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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Daniel

          

        

      

    

    
      Rubbing my flour-covered hands over my face, I watched as the little fox stuck her petulant tongue out at me and then curled into a ball on the top shelf of the bookshelf. Glass from the decorative bowl littered the floor, mixing with the dry goods that her equally bratty twin brother had been tossing from the cupboard to the floor. Sugar crunched under my boots, egg shells cracked and leaking on the hardwood. I wanted to sink to the ground and just let them run wild, but the long face of my late mate’s favorite horse sticking in through the kitchen door reminded me that giving up wouldn’t serve any one of us.

      “Little fox,” I called, looking up at my three year-old daughter, her white snout the only thing I could see from where she was hiding between the two vases that had managed to avoid being knocked from the height by her tail. “I’m not angry, just disappointed.”

      I tried not to gnash my teeth as another glass jar hit the floor and rice scattered, hitting my boots. The parenting books didn’t cover the subject of children changing into woodland creatures and hiding in tight spaces. They did cover good-intentioned messes. I took a long breath and pinched the bridge of my nose. Calm. I had to remain calm. That’s what all the books said. Calm.

      More shattering glass did not help.

      The sun was already peeking through the front curtains, which meant I was hours late for a day that should have started with the first glimpse of dawn. “Emily Elizabeth,” I tried not to growl up at the fox who had knocked over yet another vase. “Get your furry butt down here, it’s time for school.”

      “Breakfast first,” replied the little boy who was deep in the pantry, naked backside pointed towards me as he picked up an unopened bag of flour from the very back. I watched as it tumbled to the floor, bursting with a puff of white that left a coating on everything in a five foot radius, including my jacket hanging from the hook by the door. “We want pancakes.”

      “That’s a lovely idea,” I grumbled, taking in the destruction that had once been my pristine kitchen. The kitchen that should have been full of the ranch hands this time of day, topping up their coffees before finishing morning chores. Instead it was covered in a layer of sugar, flour, shattered glass, I took a step towards where Elijah was wiggling further into the pantry and stopped halfway when I felt an egg crunch under my foot. Fucking hell. “But Ms. Sara is waiting for you munchkins. Maybe we make some this weekend.” I rolled my shoulders, feeling the tension pop. Not gonna have nothing to make lunch, let alone pancakes unless I find time to hit the grocery before now and Saturday morning. Every bag of flour was on the ground, the eggs the kids helped me collect from the hen house were all cracked and ruined. “How about we get dressed, Jackson brought in donuts yesterday.”

      “Daddy,” sighed a little voice from the top of the bookshelf. “You said no donuts in the morning.”

      “I know, but today…” I pinched my nose again, trying to keep all the frustration contained. “We just need something I don’t have to cook.”

      The last vase lost its battle with gravity and shattered on the ground.

      “Look here,” I ground out, reaching up to grab the tiny leg hanging over the edge of the shelf, pulling the squirming Emily into my arms. The little pout on her face would have been cute any other time. “We are late, the house is a mess, and there are no more eggs to make us any pancakes.” I tossed Elijah over my shoulder and stomped over to the stairs. “Do either of you think a pancake reward has been earned?”

      “We wanted to make you specials,” my son huffed, his little hands fisting in the back of my shirt. “You earned the specials.”

      “And you both have earned a bath and hair washing.”

      “Nooooooo!” Emily cried, twisting in my arm, trying to get out of the dreaded shampoo. “No hair washes!” With a little grunt, a white fox pup burst from my princess, her tiny needle teeth sinking into the flesh of my forearm.

      With a sigh I deposited them in the bathroom, closing the door behind us, and fisted my hands in my hips. “No biting Daddy,” I growled, rubbing the little drops of blood and letting out a frustrated grunt as flour mixed with it, leaving a sticky red paste down my arm. “Baths then school. We will talk about the mess once you get home.”

      The mess was the least of my problems, to be honest. Without a nanny, I had completely lost control of my house. Honestly, until the moment that Mrs. Henderson had walked out of the house, a harried look on her face, I hadn’t realized how much of a handful two little fox shifters could actually be. Not now that they had learned to shift.

