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      “Where the hell am I?” Nova Emerson turned down the radio as her truck bounced over a pothole in the quickly fading daylight. The headlights glinted off puddles on the dirt path ahead of her. Tall dark trees lined both sides of the road, only clearing when there was a pull-off littered with abandoned rusted vehicles and old buildings.

      This is certainly the scenic route home.

      As soon as she’d seen Chad wave in her periphery in town, she’d been in flight mode. The man couldn’t take a hint. You’d think not calling and totally ghosting after a one-night stand would have been enough of a message. But Chad was determined. If only he’d been half as determined to find her clit, then maybe they could have had another round.

      When he’d waved to her at the crossroads in town, she’d averted her gaze so he’d think she didn’t see him. But when he’d turned to head the same way she was driving—the opposite of which his blinker signaled—she’d gone into flee mode. She’d sped up and taken turns to lose him. She’d forgotten how clingy he was.

      “If I remembered, I wouldn’t be lost so close to my own goddamn hometown,” she grumbled under her breath. Where am I? Nothing had looked familiar for miles. I’ll probably recognize whatever’s around this corner.

      That was what she’d thought about the last three though . . .

      Her shocks creaked as she drove slowly over the deep divots with a wince. She’d driven off fast and taken so many turns, she was pretty sure she’d crossed the boundary into Dark Cove. It had been twenty minutes since she’d seen another set of headlights coming either direction.

      “This is the worst time to have a terrible sense of direction,” she mumbled to herself.

      She guessed it was time to use her GPS. Nova picked up her phone, but it rang with the wedding march. She tensed. Only one person had that ringtone. If I don’t answer, she’ll just keep calling. And the last thing Nova wanted to do was worry her mother—the woman who had quite literally saved her life.

      She shut the music off and clicked answer. “Hello?”

      “Hey, baby girl. I just wanted to check in and see if you had everything ready for the consult tomorrow and the wedding this weekend?”

      “Yes, Mom. It’s all taken care of.”

      “Great.”

      A beat of silence passed before Nova said, “Well, if that’s all, I guess I’ll⁠—”

      “I noticed your car wasn’t in your driveway. Are you on a date tonight?”

      Nova rolled her eyes. “No. You know the guy I’ve been seeing lives out of state. I made some deliveries to the nursing home and stopped to get some dinner at the diner and a drink—by myself—at The Shipwreck. I’m headed home now.”

      As soon as I can find my way out of this place. A large industrial-sized abandoned building appeared in front of her. Her headlights glinted off broken glass in the windows. It had an eerie feel to it. She shivered.

      “Nova? Are you even listening to me?” her mother asked, clearly frustrated. Nova had zoned out again.

      “Yes, of course,” she lied.

      “When am I going to get to meet this mysterious boyfriend? You’re still seeing him, aren’t you?”

      Nova sighed. The last thing she wanted to do was hurt the woman who’d chosen to be her mother. “I know you want me married like the rest of your children and popping out grandbabies like it’s nineteen fifty. But you know I like to take things slow.” Slow as in never gonna happen. Why would she let a man get that close again just to stomp what was left of her heart to bits? No fucking thank you.

      “I know. But there is such a thing as too slow. You know . . . ca— . . . al⁠— . . .”

      “I think I’m losing service. You cut out. Can you hear me? . . . Hello?”

      She pulled the phone away to look at the screen. Call dropped. “Thank you, universe.”

      A loud pop sounded. The car jerked to the side. She gripped the steering wheel for dear life, trying to right it. The phone went flying. A metallic grinding noise whined as she pulled to a stop.

      “Fuck!” Nova looked around the surroundings of the vehicle. Just abandoned buildings and overgrown woods, lit only by the dim glow of her truck’s headlights.

      She exhaled and reached to the floor for her phone.

      No signal.

      She sighed and took one last glance at her surroundings before climbing out of the truck. She turned on the flashlight on her phone and inspected the rubber tread, pausing on the back driver’s side tire . . . or what was left of one. It was blown to bits with jagged rubber bits sticking out of the shredded tread. She hadn’t even been going that fast. What could⁠—

      “Shit.” She grabbed the four-by-four with long sixteen-penny nails sticking out of it. She tugged, but it was embedded too deep in the mangled tire.

      “So much for the universe being on my side,” she grumbled as she let the board hang from the rubber.

      A twig snapped behind her. She whirled around, tense and alert. Four men stared at her from fifteen yards away, their faces lit by the orange glow of the barrel fire they surrounded in front of a decrepit apartment building.

      I certainly picked the worst place to get lost. Wait—that doesn’t make sense. Who chooses to get lost? And if they decide where, are they really lost?

      A shout pulled her back to her present predicament. One man shoved another before they laughed.

      The hair on her skin stood on end. Her heart thudded. All her senses were on alert. Crickets chirped as a bead of sweat dripped down her forehead. The sun might have set ten minutes ago, but it was still summer, and today was a humid one. She spun around, her back to the men around the barrel, taking in her surroundings. A large industrial building sat to the right of her truck with boarded-up windows. Maybe an old factory? A few flickers of light bled from behind the rotting boards somewhere inside. The bottom-floor windows had fared even worse, with boards ripped out in some places and broken glass littering the ground.

      I need to get out of here.

      Nova grabbed the tire iron and jack from behind her seat. She set the phone light on the back of the truck for light and got to work cranking the jack until what was left of the tire was off the ground.

      “What do we have here?”

      Nova pulled the knife from her boot, keeping it in one hand and the tire iron in the other. She whipped around.

      Two men approached her. The missing posters of her friends flashed in her mind. What if these were the killers? What if they abducted her? What if⁠—

      “Did you get lost, girly?” the one with the missing tooth asked.

