mind and heart. I’ve been torn in a dozen directions ever since I arrived in Florida. I should’ve stayed in Boston and ignored all the questions about my birth parents,” Clover muttered.

      “Your grandfather has been watching over you since you were born. He was going to drag you into this drama no matter what,” Neve suggested.

      Clover pulled out a tissue and wiped, regaining composure. “Now, I’m drafted into this crazy group of offspring that they planned like we’re a motherfucking army in some SX war. What did he call us? The Graham crackers?”

      “The S’mores, I think. Part Graham, part something else,” Neve said. Every group had a nickname around this town.

      Clover chuckled at the ridiculousness. “Am I the marshmallow? Or the chocolate?”

      Neve was glad to see a smile after the strife of learning of Clover’s connection to the Grahams…and to Cyprus.

      “I think you’re something else,” Neve expressed encouragingly.

      Clover was different, and Neve always enjoyed being around unique individuals. Clover fully accepted a non-binary identity. With short black hair, unisex clothing, and no jewelry or makeup, the combined effect erased any identifiable biases about whether Clover was male or female. Neve’s stepsibling was delightfully one-of-a-kind.

      “I am unique. People always thought I was weird. But Cyprus didn’t seem to mind at all,” Clover said, shedding another tear.

      Neve nodded. “Cyprus accepts everyone equally, always. Boys. Girls. It’s always been all the same to him anyway. He loves the person, not the parts, y’know?”

      “I did. I still do, damn it,” Clover murmured sadly.

      What would Neve have done if her investigation into her heritage had revealed she and Bryce shared a bloodline? Hadn’t she given in to her feelings for him even before she safely eliminated any possibility? The feelings had been real enough before the facts started threatening to get in the way. Clover’s dilemma could have been Neve’s if wandering hearts had wavered a different way all those years ago.

      Neve grabbed Clover’s hand and squeezed. “I’m here whenever you need me, Clover. We have a connection unlike anyone else in this crazy town.”

      Clover nodded, looking somewhat heartened. “Thanks, Neve.”

      Neve gave a final squeeze of Clover’s shoulders and asked, “Have you voted yet?”

      Clover let go of the worries about what the heart wants, for now. “Not yet. That’s what I’m here for. I was heading in when I saw you pull into the lot. I’m glad I registered to vote when I started working at Halloweather’s. I wasn’t sure I was staying. After I discovered the kind of man my father was, I thought about going back to Boston.”

      “Well, give SX a chance for a while longer,” Neve encouraged, leading Clover up the steps to the front entrance of City Hall. “Why are you up at the crack of dawn?”

      An expression darker than the early morning shadows fell over Clover’s countenance. “I wanted to avoid Cy. He sleeps in, doesn’t he? I didn’t want to run into him later. I’m not ready to see him yet.”

      Neve nodded understandingly. If circumstances had forbidden her to see Bryce because of some inbreeding roadblock, she would have picked the first route out of town and never looked back. She hated to take Clover’s heartache and turn it into her own relief, but Clover’s situation made her appreciate her impending nuptials to Bryce all the more.

      A few other early birds had already lined up to vote. Neve spotted Britney Iblīs among them, Clover’s cousin. Clover thanked Neve for her understanding and joined Brit in the queue. Neve went in search of her fiancé. She turned the corner and ran smack dab into Martin Montgomery.

      “Ms. Noble, why do you appear every time I turn around lately?” Martin grumbled, wearing an irritated scowl.

      “Apparently, I’m often in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Neve clapped back.

      “That is exactly the reputation you seem to have around town,” Martin zinged.

      Neve sneered, thinking of Martin and her mother together, having an affair behind her father’s back. “I’ve seen your choices of places and the people you choose to be with. Leave the preaching to Reverend Ryan.”

      Martin straightened his tie imperiously. “I’m not leaving anything up to any Ryans, Ms. Noble. I intended to squash Mariah Ryan today.”

      “That sounds threatening, Marty,” Neve accused.

      Martin bristled at the pejorative nickname. “I don’t make threats. I do something about problems,” he said haughtily. He certainly sounded like a man ready to be in charge.

      “And if you don’t win? You strike me as a sore-loser type,” Neve jabbed.

