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      This one’s for Chris, who told me I could use him as inspiration for a character.

      

      I’m still all in if you are.
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      Okay, guys, this is a quick note from me because I’m not sure how much I can say about this book without crying all over my keyboard.

      I fell in love with the characters before I wrote them.

      They ripped my heart out in the time we got to spend together.

      Their journey may be the most rewarding thing I’ve ever written.

      And I can’t fucking wait for you guys to meet them.

      

      TRIGGER WARNINGS: stepdad, stepbrother, poly (on page), self harm (on page), child abuse (off page), and one FMC who insists on trying to die multiple times.

      OTHER STUFF TO KNOW: This is a slow-burn, extremely angsty story. There’s no instalove here, and if there is, it’s not welcome. Get ready for all the emotional terrorism in this one.

      

      Love you guys. For more on the next book and my 2026 schedule, find all my secrets—or at least some of them—at my Substack. Get into my DMs and let me know if you’re #TeamGunner or #TeamGabe, and tell me whether we want more stepdads and stepbrothers, or if you want to see something else!

      xoxo

      -Q
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      Guys, another quick note.

      It’s come to my attention that you guys are not, in fact, privy to what’s going on in my head. And honestly, you should all be thankful for that. But it means I have some explaining to do.

      I CAN’T GIVE YOU MANY DETAILS, but the first chapter of this book only sort of connects to the rest of the book, and there’s a good reason for that. In the grander scheme of things, Stella, Arden, and Taryn all had to start in the same place. They had to start with the same sequence of events.

      And I had to separate them without telling any of them what was going on.

      This means that the first chapter of Taryn’s story is sort of a mystery. She doesn’t know what’s going on or why, so she can’t tell any of you any of the reasons. And I’m sorry for that. Little Bird wasn’t supposed to be the first book out in this sequence, but these characters wouldn’t sit still, and demanded that I give them their story first. If I was stronger, Stella’s book would have come first.

      And she would have been able to explain what was going on.

      But when the characters tell you what to do…

      Essentially, I’m sorry. I’ve tried to let Taryn wonder about it as much as I can, even when she doesn’t have the full story. But I promise it’s coming. Arden will have more information when Sparrow drops. For the full story, with all the gory details, you’ll have to wait for Stella’s Taken, in the fall.

      Yes, this means all three books start with the same scene. Yes it means I really should have started with Taken, so I could explain everything the first time around. Yes, I probably made the wrong call.

      But I swear to all that’s either holy or wicked, Gabe and Gunner made me do it. And not even I can argue with those two.

      If you have questions, you know how to find me.

      -Q
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      We shouldn’t be doing this.

      Honestly, we shouldn’t even be considering it.

      Then again, that’s nothing new for me. I’ve been thinking a version of that for most of my life. I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be doing this. I don’t belong.

      The people around me don’t want me here.

      But I digress.

      And also, the people in front of me definitely do want me here. Because they’re my best friends. My sisters from another mister (or two).

      My other halves. If you’re allowed to have more than one.

      Stella Fontenot slumps forward, nearly knocking over the milkshakes littering the table, and I tear my focus away from my thoughts and back to the space in front of me.

      “Stella, careful!” Arden breathes, snatching at the milkshakes. She sets them out of the way, then turns judgmental blue eyes on our self-declared Minister of Mischief.

      Stella, said minister, just gives Arden a defiant grin. “Grow up, Arden. Those cups are empty. And we’ve got planning to do.”

      Arden huffs a frustrated sigh and keeps moving the cups away, her eyes dark with suspicion, and I suppress a grin. My first of the night, if I’m being honest, but probably not my last. Stella and Arden are like a comic duo, even when we’re in the middle of a scheme that’s definitely going to get us in trouble.

      It’s midnight in the city and we’re out way past curfew and huddled in our favorite corner café, the table in front of us crowded with glasses that once held milkshakes and a plate that still holds a few cheese fries. Around us, the diner is mostly quiet, half the lights dimmed for closing. There aren’t many patrons in here anymore, and I’m not even sure why those have been allowed to stay.

      This café was supposed to close half an hour ago.

      I cock my head at the thought, everything inside me focusing on it as I realize that there’s something wrong there. We’re still allowed because of who our families are—Stella is a Fontenot, but her father is part of the Poffo clan, and that gives her specific rights. Arden is a twice-removed Rossi, so although she doesn’t have a lot of power, she does have a name that gets results. And me?

      I’m the bastard stepchild of one of the higher-ups in the Massimo clan.

      Well. Not a bastard. But not exactly claimed, either.

      Still, the point is the same. The owner of the café kept the place open for us because of who we are and how much money we spend here.

      But the rest of the restaurant should be empty.

      And it’s not.

      “Stella, did you tell Joe to keep the place open for other patrons?” I ask, my eyes on a man in the back who looks way too alert for the middle of the night on a Tuesday.

      I realize too late that Stella was saying something, and when her eyes turn toward me, they’re dark with anger.

      Stella hates being interrupted.

      “Yes,” she snaps. “Because it’s less suspicious if we’re not the only ones in here. Which you’d know if you were paying attention.”

      Her voice falls silent and she glares at me in that intense, hyper-focused way she has when she expects something.

      I’ve known her for long enough to know exactly what she’s waiting for.

      “I know, I’m sorry. I’ll pay attention, I swear,” I whisper, giving in as quickly as possible.

      Don’t look at me that way. My life is a whole lot easier when I give Stella her way. Besides, she’s right. We’re here to do some important planning, and I’m getting too lost in my head to pay attention.

      One more beat of Stella aiming her laser beam eyes at me and she nods, forgiving me just as quickly, then turns back to Arden and the paper I now realize she’s laid across the table. The paper doesn’t have a lot on it—scribbles, mostly—but they must mean something to Stell, because she looks down again, grinning.

      “The store is right down the street,” she whispers, her voice full of conspiracy and secrets. “And I happen to know that there’s only one guard there right now.”