      “I don’t want any trouble.” She was proud of how firm her voice sounded, despite the terror gripping her chest in a vise.

      “Looks to me like you’ve already found yourself some.” The other nodded towards her tire.

      “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      “You got a few dollars to spare?” the first one asked as they crowded her, one going to her left and the other to her right. She swallowed. She might be able to take one on, but two at the same time?

      Why did I turn down this road? I should have just faced Chad and told him I’m not interested.

      Fuck, I didn’t even tell Mom where I am.

      What if these two kill me and that was the last conversation we had?

      No.

      Nova was not going down without a fight. She straightened her shoulders and tipped her chin up.

      “I don’t carry cash. Now, if you two gentlemen would be on your way, I’ll return to my business and get out of here.”

      “No need to hurry, girly. Bruce and I here are just looking for a little fun,” the second one took another step forward.

      “Back up!” she yelled, raising the tire iron.

      Both men looked at each other and laughed.

      “No need to get your panties in a bunch,” Bruce said, his eyes dropping to her crotch lasciviously.

      “Look, buddy, you’d better back the fuck off or I will break the teeth you have left.”

      Bruce’s eyes widened before he scowled at her.

      Nova had been told a time or a hundred that her mouth would catch up to her one day. Didn’t stop her though. She’d never been good about keeping quiet. Besides, she’d tried to be nice, even called them gentlemen. Everything that happened next was on them.

      “Bitch thinks she’s so much better than us⁠—”

      “I think she made herself clear. Beat it,” a deep voice said.

      The other two men glanced towards the front of Nova’s truck. Nova didn’t dare take her eyes off the two threats in front of her.

      Oh, Goddess. What if it’s going to be three against one?

      This isn’t happening.

      “Come on, we’re just having a little fun,” Bruce said.

      Heavy footsteps sounded closer as the third man rounded the truck. Everything screamed at Nova to run, but she was trapped. She had a weapon in each hand, and some self-defense skills her brother had taught her. Even if this guy scared the other two off, she’d still have to deal with him. Nova pressed her back against the truck.

      The third man stepped closer, the reflection of her phone light highlighting coal-black eyes. His face was all sharp angles and severe expression. The slope of his nose was a little off-center, like he’d broken it in the past. A five o’clock shadow peppered his jaw. He was hot. But Ted Bundy had been an attractive man too. Nova wasn’t gonna fall for that.

      His deep voice lowered an octave as he faced the two men down. “Get the fuck out of here.”

      “Or what, pretty boy?” Bruce snarled.

      The newcomer tilted his neck to the side and cracked it before staring back at the men, menace lacing his voice. “You lay a hand on her and it will be the last thing you do.”

      Holy fuck. That was hot. Like the heroes right out of her romance novels. Which meant it was too good to be true. Hottie with the deep voice probably wanted to murder her all by himself. She swallowed, the idea terrifying. So why were butterflies swirling in her belly?

      “Mouthy bitch isn’t worth it anyways,” Bruce said, scowling before he turned and walked away, his partner spitting on the ground by the newcomer’s feet before taking off towards the abandoned factory building behind Nova’s truck.

      Nova stared at the new man, her heart racing a million times a minute. Was he going to attack her?

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said, as if reading her mind.

      “That’s probably what all serial killers say.” She gripped the tire iron tighter.

      The corner of his mouth tipped up before his full lips flattened into a straight line once again. “Get in the car and lock the doors. You can hand me the tire iron and I’ll put the donut on.”

      “And give you my only weapon?” she scoffed.

      “You can always stab me with the knife you’ve got hidden in that other hand if I step out of line.”

      She sucked in a breath.

      “Get in the car,” he ordered.

      She bristled. She’d never been good when people told her what to do. It only made her want to do the opposite. “I don’t need your help.”

      He sighed and shook his head. “Stubborn, aren’t you?”

      She tipped her chin up, which still didn’t help. She barely stood five foot four and he was taller than her brothers—at least six foot nine. If he really wanted to do her harm, he probably could. Not that I wouldn’t get one good stab in.

      “Listen, it’s been a long day, and hot as fuck. The mosquitos are biting me and I don’t have time for games. Get in the truck. Lock the doors. And give me the tire iron so I can fix your tire and you can get the fuck out of here and back to where you belong.”

      “I—I don’t even know you.”

      He leaned his head back, hands on his hips like he was counting to ten. This was not abnormal. Nova tended to push people’s buttons and got these reactions a lot.

      He looked straight at her and held out his hand, palm up. “I’m Jude.”

      She shifted on her feet, weighing her options as he waited patiently. His heavy gaze didn’t leave her for a moment. Her gut told her this guy was not going to kill her or rape her, but her gut had been wrong about men before.

      “Fine.” She backed up, not letting him out of her sight as she climbed into the driver’s seat backwards and shut the door. She rolled down the window a few inches and handed the tire iron out. He took it and got to work. The car jostled as he finished unscrewing the bolts from her tire and tossed it into her truck bed.

      Nova glanced around them. No one else was in sight around the dark abandoned buildings from what she could see. Though that wasn’t saying much. Those two other men hadn’t exactly just melted into the shadows. Were there more watching and waiting? The men around the fire to the far left didn’t try to approach, but their wary watchful gazes slicked across her skin like ice.

      What if they join forces with the other men who Jude scared off? Will this Jude guy stick around? And if he does, we will still be outnumbered. I need to find a better weapon. Nova searched the front seat of her truck. I just need⁠—

      A knock sounded against her window.

      Nova screamed and jumped in her seat, whirling around.

      Jude stood at her window, one eyebrow quirked up. With her cab lights on, she could see him a little more clearly. If she’d thought he was hot before, that was nothing compared to how he looked in the dim light of her interior. I really need to get a grip.