      “There are other ways to have control in SX without occupying City Hall, Ms. Noble. You don’t have to sit at the desk in the mayor’s office to pull strings around here. It would be nice to go through proper channels, but I’m used to exerting all kinds of influence to get my way.”

      This man would be her father-in-law very soon. He had only recently discovered he was Bryce’s father, even though she remained perplexed about the possibility. Martin never admitted to an affair with Bryce’s mother, even after confessing to a plethora of other mistresses. Neve couldn’t decide whether Martin Montgomery was such a playboy lothario twenty-six years ago that he couldn’t remember sleeping with Amanda Graham, or whether that night hadn’t played out precisely as Amanda had told her son.

      “You don’t always get your way, Marty. My mother is working things out with my dad,” Neve said, the rebuke like a slap to Martin’s face. His swagger leaked out like air from a faulty tire. He blinked as if trying to recover from a heavyweight uppercut.

      Neve walked away. She knew it wasn’t wise to poke Martin and get him riled up, but she was angry at him for making her mother an adulterer.

      A voice startled Neve out of her glower at Martin. “Come to vote for me?”

      Mariah Ryan approached Neve. She smiled brightly. There was almost a glow about her.

      “Of course. I gotta support my sister. How many of those do I have?” Neve said, hugging her.

      “Shit, girl, I’m not even sure. Do you even know the identity of your bio dad?” Mariah asked.

      Neve shrugged noncommittally. She couldn’t tell Mariah Ryan the secret. If Mariah revealed the information to the wrong person, like Millie Zhang, then all hell would rain down on Salem Crossing.

      Mariah continued, oblivious to any avoidance of an answer. “Well, besides me, you have Willow, of course. Does Clover make you some sort of pseudo-twin since you were born on the same day and switched places for the last twenty-three years? Or is it offensive to call someone nonbinary a sister? How about the Caesars? Did they induct you into the cult now that you’re marrying the leader?”

      “Some Caesars love me, some hate me. I tried to connect those dots and ended up with a drawing that looked like a plate of spaghetti,” Neve said, then changed the topic. “I ran into your competition. Why should I vote for you instead of Martin?”

      Mariah snorted derisively. “Because you know damn well that I have pure intentions for wanting to do good in the community, whereas we both suspect Martin has ulterior motives for wanting to sit in City Hall.” Mariah threw her arm across Neve’s shoulders like they were the best of buddies. “Besides, who would you rather see working side by side with your soon-to-be husband come tomorrow, Neve? You think a Montgomery would make a good copilot? Martin will fly that plane right into the ground with dear Bryce watching idly from the next seat, unable to stop it.”

      “No need for the hard press. You had me all along. We need a smart, sensible, and kick-ass woman to balance Bryce’s nice-guy image. You already know I’m voting for you, Mariah.”

      Mariah smiled and held up a hand.

      “Sistah’s foreveh.”

      Neve grinned and gave her a high-five. “We’ll see about forever, but you have me today.”

      Mariah moved on to greet other voters before they reached the booths. She and Martin made their rounds across the room, persuading the last few undecided constituents to join their side. Martin was slick, charming, and popular. He had twice as many years in SX to build allies, gain influence, and gather blackmail material on the citizens. Could he sway enough SXers to get enough votes to slide right into the co-mayor’s office? He’d been wily enough to eke his way into her mother’s bed.

      Neve turned her back on the day’s politics and looked for Bryce. She found him with one of the Zhangs, the woman who acted as supervisor of elections (Candace? Constance?), and Rebecca Ryan. Before she could cut through the growing crowd of voters, Sammy intercepted her, face frantic and full of hope.

      “I need to talk to you. You heard about Ariel?” Sammy asked urgently.

      Bryce had given her the news. “She skipped town. Left a note breaking Rob’s heart. Again.”

      Neve didn’t bother to delve too much into what motivated Ariel Álvarez to leave Salem Crossing so suddenly. She knew Ariel’s marriage was a clusterfuck of bad decisions, and Rob had sucked Sammy into the mess because she had feelings for him, but Neve never thought twice about Ariel’s absence. Bryce worried she wouldn’t make the wedding. Ariel was roughly the same shape and size as Cin, so Neve would ask Ariel’s sister to stand in as a groomswoman if the Caesar couldn’t manage to make it back for the ceremony.

