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        Spilling the beans is Nyla Franklin’s special recipe.

        As a nurse, she guards patient privacy with her life, but other secrets?

        The kind that can break people’s hearts?

        Nyla would rather let the cat out of the bag than have it claw someone’s face.

        Then air attack pilot Leo Sayre spills his biggest one ever.

        Nyla knows she’s not just holding a secret.

        She’s holding a ticking time bomb, courtesy of her best friend.

        Mr. Always Does the Right Thing Leo Sayre can’t believe he slipped up.

        Whether he’s dousing wildfires from the sky, piloting smokejumpers into flaming forests,

        or parenting a pre-teen son, Leo always keeps his cool.

        But post-surgery pain meds are apparently his truth serum.

        His confession flips everything topsy-turvy—especially his feelings for Nyla.

        Being pals with his ex’s sister has always felt easy.

        But guarding this whopper together is nearly as tough as keeping their hands off each other.

        As secrets pile up like dry twigs, someone’s bound to light a match.

        While the truth can set you free, it can also burn out of control…

        One-click this hilarious, best-friends-to-lovers romantic comedy with a sexy single dad doing his best not to fall for his ex’s sister.
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        Brave smokejumpers and daring aerial attack firefighters tackle their toughest mission yet—falling in love. From dating rules designed to guard wounded hearts, to a bet that sends ex-lovers on an epic road trip, to one whopper of a secret linking a pilot to his ex’s sister, the path to forever smolders with fiery roadblocks. Spoiler alert: It’s worth it!

      

        

      
        The Two-Date Rule

        Just a Little Bet

        The Best Kept Secret

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        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

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Your exclusive peek at Marine for Hire

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Don’t Miss Out!

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Tawna Fenske

      

    

    

  


  
    
      For the Entangled Publishing team. To say you’ve elevated my career to a level I couldn’t have reached on my own would be an understatement. Thank you for this amazing journey we’ve navigated together for nearly a decade. What a ride!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Surprise party for Patrice in the physician’s lounge at three!”

      Nyla Franklin looked up from coding a patient chart. A dark brown curl flopped over one eye, and she blew it off her forehead for a clearer view of Aiko.

      Her fellow nurse peered over the cubicle wall like a golden retriever dropping a ball at the feet of a Little League pitcher. “I thought you’d want to know,” Aiko continued as Nyla finished typing the code for pertussis. “There’s an ice cream cake and one of those old-timey barbershop quartets to sing happy birthday.”

      Nyla ignored the eager growl in her belly at the thought of that ice cream cake. “I’m leaving at noon,” she said. “I’m just here to wrap up the charting from Saturday’s volunteer clinic.”

      Aiko’s face fell. “So you won’t see Patrice at all?”

      Nyla unclipped her name badge from the pocket of her blue scrubs and eyed Aiko with growing curiosity. “Why are you so eager to have me there?”

      Aiko glanced around. The halls of the hospital were oddly empty for eleven fifty on a Thursday morning, but Aiko crept catlike around the cubical wall and dropped into the chair across from Nyla.

      “Patrice hates surprises,” Aiko whispered, leaning forward so far that Nyla had a glimpse of the other nurse’s bright pink bra under her scrub top. “And she’s really not happy about turning—well, it’s a milestone birthday. Anyway, we know how you can’t keep a secret, so⁠—”

      “Hey.” Nyla frowned and adjusted her own bra strap, wondering if she could pull off hot pink. Or black. Bold hues looked weird with her pale skin, but maybe light pink. “I can keep secrets.”

      Aiko waved off Nyla’s feeble protest. “No, it’s a good thing. Well, sometimes. Some of us thought it would be kinder to let the details of the party slip…naturally.”

      “Naturally.” The cogs did a sluggish turn in Nyla’s brain. “What does that mean?”

      “A Nylagram.” Aiko laughed and squeezed Nyla’s knee, which cooled the flicker of annoyance she felt at being called out for her flaw.

      Aiko did have a point.

      “Secrets can be hurtful.” Nyla pushed her hair off her forehead again and wished she’d stuffed it in a bun. “It’s hard to be sure who knows and who doesn’t know and who might get hurt if you tell or you don’t tell, or what if you keep your mouth shut when you shouldn’t and then⁠—”

      “So you’ll do it?” Aiko beamed. “You’ll tip Patrice off about the party?”

      “Sorry.” Nyla pushed back threads of panic that had nothing to do with Patrice’s party. She popped out of her chair to grab her purse from the locked cabinet. “I have to run. Maybe send an email or something?”

      Aiko groaned and stood up. “It won’t have the same personal touch, but fine.” She pulled Nyla in for a tight hug that squished the air from her lungs. “Nice job on that clinic. I heard you vaccinated like seventy kids.”

      “Eighty-five, plus a dozen parents got flu shots.” Nyla’s chest fizzed with pride, but she commanded herself not to sound boastful. No one liked a braggy nurse. “There’s another one next month. I’ll send a memo.”