      Heat bloomed in her core, making her panties wet. I’m so fucked up.

      He handed her phone to her through the window, his hands covered in black grease and dirt.

      “That was fast,” she said.

      He was good with his hands. I bet he knows how to find a clit.

      “Get someone to put a new tire on tomorrow. You shouldn’t go far with the donut. And stick to the main roads. I don’t want to see you down this way again.” His tone left no room for argument. “You don’t belong here.”

      With that parting shot, Jude spun around and walked around the front of her truck, his ass a spectacular sight in his camouflage pants.

      She wasn’t sure whether or not she wanted to thank him or argue with him for bossing her around like that. By the time she shouted a “thank you” it was too late—he was already far ahead by the edge of the factory.

      She slipped the truck into gear and drove forward slowly. The ride was much bouncier with the smaller tire. Jude walked ahead off to the side of the road, veering to the right at the edge of the big factory building. She passed as he stopped at the rear of a truck with Michigan plates and climbed in the front without one more glance in her direction.

      Did he live there? Was he homeless? She kept driving. Her hands trembled, the adrenaline wearing off.

      “What the hell just happened?”

      She’d almost been in big trouble—that was what.

      Her brothers most definitely didn’t need to know about this. It would be bad enough when she got home and they realized she’d been gone this late without one of them hounding her.

      Nova blew out a breath.

      She really did need to be more careful. The last thing she’d want to do was cause more hurt for her family. They’d suffered enough loss.

      But the truth was there was a killer out there who was taking people from Nova’s past. She was obviously going to be on that list. That was why she’d be ready for that asshole when he came.

      She tucked her lucky knife back in her boot—a gift from her brother Ricky.

      “You want me, motherfucker?” Nova pressed on the gas and turned onto a paved road. “Come and get me.”
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            JUDE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jude King stood in the darkest shadows, his attention glued to the tiny woman hunched over the steering wheel. Blood trickled from a gash on her forehead as she blinked her eyes open. Those light brown spheres, hazy with confusion, were aimed at him. Her small pink tongue darted out of the side of her full lips as she concentrated, her focus darting around. Steam rose from the front of her truck with a hiss.

      “Jude?” His name fell from Nova’s mouth. “What happened?”

      He stepped forward, reaching out to help her from the car, but he froze. The cold steel of the tire iron was heavy in his hand.

      “Oh my god!” Nova panicked, clawing at her seat belt, scrambling for an escape. Her seat belt clicked. He snapped into action.

      She crawled farther into the cab, but he wrapped his hand around her arm and pulled her out.

      “Stop! Please!” she cried as he yanked her out of the truck and pushed her against it, gripping her throat and pinning her to the wreckage.

      “Where is she?” he demanded. God, this isn’t like me. He could smell her fear. The metallic scent from her wound permeated the air. It only got thicker.

      There was so much red.

      It dripped down his hands, covering them in crimson. He shook his head, dropping the tire iron. It splashed into a puddle of blood. Even the ground was red. He backed up. The woman in the truck was no longer alone. Body after body littered the ground, camouflage uniforms stained with blood. He was no longer in Shattered Cove but back in the Middle East. The dead were his brothers—the men who’d depended on him to keep them alive.

      But they were all gone.

      All except Nova Emerson.

      She looked different than she had in the pictures he’d obtained. She was staring at him with so much fear he could taste it.

      “You did this,” she accused.

      “No.” He shook his head.

      “You killed them all.”

      “Shut the fuck up!” he screamed, pulling at his hair.

      “What are you going to do with me?” She tipped her head to the side. “You’ll never find your answers if you kill me too.”

      Jude gasped out of the nightmare, jolting upwards. His head knocked the top of the bunk bed above him. Pain lanced through his skull.

      “Fuck!” he growled, holding the wounded spot.

      His chest heaved as he blinked his eyes open. The dimly lit room looked the same as it had for the last month. All his earthly belongings were tucked away into a rucksack and a pack under the bed. His minimalist belongings had made moving from Michigan to New Hampshire much easier.

      His skull pounded as he climbed out of bed and stumbled towards the window in the room. Tipping his head against the cool glass, Jude stared at the twilight sky peeking through the clouds. He forced deep breaths in, one hand to his throbbing forehead and the other to his racing heart.

      He just wanted the nightmares to stop. Every time it was the same: dead bodies of his fallen brethren. Ghosts reminding him of his failures. But the accident was new, and so was Nova Emerson with terror in her eyes.

      Jude switched into his running shoes, keeping on his basketball shorts and the thin T-shirt he’d slept in. He locked up his room and slid the key into his pocket.

      “Heading to the gym?” a gruff voice behind him asked.

      Jude whipped around. His friend Reaper stood in the hall, holding a cup of black coffee.

      “Christ, you scared me.”

      Reaper scoffed—the closest Jude ever got to hearing the man laugh. Their relationship had been born out of necessity and threat. Reaper was a man who lived up to his namesake. It was better to befriend death than be its enemy. And that was how their friendship had been born.

      “Casanova has the music blasting in the gym, so just bring your earplugs unless you want to hear the shit he listens to.” Reaper took a quiet sip of his coffee. Dark tattooed hands engulfing the whole mug.

      “I’m gonna go for a run,” Jude said.

      Reaper gave a nod. “Piper and Blade are bringing breakfast. Then we’ll all sit down and go through the plan. See what we’re missing. You ready to do your part?”

      Jude stiffened. It felt as if his friend was looking right through Jude. “I’ll do whatever it takes to get this bastard.”

      “Good.” Reaper took another sip.