      “Am I stupid if I try to be there for Rob again? I still have feelings for him, Neve, but he already chose Ary over me when she gave him the choice. What if she comes back and takes him away again?”

      Neve didn’t like this version of Samantha Montgomery. Sammy was as badass as the women of SX came. She didn’t take shit from anyone because she was a goddamn Montgomery. Yet, somehow, Rob Ryan acted as her kryptonite. She turned into a feckless mess when it came to that lovesick ginger bastard.

      Neve grabbed Sammy by the shoulders and looked her in the eye. “If Ariel takes him away? Are you going to worry about someone taking what’s yours, Samantha Montgomery? You let her win once—will you give up so easily a second time? She can only take him if you let her. Hold onto that boy and give him a reason to stay. If you want Rob Ryan, then you make sure itty bitty Ariel Álvarez keeps her damn hands off your man.”

      “Okay,” Sammy said, properly pumped up.

      “Okay,” Neve repeated, nodding her head.

      “Imma give him a perfect reason. They say a way to a man’s heart is through his stomach,” Sammy said with a wide smile.

      Neve nodded encouragingly. Yes, the talented chef should be able to cook up a plan to keep the man. Sammy scurried away, suitably motivated.

      “Looks like you sent Samantha off on a mission. Pressing business?” Bryce asked, giving her a peck on the lips as Neve approached.

      “Affairs of the heart, my love. Nothing to concern the mayor about.”

      “How about her Caesar brother?”

      Neve assured him, “I can handle some of the sibling responsibilities for you while you steer the city out of this crisis, Bryce.”

      Rebecca flanked the mayor and added, “By tomorrow, you will have help in that endeavor. Whether it’s Martin or Mariah, we will have the results by the end of the day. Correct, Carpathia?”

      Carpathia Zhang. The woman looked too old to oversee elections, but she nodded sharply and decisively, all business. Neve imagined Juliet Zhang’s future would have looked like that if she hadn’t faked her own death, gotten lost in a hurricane, and come back as a bitch who wanted to sabotage Neve’s engagement to Bryce in favor of Leira Gemini. How had JZ transformed from someone Neve idolized when she arrived in SX to an archenemy working against Neve’s happily ever after?

      “I’m ready to welcome anyone who can alleviate some of Bryce’s workload. Hell, I’d leave Delilah with the keys to the mayor’s office if it meant I could have a weekend with my fiancé,” Neve said, wrapping her arms around Bryce like she was going to slink out of City Hall like a thief stealing a priceless piece of art.

      “Delilah has been too busy of late to occupy her time with politics,” Bryce remarked coyly.

      Neve glanced at Rebecca to see if she caught the innuendo about her niece, but Neve instead found a strange expression on Rebecca Ryan’s face. Suspicion? Concern? Didn’t she like Delilah seeing Tom Graham? Or was she disappointed that Delilah had lost her virginity before marriage and seemed to be making up for lost time the last couple of weeks? Rebecca never struck Neve as prudish, but maybe she held Delilah to higher standards?

      Neve placed a quick peck on Bryce’s lips. “Speaking of busy, I need to keep moving. I have a lot of errands before it’s time to get our dresses ready.”

      “The future looks bright, Nevada,” Bryce said.

      Neve planned a quick stop at a voting booth before continuing to a whole list of pre-wedding stops that would end at the Modern Modiste in the afternoon. She had never been happier. This was Florida at its finest, where the sun was always big and shining.
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          ACINDINA ÁLVAREZ

        

      

    

    
      Cin woke up alone. She stared at the empty spot in bed beside her. She had been getting ready to take the next step with Jax, but then Mariah dropped her bombshell. She told Jax she was pregnant and thought the baby was his. Jax and Mariah had hooked up during the initial election last fall after Jax lost spectacularly and Mariah faced public humiliation over leaked sex tapes. Mariah said the timing was right.

      Jax agreed to a paternity test.

      Mariah said she’d check with her doctor to see if she was far enough along right after the election.

      Today was election day.