      Aiko’s laugh followed Nyla down the hall. “Like that’s ever necessary.”

      A patient ambled past them, lugging an IV pole, so Nyla refrained from flipping Aiko the bird. Besides, she wasn’t really irritated. It was actually kind of sweet when people learned to work with her flaws. Unlike Greg, who used to harp on her for every little slip, needling her about how she talked too much or couldn’t manage to⁠—

      “Stop it.” Nyla looked around, embarrassed she’d said the words out loud. The guy with the IV pole glanced back and she delivered an apologetic wave. “Sorry. Not you. Carry on.”

      The guy shook his head and Nyla picked up her pace, glancing at her watch as she reached the break room. Crap. She yanked open the fridge door and grabbed her big blue Tupperware. She had less than an hour to transport the world’s largest batch of potato leek soup to her ex-brother-in-law’s place and swap it for her nephew’s library book. Seth was constantly forgetting things at his dad’s house, but Nyla couldn’t blame the kid. It was tough enough being almost-but-not-quite-twelve, never mind the house hopscotch Seth played, bouncing between divorced parents.

      Sunlight trickled through a thin net of clouds as Nyla scurried out the door and across the parking lot. The air was thick with the smell of damp grass and cherry blossoms, and she gulped a big mouthful before slinging herself into her little Honda. Aiming the car toward the highway, she hummed along with Stevie Nicks singing about a one-winged dove. Weird, but whatever. Eighties music didn’t have to make sense to be awesome.

      Cracking the window, she let the blossom-laced breeze ruffle her hair as she pressed the accelerator. Mid-May was always a little wonky in northern Washington, or really anywhere in the Pacific Northwest. Mother Nature would spend the morning hurling raindrops the size of fat caterpillars, but by afternoon, smug little purple lilac buds would sway in puddles of sunlight.

      Nyla loved all of it. Even the mud puddles.

      She pulled up in front of her ex-brother-in-law’s house and scanned for her sister’s car. Silly, since Mandi hadn’t lived here for six years, but Nyla’s brain hadn’t quite recalibrated. Leo’s big red truck was parked where it always was with the Sayre Air Tankers logo emblazoned on the side. Springtime meant fewer forest fires requiring air attack, which was the only reason Leo had agreed to leave the cockpit long enough to have the dental surgery he’d put off for years.

      Nyla parked at the curb and got out with the soup container pinned under one arm. Where did Seth say he’d left the library book? If Leo was out cold—which he might be if they’d drugged him for surgery—Nyla would have to go hunting for the book. She hustled up the walkway and rapped twice on the door.

      No answer.

      She hesitated. Rang the bell.

      Silence.

      Then the thud of off-kilter footsteps. Nyla crossed her fingers she hadn’t woken him. Meds had an odd effect on Leo, which was half the reason she’d stopped by.

      The deadbolt clattered, and the door flew open to the echo of Leo’s rumbling baritone. “Nyla!”

      He swayed on his feet like a drunk pirate as he gripped the edge of the screen door separating them. His espresso-dark hair was overdue for a trim, and a spatter of white paint dotted the shoulder of his faded green T-shirt. “You brought me a human head.”

      She frowned. “What?”

      He nodded at the blue container under her arm. “‘What’s in the box?’” He hooted at the joke, which Nyla vaguely recognized as a movie quote of some kind. It wasn’t like Leo to laugh at his own jokes, so her nursing antennae perked up and wiggled.

      “It’s a head, right?” Swaying again, Leo tapped the edge of the container through the screen door. “You know, the movie Seven?”

      Nyla studied his face and cursed the damn dentist. They must have given him something that made him extra-loopy. Thank God he’d given himself the whole week off work. Handy to own the company. This was definitely not a man who should be flying planes anytime soon. She watched him closely, noting the sluggishness of his movements. She’d seen plenty of drug sensitivities in her career, but the way Leo Sayre metabolized meds was something else entirely.

      “You told them you can’t handle Morphine, right?”

      “Yep!” Leo smiled proudly. “Codeine, too, since that’s a ribbit flib.”

      “A wha—oh, a derivative?”

      “Right.” Leo gave her a crooked grin, then turned and walked into the living room.

      Nyla hesitated. “I’ll just come in, then.”

      She pushed through the screen door to follow and caught sight of what he was wearing. Wasn’t wearing.

      “Uh, Leo?”

      “Yep?” He vanished around the corner to the kitchen, but not before Nyla got an eyeful of his snug blue-and-green striped boxer briefs hugging the muscular curve of his ass.

      “What happened to your pants?” she called.

      “I took them off,” he yelled over the slam of the refrigerator door.

      Great.

      Ignoring the warmth in her cheeks, Nyla glanced around the living room. “Maybe you could put them back on for just a sec while I check your vitals?” She spotted a pill bottle on the coffee table and picked it up, scanning the label while Leo clattered around in the kitchen.

      “No problem,” he shouted over the rattle of plates.  “Got it covered.”