      “Yeah, one guard with a gun and a walkie for backup,” Arden grouses. “I still say this is a bad idea. We’re bound to get caught.”

      Stella’s glare turns to our friend, the least outgoing of our little trio, and I almost laugh. Because Arden’s right, too. We’re here because Stella’s been bored for the last week—the first of our Christmas break from NYU—and decided earlier today that we needed to do something to break up the monotony.

      Something exciting, she said.

      Something dangerous, she meant.

      Not that I should expect anything different. Stella Fontenot, heir apparent to the section of the Poffo family controlled by her father, grew up rich and spoiled and has never met an adventure she didn’t like. She meets every challenge head on and picks every fight she can. I don’t think the girl knows the meaning of the words ‘you might fail.’

      The problem is, she always succeeds. If she gets into a scrape, she finds a way out of it, by hook or by crook. Her brain works faster than anyone else’s, and if she can’t plan her way out of something, she uses her intellect to talk the other person down.

      She also hates her father with a passion so hot it rivals the sun. And though I’ve never asked her about it, I suspect that her pranks tend toward things that will get under his skin and bite him.

      I don’t know what he ever did to her.

      And even if I asked, I doubt she’d tell me.

      But all that is how we come to be here, sitting in our favorite diner at midnight, surrounded by the biting chill of New York City in the winter and planning our first jewelry heist. The target: L’angerie, the jewelry store on the next block. Our mission: Steal the most expensive tiara in the entire place. The problem: the security guard, alarm system, and cameras the store inevitably has waiting for us.

      It’s a bad idea, and we’re bound to get caught. Arden’s right about that part.

      But I think that’s part of Stella’s plan, too. Because the owner of that little store?

      Her very own father.

      And I don’t think she’d like anything better than to show him that she doesn’t give a single fuck about breaking his things.

      And me? What part do I play in this little trio?

      I’m the heart and soul. The one that loves Stella and Arden so much that I’d sell my soul for either of them. And if it comes down to it, I’m the one who will throw my body in between them and any bullets flying our way.

      I mean it’s not usually anything that dramatic. But ask either of them and they’ll tell you that I’m the glue that holds us all together. I spend my days selling myself to keep these two from cutting each other to shreds. And I’m happy to do it, because since we moved to this city when I was sixteen and my mom took up with Johnny Massimo, these two girls—dark, sassy Stella Fontenot and tiny, mousy Arden Rossi—are the only ones who’ve ever made me feel like I matter.

      My mother certainly never has.

      And I’m not sure Johnny Massimo—my stepfather—even knows my middle name.

      It’s Elizabeth, by the way. After my real father’s mother.

      “How are we supposed to get by the guy with the guns, Stella?” I ask, sliding right through the vague memory of my father and his parents and leaning toward my friend. “I don’t know about you, but I didn’t bring a gun. If he starts shooting at us⁠—”

      She scoffs, tossing her black curls over her shoulder. “He won’t. I’ve already made arrangements with him.”

      Wait, what?

      “Arrangements?” Arden hisses. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      I glance at her, surprised at the cuss—Arden almost never cusses—but can’t ask anything before Stella is giving us a low, sultry chuckle.

      “I mean I made arrangements,” she says, her tone telling me exactly what she means. “He’s not going to bother us.”

      “You slept with him?” I gasp. “In return for letting us into the store? So this whole plan, this whole scheme, is just to walk down there so he can open the door for us?”

      Stella’s lips curve into a smile so dangerous that I almost have to admire her.

      “Is that a problem?”

      Of course it isn’t. Because she’s done what she always does, finding the easiest way through a situation and making sure we take that path. Regardless of how much she had to cheat to find it.

      I grin back at her, despite myself.

      “Does it really qualify as a rebellion if we’re not doing any work?” I ask.

      She shrugs and makes a face. “Who says I didn’t put in any work? The guy was terrible in bed. Besides, all that matters is that my father knows he got ripped off, and that I was in on it. I don’t give a fuck how it happens. I only care that it does.”

      I shake my head, wishing for a moment that I had even half her confidence. Or her direction. I’ve never met anyone more sure of themselves than Stella, and for a moment—just a moment—I wish I felt that dedicated to anything.

      I wish I had that bone-deep conviction that I was doing the right thing.

      Before I can follow that any further, though, or decide not to look at it too closely, everything shifts.

      The lights in the place grow somehow dimmer, and the space around us thickens with tension I don’t understand. It feels like the air is suddenly saturated with evil, and I swear something tastes different. When I take a breath, I can hardly hold it, and the skin on the back of my neck is prickling, some long-forgotten instinct warning me that something is very, very wrong.

      I’ve never been in a horror movie, but if we were, the danger! music would be playing right now.

      I look up and meet Stella’s eyes, register the same awareness, and turn my gaze to Arden to see that she’s gone chalky white, her hazel eyes far too big for her face.

      “What’s going on?” she mouths, her eyes on mine and her hands reaching for me.

      I grab her hand and shake my head, just as lost as she is, but when I turn my eyes to the door I start to figure it out. Three men have entered the place, and it’s easy to see that they mean trouble. They’re not the sort of people who come to this sort of place. We’re right down the street from NYU so this diner generally holds students and professors. TAs who are on their break and come here to grade papers. The street artists who like to hang out in front of campus picking students’ brains for new ideas.

      Mothers and their kids getting lunch in the middle of their shopping day.

      Harmless citizens who would never hurt a fly.

      The men who’ve just walked in look like they’re ready to do a lot more than hurt a fly. They’re in black trench coats and fedoras and look like they’ve just stepped out of a fucking forties-era noir film. Their eyes are dark and darting, their hands sporting leather gloves. One of the guys isn’t even bothering to hide the fact that he’s holding a gun in his pocket. They’re looking for something or someone, and the shadows follow them like a fucking cloak.

      I’ve only been attached to the underworld for four years, and even I can see that those are the bad guys everyone talks about.