      Cin hopped out of bed. It was already light outside. Her uncle closed Laverne’s due to the election, so she had the day off and decided to sleep in. Her stomach rumbled. It was breakfast time. She padded out to her kitchen. Too lazy to make anything fancy, she reached up to the top cupboard to fetch an empty bowl for cereal.

      “I brought bagels.”

      The voice from her breakfast alcove made her stand still, completely frozen, on tiptoes, leaning over her counter, grabbing a bowl from the highest shelf. Cin was suddenly very aware of her derriere. Maybe she ought to have worn underwear to bed last night, but she wore nothing but a shirt. She had slept in one of Jax’s tank tops, and it barely covered her ass even when she was standing flatfooted. Reaching for the sky like she was, the bottom half of her buns were flashing the man seated at the plastic patio table she used for her dining set.

      Cin unfroze, rocking back on her heels, feeling the hem of the shirt drop back over her butt, before turning to face Jax. It wasn’t anything he hadn’t seen before, but it only generally occurred in situations when there was at least another person around. The chilly January morning in Florida made the front of the tank top poke out in twin tents. Cin didn’t ever turn the heat on, no matter if it occasionally dropped into the forties this time of year.

      Her mind might not mean to taunt him with her innate sexiness, but it seemed her body had other ideas.

      Her heart, as always, ached to be near him.

      “I told you that you didn’t need to keep protecting me, Jax. No one has seen Damien in days and days. If he survived the gators, there’s probably not enough of him left to come hunting me down. Besides, he got the map. And now everyone knows he attacked me. There’s no reason to shut me up after I’ve told my story.”

      Jax gave her that devilish smirk that made her melt. “I know. I’m not worried about Damien.”

      “You think Mariah might put a bounty on my head so she can get a happily ever after with her baby daddy?”

      Jax’s grin faltered. “We don’t know the full circumstances of that situation. Besides, there’s nothing between Mariah and me.”

      Cin’s dark eyebrow raised over one eye. “That’s the problem. There ought to have been something between you two. Like some latex, maybe.”

      “There was,” Jax said defensively. “But she uses a lot of, uh, tools. Something might have punctured a hole.”

      “I think the whole trouble started with you puncturing Mariah’s hole.”

      Jax stammered, “That was before you and I…we hadn’t even…I didn’t know I could even feel…”

      Cin slinked toward him and put a hand on his chest, letting him off the hook. “I know, Jax. We both let our hearts lead us astray. I’m not blaming anyone.”

      She thought about how she’d been fawning over Bryce like a silly schoolgirl at the time Jax had been seeking solace in the shackles of a dominatrix. Jax’s situation could as easily have been Cin’s if she’d had a prophylactic malfunction on one of her romps with Ram. Would Jax be as understanding if she turned up pregnant with Ram’s baby? She thought yes.

      “Then why are you here? Who else is out to get me?” Cin purred, her tone dangerous considering her skimpy attire.

      Jax leaned forward in his seat, looking up as she stood before him, his winning smile returning. “Just me. I’m out to get you, Cin.”

      “You already have my heart.”

      He glanced at her chest, right at eye level, but he damn sure wasn’t thinking about her heart.

      “That’s the most important part,” he lied. At least for the moment, other organs took precedence.

      The only thing between Jax and her yearning body was a thin workout tank top advertising Axel’s Garage, offering him an eyeful of side boob and twin points poking eagerly at the front. The hem ended high enough so that she could reveal her whole nether regions by reaching her arms over her head. She strongly considered seducing Jax right then and there.

      Instead, she stepped back, taking stock of the takeout arranged on her table. “You said you brought me bagels?”

      “I didn’t know you had your heart set on Count Chocula.”

      “I was jonesing for the Captain Crunch, actually,” she said, taking a bite of a blueberry bagel Jax had already slathered with cream cheese.

      “You like a man in uniform?”

      Cin gave him a wink, taking another delicious bite. “Depends. Some men I prefer wearing nothing at all.”

      Jax put his hand on her bare thigh as she worked through the bagel. His touch made her weak in the knees. They had decided to pause until they could be fully together before consummating their relationship. She wanted to wait until the intrigue of dodging danger, warring families, hurricanes, and secret familial revelations was over. Now, Jax had baby mama drama. Cin wondered if there would ever be a time in SX when circumstances weren’t fraught with crises.

