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      “Take her. Keep her safe.”

      Emery Young had been half-asleep when her sister had dropped off Aria in the middle of the night. All Emery remembered clearly from the visit was that Haven had moved the new portable crib she’d brought over a few days ago next to the bed and then gently placed her six-week-old daughter inside. It should have struck Emery as odd except that Haven had been talking about doing a drop off for the past few days, saying she needed just one morning to sleep in.

      The sun wasn’t due to rise for another hour when a noise woke Emery. Aria was probably stirring. She would be hungry. As Emery stumbled out of the bed to search around for her niece’s diaper bag, the first hint that something might be seriously wrong hit her.

      A note was sitting on top of the bag. Emery blinked her eyes a couple of times as she reached for the light switch on the nightstand. She suppressed a yawn as she picked up the paper and held it to the light. Reading the words had the effect of a double shot of espresso.

      If you don’t hear from me in the next hour, take the baby and hide. Please. Don’t tell anyone and don’t go to the police.

      The police? Why would she go to the cops?

      Emery immediately ran to her dresser where her smartphone sat on its charger. Instead of hers, she found a temporary one and another note. I’ll explain later. Keep this with you at all times.

      It was then Emery realized it hadn’t been her niece who had caused her to wake. An alarm had been set on the new phone and it was going off again.

      Emery picked it up and squinted at the screen, her eyes still blurry from sleep, or lack of it. Working as a night nurse at a home for senior living while taking classes for her nursing degree left little room for much else, including rest.

      All it took was a fingertip to the screen to stop the alarm from sounding. However, the one inside her head screeched even louder after reading the label: Go. Hide. Now.

      Emery searched her thoughts for recent signs of distress from Haven and came up empty. Her sister had given zero indication that anything was wrong, let alone anything that would qualify as an emergency. This whole scenario ending up a bad joke was out of the question. Her sister wasn’t the dramatic type and would never pull a prank like this—this would just be cruel. Haven was also the person who dotted every I and crossed every T.

      A feeling deep in the pit of Emery’s stomach surfaced, telling her something was very wrong. She unplugged the new cell phone and tucked it along with its cord into the diaper bag. She brushed her teeth and then pulled her hair back, wrangling it into a ponytail before grabbing her weekend bag. Next, she grabbed undergarments, jeans, and a few shirts along with her small travel bag filled with toiletries.

      There was enough to get her through a couple of days by the time she finished packing. She refused to think she’d need more than that. The thought anything serious could happen to her sister was so far out of the realm of possibility that Emery tucked the notion away.

      Whatever was going on, Haven would come home, explain everything and life as normal could resume. Thankfully, Emery was on summer break from her studies, so she could afford to keep a low profile until everything was set right. She worked four days on and three off, so she was clear there, too.

      Lifting Aria, Emery took note that her niece’s diaper was still fresh before placing the little girl inside a carrier that doubled as a car seat. Next, she ran out to her car and put the weekend and diaper bag in the back seat. Another trip and the portable crib was secured in her vehicle.

      Carefully scanning the area, a chill raced up her spine that someone could be out there watching. She dashed back inside her apartment for the baby carrier and her purse. She’d always had a good imagination and it was running wild.

      At this time of the morning, there wasn’t usually a person in sight let alone a car moving in the lot. When a noise sounded to her right in the landscaping, she nearly jumped out of her skin. Quietly, she took a couple of steps closer to get a look. A raccoon came waddling out of the bushes, barely regarding her as it kept moving.

      Adrenaline pumped through Emery’s body and the jolt of energy that came with it had her wide-awake despite the early hour. She had never been nor would ever be considered a morning person. To her, this time was still considered the middle of the night.

      As she secured baby Aria in the backseat, the hairs on the back of her neck pricked. She wrote the creepy feeling off as her nerves. Morning thunder rumbled in the distance. The sky was filled with clouds so thick they blanketed the sky. The starless night made it seem even darker out. Normally, that would bother her. Not tonight. She appreciated the darkness.