      “I brought you some soup,” she called. “I’ll uh—set it on the coffee table while you put on some pants.”

      Nyla studied the pill bottle. Oxycodone Hydrocloride.

      Percocet. Hell, that could make even normal people loopy. She sat down on the gray wing-backed chair before wondering if she should run back out and grab a stethoscope. No, better to start simple.

      Footsteps signaled his return, and Nyla looked up to see Leo had ditched the T-shirt and was bare-chested under an apron printed with characters from the Simpsons. Leo’s light skin glowed faintly tan, like he’d been working outside without a shirt. Across his broad expanse of chest, Homer Simpson’s face tilted at an odd angle as Leo flopped onto the loveseat next to Nyla’s chair.

      She averted her gaze and tried not to notice the well-toned pec peeking around the edge of the apron. She was here as a professional courtesy. And for Seth. She couldn’t forget her nephew’s library book.

      Leo smiled and dropped an oval-shaped blue melamine platter on the table. “I brought us snacks.”

      Nyla looked at the assortment. An oblong zucchini, stem still attached. A bowl of dry Cheerios. A carton of raspberry yogurt with the foil peeled halfway back. A red-and-white striped dish dotted with brown pellets Nyla guessed might be cat food.

      She looked back at Leo. “They gave you Percocet?”

      “What? Oh, yeah—apparently gum grafts can be painful, but I don’t think I’ll take it again. Makes me feel kinda…feathery.”

      “Feathery?”

      Leo held up an arm as though inspecting it for a layer of down, and Nyla did not look at his biceps. “Right,” she said. “Um, how many Percocet did you take?”

      “Only one. Doctor’s orders.”

      Two-point-five milligrams, which was a low enough dose for a guy Leo’s size. He was six three, probably one-ninety. Still, the elevator clearly wasn’t going all the way to the top floor.

      Normal Leo was the dependable guy who owned a multistate air tanker company supplying fire suppression aircraft across the Pacific Northwest. He flew big planes, the ones that swooped low over burning forests to drop retardant with a level of precision that blew Nyla’s mind. His smokejumper pals loved to joke how it was amazing Leo could even get airborne, as big as his balls had to be to fly the kinds of missions he did. That Leo was valiant, smart, and skilled.

      This Leo was a drunk frat boy. A drunk frat boy with an alarmingly chiseled physique, a lopsided grin, and very little clothing.

      Also, the room was way too hot.

      Nyla cleared her throat and focused on assessing the patient. “Did you drink any beer or wine or⁠—”

      “Nope. Nuh-uh, no way.” Leo shook his head and reached for the pill bottle, knocking it off the table. He drew his hand back and grabbed a Cheerio instead. “I did just what it said on the label.” He looked at the Cheerio a little sadly, then flicked it back into the bowl. “Can’t have solid food, either.”

      “Right.” Nyla studied him, trying to figure out if he looked flushed. Not really, but he did have a certain glow. Or maybe that was her projecting. She should turn on a fan or something.

      Howie the Wondercat ambled in, orange-and-white ringed tail swishing like a battle flag. Spotting Nyla, he trotted over and leaped onto her knee. She stroked a hand down his spine, recognizing his move as a ploy for food and not a genuine sign of affection.

      “Hey, Howie.” She rubbed a knuckle behind his ear, keeping one eye on Leo. “I can’t stay long, but you’re going to need to keep an eye on this guy, okay?”

      Howie gave a grumble-purr and flicked her face with his tail. He seemed to share her suspicion about the contents of the red-and-white striped dish and stretched for it with whiskers twitching.

      Nyla turned her attention back to Leo. He was staring at the zucchini and mumbling something about a xylophone.

      “Percocet can cause weird side effects, even at a low dose,” she said. “Especially for someone with known drug sensitivities.”

      “I’m a sensitive guy.” He looked up and grinned, and Nyla couldn’t tell if he was joking. It wasn’t untrue, but it also wasn’t like Leo to talk about himself like that.

      She leaned closer, checking his pupils. They looked normal, two equal-sized black spots swimming in rings of deep maple. “I think the best thing to do right now is get you to bed so you can⁠—”

      “I have to tell you something.” The earnestness in Leo’s eyes was enough to halt Nyla’s words.

      “What do you have to tell me?”

      “I didn’t really lose my virginity to Shelby Carmichael my sophomore year.” He rested a hand on the zucchini as though swearing an oath. “I know she made this big deal about going around telling people we hooked up after homecoming, right?”

      “I—” Nyla stopped herself from pointing out that she’d only been in eighth grade and oblivious to Leo’s sex life, fictitious or otherwise. “Okay.”

      “She wanted to, but she’d had a lot to drink, so I took her home and put her to bed, but I never even kissed her.” Leo smiled, revealing the tiny chip in one tooth from the time he caught a metal bat in the mouth while teaching Seth to play baseball. “Hey!”

      Nyla jumped as Leo smacked the sofa cushion, sending Howie flying off the couch. The cat glared, but Nyla kept her expression as neutral as possible. “Hey what?”