      “I still think I’d be better off with your motorcycle club friends. I can travel and⁠—”

      “Nova Emerson knows the Pirates. She knows what we do and who we are—at least what the rumors say. You want honest answers, we need you on recon. We need someone she doesn’t know, someone who can slip into that family and find out if Nash or Nova have anything we can use,” Reaper reiterated the same conclusion most of his club had come to.

      Only Piper, the president’s wife, had suggested they ask Nova. But what if Nova had something to do with all of this? Or was protecting one of her brothers and tipped them off? It couldn’t be coincidence she’d had a connection to all of this. And Jude needed answers. There was too much on the line to risk it.

      Jude nodded. “Right. I’ll find a way in.”

      Reaper walked forward, the LED purple lighting casting him in warm violet shadow. “You got this. We’ll do our part. I’ve got Axel digging up all he can. Reaching out to his contacts on the dark web. If there’s something, he’ll find it.”

      “I appreciate your help—and theirs. It was really amazing of you to get me a place to stay long term on short notice. And for all your help with my fuckups.”

      “You can thank Blade for the room; it’s his and Piper’s club.”

      “I’ll do that,” Jude said.

      “Be back by ten. We’ll go over everything and solidify the plan.” Reaper spun around and walked down the hall, disappearing into the shadows.

      Jude turned to the opposite side, passing multiple doors with gold-plated numbers marking each one. Erotic moans escaped a few as Jude made his way through the hallway and down the large staircase into the main room of Club Dynamic. There weren’t many people here at this hour—just those who lived there or had rented rooms for the night. The cleaning crew was busy at work. One person sprayed down a Saint Andrew’s cross while another wiped the paddles and other impact instruments hanging on the wall for the members’ use. The usual red lighting was switched to white.

      Jude continued to the exit. No matter how many times he came and went from this place, the sheer size and deviant luxury of it still impressed him, though he couldn’t bring himself to utilize any of it but the room he slept in. How could he enjoy a few hours of escape while he carried so much guilt? When she needed him?

      Jude shook his head and jogged past the reception desk and out the front door. He took off towards town. Ten miles was more than enough time to burn off the frantic energy of his nightmare.

      He’d chosen a route through no-man’s-land on purpose, headed for Shattered Cove. He’d get a feel for the town and gather information. That was his job—recon. According to Reaper, this was where Jude would find answers.

      His steady footfalls lulled him into focus as Jude jogged down the paved road and took a right. Eventually, the pavement ended and a dirt road began. Dogs barked behind chain-link fences sectioning off dilapidated trailers and old campers. A few people milled about smoking and staring at him. He bypassed an old man pushing a cart full of empty bottles and the few items the man probably owned. He’d overheard a few others refer to him as Socrates. That was why he’d been by the abandoned factories last night—looking for answers. And then Nova had all but fallen in his lap.

      “Don’t run so fast you miss out on the meaning of life!” the old man said to him. Jude pulled out a twenty-dollar bill and handed it over.

      “Bless the man that gives, so shall he be given to,” Socrates said.

      “Have a good day.” Jude continued on.

      Soon, the stench of garbage and unwashed bodies faded, giving way to the greenery around him. Big trees lined the road on either side, blocking most of the sunlight, which was a welcome respite on this hot August day. Jude focused on his breath, pushing his muscles as he sped up. A cool breeze carried the scent of flowers as he neared the main township of Shattered Cove. Suburban homes with three-car garages and fenced-in properties popped up. The sound of a saw whined from an open garage to his left. Soon the neighborhood would be alive with kids’ laughter and bouncing basketballs on paved driveways. Jude pushed himself into a sprint the last half mile.

      By the time he headed into the Stardust Café, the sun was higher and he was calmer.

      He walked in, wiping the sweat from his brow as the scent of cinnamon and apple made his mouth water.

      A woman smiled from behind the counter. “Good morning. Can I interest you in an apple muffin, fresh out of the oven?”

      “Just a black coffee, please.” He pulled out his wallet, removed a few dollars cash, and placed them on the counter.

      “Coming right up.” She grabbed a cardboard cup, filled it with fresh coffee, slipped a lid over it, and handed it to him.

      “Thanks.” He turned, sipping the drink as he headed back out into the fresh summer air. Not many other people were out and about this early. He loved it. The early hours were always more peaceful. He strolled over to the bulletin board against the brick wall. Papers flitted in the warm wind. A lost cat poster had contact information for the owners. A few signs sharing babysitting information were spread throughout. And a couple apartments were for rent. There was one weathered and partially ripped paper in the background. He pulled it out.

      Help needed: farmhand.

      The Emerson Family Farm is looking for a responsible and hardworking laborer. Experience preferred. Contact Renita or James Emerson.

      All the tags with the number on them had been torn off. His pulse picked up. It might have been too late. But if there was a chance . . . Jude smiled. He’d come all this way looking for Nova Emerson. He’d about swallowed his tongue when she’d about fallen into his lap last night. Instead of doing what he came for, he’d helped her and let her go. But that might work in my favor.

      Jude could have blamed it on the shock of seeing Nova in real life for the first time. Those long-distance shots and the few photos she shared on social media didn’t do her justice though. Not when compared to the sight of her wielding that tire iron and knife while standing up to two men much bigger than her. The image sent a fresh burst of whatever’d had his chest tightening last night through him. He couldn’t name the feeling because for so long all he’d felt was anger and guilt. But that was why he was here in Shattered Cove, using all his resources to locate the one and possibly only person who could give him the chance for redemption—and revenge.

      He took another sip of his coffee and pulled off the whole poster. This was his way in.

      Nova Emerson was going to give him answers—whether she wanted to or not.

      Jude had a plan; he just had to stick to it. And he’d have to do it fast, too.

      Time was running out.
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      Nova licked her spoon, savoring the last of the ice cream as her front door opened.