      “Trouble,” I breathe.

      They spot us before I can finish the word, though, and I have one of those moments where everything around you slows to a crawl but your brain keeps working at full speed, so you’re thinking in double time as the events around you nearly freeze.

      Which means I know they’re here for us before I can get my body to start moving.

      I don’t know why or how or what they might possibly want—the three of us aren’t valuable enough to be normal targets—but when the main guy’s eyes land on me and sharpen, I know I’m right.

      Whoever those guys are, they definitely came here with specific targets in mind.

      And those targets are us.

      “Run,” I snap.

      Arden’s hand jerks in mine. “What?” she gasps.

      “Run!” I shout, jumping up from my chair and pulling her with me. I don’t think or pause but let my instincts guide me as my brain tears through our options. There’s a back door through the kitchen, and I know that because we’ve used it before when a guy Stella didn’t like got in here with us. If we get past the main counter and into the kitchen itself, it’s a straight shot to that door.

      That’s where we need to go.

      I’m running before I think any further, my feet flying over the black checkered floor and toward the kitchen, Arden racing after me. I didn’t grab Stella but she’s smart enough to follow, and she’s faster than both Arden and me. We hit the gap in the counter and I burst through it, tugging my friend after me. Only a few steps and we’re in the kitchen, skidding on the scraps of vegetables the cooks have left on the floor as we race for the exit. Behind us, I can hear shouting, demands shouted in Italian, and the sound of heavy feet coming after us. People screaming.

      Gunfire.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I breathe, trying to get my mind to work. What could those guys possibly be after? What would they want us? And which one of us did they come in here for?

      I have a really bad feeling that it’s me. I’m the least valuable of the three of us—Arden and Stell are both directly related to families, whereas I’m just adopted—but I know something no one else knows.

      And if those guys somehow found out about it...

      Suddenly a shadow falls across us and a man shoots into our path, and I crash right into him, too close to stop myself. Arden runs into me and I can feel another impact that must mean Stella was right on our heels, and when I look up, I see the man I noticed earlier in the corner.

      The one who was too awake at midnight.

      “Professor Hawke?” Arden asks from behind me.

      I jerk, surprised. Professor? Does he teach at NYU? I’ve never seen him, but Arden is in a different program than I am, and I don’t question that she might know him.

      I do question what comes out of Stella’s mouth, though.

      “Benjamin?”

      The word is a gasp, full of relief and something that sounds an awful lot like longing, and I shoot a look over my shoulder at my best friend. She’s right behind Arden, towering over the smaller girl, and though I expect to see her looking terrified and confused—which is what I’m feeling—her face is...

      Relieved.

      She’s staring at the man in front of me like he’s fucking Jesus Christ, come down off his cross just to save her.

      My mind snags on the thought but before I can process it someone in the restaurant part of the building starts shooting again, and every thought of Stella’s face goes right out of my brain.

      Until a large, muscular arm shoots around me to grab both Arden and Stella. My friends grasp his hand like he’s some sort of familiar lifeline and are immediately yanked around me to this Benjamin Hawke’s side.

      Moments later they’ve been disappeared through the door to the outside world.

      And moments after that, the door is slamming shut in my face.

      I rush to it and jerk at the handle, breathless with desperation and shock. Who the fuck was that guy? How did he happen to be in the kitchen right when we were, and where the fuck did he come from? Why did he reach around me like that and yank Arden and Stella to him?

      Where in the devil are my friends?

      I yank at the door, pulling with all my might on the handle, but it’s no good. It must have locked behind them or something, because it doesn’t budge.

      Which leaves me trapped in here on my own, left behind by the guy who rushed in to save my friends.

      Stuck here with whoever is shooting people in the main restaurant.

      By myself.

      As always.

      I whirl around, looking desperately for some other way out of this kitchen, but I already know there’s nothing else here. We’ve been through this place top to bottom in the past—don’t ask why, because I won’t tell you—and the only other way out of the building is through the main doors in the front.

      Where the shooting is happening.

      God, I’m cooked. I’m completely screwed. How the hell am I supposed to get out of here when⁠—

      Suddenly a man appears in the kitchen, gun up and dressed in the uniform of a New York City cop, and I nearly cry in relief. The police are here. Thank God. I can still hear shooting and shouting in the restaurant, but they must have everything under control. Maybe they’re shooting the bad guys. Saving everyone who’s not a criminal.

      He’s here to save me.

      I’m saved.

      “Hands up!” he screams. “Drop anything you’re holding!”

      “What?” I gasp. “I’m not holding anything! I’m in college!”

      “That doesn’t mean shit to me, little girl! Hands in the sky, you’re under arrest!”

      I put my hands up automatically, too surprised to do anything else. Under arrest? For what? I was running from the people they should be arresting! Those guys were shooting at us!

      Jesus Christ, what the hell is going on here? Why is this guy arresting me?

      And where in the love of all the saints are my friends?
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      “But I didn’t do anything,” I say for what must be the tenth time. “You can’t hold me without charges.”

      The officer—Burbank, according to his badge—slams the door in my face, then leers at me through the bars. “We can do whatever we want,” he snaps. “Until you give us your name and the name of your lawyer.”

      I shut my mouth at that, because he’s right. I didn’t take my wallet with me to the café, mostly because I didn’t want anyone to know who I was if we got caught, so I’m here without any identification.

      And I’ve refused to tell them who I am. Or call anyone to come save me.

      I’m sure they think I’m insane for that. Here I am, locked in a jail cell without any idea of why I’m being held, and I’m refusing to do anything to get myself back out. I’m wearing clothes that label me as a rich girl, and I’m positive the cops have guessed that I have family that could get me out of this.

      And I do.

      But I don’t want to see them, because I’m not sure I can trust them.

      My name is Taryn Matthews, and I’m surrounded by people I can’t trust.