      “I was dusting right before you got here⁠—”

      “In your underwear?”

      “—and I was wondering why the furniture polish has real lemon in it, but the lemonade mix has artificial flavoring?”

      “I have no idea.” She also had no idea how a guy who looked like Leo—a guy who owned his own business as well as an apron and apparently a bottle of furniture polish—had managed to remain single for six years. “Did you ever end up going out with that woman who slipped you her number at Seth’s ball game?”

      “What woman?”

      Guess that answered it. “Never mind.”

      Howie hopped onto Leo’s lap, intent on trying his luck elsewhere. The cat curled into a donut shape with his chin on Leo’s knee and one eye on the dish of kibble. Leo began to scratch him behind one ear, eliciting a raspy purr so loud Nyla could hear it from her perch on the edge of her chair. “Did you know cats have two-hundred-and-thirty bones in their body?” Leo asked. “I saw that on the Nature Channel.”

      “No kidding? Humans only have two hundred and six.”

      “Whoa.” Leo leaned back and an apron string slipped off his shoulder. Nyla started to reach out and fix it, then thought better of it. He really ought to put on some clothes.

      “There’s also the Blue Tits,” Leo said as casually as if they were discussing Seth’s grades.

      “Blue Tits.” Nyla was almost afraid to ask. “What are Blue Tits?”

      “They’re sort of like a chickadee. In these little European villages, Blue Tits would follow the milkmen and poke holes in the foil on top of milk bottles.”

      “They drank milk?”

      “Yep.” Leo gave her a mournful look. “But they couldn’t really digest it, and sometimes they fell in and drowned.”

      “That’s terrible.” She reached over and caught Leo’s wrist above the hand that wasn’t scratching Howie. She found the steady thrum of his pulse and checked her watch. The seconds ticked past, but Leo didn’t pull back. Sixty beats per minute. Pretty normal.

      “Blue Tits, huh.” She wondered if there really was a bird by that name. She’d have to Google it later. She tried to think of something else to say, something to keep him talking. At least this way she could monitor his vitals, make sure he didn’t do anything like cooking naked or drunk-dialing exes. His most notable ex was Nyla’s sister, Mandi, and she’d be understanding, but still. It was probably best to watch him a while longer to be sure it was safe to leave him alone.

      Birds. Keep him talking about birds.

      “I always wondered what the story was behind the one-winged dove Stevie Nicks was singing about,” she said.

      Leo cocked his head. “One-winged dove?” He gave her an odd look. “You’re not talking about ‘Edge of Seventeen,’ are you?”

      Nyla hummed a few bars in her head until she got to the chorus. Yep, that was it. “‘Just like a one-winged dove, sings a song sounds like she’s singing⁠—’”

      “White-winged.” Leo grinned. “You’re goddamn adorable the way you hear song lyrics.”

      A candle-flicker of heat warmed Nyla’s cheeks, and she couldn’t say if it was embarrassment from a lifetime of singing the wrong words, or the result of his effusive praise. Had Leo ever uttered the word “adorable” before?

      “Crap.” The song lyrics rearranged themselves in her brain. “You’re right. White-winged makes way more sense.”

      Leo smiled and picked up the yogurt. There was no spoon, so he held it like a cocktail glass. “Want to know something else weird?”

      “If you’re going to tell me Jimmy Hendrix isn’t really singing ‘Excuse me while I kiss this guy,’ I already found out.”

      Leo laughed, but there was a solemnness in his expression that wasn’t there a few seconds ago. A tight web of lines crinkled his brow, and his eyes had gone dark. “Did you know Seth’s not really mine?”

      Nyla stared. “What?” She started to laugh but then stopped abruptly.

      He was serious.

      Leo shook his head and stroked Howie from neck to tail. “He’s mine, obviously. Obviously. I’m his father and he’s my boy. My booooooy!” He cackled at the line Nyla recognized from countless Harry Potter marathons with Seth, but unease pricked at the back of her brain.

      “Why would you say something like that?” Her voice snagged in her throat, and she ordered herself not to panic. This was a drug reaction, nothing more.

      “It’s true,” Leo said, and his grave look told her it was. Or at least Leo believed it was. “Seth’s blood type is O.”

      Nyla took a steadying breath. “And you are?”

      “AB.”

      “I see.” She didn’t speak, waiting for Leo to fill in the rest. Her skin was prickly and the big copper clock above the couch made a frantic tic-tic-tic sound.

      “Mandi’s B-negative,” Leo said. “I remembered her talking about it back when she did the bone marrow thing with you. I guess it’s kinda rare.”

      “Yes.” Nyla slid a hand over her abdomen, not sure what else to say. She’d been the recipient of Mandi’s bone marrow, the reason her sister had undergone a painful procedure without batting an eyelash.

      This had to be a mistake. Leo was confused, or maybe this was another loopy drug response or— “How long have you thought this?”