      “Tell me that isn’t your breakfast,” her mother chastised.

      “This isn’t my breakfast.” Nova tossed the empty container in the trash and added the spoon to the growing pile of dishes in the sink.

      Her mother shook her head. Her disappointment was palpable.

      Nova shrugged. “You told me I should eat breakfast. Now you’re complaining that I did.”

      “Ice cream is not—you know what, I don’t have time to get into this.” Her mom sighed and took a barstool at the island. “Why was your front door not locked?”

      Nova turned her back before rolling her eyes. Suddenly the idea of doing the dishes didn’t seem so daunting. Anything was better than another lecture from her mom on what she should be doing or how she should be living her life.

      She turned the water on, rinsing the pasta sauce from a bowl she’d used the night before . . . or was it two days ago? “Because my brothers have locked this place down like Fort Knox. A bunny can’t even hop around our land anymore without setting off some light or camera sensor.”

      “I don’t like the idea of you living alone here. Not while there’s a murderer on the loose.”

      And not in general, either, since you won’t stop trying to set me up. But Nova wouldn’t say that out loud. Her mother may have been too much in her business, and it may have been driving her crazy, but Renita only did so out of love. And Nova was lucky to have her after her own biological mother had died, leaving her in foster care for a short stint before the state had located her mother’s half sister, Renita Emerson. Renita had shown up at her group home and adopted her as soon as the papers could be filed. She’d taken Nova in and given her a family and love. The least Nova could do was not disappoint her.

      “Nova, are you even listening to me?” her mom asked.

      Nova shut the water off. She sighed. She really needed to stop zoning out on people. “It’s not my fault. My brother stole my last roommates.”

      Her mom let out a frustrated sigh, eyeing a messy pile of mail sticking out of the fruit basket.

      Oh, I wondered where I put those.

      “Have you thought of hiring a bookkeeper?” Her mom sat at the bar in front of Nova’s laptop and the piles of receipts.

      “No. I can do it. I just need time . . . and motivation. I’ve had a lot going on with the seedlings and managing everything else with the weddings.”

      “You need more help. If your dad and I get any bites on the ad we placed, they can assist you with your harvest,” her mom offered.

      “That would be nice.” However, Nova was very particular about how she liked things done in her grow houses. “But I think I’ve got things handled. I’ll catch up this weekend.”

      Her mother’s lips pursed as if she’d heard that excuse before—and she had. But Nova meant it this time . . . really.

      “I’m worried about you,” her mom said, taking her hand.

      Nova turned to her. “I’m fine. My cannabis is growing beautifully. I’ve got another dispensary in Maine that wants to order some of my infused cookies and cannabis flower. Things are great.”

      “And you’ve got a man you’re seeing,” her mother added.

      “Right.” Nova’s voice came out a bit higher as she picked at her nails. Her made-up long-distance boyfriend was the best. He didn’t bother her. It wasn’t hard to meet his needs. The only downside was the sex that didn’t exist. But Nova had a great imagination and toys. And when that wasn’t enough, she’d venture into town and find someone to spend the night with. Men, women—she didn’t discriminate.

      Renita gently placed her hand over Nova’s, stilling it. “I just wonder if you purposely keep choosing men who’re far away so you don’t have to risk getting so close to them because of losing Brooks.”

      Nova cringed. Talking about the death of the man she’d almost married still stung—but not for the reasons her mother thought. She’d stuffed all things Brooks down deep in a bottle and buried that sucker under cement.

      Nova had never told anyone what she’d found out after Brooks had died—not even her mother.

      She’d never let anyone get that close to her again.

      “Listen, my boyfriend is truly great. We’re close enough. He just happens to live out of state. There’s nothing else to read into it.” She turned her face away from her mother. Lying was not Nova’s strong suit, but she really didn’t want to talk about this anymore.

      “Is this Peter?” her mom asked.

      “Who’s Peter?”

      “Your long-distance boyfriend.” Renita crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes.

      Oh, shit.

      “No, Peter and I broke up like four months ago. I’ve been seeing someone else.”

      “And what’s this one’s name?”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Nova needed another name, and she’d already cycled through The Beatles except for Ringo, because who the fuck named their kid Ringo? That was a bit too obvious.

      “I told you his name, haven’t I?”

      “No. You’ve told me you’ve gone to visit him a couple times. Valentine’s you were gone overnight. He can’t live that far. Why hasn’t he visited you?”

      “Um, well, he’s very busy. But we’re planning a trip soon.”

      “What’s his name?” her mom repeated.

      “It’s . . .” Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Dark eyes flashed in her mind.  “Jude. His name is Jude.”

      “Well, I want to meet this Jude. Make sure he’s deserving of my daughter,” her mom said.

      “I’ll get right on that.” Nova forced a smile. “But first, I need to get my truck to Link’s garage so he can put a new tire on.”

      “What happened to your truck?”

      Nova waved her hand dismissively. “Just a flat. Link said he could squeeze me in this morning.”

      “You have an appointment with the couple from New York looking to get married at the farm in two hours.”

      “Oh, right. I’ll be here.” Nova grabbed her wallet off the counter along with her keys and darted for the door doing her ritual mental checklist in her head. Phone. Keys. Wallet. Shoes.

      “Don’t be late like last time!” her mom warned as the screen door slammed behind Nova.

      “No one told me it was daylight savings time!” Nova hollered back before climbing into her truck.

      She drove slowly towards town, music blaring with the windows down.

      “Today will be a good day.” She’d manifest the shit out of that because Nova really needed a break for once.
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      Nova’s skin prickled like someone was watching her. She rubbed the back of her neck and looked around Main Street. A few people rushed by, no doubt on their way to work. Nova smiled at a little girl with her mom, holding hands as they crossed the road. The smell of freshly roasted coffee filtered out into the street, melding with the scent of the flowers. Birds sang, and the warm summer breeze was a nice reprieve from the humidity of August. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching her.