      That wasn’t always true. For a while, I lived the dream. My mother and father loved each other so much it made me sick, and we had a gorgeous brownstone in the city. My father was a surgeon, my mother a stay-at-home mom who did society parties on the weekends. We had enough money to be safe, and my father believed in putting me above anyone else. He took me to carnivals when they came to town. Street fairs every weekend. Ice skating in Central Park the moment they offered it, and the zoo when it was warm enough for the animals to be out. He taught me to dance to our song—Brown-Eyed Girl by Van Morrison—and promised me everything I asked for. We went to upstate New York a couple times a year to do wholesome things like apple picking and tours of the old-fashioned farms up there and I went to sleep every night to the sound of my mom and dad’s laughter downstairs, knowing my place in the world and feeling like nothing would ever destroy the beautiful, rainbow-colored bubble that surrounded my life.

      Then my father was killed and my universe shattered.

      And I was left with only my mother. She’d loved me for my father’s sake, but we’d never quite been close. She was disappointed in me from the start and never bothered to hide it. I wasn’t smart enough. Pretty enough. Adventurous enough. If I did something, I did it wrong. And if she caught me doing anything I wasn’t supposed to be doing, I was in trouble for weeks.

      She told me regularly, through words and deeds, that I wasn’t enough, and that belief crawled into the depths of my soul and stuck.

      Now that I’m older, I wonder if half of it was jealousy. My father loved her, sure.

      But he’d loved me more, and I suspect she knew it.

      Still, she was my mother, and part of my foundation. I didn’t love her and knew she didn’t love me, but I still thought she would take care of me when it came down to it. Then, in the space of five bullets and one horror-filled night, the mother I’d known all my life disappeared and became someone who only thought of herself. She worried about getting the brownstone sold and moving as far from New York as possible. Getting a new husband. Finding security for herself.

      She didn’t ask what I wanted, because it didn’t matter to her.

      She never even told me what actually happened to my father. I had to find out through the newspaper clipping my best friend handed me under our desks at school.

      I run my finger over the scars on my palm, pushing on them until they hurt, and feel a single tear slide its way down my cheek, wet and sticky. My heart still breaks when I remember my father. Blond, hazel-eyed, and always smiling, he was sunshine on a fall day. Hot chocolate and autumn leaves. Flannel and scarves. Warm and hazy, bathing your skin in the glow of love and laughter. He always had a joke to tell. Always held my hand when I was scared.

      He loved caramel apples.

      Bought us the biggest Christmas tree and left it up until February, no matter what my mother said.

      He was my best friend, my safe space, and when he died and my mother changed...

      A part of me went into hiding to protect itself.

      He would have saved me tonight. He would have been my first call if he was still around, and I know he would have showed up, no questions asked, and laughed at how I was always giving him a new challenge. Then he would have taken me for milkshakes and French fries and we would have conspired over how to keep this information from my mother.

      I shake my head and dash the tear from my face. This isn’t the time for reminiscing. I’m in jail, for fuck’s sake, and need to find a way out of here that doesn’t include calling my mother or the man she’s now married to.

      Johnny Massimo. Part of the leadership of the Massimo family, and though I’ve never done much research into them—I’ve tried not to be involved—I’ve been in the city for four years now, and it’s been nearly impossible to avoid finding out who he is. Nephew to the head of the family and cousin to the man trying to take over, he handles the business arm of the organization, and though that should mean he’s not an assassin, I’ve never believed that.

      The first time I met him, when I was only sixteen, his eyes roved from my face to my toes and back, taking in every inch of me with a glittering interest that told me everything I needed to know.

      I don’t know how my mother met him, but I do know I can’t trust him. And ever since she took up with him, I can’t trust her, either. She never wanted to hear about my needs or take my feelings into account, but since she married Johnny, she...

      Well, I stopped being a person to her. That’s the only way to explain it.

      I became a tool to be used. And a route to what my father left behind.

      The truth is, I’ve been looking for a way out from under their thumb for years, now. And I’m so close. So fucking close. One more semester of school, and I’ll graduate and be on my own. This December, in just a few short weeks, I turn twenty-one. I’ll be legal. An adult.

      Free.

      I just need to hang on that long, so I can escape.

      And everything inside me is screaming that if they see me here—if they come to jail and bail me out—that escape becomes a whole lot harder. I can’t explain it, and I’m not sure I even understand it, really. But I know I have something they want, or I will when I turn twenty-one, I’m afraid that if they save me now, it’ll give them the power to take what I have. They already control me, courtesy of my age, and if they step in and spend money to get me out of here...

      Look, I don’t know how that works. I don’t even know what the fuck happened in the diner, or what it might have to do with me. Or how the fuck I ended up in prison when my friends got saved. The only thing I know for sure is that I don’t want my mother or Johnny to have any more control over me than they already do.

      I need someone to bail me out, and it can’t be them.

      They also don’t know I’m here yet, because I haven’t told anyone who I am, and that means I’ve disappeared. One moment I was in that diner in the city, and the next...

      Vanished.

      I almost smile at that. If I can get out of here before anyone figures out who I am and calls my mother…

      God, I may have been arrested rather than saved, but I might actually win my freedom right now, and suddenly I’m breathless with excitement at the thought.

      I walk quickly toward the back wall of my cell, my mind racing with ideas in the stark, white-washed room. When I hit the wall, I turn and walk back toward the bars, my eyes on the unfinished floor. Then again. And then again. If I’m going to do this, I need to act quickly. Johnny has contacts everywhere, and I bet he has dirty cops on his payroll. Which means the moment these cops learn my name, the gig will be up.

      I need safety. A place where my mother and Johnny will never look for me until I can figure out what to do.

      And I sound like a fucking Monday night cop drama, thinking things like that.

      That doesn’t make it any less true.

      I can’t go to Stella’s—if she even survived. Her dad isn’t a Massimo, but those guys are all either friends or enemies. If he’s friends with Johnny, he’ll turn me over as a favor. If they’re enemies, he’ll hold me for ransom. Arden’s house is no better. She’s already told me her family is at war with the Massimo clan. It’ll be ransom for sure, and once Johnny gets me home, I’ll owe him for having spent money to get me back.