      Thought, not known, but Leo didn’t seem to catch the distinction. “Four years.” He leaned back against the loveseat and closed his eyes, still gripping the yogurt in one big fist. “When Seth was eight.”

      Four years? This couldn’t be— How could he⁠—

      “You’re positive about this?”

      “One hundred percent.” Leo opened one eye and jerked a thumb toward the office, startling Howie. “You can go check the medical records if you want.”

      “I—maybe in a minute.” She swallowed hard, not sure which question to ask first. “Have you said anything to Seth?”

      “Of course not.” The rough edge to his voice was enough to steer her away from that line of questioning. She watched him peel the foil off the yogurt and lift it to his mouth like a can of beer. His throat moved as he swallowed, and Nyla sat watching, waiting for the rest of the story.

      This was a hallucination or something, right?

      Questions. She should ask more questions. “What about Mandi?”

      Leo lowered the yogurt container and looked at her. “What about her?”

      “Did you talk about it or ask her to explain or⁠—”

      “No.”

      Numbers whirled in Nyla’s brain, reminding her of the time Seth stuck his fridge magnets on the merry-go-round and sent dozens of bright plastic digits flipping into the sand.

      Seth was currently twelve, and Leo and Mandi split six years ago. So that would mean⁠—

      “You think Mandi had an affair,” she said. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      Leo shrugged, but there was a flicker of unease in his eyes. A flash of the real Leo fighting his way up through the fog. “We’d been divorced two years by the time I found out. Best to let sleeping frogs lie, right?”

      “I—” Nyla didn’t know what to think or say. “This can’t be true.”

      Leo studied her, agitation now clouding his expression. “Sure, maybe not.” He cleared his throat. “I think I’m going to go lie down now. I’m really tired.”

      “But Leo⁠—”

      “Seth’s library book is on his desk,” he said. “Right next to his earbuds. Could you take those to him, too?”

      “But—”

      “Thanks for the soup.” He wedged the yogurt container into the center of an asparagus fern and stood up. “Would you mind locking up when you leave?”

      Tic-tic-tic went the clock, while Nyla’s heartbeat pounded at the front of her skull. This must be a mistake. Her senses clouded with the smell of raspberry yogurt and a metallic taste in her mouth.

      “Leo,” she said again, but he was already halfway down the hall. She stared at his naked back, at the yellow strings of the apron, at the blue-and-green stripes of his boxer briefs.

      What the hell just happened?
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      The first thing Leo saw when he woke up was a tumbler of water on his nightstand. He sat up and grabbed it, grateful for the cold, sweaty curve of glass against his palm. His tongue felt like shoe leather and his gums ached around the fresh grafts.

      He took two big gulps of water before spotting the note.

      It was folded in half, creased sharp as though someone had ironed it. He set the glass down as uneasiness rumbled in his gut, or maybe that was regular old nausea. What the hell had that dentist given him yesterday?

      No, wait. Today? He tapped his phone to confirm, surprised it was still Thursday, just a few minutes before nine. His stomach gurgled, reminding him he’d missed dinner.

      Nyla.

      She’d brought soup, hadn’t she? And something else. A question, or maybe several of them. Memories nipped at the corner of his brain, insistent little puppy teeth trying to drag something out from under a chair leg.

      He glanced back at the note, stalling. Something bad was in there.

      Howie jumped up on the edge of the bed, and Leo ran a hand down the length of the cat’s spine. One stroke, two, stalling, stalling.

      What the hell had he said to Nyla? He wouldn’t have told her anything about⁠—

      No. He would never tell anyone, not even her.

      He stared at the note again.

      Fuck it. Leo grabbed the folded paper, desperate to fill in the yawing gaps in his memory. Purple ballpoint, and the handwriting was all Nyla, the same slanted script he saw every time she gave him one of the gory medical articles she loved as much as he did.

      He took a deep breath and started to read.

      
        
        Leo,

        I hope you’re feeling more lucid. Please call when you’re up. We need to finish our conversation about blood types. I have many questions.

        Nyla

      

      

      Shit.

      A hailstorm of memories pelted him from all sides, stinging his face, his forearms, his brain.

      Seth’s not really mine.

      Holy Christ. He’d said it. He’d really said those words out loud.

      He dropped the note in his lap as a cold sweat prickled his flesh. He stared down at the words, noticing the little heart before her name. Standard Nyla fare, maybe a sign things were still normal. Maybe he hadn’t just blurted his biggest secret to the one person who couldn’t keep one.

      Not that Leo blamed her.

      She was a fixer, a helper. Nyla lived to aid others, and she processed everything out loud. A fun combination if you got her tipsy at a party. Not a fun combination if you accidentally told her something you didn’t want the world to know.

      Leo’s hand shook as he picked up his phone. Dread curdled his stomach and he stared at the screen without dialing. Maybe this wasn’t so bad. Maybe he could convince her he’d been kidding. Maybe⁠—

      Quack-quack-quack!