      With a frustrated grunt, I switched on the water and shoved the plug into the bottom of the old clawfoot tub. Next to me two little fox cubs watched me with watery eyes. “Now don’t you two start. This is the least of it. You’re covered in all kinds of stuff, we’re taking baths, and then off to school.”

      Their little whines pulled at my heartstrings. They needed a momma. They needed their momma. I needed their momma. Even nearly a year and a half after she was taken from us, my chest hurt without her. Fated mates were supposed to be forever.

      “Come on, kiddos, in the bath.” I scooped Elijah up and dumped his furry butt in the tub, followed by Emily. Fox or human, they would get cleaned either way.
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        * * *

      

      Thor’s head was still stuck through the kitchen door. The pretty chestnut horse watched me expectantly, the jar of sugar cubes had been spared the children’s need to make pancakes this morning. The floor was still covered in glass and ingredients, but I braved the gauntlet and fished a few cubes from the jar and held them out to Thor, who snuffled them up and gave me a grateful head nod before backing out of the kitchen and down the porch, heading to his stall. Fucking horse had learned how to unlock it ages ago, along with opening the back door of the house. So far he had only used his superpower to get more treats, and hadn’t decided to let the rest of the ranch loose, but I would need to address the little trick eventually. Shit like that was just on a long list of things the ranch needed. And without my mate, they had just fallen by the wayside. Putting money into childcare, into ranch hands to make up for the time that I had to take out of the work day to raise my children alone, into paying down the medical bills that still buried me. Shifters weren’t supposed to get sick, so insurance covered next to nothing.

      Watching as Thor let himself back into the stable and tucked his obnoxious ass into his stall, I tried to push away the thoughts of watching my Elaine wither away, hustled the kiddos into their boots and out the door. My eyes burned as I clipped them into their seats and then got into my truck, starting the engine.

      She hadn’t gone quickly. It had been so slow, painful. While shifters didn’t suffer illnesses like cancer or even colds and the flu, we did have a few things that could take us down. My Ellie had developed an autoimmune disorder after having our pups. It happened, but not often enough that it would have even been on our radar until she started to go down. Both in her human skin and her fox, her body started to destroy itself. First it was hair loss. She would come out of the shower with fists full of hair that had come out. Doc confirmed it a few weeks later, when she started losing her appetite and couldn’t get out of bed.

      “Ain’t nothing can be done,” he told me, patting my back as I watched her slowly become a shell of herself. “I can keep her comfortable, but that’s all.”

      I could still feel the depth of the ache in my chest that those words had caused. A bruise down to my soul, left to fester and spread. The twins were so tiny, and without their momma, they had been handed off to our neighbor to help watch, while I sat by Elaine’s bedside. Her hands in mine became more and more skeletal. Her eyes sunken into her face as she watched nothing. It took six months for her body to give up, and her eyes to close for the final time.

      Shaking my head, I put the truck in park and laid my head back against the seat. “Couldn’t have been me,” I growled, fisting my hand against my forehead, waiting for the stabbing pain of her loss to release my chest long enough so that I could unbuckle my belt and get the kids inside. “Should have been me.”

      Ms. Sara watched from the front door of the little nursery school. Her kind eyes followed me with a sadness that didn’t help at all. I passed off the twins with a kiss to each of their little foreheads, and a nod to the woman who hustled them inside.

      “Late this morning,” she called after me, while I did my best to avoid conversation.

      “Just a little bit of a morning, Sara,” I told her, arms crossed over my chest. I looked down at the dirt between our boots. She was a good twenty feet away, but it felt too close. “Got it all sorted.”

      “You know, I am happy to come pick them up on my way in,” she offered for what felt like the hundredth time. I knew what she was after, and I didn’t want her up at the house. Fated mates meant forever. The thought of touching another woman made my stomach turn. “You need a good woman, Daniel.”

      “I’ve got it covered, but I appreciate the offer,” I mumbled. Under my breath I added, “For the five hundredth time.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch that.” Sara gave me a bright smile. She was a pretty woman, young, good with children, sweet as pie. She would make someone else a lovely mate. But not me, and she just didn’t get that.