      And I don’t know anyone else in the city. Not well enough to ask for help, anyhow.

      “God dammit, think, Taryn,” I hiss. Who do I know that can help? Where can I go, and how can I get there?

      A place where my mother won’t look for me. A place she won’t even think of. With someone who will agree to hide me for a couple weeks. A month. Just until I turn twenty-one and can sign my own paperwork legally.

      Wait.

      A place she would never look for me.

      Because she hasn’t been back there in four years and pretends it doesn’t exist.

      God, the answer is so obvious I want to hit myself for not having thought of it sooner.

      Hawke’s Wood.

      “Gunner,” I breathe, my heart in my throat and butterflies erupting in my stomach.

      Gunner Hawke. My mother’s other husband. The one she married right after my father died. He lives in a village in the Adirondacks that his ancestors actually founded. It’s the epitome of a small town, everyone half related to each other and the outside world a distant echo they can barely hear. My mother married him when I was only twelve and transplanted us both to that small town, never mind that it took me out of school in the middle of the year and sent me into a home with a man I’d never even met.

      My mother hadn’t cared about my welfare, or my feelings.

      She also hadn’t expected me to get to Gunner’s house and fall in love with him and his son. It was four years of safety and sunshine, a real family after two years of me living with the ghost of my father, and when my mother divorced Gunner and pulled me back out of his life, his last words to me were that if I ever needed him, he’d come flying to me.

      He was the last man who made me feel safe, with his rough auburn beard and his constant scent of freshly cut wood. The enormous cabin that always had a fire burning in it. My room, where he’d read a story to me whenever I asked. He became everything to me in the short time I knew him.

      And right now, he’s the only man I want to see. Because he’ll take me far from here, and if I ask him not to tell my mother, he won’t.

      I rush to the bars and put my face against them, looking desperately one way and then the other down the hall. Where’s Burbank? How far has he gone?

      “Officer Burbank?” I shout. “Can you take me to a phone? I need to make that phone call!”

      I hear him muttering down the hall and have to stop myself from grinning like a maniac, because in a night full of confusion and horror, my heart has found Gunner Hawke’s name.

      And for the first time in years, I feel like I know what I’m doing.

      I just hope he remembers his promise to me.

      And still plans to honor it.
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      Thank Christ it’s not snowing yet.

      It should be. We’re only a couple weeks from Christmas and we generally have a couple feet by now, particularly up in the mountains. But this year has been dry so far. Cold as the devil’s balls, but so little moisture that it hasn’t turned into anything. Just a bone-numbing cold that I can’t seem to shake, no matter how many fires I build.

      None of which matters right now.

      It’s just a good thing there’s no snow, is all, or I wouldn’t have made it down out of the mountains so quickly. And Taryn didn’t sound like she had a lot of time to waste.

      Taryn Matthews.

      The name takes me back to the thought spiral I was having before I started thinking about snow, and I shift the truck up into fifth, change lanes, and step on the gas. I’ve been driving for three and a half hours now, and the signs that fly past tell me the city is only a couple miles away.

      A couple miles until I see Taryn again... and save her from whatever trouble she’s managed to get herself into.

      A set of images fly through my mind at the thought of the girl, and I smile to myself. Blonde hair that never sat quite right. Wide hazel eyes that were always glowing like honey, and a full mouth that loved to smile. Quick laughter backed up by a truly devious streak of mischief and a willingness to try anything once.

      I laugh outright, remembering the first time Gabe and I tried to teach her to cut wood, but cut myself off quickly. The girl was all sunshine and rainbows then, a warmth you couldn’t quite put your finger on, and she’d moved into my cabin and immediately made herself at home. She fit into our world—the trees, the animals, the never-ending views around us—like she’d been born to it. And God, I’d loved her.

      Loved her like she was my own, like she was my flesh and blood and mine to keep forever, though she never was. She’d been another man’s daughter, transplanted into my life by her mother, who I married on one stupid, drunken night in Atlantic City.

      Helen Matthews.

      That name doesn’t bring a smile to my lips.

      The opposite, actually, and I quickly turn my thoughts back to Taryn. I don’t want to remember Helen or the way she blew through my life like a hurricane, leaving nothing but wreckage and broken hearts behind her.

      I do, however, let her memory color my mental train of thought. Taryn called me hours ago, talking so quickly I could barely understand her and begging me to come to the city to pick her up. She didn’t give me any details, and honestly, I didn’t ask for them. Now that I’m slowing down, though, I’m starting to wonder. Why the fuck did she call me when we’re not even blood? Surely she could have called her own mother.

      Unless Helen has deserted her again.

      I scowl at that, my blood chilling even further. Because I saw how Helen treated the girl when they lived in Hawke’s Wood. I noticed how Taryn’s eyes dimmed whenever her mother was in the room, and how Helen’s ire always managed to land on her daughter. It was hard to pinpoint, because it was never as obvious as you’d expect, but Helen had always found a way to downplay Taryn’s talents. Pretend the girl wasn’t quite right in the head. Imply that she wasn’t good enough for anyone to love her.

      Hell, I’d even heard Helen ‘compliment’ Taryn by telling her that she’d done a lot better in life than Helen had ever expected her to.

      I grip the steering wheel hard at the thought and feel the truck shimmy in response, the asphalt under me cold and dangerous. Releasing the pressure in my hands, I finesse the truck, waiting for it to calm down, and then turn my focus back to the road in front of me. It’s still cold and dry out but that doesn’t mean I can stop paying attention. One wrong move, one twitch too many, and I’ll end up in the ditch at the side of the highway.

      And Taryn will still be on her own.

      Not on my watch.

      I might hate her mother with the heat of a thousand suns for what she did, but that wasn’t Taryn’s fault. And the last time I saw the girl, she’d still been one of the only people I knew who could make me feel as if the world was worth the effort.