      Gripping the steering wheel, she turned the key in the ignition and said a prayer her car would start. Thankfully, her car started. It had been making a strange noise lately and she’d been needing to take it to the shop. It was then that she noticed how much her hands were shaking.

      Emery told herself that Haven was fine, and all of this could somehow easily be explained, despite the scary scenarios running through her mind. At least, to Emery’s thinking, there was no way her sister could have done anything wrong. She was the most straight-and-narrow person on earth. If anyone was going to get into trouble between the two sisters, it would’ve been Emery. After all, she’d been the rebellious one growing up. She’d been the one to run off with her musician boyfriend within an hour of high school graduation. She’d toured the country first in his pickup and then an RV as his band’s popularity grew.

      Haven made everyone’s life easier. She used to get up early to make Emery’s lunch while their single mother worked all night at the hospital. Haven had been the one to get a part-time job once she turned sixteen, to help their mother buy a newer car so the two of them could share. She’d been the one to make perfect grades whereas Emery struggled in school, still did. And Haven had been the one to move back home to drive their mother to all her doctor appointments when she’d become suddenly and deathly ill.

      Emery had volunteered to quit her job and move in with their mother, but Haven had argued that she was already there and wanted Emery to keep her life as normal as possible. Days later, her mother had passed away while Emery was making the drive to Fort Worth from Austin. She mentally shook off memories and refocused on her current situation as she pulled out of her apartment complex.

      Turning onto Chestnut Avenue, heading toward the highway, she passed a slow-moving vehicle. The black truck had temporary license plates, blacked-out windows and cruised way below the speed limit.

      Since most Texans kept a heavy foot on the gas pedal, it struck her as odd. The vehicle was coming toward her on the two-lane road. It’s probably nothing, she told herself. She was being paranoid and her senses here on high alert.

      The truck slowed even more as it approached. A fresh shot of adrenaline had her ducking down so the driver couldn’t get a good look at her face.

      Heart pounding her rib cage, she kept a low profile as she picked up speed. Through the sideview mirror she saw the truck U-turn. Warning sirens sounded inside her head. Instinct took over. She floored the gas pedal.

      It was early morning and no one else was around. She didn’t have a plan. And the truck was gaining on her.

      The lack of cars and people on the road worked against her. It was unlikely she would see anyone until she got out of her neighborhood and onto a new road. She needed to think of where to go. And fast.

      There was the main drag where people would be out and about or the highway. It was possible she could lose the truck in one of those places. People would be starting their day.

      High beams flipped on, blinding her with light. She blinked, trying to focus. It was impossible to see the driver as the truck caught up to her. He was on her tail now and it was only a matter of time before he tapped her bumper.

      One word came to mind. Cops. Her sister had said no police. Haven couldn’t possibly have known Aria’s and Emery’s lives would be in danger. The police station was four blocks away. She had to try to make it before this guy slammed into her back bumper and sent her into a tailspin. At this rate, it wouldn’t take long and she was surprised he hadn’t nailed her already.

      Pushing her hatchback as fast as it would go, she hit a hard brake before making a quick right. The dual spotlights on her tracked her like a bloodhound hot on a scent.

      This time, Aria stirred for real. She belted out a scream from the backseat that nearly cracked Emery’s heart in two. For a six-week-old infant, the girl had a set of pipes on her that could rival a serial killer victim in a B-rated movie.

      The truck crossed into the oncoming lane and tried to overtake her. Emery had to think fast. She wheeled the steering wheel left, blocking the maneuver. She cringed, waiting for the hit to her back bumper.

      In a surprising move, the truck slowed down and settled in behind her. The high beams bounced off her rearview mirror, hit her square in the eyes and straight through her skull, guaranteed to bring on a migraine.