      “I’ll see you for pick up,” I said loud enough for her to hear easily. Loud enough that she knew the conversation was over. Slamming the door of my truck, I threw it into gear and reversed back down the windy road that connected the daycare to the town. My tires rumbled over the little bridge before I turned and headed back towards the ranch. Mentally, I ticked off all the things that I needed to get done in the short eight hours the kids would be in school. Including cleaning the mess in the kitchen.

      The house was quiet without the kids or Thor running wild. In the kitchen was my foreman, Jackson, a broom in one hand and a wry smile on his face. “Rough morning?” he asked, sweeping glass and sugar up into a dustpan. “Just wanted some coffee, and discovered you don’t have any.” With a lift of his chin he pointed to where the contents of my coffee can were scattered over the floor over by the sink. “Might need to get more.”

      “You don’t fucking say,” I growled, giving him the full brunt of my irritation. “Lost half the fucking day ‘cause Ms. Henderson couldn't handle a couple of shifter kids.” She had fucking bolted the moment the twins learned to shift. Last time I’d hire a human to watch the kids. Had known full well that they would eventually learn to shift, but hadn’t been able to hack it when it actually happened. “They tried to make me breakfast in bed.”

      “Interesting technique,” he said, broom working over the wood floor. “Glass is a choice.”

      “Knocked down the vases,” I lifted my chin to where Elaine’s vases had been set on the top of the bookshelf. I hadn’t been motivated to fill them with fresh flowers since she passed. “You got this?” Jackson just nodded and I looked down at my jeans, still caked with flour and sugar. “Gonna get cleaned up.”

      I headed over to the stairs, my boots clicking against the hardwood. I pinched my nose, trying to wrap my head around the events of the morning. The older the kids got, the more independent they got. And independence meant more and more work on my end. Wasn’t sure how I could continue to do this alone.

      “Grabbed the mail on my way up,” Jackson called, stopping me in my tracks. Fuck.

      “You open it?” I asked, already knowing what he had picked up.

      “Naw,” he drawled. “Not like you’re going to even entertain whatever they’re offering.”

      “Ranch has been in my family for generations,” I grunted, agreeing. “It’s worth more than they could ever offer. Blood on this land is mine. Not gonna build some fucking resort here. Not over my dead body.”

      “Get cleaned up, Boss,” Jackson laughed, waving me up the steps. “Lots of shit to do today. Fence is down along the back forty, and we can’t move the herd til it’s back up.”

      “Shit,” I grumbled. “Wind the last few days, or we got fourwheelers fucking around back there again?”

      “Couple of trees down from the last storm.” He shrugged. “We’re wasting daylight.”

      “Yeah, no shit.” I stomped my way up the stairs and stood in the door of my bedroom. The pile of shirts that had lost buttons or needed minor repairs was getting out of hand. Walking right by, I pulled my flour covered shirt over my head, and dropped it into the hamper. I kicked off my boots and let my jeans slide down my thighs. A little puff of white followed the clunk of my belt buckle hitting the floor. Everything I had been wearing would need a good long wash to get all the pasted on flour out of it. “Today, I needed you,” I told the picture of Elaine that sat on the stand next to the bed. “I need you every day, but today was rough.”

      Walking into the bathroom and twisting on the shower, I did my best not to think about her. I tried not to wallow in the pain that radiated through my body. It was what it was. The ache wouldn’t leave, it was my destiny as the remaining mate. I had to hold it together, though. I had two baby foxes who relied on me.

      A frustrated growl rumbled out of my chest as I stepped into the scaling water. “I hate that you left us alone.”
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        * * *

      

      I hated going into town. Not only did it cut significantly into my work day–the twenty minute drive through the hills was a pain in the ass–but I also could feel the eyes on me. Some filled with pity, others accusing. The humans that lived in town might mingle with the shifters, but there was this cultural divide that spanned back centuries. Sterling Ridge was a shifter town. From the mayor all the way through the town council, we ran things. The fact that humans settled here was fine with me, I couldn't have cared less. But the rumors that spread through their part of the population had started to creep into the edges of shifter society.

      “Heard he ate her,” a woman watching me from the checkout line whispered to her friend behind her hand. “After she gave him his kids, he killed her.”

      “I heard he keeps her trapped in the attic, that the funeral was just for attention,” her friend whispered back. I rolled my eyes and headed through the produce section. Neither of the twins heard, as far as I could tell. They both sat kicking their legs in the cart, Emily clutching the shopping list in her hands.