      Nova took a deep breath in and forced it out through her mouth. It was probably just her anxiety again.

      She continued down the sidewalk, looking both ways before she crossed the road. After jogging up to the door of the hardware store, she laid her hand on the knob, but movement from the corner of her eye caught her attention. She turned. A grey squirrel scampered into the busy street as a car headed straight for it. Run, little guy!

      Oof! Nova tripped backwards under the force of the wooden door colliding with her elbow. Pain streaked through her arm as she stumbled behind the door.

      She sucked in a breath through her teeth, spinning around to face the careless idiot who’d hurt her. The door swung shut as a giant of a man headed away from her.

      “Watch where you’re going next time, asshole!”

      The man spun around, his eyes widening and then narrowing on her. “I saved your ass and you show gratitude by insulting me?”

      It’s the guy from last night—Jude! I guess his chivalry ends with changing tires and scaring off men with dubious intentions.

      “I wouldn’t have had to if you’d stopped and looked before you just plowed through the door,” she snapped, holding her injured elbow. Fuck. That was gonna leave a nasty bruise.

      A woman on the bench waiting for the bus a few yards away narrowed her eyes at them. Nova smiled and waved before taking a few steps closer to Jude.

      “You hurt?” Jude asked.

      Nova straightened as some of her anger faded along with the throbbing pain. She had a tendency to get angry when she was hurt. And he definitely should have been watching where he was going, but he had helped her last night and he deserved some kindness.

      “It’ll be fine. And you’re right—I do owe you a thank-you for helping me.”

      “It wasn’t a big deal.” He wiped his hand over the back of his neck.

      “It was to me. You probably saved my life, honestly.” She shivered just thinking about it. She had to repay him somehow. “Maybe I can help you in return?”

      He hesitated, then eyed her suspiciously. Damn, this man was intense. His eyes were more hazel in the morning light with flecks of gold and green in the light brown. The tight lines at the corners didn’t detract from his looks—only added a severeness to his features. The angled slope of his nose with a small notch in it was just a little off-center, adding character. And his lips were full and pillow-like, and surrounded by a day’s worth of dark stubble. I just bet he knows how to use that mouth⁠—

      Jude snapped his fingers in front of her face. “Are you just going to stare at me all morning or what?”

      “Uh, no. Sorry, I was in my head.” Nova opened her wallet, grabbing the cash she had inside. “It’s not much, but⁠—”

      “I don’t want your money,” he grumbled and walked away, turning the corner at the next street and disappearing from sight.

      Nova huffed and caught up with him while pulling out a couple twenties from her pocket. “Come on—don’t be a stubborn man. Just take the cash, Jude.” Her shoe caught on the uneven sidewalk and she tripped, slamming into his back.

      His shoulders rose to his ears before he whipped around, anger shining in his expression. “I don’t need your fucking money.”

      Nova rolled her eyes and turned to Jude, but he was walking away again. This time, Nova didn’t pursue him. Was it pity? He had seemed to be homeless. She’d just wanted to pay him back for his help. Would I have offered another man cash for their assistance? Probably not. So maybe it was because I saw him climbing in his truck like he was sleeping there.

      She sighed and checked her watch. She had just enough time to run to the hardware store before picking up the truck from Link’s and making it back for her meeting—probably.

      Nova took one last lingering look at Jude’s ass—she was human after all. And that man’s ass would give Captain America a run for his money. It was too bad her lady parts seemed to wake up for one type of man only—assholes. She should avoid this man like the plague. He’d probably pass through town soon enough anyways.

      “Forget him, Nova,” she muttered to herself as she walked back towards the hardware store. “The last thing you need is trouble, and that man has it tattooed all over him.”
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      Nova made it just in time for the meeting with their clients for a barn wedding. She walked them through the facilities and showed them the guest cottage that came with the rental for the bridal party to get ready in, and that doubled as a honeymoon suite for the bride and groom. She answered their questions and took notes of everything she’d need to do to accommodate their wedding requests. After an hour and a half, she waved goodbye.

      “Another happy customer, I see,” her dad said as he walked down the empty gravel parking lot.

      “Yup. We’re all set for a December wedding for them. They took the last slot for this year. We’re fully booked as soon as I get this information to Mom.” Nova held up the clipboard.

      Her dad smiled, his brown eyes lighting up as he opened his arms to hug her. “I’m proud of you.”

      Nova’s stomach flipped as she hugged him tight and then waved her hand between them. “I didn’t really do much. Just gave them a tour and answered questions.”

      “This was your idea, wasn’t it? You’ve turned this into a great source of income for the farm.”

      “Well, with as many ideas as I have, a couple were meant to stick.” She shrugged off the compliment. “I’d better go get this info to Mom before I forget.”

      “Alright. Sounds good. Let her know I’ll be in the back pasture fixing the tractor.”

      “Will do.” She waved and made her way through the parking lot, up the green hill towards her parents’ house.

      The afternoon sun beat down on her. Looked like today would be a hot one despite the occasional nice breeze. Maybe she’d see if Elise and Isabella wanted to take a trip to the beach with the kids and give her an excuse to play hooky.

      She made a mental list of what to pack for the beach as she climbed the steps to her parents’ porch and let herself into the house. Nova pulled out her phone and shot off a text to her sisters-in-law. She twisted the handle of her mom’s office door, walked in as she pocketed her phone, and froze. Her mouth dropped open as she blinked. Surely she was seeing things.

      Two sets of eyes looked up at her entrance, but Nova’s were locked on the hazel ones. What is he doing here?