      No way would Emery allow this jerk to run her off the road. Were it not for Aria in the backseat, she would stop right then and there to confront them. Under the circumstances, that would be irresponsible and dangerous. Emery had no idea what this person was capable of or what his involvement could be with her sister’s situation. Being asked to steer clear of the cops and go into hiding without an explanation put Emery at a severe disadvantage.

      Did this guy know where Haven was? Her sister could have gone into hiding, figuring her daughter would be safer with Emery.

      Her grip tightened around the steering wheel. One more block and she would be home free. There was no doubt in her mind the truck wouldn’t follow her into the police station parking lot.

      Then, the second surprising move happened. The driver cut down his lights and slowed. Did he realize she was driving him straight into a trap?

      With the breathing room she needed, she easily swerved into the lot and maneuvered as close to the front door as possible. She debated going into the station and asking for help. But what kind of help would she be asking for exactly?

      Any officer on duty would most likely look at her like she was crazy if she tried to explain what had happened, what was happening, without bringing her sister into the equation.

      Emery surveyed the area, the stillness of the parking lot in stark contrast to the heavy winds now shaking the car. She said soothing words to Aria, who was quietly crying but could hear the tension in her own voice.

      A storm was kicking up as the first droplets of rain pelted her windshield. There was no sign of the truck, which didn’t mean it wasn’t lurking around somewhere. This was the exact situation or kind of situation that would have Emery reaching out to her big sister for advice. Her brain still couldn’t fathom the fact that Haven could be in real trouble except that the truck had brought the danger to Emery’s doorstep.

      What if she’d stayed in her apartment five minutes longer? A shiver raced down her back right before the firebolt came. Anger fired through her veins as she thought about the driver taking Aria. Emery would’ve fought back.

      The idea that the truck might’ve shown up because something had happened to Haven was a gut punch.

      No. Impossible. Haven would call, she decided, canceling out all other possibilities. Haven would probably reach out in the next hour and clear this whole situation up. It was probably just a misunderstanding anyway. Who could want to hurt her sister? There was no father in the picture since Aria was conceived via in vitro. She was not only smart but kind and giving. She worked hard. Emery couldn’t remember a time when anyone had said harsh words about her sister.

      Since the truck hadn’t resurfaced and the baby needed soothing, Emery decided it was safe to make her move. She put the gearshift into drive and eased out of the parking lot.

      Certain that she wasn’t being followed and no longer able to stomach hearing her sweet little niece cry in the backseat, Emery pulled into the first roadside gas station that operated twenty-four hours and parked.

      The massive convenience store near the highway was a beacon to the slogan that everything was bigger in Texas. This place had everything from freshly-cooked meals to souvenirs to all the convenience items a person could want for a road trip. Beef Jerky? Check. Fountain drinks? Yes. Corn chips? Definitely.

      “Hold on, sweet girl. I bet it’s time for you to eat.” Emery had changed her fair share diapers in the six weeks since her niece had been born. She’d helped her sister with feedings, too, spending more time at Haven’s townhouse than she had at her own apartment.

      Summer was perfect timing for Haven to give birth for Emery to be available to pitch in. Having Aria on her own had been Haven’s decision. She’d decided that by thirty she was going to start her family with or without a spouse. Emery suspected that her sister’s timeline had become even more important after the heartbreak at being left at the altar two years ago.

      Emery had no such timeline for her own life. Her hands were full taking care of herself and she was just now starting to get her footing after spending five years on the road with an up-and-coming band. Her boyfriend started hitting the jazz charts and decided to relocate to New Orleans. Emery was Texan through-and-through. No way she was moving out of state.

      As much as she’d wandered, she never lost sight of who she was. Touring full-time with his band for years to come had been about as appealing as living in New Orleans by herself, waiting for her beau to have a break in his schedule to come home. No thanks.

      If Haven had been voted most likely to succeed in high school, Emery had been voted least likely to start a family. The traditional life with two-point-five kids, a husband, and a minivan had never held any appeal. And she could admit that even after settling down in Fort Worth for the past two years and working toward her nursing degree, the itch to get up and go had grown with each passing month.