      It took him five seconds to shake off the last of his drug-induced haze and decide there was no family of ducks in his bed. Nyla’s ringtone, a hat-tip to Mandi’s nickname for her. Duckie. Leo had never called her that, but the ringtone fit.

      Quack-quack-quack!

      “Hello?” he answered cautiously, keeping his tone even.

      “Leo.” She sounded relieved. “How are you feeling?”

      “Good. Fine.” He swung his legs out of bed and tugged on a pair of jeans. It felt weird talking to her without pants on, and another ripple of unease moved through him. “I just woke up, but I’m feeling much better.”

      “Any pain or nausea?”

      “Nope. All good.”

      He moved toward the kitchen, reminding himself to keep breathing. Everything was normal. Everything was fine.

      What had the dentist said about eating after a gum graft? Liquids, maybe, and no straws. He spotted a card taped to the fridge and recognized Nyla’s handwriting again.

      
        
        Soup’s in the blue Tupperware. Dentist’s instructions are on the table. Please call when you’re up.

      

      

      Leo put a hand on the fridge but didn’t open the door. “I was just getting ready to forage for food.” His voice sounded calm, normal. He could do this.

      “I made potato leek. Your favorite.” A pause, then Nyla took a shaky breath. “Do you remember me stopping by? What you told me?”

      Leo gripped the fridge handle tighter. “I told you about birds, I think,” he said. “I was watching this special on the Nature Channel about⁠—”

      “Leo, you told me about Seth.” Her voice was shaky but determined. “About how you think he’s not biologically yours.”

      Leo closed his eyes and stared at the pink blur of his inner eyelids. The stainless-steel fridge handle felt solid and cool under his palm, and the kitchen smelled comforting, like toast.

      Nyla said nothing for a long time. So long, he thought maybe she’d disconnected.

      “Leo—”

      “You can’t say anything.”

      Another long pause.

      “I’m coming over,” she said. “I’d like to look at that lab work. There must a mistake. Maybe you read it wrong.”

      “Okay.” He clicked off, dread pooling thick and syrupy in his gut.

      He hadn’t read it wrong. He knew that much.

      He remembered that awful day in the hospital, the day he had looked down at his son with tubes snaking out of Seth’s small hands and a goofy grin on the boy’s freckled face.

      “Did you see me make that jump, Dad?”

      “Yeah.” He’d tousled Seth’s hair. “I sure did.”

      The doctor had spoken in hushed tones outside Seth’s hospital room. “We want to keep him overnight for observation.” She’d glanced down at her clipboard. “Looks like he’s O-negative. You should consider donating blood if you’re O. Even if he doesn’t end up needing it, we can always use more O here.”

      “Absolutely. Of course.”

      So Leo had rushed down to the lab, the first time in his whole life he’d had a needle in his arm. He’d gone woozy at first but gripped the blue squishy ball and reminded himself this was for Seth.

      The lab tech had frowned when she pulled up the results. “Hmmm, sorry.” She’d shot Leo a strange look he couldn’t quite read. “You’re AB. Not a match. Maybe get his mom in here?”

      But Mandi had been in Baltimore for work, and Leo had felt a niggling sense of unease. When they’d gotten home the next day—Seth was fine, no surgery needed—Leo got his boy settled with a cherry Popsicle and a big stack of comics.

      Then he’d turned to Dr. Google.

      And then he’d called Dr. Parker.

      “You are correct,” Seth’s pediatrician had said after Leo spit out his long, rambling string of questions that probably weren’t questions at all. More like incoherent babbling.

      The doctor had continued in the same calm, clinical tone Leo recognized as the one Nyla called her Bad News Nurse Voice. “Assuming the information you’ve just provided is accurate, Seth is not biologically related to you.” Another pause from Dr. Parker while Leo’s lungs ached like someone stood on his chest. “I take it this is a surprise to you?”

      “Yes.” A surprise. Like his son’s paternity was a birthday cake or an unexpected Amazon delivery instead of the biggest fucking shock of his life.

      He still remembered that feeling, the sense that he was watching someone else have this conversation. Someone else was breathing in and out with lungs burning in acid, someone else was tasting sour brine on the back of his tongue.

      The doorbell chimed, jolting Leo back to the present.

      Nyla.

      Christ. What was he going to do?

      Spotting his favorite green T-shirt on the kitchen floor, he yanked it on. “Be right there!”

      He ran his hands through his hair, wondering if she’d just let herself in. She had a key, though she rarely used it. Only when she needed to grab things for Seth—a forgotten book, a worksheet for school—and Leo never thought twice about her walking freely through the house. The records were well-hidden, and it never occurred to him that his stupid secret would leak right out of his own mouth.

      “Coming,” he called as he jogged down the hall toward the front door. He flung it open to find her standing in the pale-yellow glow of the porch light.

      “Leo.”

      She’d said his name a thousand times before, greeting him at Seth’s games or asking him to pass the pepper at family dinners. But there was something heavy in it now. Something that made his breath leaden in his lungs.