      Is it selfish to hope she still can?

      I pause, wondering, and narrow my eyes. The last few years have been harder than I expected, and things aren’t going the way I want them to. Those sunshine days when Taryn lived with us are long gone, replaced by the cold, hard reality of a business that’s failing.

      A son who barely talks to me.

      The goddamned cold that’s invaded my bones.

      One phone call from Taryn, though, and I feel warm all over.

      And that’s not the reason I jumped in my truck and ran for her, I tell myself firmly. That has nothing to do with it. I came because I made her a promise that I always would, and that’s all this is.

      A promise kept to a kid I used to know.

      Hard stop.

      I pass a sign that tells me I’m only three miles from the city and lean harder on the accelerator. I don’t know what sort of trouble Taryn is in—she wouldn’t tell me on the phone—but she was very clear about needing to get out of there quickly.

      I just hope I get there in time to save her from whatever she’s done. A small voice in the back of my head whispers that I need to think further than that, about what I’m going to do with her once I rescue her, because this entire situation could get complicated. She’s not my kid and I’m no longer on speaking terms with her mother. I haven’t seen the girl in four years and have no legal right to her.

      And she’s in jail. Maybe we should start with whatever she did to get there in the first place.

      I shut that voice down, though, and don’t look at those questions again.

      Because for right now, just for a moment, I want to be the guy she called to come save her. I want to be the hero in someone’s story.

      Just for a second.

      Once I’ve had my fill of that, I’ll figure out whether I also need to be the villain.
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      The moment I pull into the parking lot, I can see that playing the hero is going to be more intense than I expected. The lot in front of the police department is small but empty at this time of night, with only a few cars sitting next to several police cruisers. There are people here, though not many: a man and a woman facing a younger girl, and a couple of cops behind the girl.

      I park quickly, my eyes on the scene as I try to figure out what’s going on here. It’s nearly 4 in the morning, and the last time I checked, that was outside of standard business hours, even in New York City. Why the fuck are there so many people standing around in the freezing cold of a December evening? I turn the truck off and stare at them for a moment, trying to figure out what to do about this. I need into that building and they’re standing right in front of it, which means I’m going to have to interrupt them.

      This is going to be awkward.

      When I open the door, I realize it’s even worse than I realized, because they’re actually shouting at each other. The woman, who has her back to me, is talking quickly, her voice high and shrill, and the girl in front of her is backing up several steps like she’s just been slapped, her mouth open and her eyes wide. She looks shocked at whatever the woman just said, but also resigned, as if she knew it was coming.

      She also looks like she’s about to turn and run.

      Then the man steps toward her and runs his fingers down her cheek, his hand too familiar, his touch too demanding, and the girl freezes. She turns those wide eyes toward him, half horrified and half furious, and I see her own hands clench into fists. Her body tenses and she draws in on herself like she’s trying to protect something.

      Like this isn’t the first time she’s been touched when she doesn’t want it, and she already knows how to get away from it by retreating into herself.

      And honestly that’s all I have to see. I don’t know who these people are or why the cops aren’t doing anything about that man touching a girl who doesn’t want to be touched, and I don’t care. I’m moving before I can think about it, my hands forming fists and my eyes on the man who’s caressing the girl. I can hear his voice now, low and conniving, slimy and wheedling like he’s telling her all the reasons she should let him take her home, and the fury inside me grows until it’s a fire I can’t tamp down.

      That girl can’t be older than twenty, and that man has to be forty at least.

      What the fuck is he doing touching her like that? Why isn’t someone doing something? Why aren’t the police protecting her?

      I go in swinging, my fists connecting with the man’s back and then his shoulder, and he flies to the side. I whirl on him, furious beyond reason, and am just about to go after him when I look up and see the horrified face of the woman who was standing next to him.

      Helen Matthews.

      My mind comes to a screeching halt. “Helen?” I ask hoarsely. “What are you...”

      Wait. Helen Matthews standing here in the parking lot of the police station. The station Taryn asked me to come to because...

      Because...

      I turn slowly, the pieces coming together like they’re moving through cement. And when I see the girl standing there, I finally start to recognize her.

      Blonde hair that has enough curl to be unruly. Wide eyes the color of warm whiskey in the glow of the parking lot’s lights. Broad cheek bones. Full lips. The glint of anger and rebellion in her eyes.

      She’s nothing like the girl I last saw, and the thought hits me like a punch to the gut. This isn’t a kid; she’s a young woman, fleshed out and sure of herself and angry as all get out. I let my eyes slide down her body and take in a trim waist and legs long enough to give a man thoughts he should never have. Curves that could kill you if you thought about them too long. Glowing eyes and lush lips and sex practically bleeding out of her pores.

      But beyond that, like a ghost under the siren, is the whisper of the little girl, and I would have seen it earlier if I hadn’t been so enraged at the idea that someone was taking advantage of her.

      And the fact that she’s changed so much drives all the affection I felt for her right out of my body.

      This isn’t my Taryn. She’s grown up, become a young woman, and my brain immediately categorizes her as one more girl who was one thing and changed when I wasn’t looking. A lie waiting to be discovered. A trick lying in wait to ensnare me. My heart breaks in two at this, because it feels like the ultimate betrayal from the girl who symbolized such happiness, and the fire in my veins turns suddenly to ice.

      “Taryn?” I whisper.

      “Gunner.”

      It’s not a question but a statement, and so full of relief and longing that for a moment—for just a moment—I see the little girl again, rather than the heat of her cheeks. Those bee-stung lips. Curves that could make a man cry.

      And in that second, I let the ice melt.

      “Get in the truck, Little Bird,” I say quietly.

      Because I might not recognize her anymore, and she might have grown up without bothering to warn me, but I made a promise to this girl four years ago. If she ever needed me, I’d come for her.

      She needs me now.

      And I’m not going to let her down.
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      I can’t stop staring at my stepfather.