      His hand moved up her thigh. She closed her eyes, swallowing the last morsel of bagel. She licked her lips, the last flavor of blueberry lingering. Jax’s hand slipped under the bottom hem of his tank top, and she could feel the material at the precipice of her revealing pussy. Instead of stopping him before this took a step closer to consummation, she moved nearer, close enough to feel his warm breath through her thin top.

      “Jax, I thought we decided…”

      His voice was husky, making her flesh hum. “We did. Nothing’s changed. This morning isn’t for me. This is all about Acindina Álvarez. I want to do this for you.”

      She wasn’t going to fucking say no.

      His hand moved closer to her center, and she moaned as his thumb brushed against one swollen lip. She leaned in, inviting more. She readjusted her stance, her feet planted ten inches apart. Cin brought her arms up and placed her hands behind her head, arching her back, her breasts inches from his face and separated only by the threadbare material of an old shirt. She knew the position entirely exposed her bottom half. Jax inhaled with an audible hiss.

      “I want to see everything,” he said.

      Cin encouraged him breathlessly. “Tear it off. I want you to look at me. You need to see what you’re doing to me, Jax.”

      “But I like it when you wear my tank top,” Jax said.

      “Then I’ll steal another,” Cin panted, his fingers so close to her opening. She rocked slightly on the balls of her feet, each bounce making his thumb press against her sensitive labia.

      Jax reached up to the collar of the shirt with his free hand, found the little tear already started along the neckline, and took a handful of cotton in his rough hand. With one quick, decisive motion, he ripped the material away from her quivering body.

      The full allure of her naked form inches away overrode any plan for slow and steady progress. Jax’s hand moved to her opening, his index finger slipping the tip between her wet lips. Cin’s head went fuzzy, and she placed her hands on each of Jax’s strong shoulders to steady herself as her legs turned to jelly. He moved the pad of his finger deliberately up the length of her slit, ending at her swollen clit, making stars explode in her brain and pleasure consume every nerve ending.

      “Oh, gawwwd,” she moaned.

      Jax’s hand that ripped the shirt moved to her bare bottom and squeezed a cheek lustfully. His finger plunged deeper as he pulled her ass forward, penetrating her with his pointer. Her entire body tingled as he moved inside her, ramping her pleasure upward with every poke. She leaned her torso forward, breasts brushing against his stubbly cheek. His lips found her nipple, a quick flick of the tongue sending her on a rollercoaster of an orgasm that took her by surprise. Jax had revved her from level nine to nineteen instantly.

      Cin lost control. She thrust her pelvis against his hand, fucking his finger, his mouth latched onto her breast, head thrown back, and making sounds that would echo through the neighborhood. Everyone in Old Mat would know that Acindina Álvarez was enjoying a perfect start to her morning.

      Somewhere in the melee of hands, pussy, ass, tits, and mouth, Jax added another finger into her cunt. His thumb pressed her clit, strong then soft, playing the swollen nub like it was the remote control to an endless font of climax. He nibbled one nipple playfully with his teeth, setting her off on a protracted series of swear words that would make even Delilah Ryan blush.

      Cin stepped back, his double digits slipping from her soggy slit. She stood just out of arm’s reach as he sat on her plastic dining room chair, an obvious erection straining his jeans. Cin huffed and puffed like she’d fought a rip current to return to shore. Her thighs were as wet as if she’d surfed a set. Her head swam in an ocean of pleasurable endorphins. Every part of her was hypersensitive.

      “More?” she asked seductively.

      Jax struggled to answer. She knew he wanted to say yes with every fiber of his being, but he didn’t want to make love for the first time with the cloud of uncertainty hanging over their heads. They had denied consummating their love this long. With Herculean effort, Jax shook his head.

      “Not today,” he answered.

      “If you’re waiting for a perfect time, we may never get it in SX.”

      “The first time with you, no matter where or when, will be perfect, Cin.”

      God, she loved him. Jax always knew the perfect thing to say.

      “You need help with that?” she asked with one eyebrow raised inquiringly, staring at the delectable hardness in his jeans. She pumped her hand like she was shaking a bottle of ketchup. “I’m pretty handy around the house.”