      Curls the color of dark maple syrup were pulled up in a topknot, and she’d scrubbed off all her makeup. She looked young, pale, and very worried. “How are you feeling?”

      “Good.” Leo dragged a hand through his hair, wishing he’d had time for a haircut. Wishing a lot of things that had nothing to do with hair. “My gums don’t hurt at all. Got a call from the air base. Looks like the new MD-87 Air Tanker is getting here a week early, so I’m making it the new lead air attack plane for the contract with the Forest Service. Should time out well for me to fly it over to Hart Valley myself.”

      He was rambling ridiculously and doing himself no favors if his goal was to convince Nyla everything was normal. His palms leaked sweat as her pool-blue eyes studied him with a look that was more than clinical. It was something else. Something unsure. Her hands were fisted in the pockets of a pale pink hoodie, and Leo wished like hell he could rewind the last twenty-four hours.

      “Come in,” he said, stepping aside and moving toward the kitchen. “Is it weird to offer you some of your own soup?”

      “I ate a few hours ago. Besides, I made it for you. Pureed so you don’t have to chew. You should be able to handle solids in just a few days. That’s the upside of using donor tissue for grafts.”

      “Thank you.” His throat tightened, and he felt like a jackass for taking her kindness for granted. “Let me at least grab you a drink.”

      “Thanks.”

      She seated herself stiffly at his butcher block table, a piece he’d built with Seth helping to sand and varnish the gnarled surface. “Hard cider okay?”

      Nyla was the whole reason he kept his fridge stocked with bottles of Angry Orchard, but she shook her head. “Just water would be great.”

      That seemed like a bad sign.

      Leo took his time filling a bowl with soup, stabbing the buttons on the microwave, getting out a spoon and napkin and a glass of water for each of them. He knew he was stalling, but he had no idea how to open this conversation.

      “So, start at the beginning.” Her voice was achingly calm, and he turned to see her folding her hands on the table. Healing hands. Elegant hands. “You said you found out four years ago?”

      Leo didn’t say anything right away. Just got himself settled at the table with a steaming puddle of soup in a bowl and a fist-sized lump in his throat. He chugged half his water in hopes of washing it away. When he set down the glass, Nyla was still watching him.

      He took a deep breath and dove in. “Remember when Seth flew over the handlebars on his bike?”

      Nyla’s eyes flashed and she nodded. “Spleen laceration. They admitted him for observation. Serial hemoglobin, hematocrit checks, the whole nine yards.”

      “Right. They suggested I donate blood in case he needed it. For surgery or whatever. That’s—that’s when I found out.”

      “They told you?”

      He shook his head, wondering how common this was. How often did men end up raising kids they hadn’t actually fathered while doctors whispered behind their clipboards about mommy’s little secret?

      “No,” he said. “But something seemed off when they gave me the results, so I went home and did some research. Pulled out Seth’s birth records, just to be sure.”

      “That would have Seth’s blood type,” she said. “Mandi’s, too.”

      “Yep.” Leo cleared his throat. “If I didn’t watch so many damn science shows, or read all those freaky medical articles you give me⁠—”

      “Show me.”

      “What?”

      “I need to see it for myself. Please, Leo.”

      Her eyes glittered with an emotion he couldn’t identify. He wasn’t sure if his legs worked at the moment. His knees felt gummy and weak, and he didn’t know if he could handle looking at that paperwork again. “Okay,” he said. “Can you grab it?”

      “Where?”

      “The file cabinet in my office,” he said. “Top drawer, in the folder that says, ‘data backup.’”

      “Data backup?”

      Leo swirled his spoon around in the soup, feeling foolish and out-of-sorts. “It was the most boring thing I could think of. Seth wouldn’t bother looking in a folder like that.”

      “The lab work’s in there?”

      “No. But there’s a key that goes to the trunk in my bedroom. You’ll find everything in a big yellow envelope.”

      Nyla seemed to hesitate. Then she stood and retreated toward the back of the house. Leo’s head was pounding, and he wondered if he should take another pain pill. No. He needed to be clear-headed for this. He spooned up some soup and listened to Nyla’s footsteps padding softly through his house.

      When she returned, she took her seat and set the envelope on the table. Leo’s gut did a painful twist as her eyes met his. “You’re sure you’re okay with me looking at this? They’re your private medical records.”

      This was his out. His chance to say he’d been kidding, that it was all a joke.

      But she’d never believe that now. He took a deep breath. “You’re a nurse. This is how it will make sense to you.”

      Like this could possibly make sense to any of them.

      She nodded and turned her attention to the contents of the envelope. Not sure what to do with his hands, Leo focused on the soup. It was warm and creamy and perfect, just the way she always made it.

      But he hardly tasted a thing. As he scraped the bottom of the bowl, Nyla looked up. He tried to read her expression, to figure out what was happening behind those pool-blue eyes.

      Confusion.

      Uncertainty.

      Resignation.

      “So, you’ve known for four years.”

      “Yes.” He cleared his throat. “Since Seth was eight.”