      Wait.

      Ex-stepfather? Former stepfather? Does someone stay your stepfather if your mother leaves him first thing in the morning without telling anyone beforehand, and then gets a quickie divorce back to the city?

      Because if he is my stepfather still, I probably shouldn’t be following the curve of his jaw like it’s some sort of path to the holy land. Or noticing how his lower lip is slightly fuller than his top lip, the line of his nose straight and stern. He looks older than he did when I last saw him, the lines around his eyes slightly deeper and his skin more weathered. When he turned to me in the parking lot, his eyes weren’t as bright as they used to be. They were quiet, distant, and sort of sad.

      Like the last four years have been harder on him than he wants to admit.

      I want to reach out and touch him, just to be sure he’s real. Maybe tell him that whatever it is, it’s okay. There’ll be light at the end of the tunnel. But his behavior hasn’t exactly been inviting.

      When we left the station, I directed him right to Stella’s house, hoping she’d be there waiting for me, ready to laugh about the adventure we just had. When we pulled into the large driveway, though, I found her windows dark, and when I used the route we always took when we came home past curfew, up the tree and through the window she leaves eternally unlocked, I found her rooms deserted. No sign of the shoes she always kicks off in random directions. No light on in the bathroom of her suite.

      No scent of my friend in her room.

      I’d frowned, my mind suddenly going to all the darkest places. God, was she dead? Kidnapped? She had the highest profile of the three of us, so if those goons were after anyone, it made sense that it was her.

      Fuck, what if she was in real trouble, and I was here casually browsing through her room like we were about to have a sleepover.

      I put the thought away as quickly as I’d had it. She couldn’t be dead. Not Stella Fontenot. Chances were she as just at Arden’s. It made sense; Arden’s house was technically closer to the diner and might have been safer, considering her less-public connection to the mob. Maybe the professor, whose name I’d already forgotten, had taken them both there and dropped them off. Maybe they were sitting in Arden’s closet whispering to each other and waiting for me to contact them.

      Though I didn’t have time for that. Gunner was waiting in the driveway, and I didn’t want to take time for anything more than dashing around the room, grabbing clothes and toiletries and swearing to Stella’s ghost that I’d repay her when I could. I couldn’t risk going to my own house to get things—with my luck, my mother and Johnny would be waiting in my room when I got there—and I needed something to wear in Hawke’s Wood.

      If Gunner agreed to take me.

      I’d paused at that, thinking. He’d been all in when I called and asked him to come save me, and I’d thought for certain he was still the man who’d spent four years acting like I was his own child. I’d been sure he was on my side and wanted me with him.

      But from the moment he saw me in the parking lot, I’d started thinking otherwise.

      I’d put that aside and gone back to gathering clothes, intent on getting out of the Fontenot house and back into Gunner’s truck.

      After all, at least he wasn’t part of the mafia.

      That I knew of.

      Now, back in said truck and heading for the Adirondacks, I’m wondering if I made the right call. Gunner is an iceberg, craggy and radiating sub-zero temperatures, and I’m starting to feel like this might have been a colossal mistake.

      Maybe Gunner doesn’t want me any more than my mother does.

      A sudden phone call interrupts my thoughts, and when Gunner hits the button to let the truck’s audio answer the call, a woman’s voice rings through the cab.

      “Gunner! Where the fuck are you?”

      She sounds nearly hysterical and definitely mad, and I find myself shrinking back into my seat, automatically trying to protect myself.

      “Gabby,” Gunner answers, sounding both tired and annoyed. “It’s 5 in the morning. Where the fuck do you think I am?”

      “Not in your bed, that’s where,” she snaps. “Where are you, and where’s your truck?”

      Gunner’s eyes slide toward me and I remember for a moment how we used to share inside jokes about my mother, both of us laughing while the steam poured out of her ears. I think I see a glint of amusement in Gunner’s eye and nearly cast him a grin, but then catch the frown on his face and stop myself.

      Right. No inside joke, then. Whoever this Gabby is, we evidently don’t make fun of her.

      Noted.

      “I had a family emergency,” he says gruffly. “Had to come down off the mountain.”

      “And you didn’t think you needed to let me know?” she asks sharply. “You just left your house and drove to God knows where without saying anything to me?”

      This time when Gunner looks at me, I’m positive I can see something in his eyes. Not humor, necessarily, but something. A dislike of the situation and the need to find... what? Why does he keep looking at me like he expects me to save him from this woman I’ve never met?

      “You aren’t my wife, Gabby, much as you like to play one. And I left at midnight. I assumed you’d be asleep. I’ll be home in a couple hours. We’ll talk then.” He jabs the button to hang up and then goes back to his dead quiet driving, re-erecting his walls brick by very quick brick.

      Christ, this man is thorny. What the hell happened to him since I last saw him? What hurt him so much that he can’t even look at me?

      Aside from my mother, I mean.

      Does he blame me for what my mother did? Hate me as much as he must hate her? The last time I saw him, my mother had decided she was done living in Hawke’s Wood, with a lumberjack-slash-professor-slash-furniture-maker who insisted on having family dinners every night. She hadn’t liked living on the mountain, and whatever sparks she must have felt for Gunner at the start had turned into cold, dead ashes. She forced me to pack all my things in the middle of the night, telling me we were going back to the city where things made sense, and had told Gunner and his son about it as we walked out the door.

      I was sixteen. Old enough to know that I loved the Hawke men like they were family. Old enough to want to stay with them.

      Too young to have a choice in the matter, though. Incapable of doing anything more than letting my mother move me from place to place without asking my opinion.

      Again.

      Still.

      “Does Gabe know I’m coming home?” I ask suddenly, remembering that Gunner isn’t the only one I had to leave behind.

      Gunner pauses for a long, heavy moment, and I bite my lip. Does he want me to just keep quiet? Or forget that Gabe exists? I can’t do either, if I’m being honest. I’ve never been the sort to keep my mouth shut when I have something to say. And Gabe was my best friend when I lived in Hawke’s Wood.