      With some effort, Emery managed to grab a bottle and supplies while balancing the baby carrier on one arm. She located a store worker, whose smile and sunny disposition would normally cause Emery to smile back. A crying child who desperately needed soothing only brought on more of that feeling of panic.

      “Let me help you with that.” The worker mixed a bottle and heated the water, testing it on the inside of her wrist. With an equally big smile, she handed over the baby’s meal.

      “Thank you.” Those two words barely made a dent in expressing the well of gratitude she felt. Emery wasn’t sure what she would’ve done without assistance in warming Aria’s bottle.

      Returning to the safety of her car, she settled Aria with a meal before changing the little girl’s diaper. A thought struck. Where should she go now?

      Get on the road and drive. Austin was the best place to find shelter. She’d been friendly with club owners and managers and it would be easy to find a crash pad there. Once that was settled, Emery got back on the road and headed south.

      A few hours of silence passed before Aria stirred again. Her cries started out small, building to an intense crescendo.

      Stopping in the little town of Gunner hadn’t been part of the plan until Aria’s screams reached a fever pitch. It was then that Emery realized she’d forgotten to burp the little girl. Gas pain was most likely the cause of her niece’s discomfort. A stab of physical pain struck in the realization that Emery had forgotten something so basic.

      Her stomach growled, reminding her that she hadn’t had breakfast. Or coffee. No caffeine did bad things to her brain. She could only hope the small town had a place for her to eat. At least the sun was up and the threat of rain had dwindled.

      Driving through the town square, she made note of the fact that it was early on a Sunday morning. In her hometown of Fort Worth, that would mean quiet streets. Here, she took note of the handful of trucks parked near a bakery. There was an inn next door and a moment of inspiration struck. Maybe she wouldn’t have to go all the way to Austin.

      Emery tried to soothe the crying baby by singing a lullaby. On the road with her ex-boyfriend’s band, The Smooth Texas Seven, she’d sung backup a time or two when needed. Emery figured her voice wasn’t awful.

      But Aria was having none of it. In fact, she seemed to scream louder. Emery skimmed the landscape. The park across the street would give her a chance to stretch her legs and hopefully some fresh air would do the baby good.

      Eyeing the streets carefully, she could only hope the area was safe.
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      By the time Emery parked and freed Aria from the constraints of the car seat, her own nerves were on edge. “You’re okay, sweet girl. I’m here. And your mom is going to call any minute to tell us where to meet her.”

      Emery had no idea if Aria was old enough to notice that her mom was gone. Based on her fussiness, Emery thought maybe so. Ten pounds had never felt so heavy than when little Aria was crying. It literally ripped Emery’s heart out of her chest not to be able to provide comfort to the little angel. Aria was a good baby and didn’t normally fuss unless it was to let them know she was hungry or needed a diaper change.

      After tucking the temporary cell phone in her pocket followed by her car key, Emery set out to walk around the playground as desperation started to sink in. She couldn’t go there, couldn’t go to the place in her mind where her sister was anything but all right. The alternative was unthinkable.

      Not being able to calm Aria wasn’t exactly providing a confidence boost. Emery made another lap around the swings, thinking how much she’d loved to swing when she was a little girl.

      The more Aria cried, the more crushing helplessness enveloped Emery. Nothing had ever made her feel so helpless. And that was saying a lot. Emery didn’t do helpless. The word had not entered her vocabulary until now.

      She’d only been left alone with Aria long enough for her sister to make a grocery run or take a quick shower. Haven had always timed their alone time to right after feedings when Aria was conked out and all Emery had to do was rock the little girl in her arms and marvel at how tiny and beautiful she was.

      For a split second, Emery considered driving back to the Fort Worth police station and bringing in the law to help find her sister. She reminded herself this whole ordeal would be over by dinner. Her sister would make contact and Emery and Aria would be on the road in no time. No harm. No foul. The notion that Haven might not call was so unfathomable that Emery couldn’t even go there hypothetically.