      “I’ll be okay. Suffering a case of blue balls sounds pretty tame compared to what we’ve been through lately.”

      Cin turned away so her full-frontal nudity wasn’t on display. “Well, I can help by not teasing you with a peep show.”

      “That isn’t helping,” Jax said lustfully behind her, her ass still bare and only just out of reach.

      Cin walked away before she lost the last bit of resolve. She half expected him to follow her into her bathroom and ravage her in the shower, but he left her to rinse off and get ready for the day. When she returned, he was still sitting at her plastic-patio dining room table, one bagel and a raging hard-on noticeably absent.

      Jax chased his bagel with some fresh orange juice. “I have the day off. Can we do something together?”

      “We need to stop at City Hall and vote. But before that, Julian Graham asked to see me,” Cin said.

      “Your grandfather,” Jax said, as if saying it out loud could somehow make it more believable.

      Cin sat down and added a schmear to another bagel. She had worked up quite an appetite. “It still seems unreal. Tom’s my brother. I have another sister.”

      Jax scowled. “Kennedy is no more pleasant than Ariel.”

      “At least Kennedy is still here. Ariel ditched SX without even saying goodbye,” Cin grumbled.

      Cin was upset with her sister for leaving town unannounced. Cin knew she’d been having marital troubles with Rob, but that didn’t excuse her from fleeing Salem Crossing without even telling Cin. Ariel had ignored all of Cin’s calls since she left.

      “Want me to come with you?” Jax asked.

      “You missed your chance for that about a half hour ago, Jackson,” Cin said with a wink. “Apparently, we only come one at a time around here.”

      She headed out the front. Jax would sneak out the back. After her raucous climax earlier, her snoopy neighbors would be curious to see who managed to push Acindina’s buttons like a boss. Jax had become adept at sneaking away through the nature reserve behind Cin’s trailer. They had come out as a couple during the Snow Ball, but both knew better than to flaunt a relationship between an Álvarez and a Montgomery in front of a whole neighborhood of Cin’s relatives.

      “See you tonight?” Jax called out.

      “Not as much of me as you saw this morning,” she teased back.

      How many times had she tagged along with Ariel to the Graham mansion when they were kids? Her mom had always made Ariel watch over her younger sister, and Ariel would always find any excuse to see Bryce. That had always pleased Acindina. She had been head over heels for Bryce Graham since she was in diapers.

      Now, her feelings for Bryce were only a warm and fuzzy memory tinged with regret for wasting so much effort on the wrong man. The Graham Manor brought a mix of good/bad nostalgia that faded as she walked into a room occupied by a grandfather she had only just learned about, a sister she never knew she had, and an uncle only a few years older than she was.

      “Family reunion?” Cin asked.

      “Look who’s embracing the Graham lineage,” Kennedy said, giving Cin a playful elbow in the side as she sidled up to her new half-sister.

      Conner quipped with a smirk. “Dad thinks you have spunk. From my experience with Ariel, it probably runs in the Álvarez blood.”

      Kennedy rolled her eyes and gave a more diplomatic explanation. “We need someone bold and brash with the inside track around SX. Conner and I are outsiders looking in.”

      Julian smiled, his hands together like a man with a plan.

      “Acindina, I want you, Kennedy, and Conner to lead the efforts to reclaim Salem Crossing.”

      Cin blinked in surprise. “You think I’m the right choice to be a leader? I’m a waitress who spent her whole life living paycheck to paycheck in a trailer. I’m not exactly the picture of ambition.”

      Julian dismissed her modesty. “The opportunities afforded the people of Old Mat have never been plentiful, Acindina. If your socioeconomic status appears predetermined since birth, what reason would you have to strive for something more?”

      Cin considered Julian’s train of thought. His words made sense. It was nearly impossible to improve one’s social standing in SX. She worked hard as hell at Laverne’s. Her uncle lived and breathed the place. Her relatives all gave everything they had just to make ends meet. However, not one of them ever progressed beyond Old Mat.

      Acindina nodded and asked, “What do you want me to do?”

      Julian grinned eagerly. “I want you three to lead the charge against the Salems. It’s time to take back this town in the name of the Grahams.”
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