      Her mom smiled like the cat that ate the canary. “There she is. Jude here is applying for a job. Isn’t that a unique name, darling?”

      “I-it is.” Nova gulped.

      “This wouldn’t happen to be your Jude, would it?”

      Oh shit. Fuck! This isn’t happening.

      How the fuck was Nova going to get herself out of this mess?

      Maybe you should just tell her the truth.

      And risk her being disappointed in me? No, thank you.

      If Nova had learned anything in life, it was to roll with the punches.

      “Hey, Mom. Got the paperwork from the wedding clients for you.” Nova set the clipboard on the desk.

      She turned to Jude, pleading with her eyes and hoping to Mother Goddess that he still had some of that chivalry left and that their run-in this morning hadn’t ruined her last chance of coming out of this unscathed.

      Fuck, I’m not high enough for this shit.
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      Blood drained from Nova’s face, highlighting the freckles across her cheeks. Jude relaxed in his chair, studying the exchange between mother and daughter.

      “Could I speak with you for a moment?” Nova asked him, her gaze flicking to her mother before she leaned in and gritted out, “Privately?”

      Jude turned to Renita Emerson. She smiled, eyes alight with something he couldn’t decipher, which was unsettling. Usually Jude could read everyone.

      “Now?” Nova pressed as she shifted on her feet, clearly uncomfortable.

      Jude had no idea what was going on. He didn’t like the unknown.

      “I wouldn’t want to be rude to your mother, Nova.”

      She blinked at him.

      “Oh, that’s fine. You kids go ahead. We can finish this after you’re done,” Renita insisted.

      Jude stood, putting his baseball cap back on. Nova fled from the room like her ass was on fire. It didn’t take much for Jude to keep up with her as she made her way down the stairs and outside. She ran down the front steps towards a circle of sunflowers on the front lawn. Tall green stalks towered over Nova’s small frame with bright yellow blooms hanging overhead, casting half of her in shadow, but she didn’t stop moving.

      “Where are you going?”

      She whirled around. “Away from the house so she can’t hear.”

      “She’s all the way in the office.”

      “Trust me, she has the hearing of a bat, or whatever the fuck has superpower hearing.” Nova huffed, swatting a few loose curls from her face. She chewed on her plump bottom lip nervously as she eyed the house. She was cute when she was flustered. He grimaced. He shouldn’t be noticing that.

      “What’s all this about? You don’t want me working for your family’s farm?” he asked.

      “No, that’s not it.” One tattooed arm came up to wipe her brow. Colorful inked flowers swirled up her arm, intersecting with geometric shapes.

      “You don’t want your mom to know I helped you out the other night?” He tried to put the pieces together.

      She held up her palms, eyes wide and panicked. “Oh, no! She can’t know about the other night.”

      “Why not?” He stepped closer, closing the gap between them.

      Nova pulled a vape pen from her pocket and pressed the button frantically. “My life is falling apart—that’s why.” She slipped the end in her mouth and breathed in, closing her eyes and exhaling a puff of smoke. She did it once more and then turned to him, seeming calmer. “Okay, here’s the deal. You saved me last night, and I’m so grateful for that.”

      Jude shifted on his feet. Her praise made him uncomfortable. “I’m no hero.” I’m the villain.

      “Well, me being not raped and killed last night proves otherwise. But that doesn’t matter. What matters is I need a huge favor, and you’re gonna think I’m absolutely crazy. But if you help me out, I will owe you, like, big-time. I can give you money or a kidney—literally anything at this point.”

      “What the fuck is going on?” Is she mentally unstable?

      “So, my mom can be really intense. And she’s done a lot for me, and the only thing she wants is for all her children to be in happy relationships. Only, all my brothers already are and she’s relentless when it comes to me.” Nova took a breath before continuing her rambling. “I made up a boyfriend who lived long distance from me and this morning when she pressured me for his name, I blurted out yours.”

      “So your mom thinks I’m your long-distance boyfriend?”

      “Maybe?” Nova smiled as her answer sounded more like a question.

      “So tell her it’s not me.”

      Her brown doe eyes widened. Something tightened in his chest.

      “She’d probably assume I made the whole thing up if I told her it wasn’t you after that display in there. Especially since I went from naming The Beatles for my fake boyfriends to Jude . . . which had nothing to do with you. I just like the song ‘Hey Jude.’” She winced. It definitely had to do with him.

      “But you did make it up.”

      “But she can’t know that! It would destroy her,” Nova whisper-yelled, eyeing the house.

      “What do you want me to do about it? Pretend I’m your long-distance boyfriend coming to apply for a job at your parents’ farm?” He laughed. This woman was certifiable.

      Nova blinked and then her eyes moved from side to side, her lips turning up into a smile. “That’s a perfect idea!”

      “What? No. I wasn’t serious.”

      “But why not? It’s brilliant. You play along for a little while until they get off my back. We can have an amicable breakup and you can keep the job if you want.”

      “You want me, a perfect stranger, to pretend to be your boyfriend?” he asked, bewildered. Did this woman have any sense of self-preservation?

      “I know you’re not a serial killer.”

      His blood turned to ice. “How?”

      “You had your chance last night and you saved me, remember? It’s not like I’d be taking a risk.” She waved her hand as if she’d just said the most logical thing in the world.

      He stared at her. Could it really be this easy? This hadn’t been a part of the plan, but this would be a much more efficient way into her life.

      Nova shook her head, wrapping her arms around herself as if she were trying to protect herself somehow. “I’m sorry. Forget I asked. It was stupid. I’ll just . . . tell her the truth.” Nova looked as if she’d sucked on a lemon.