      “And you haven’t said anything to Mandi.”

      He shook his head, conscious of the fact that he needed to tread carefully. Nyla was his friend, but she was Mandi’s sister first. He knew that better than anyone.

      “At first, I thought maybe there was a mix-up at the hospital,” he said. “Like maybe the babies got switched or something.”

      Nyla frowned “Not with all the protocols in place. Microchip bracelets for mom and baby, the color-coded room tags.”

      “Right.” Leo’s throat clogged again as he remembered that day in the delivery room. He hadn’t taken his eyes off Seth from the moment the boy emerged red-faced and squalling with his little fist in the air like a prize fighter. Besides, Seth had Mandi’s cupid-bow mouth and an identical chin dimple.

      So there must have been an affair.

      “Things were weird for us the year before Seth was born,” Leo said slowly. “We weren’t fighting or anything, but⁠—”

      “You think she was seeing someone else?” Nyla’s blue eyes flickered. Leo watched her face, gauging her response. Defensiveness? Surprise? He honestly couldn’t tell.

      “She was traveling a lot back then,” he said carefully. “We’d started drifting apart even before that. She must have said something to you?”

      “About an affair?” Nyla shook her head. “No. Never.”

      “I meant the drifting apart,” he said. “We made all these plans in high school, stuff about how we wanted to travel together after she got her degree.”

      Nyla’s expression softened, and she looked down at her hands. “Not a lot of guys could do diaper duty and run a business while putting someone else through school.”

      Pride bloomed in the center of Leo’s chest, but he held his tongue. It hadn’t been easy, not by a long shot, but he’d been damn glad to do it. Mandi had big dreams, and Leo was happy to help her chase them. Yeah, he’d started out fighting wildfires on ground crews, eventually busting ass to be a smokejumper. But when his dad died and left the air tanker company to Leo, it just made sense to shift to the piloting side of the business. Better schedule for raising a kid, plus it gave him the means to help his wife, to be the kind of dad he’d always wanted to be.

      He could do it all. He’d wanted to do it all.

      How the hell was he supposed to know dreams could change so much between eighteen and twenty-eight?

      “We’d started growing apart even before Seth was born,” Leo said slowly. “But things got better for a while after that.” He shrugged. Nyla knew the rest of the story. “And then they weren’t. You know how it went down.”

      Nyla nodded, her expression still shell-shocked. He wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t know, right? He braced for more questions about Mandi, maybe a theory to cancel out the one about the affair. Her next words caught him off guard.

      “You didn’t feel Seth had a right to know?”

      “He’s twelve.” Leo’s words were clipped, and he wished for more soup. For something to do with his hands. “He’s barely accepted the fact that Santa isn’t real.”

      “Fair enough.” Nyla of all people knew that. She’d been the one to pick him up at school the day Kellan Keith told him only babies believed in a red-suited fat man who squeezed himself down the chimney.

      Nyla took a shaky breath. “What about Mandi?”

      “What about her?”

      “Don’t you think she should know? To have a chance to explain herself?”

      Leo snorted. He couldn’t help it, the sound just came out. “Like she was forthcoming with the fact that she fucked someone else?”

      Nyla flinched. “Maybe there’s another explanation.”

      He stared at her. “You have a bachelor’s degree in nursing and you read medical articles like they’re romance novels. You want to tell me what other explanation you could possibly come up with?”

      “I’m trying, Leo!” She whacked the table with her palm, and he realized he’d only seen her riled up a handful of times. Fury turned her eyes into pools of turquoise glitter. He started to reach for her hand, then stopped himself. Reached for his soup spoon instead, before remembering the bowl was empty.

      “I’m sorry,” he said softly.

      “You’ve had four years to process this,” she said. “I’ve had four hours. This is all a little raw, okay?”

      “Sorry,” he said again. Taking a deep breath, he thought about what else he could offer her. “Look, Seth is my son. He’d be my son whether we shared DNA or not. Plenty of adopted kids never know their biology.”

      “I’m not arguing whether he’s your son,” she said. “Don’t you want to get to the bottom of what happened?”

      “Honestly, I’d rather remove my tonsils with a claw hammer.”

      She shook her head, not smiling at the joke. “When Mandi got pregnant with Seth⁠—”

      “That’s when she was spending time in upstate New York,” he said. “She had that internship, remember? She was back and forth between here and there all the time, plus there was that trip to Uganda⁠—”

      “You think she was seeing someone overseas?” Nyla frowned.

      “I’ve tried not to think about it at all.”

      “But—”

      “Look, I might have given a shit if I found out about this when we were still married, but we’d been divorced for two years by then.” Leo raked his fingers through his hair, willing her to understand. “I don’t care who Mandi was fucking.”

      “Please stop saying it like that.” Nyla’s voice was pleading, and she pressed her palms flat against the table like she thought it might fly away. “I just—Mandi’s not that kind of person.”

      Leo said nothing, not wanting to go any deeper. He knew
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