      My only friend.

      A stream of images rush through my brain, and I nearly smile at the pictures I see. Gabe and me meeting on that first day, when I was only twelve and he was thirteen. The awkward knowledge that our parents were married and we didn’t even know each other and tentative attempts at friendship in those first weeks. Pancake breakfasts that we cooked ourselves when Gunner and Helen were too busy for us and nights spent on the roof of the porch, staring up at the stars. Stuttered questions as we tried to figure each other out. He was tall and gangly then, still half boy and half man and not yet sure of who he was. He’d had sandy blond hair that hung in his eyes and blue eyes that sparkled when he laughed.

      He hadn’t liked having a new woman around, though, at least not at first. His own mother had died three years earlier and he’d been furious with his father for bringing my mother into the house. He’d told Gunner repeatedly that Helen wasn’t his mother and that he’d never accept her.

      But me?

      He’d loved me. We’d danced around each other awkwardly for months, until one day when he found the neighborhood boys backing me into a thick copse of trees, intent on making trouble. Gabe had come in swinging, his axe in his hands and his face furious, and made short work of them. He’d driven them off the property, screaming at them that I was his sister and they’d better watch themselves around me from then on.

      After that, we were inseparable. He never let me go anywhere alone, and if I needed to learn something, he taught me. Cutting down a tree. Taking care of a hurt horse. Finding the right path through a snowy meadow.

      Kissing a boy.

      I bite my lip at that memory and shift in my seat. I’d just turned sixteen, and we found ourselves in the house on our own one dark, rainy night. The power went out and we were bumbling around the kitchen, looking for candles, when I ran right into him and scared him. He screamed, and then we both fell to the floor laughing at how ridiculous it all was.

      Once there, though, the breathless laughter turned into something more intense. Fingers accidentally brushing against skin, like someone dipping their toe into a deep, dark lake they weren’t sure they wanted to dive into. A hesitant touch of a thumb against a bottom lip. Eyes shining in the glow of the moonlight.

      The air around us growing thick with something that had been building for at least two years.

      The kiss was gentle enough to be chaste, if we’d wanted it to be. We could have drawn back and let it go at that. Pretended nothing happened and gone on living our lives like we’d never thought about each other as anything more than stepsiblings.

      But that would have been a lie. The truth was in the long, lingering gazes we’d been sharing for a year. The secret smiles that told us both there was more than we were admitting. The driving jealousy when he brought a girl home or I talked to a boy for too long.

      This was a pool we’d been thinking about for months. We just hadn’t said anything.

      And now that we found ourselves standing toes-deep in that pool, we were all in. Neither of us drew back or let our minds get in the way of what we wanted. We dove into each other like we were finally finding the truth of ourselves, and we didn’t look back. The kiss became tongues and teeth, a driving need that nothing quite satisfied. My hands went to the hem of his shirt and drew it quickly over his head while he grasped me firmly by the hips and pulled me into his lap. I’d never so much as looked at a boy before and had no idea what to expect, and I’d been shocked at the hard bulge of him pressing between my legs.

      It had only taken moments for me to start rocking my hips, though, searching for the friction my body knew I wanted.

      We didn’t come up for air until the lights came back on and we found our parents staring at us, horrified.

      My mother had forced me to pack my things that night, and when morning came, we left.

      I never asked her if we fled because of what I did. I didn’t want to know the answer.

      Now, though, I want to know if Gabe realizes I’m coming back.

      I want to know what he thinks of it.

      I want to know why neither he or Gunner ever tried to get in touch with me after we left.

      “I didn’t talk to him,” Gunner says abruptly, like he’s been waiting for me to finish going through my memories. “No time. We’ll be home in an hour. Why don’t you get some sleep.”

      I want to protest. Tell him that he can’t order me around anymore, and that I have more questions. But when I glance at his stern visage, I realize it’s no good. He’s shut down to me again, and I’m not going to get much out of him.

      Maybe it’s better if I keep my mouth shut, after all.

      I don’t know how long I’m going to be staying with him. And I don’t want to start off on the wrong foot.
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      By the time we get to the house, the sun is peeking over the horizon, washing the mountains around us in pink and gold. The view is breathtaking, and I pause for a moment, staring at the place the Hawkes call the cabin. It’s always been more than that, three stories tall and stretching between two separate wings. The rough timber gives it the look of a place built quickly and out of raw wood, but I know differently. Gunner’s grandfather built this town, and this house, and though I never met the man, I’ve heard he never did anything halfway.

      Inside, I remember, the house is a clean, quiet, and very solid place. Rough wood beams cross over wide-open spaces and whitewashed walls, giving you the feel of strength and permanence. It always felt like a safe, dependable place to me. The walls weren’t going to fall down around you, and you’d always find a steady floor under your feet. It smelled of pine trees and wood, smoke from the fire and whatever was baking in the kitchen.

      It had always felt like home to me.

      Just as Gunner had.

      The man in question grabs my bags out of the truck without saying anything, though, and I revise my opinion of him, wondering again why he’s so angry. If he doesn’t want me here, why did he come all the way to the city for me? Why bring me up the mountain if he’s going to act like I’m imposing?

      I stumble out of the truck after him, still reveling in the brand new sunshine around me, my lungs full of the smell of woods and dirt and animals. This, I realize. This is what I’ve been missing since my mother dragged me back to the city. Nature. A house that sits on the ground rather than in the sky. The feel of people who matter around me.

      I turn to find Gunner already climbing the steps into the house and race after him, still trying to figure out what any of this means. Gunner is through the door when I arrive, though he’s at least stopped to hold it open for me, and when I step into the great room, I have to pause and smile. This room is the heart of the house, combining living room and kitchen together, and I look around, memories flooding over me.

      One wall is dominated by a large fireplace, the stones worked into the wall itself, and a number of chairs and couches litter the hardwood floor in front of it. A
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