      He waited as she walked back towards the house, scratching underneath the survival bracelet around his wrist. He didn’t have time to waste. He’d been meticulous with his plans, but this was a one-in-a-million chance. So he’d do what he’d done his whole life—he’d adapt. Nova was the one with the key to his revenge.

      “What’s in it for me?” Jude called after her.

      Her steps faltered on the porch. She spun around, hope lighting her brown eyes. She walked back towards him, her curls bouncing. Her thick, inked thighs rubbed together, making her hips sway with each step. His mouth watered. She was gorgeous. But that wasn’t what he was here for.

      “What do you want?” she asked skeptically, licking her lips, hands crossed over her chest.

      “I need a place to stay,” he lied.

      Nova’s nose scrunched up. “I mean, as soon as my mom finds out you’re living out of your car, she’ll put you in one of the spare rooms whether you’re my boyfriend or not.”

      It took a lot to surprise Jude. He’d prided himself on his ability to read people. But the Emersons were throwing one shock after another his way. Who invited perfect strangers to live in their home? Or begged them to pretend to be their boyfriend? And why had Nova assumed he was homeless? That could work in his favor though.

      “But as your boyfriend, I’ll be expected to move in with you,” he pointed out.

      “You want to move in with me?” she asked, taking a step back.

      He shrugged. “If I’m your boyfriend moving from out of state, I would think things were kind of serious between us.”

      She cleared her throat. “Right. That makes sense . . . You can move in with me, but not take my money?”

      “Moving in with you isn’t pity. It’s quid pro quo. An exchange of favors so we’re almost even. It’s part of our cover.”

      “Oh, good idea! We need a cover story.” Nova clapped her hands excitedly. It was admittedly adorable how excited she got about duping her family. Just one more reason he needed to keep his guard up around her. She was willing to deceive the people she was closest to.

      “What does this arrangement entail exactly?” he asked.

      “When people, mostly my family, are around, you can stand close to me, hold my hand, and, uh, I don’t know, do what a boyfriend does.”

      “How long have we been dating?” he asked.

      “We’ve been dating for four months, but I’ve been in fake relationships for a year, so I’m basically a professional.”

      “Christ, you’ve been keeping this ruse for a year?”

      She shrugged. “Give or take a few months. Look, you don’t get to judge me. You don’t know my mom.”

      No, he didn’t know Renita—or Mama E, as she’d said to call her. But he did know how mothers could be selfish, manipulative users like his own.

      “How long do we keep this up?”

      “Um, well, how long do you plan on staying in Shattered Cove?” she asked.

      He frowned. “Not long. A month or two, max—just long enough to finish the job with your parents.”

      “Great! Until you leave, then. You get to live with me for free. I’ll make sure you get the job on the farm. And I’ll owe you, big-time.”

      “So we’re really doing this?” he clarified. How had he gotten himself into a fake relationship with the woman he was hunting?

      She held out her hand to shake his. “We’re definitely doing this.”

      He shook her hand, sealing the deal. Energy zapped up his arm. His teeth clenched. Static electricity.

      Her smile grew, joy shining in her dark brown eyes.

      “And a favor to be called in later,” he added, forcing his mind away from the dangerous beauty in front of him and back to the task at hand.

      “Yes.”

      Jude had her right where he wanted her—at his mercy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            NOVA

          

        

      

    

    
      Nova chewed on her nail as she climbed the steps to her mother’s office. The footsteps behind her were not as loud as she’d expect from Jude’s heavy boots. She took a deep breath, turning towards him before opening the door.

      “Last chance to bolt.” She smiled, but her heart raced. She’d be in so much shit if he didn’t follow through with this.

      The corner of Jude’s mouth curved up in a flicker of a smirk as he pulled off his hat. Jude leaned close to her ear and whispered, “You’re stuck with me now.”

      Shivers crawled up her spine. Uh-oh. She might have bitten off more than she could chew this time. Maybe I should call this whole thing off⁠—

      Jude’s warm calloused hand eclipsed hers on the knob, opening the door to her mother’s keen gaze, stealing the choice from her.

      Too late now.

      “So? Is this your Jude?” Mom asked.

      “Y-yes. This is him.” Nova glanced at Jude.

      His stoic expression didn’t change, but he politely removed his ball cap, holding it behind his back, his feet planted apart like a soldier at ease.

      He reached out his hand to shake her mom’s. “Sorry I didn’t lead with that, ma’am. I wanted to get the job on my own merit.”

      Her mother’s cautious smile widened as she shook his hand. “I can respect that. So you’re moving here from . . .?” She picked up his application.

      “Michigan, ma’am.”

      “You don’t have an address listed on the application.” She pursed her lips, searching the page.

      The corners of Jude’s mouth turned down as he shifted on his feet.

      “Actually, Mom, Jude’s living with me.” She looped her arm with Jude’s and gave it a squeeze. Jude stiffened. A zap of energy crackled at his touch and shot up her arm. Weird. “We’re moving in together, right, baby?” Nova laid it on thick, hoping to the Goddess that her mother would believe them.

      Jude tilted his head to look down at her. Man, he was a lot taller this close. And he smelled . . . good. Like the deep woods, strong and resilient with a masculine undertone. And his eyes, they were beautiful this close. There was a ring at the edges of his iris so dark it was almost black, but the flecks of gold and green amidst the lighter brown gave his eyes a lighter quality. Like he was both light and dark and everything in between. You could tell a lot about a person from their eyes.

      Mom cleared her throat. Nova blinked, breaking the spell she’d been locked in.

      Jude’s bicep flexed in her hand as any emotion she’d caught a hint of in his expression vanished.

      A tight smile curved Jude’s lips up almost forcefully. “Sure thing, Freckles.”

      Nova’s mouth dropped open in outrage as heat bloomed in her cheeks. Freckles?
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