      Emery made a gentle bouncing motion in another attempt to calm Aria. Again, her niece wasn’t having it. How could something so tiny make so much noise or make Emery’s heart hurt so much? The dark clouds that had been hanging overhead felt like a weighted blanket around Emery’s shoulders.

      In a desperate moment, she glanced around looking for someone who had more experience with babies than her, which wouldn’t take much. There was no one at the park this early. Emery tilted Aria up and gently patted her back, trying to ease some of the gas pain.

      In her nurse’s training, she’d learned how important good communication with her patients was in being able to pinpoint what was really going on. Not being able to ask Aria why she was crying and if she was in any pain put Emery at a disadvantage. Understanding a patient’s need was at the core of providing good care.

      Emery hummed another lullaby as she patted little Aria’s back. Being out in the open wasn’t ideal and she could only hope her car would start again when it was time to go. Gently bouncing up and down, frustration built when Emery felt like she was only making things worse for Aria.

      And when Emery was out of ideas to calm her niece, she joined her. Emery stopped fighting the tears that had been threatening to fall since this whole ordeal had started.

      Still, none came.
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      Eli Quinn had tucked the invitation to his brother’s wedding into his nightstand before heading downtown and to the playground with his kids. He had no qualms about attending Aiden and Chloe’s wedding next month. In fact, six of his brothers had found the happiness with a partner that Eli hadn’t been able to give his ex-wife, Camille.

      The Fort Worth socialite had convinced him that she’d had fallen in love with the ranch, with all things country, and with him. He’d gone all-in. Hook, line, and sinker. They’d had two children together after a whirlwind courtship before she decided she didn’t love him anymore and couldn’t handle ranch life. Their entire relationship had played out in three short and packed years.

      He’d been a sucker, too, because he loved his wife. He’d done his level best to make her happy and his ego was still bruised from the failure. At least he got the two most amazing kids in the world out of the deal. Camille had walked away from Oliver and Olivia without so much as a backward glance, giving him full custody and requesting zero visitation.

      Trying to figure out how he’d let himself fall for someone who didn’t return the sentiment or could be so indifferent toward her own kids had been an exercise in futility. Eli had miscalculated. It wasn’t the kind of mistake he normally made.

      Licking his wounds would do no good. Eli had decided a long time ago that life was a lot like using a car’s navigation system; there were times when directions were misleading, and he took a wrong turn. On the road, he was able to correct his mistake and get back on course, smarter. Life wasn’t much different.

      Committing to a path had been the missing piece in Camille. She wasn’t the settling down type. Last he’d heard, she moved onto an oil tycoon in Houston where she currently lived. Eli figured the relationship would play out in a similar fashion. Camille wasn’t the kind of person who could settle in for the long haul; Eli’s only regret was that he’d cost his children a mother by not realizing it sooner.

      The situation was a catch-22. Without question, Eli would trade his life for his kiddos. Blessed didn’t begin to describe how he felt with those two angels in his life. Not being able to give them a mother at all, let alone one they deserved, would always be a knife to the chest—and history repeating itself?

      As Eli pushed his little girl on the swing at the downtown Gunner playground, he could only hope he would be enough for her and her brother. Dating wasn’t his priority. The thought of bringing another person into their world who could turn tail and walk out again wasn’t even a consideration. Between rising at four a.m. for ranch work and taking care of Oliver and Olivia, he didn’t have much energy left for dating anyway.

      So, he was caught off guard when a stray lightning bolt struck his chest the minute he caught sight of a stranger holding an infant in her arms while walking up the jogging path. He didn’t want to notice her heart-shaped face, or how shiny her blacker-than-the-night-sky hair was as the clouds scattered and sunbeams reflected off it. Her fashionable ripped jeans didn’t exactly scream stability. Even though he didn’t get off the ranch much, it was easy to see she was new in town
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