      “Can we get more apples?” my little girl asked, reaching out one hand and snagging a bright red apple while knocking over several others that tumbled to the ground, scattering around my feet.

      Doing my best to not growl, I looked over at the produce manager, who gave me the stink eye. I bent over to pick up the apples.

      “Too bad he’s a murderer,” the first woman giggled from behind me. “‘Cause look at that ass. Could bounce a fucking quarter off it.”

      “Biteable,” her friend agreed. I felt sick.

      Dropping the apples back on their stand, I pushed the cart through to the next section, where I couldn’t see them anymore.

      “Daddy!” Emily cried, holding up the apple she had stolen. “I want apples!” Her little voice lifted up at the end, eyes brimmed with tears.

      I pinched my nose and sighed, grabbing the closest fruit and handing it off to the kids. “Grapes,” I said. I pulled a bunch out and handed each kid a handful. “We have apples at home.”

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw a movement. A woman in an unflattering green apron was watching us. “I’m gonna pay for them,” I muttered, tossing the rest of the bag in the cart, and trying not to look back at her haunting green eyes. Deep emerald pools sucked me in for a full half second, and my heart raced. “Ain’t stealing.”

      “Didn’t think you were,” she said, sliding closer and giving the kids a sweet smile. “They’re absolutely adorable.” She handed my daughter a bright red apple. “You tell old Garry that this one’s on me.” She tapped the plastic name tag on her apron. “I’m Hazel, what’s your name?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Hazel

          

        

      

    

    
      I was in deep sleep when a light from the hallway slanted across my face. Bleary-eyed, I’d cracked my eyes open to see a shadow looming over my bed, could feel them peering down at me, light flashing across the face of my intruder. Heart thundering, I’d bolted upright in bed, blanket clutched to my chest. Magic stirred in the air, raising the hair on my head. My light came on at the flick of my fingers.

      “Woah.” The intruder, now fully illuminated, stood over me in a hoodie that had seen better days, dirty jeans, shoes still on inside my bedroom. “Don’t shoot, I’m unarmed.” Then he smiled, amused with himself.

      It took a moment to remember that he was one of Amanda’s friends. She must have been hosting another late night get-together.

      “Why are you in my room?” I asked, fear and irritation boiling over until I was clenching my teeth to hold back a scream. As justified as it would have been, I was already embarrassed enough knowing that this shifter could hear my racing heartbeat, could smell how uneasy I was.

      “Well, I think you should come out and drink with us,” he replied.

      Just that easy. No awkwardness, no apology. He stood waiting as if he expected me to rise from my bed, smiling, and go join them.

      “I’m not interested,” I said. “I have to work tomorrow, and I’m not feeling well. That’s why I was sleeping–I’d like to go back to sleep now.”

      My hands were shaking and I had them buried beneath the covers to hide it. I was a witch, that was true, but there were consequences to using magic just as any other weapon, and witches were trained from childhood to curb the tendency to cast first, ask questions later, or to escalate a situation without first trying to defuse. I wanted to hex the man out of his drawers, make his nostrils sting with sores, make his feet itch with fungus. Instead, I sat there, staring at a man who had invaded my privacy while I slept, waiting for him to agree to leave.

      I hadn’t put a lock on my door because I hadn’t thought it necessary–such things weren’t, in Winter Haven where I’d grown up, and Amanda had always seemed so… nice.

      But here was the consequence of my naivete. And my heart wouldn’t be still.

      “I’m just saying, you’re really cute, and I’d like to drink with you,” he said with a smile.

      I blinked. “No. Thank you. I said I don’t feel well and I have work tomorrow. Please go, so I can go back to sleep.”

      He frowned, as if realizing for the first time that maybe I wasn’t keen on his presence in my bedroom at two a.m.

      “Seriously?”

      “Deathly serious. Please go.”

      He waited for a moment. Then turned and shuffled out. It was the most awkward moment of my life–which was saying something–and simultaneously the most exhausting, infuriating, and terrifying. And I’d been in a witch war. Literally fought for my life against invading dark witches who had swarmed Winter Haven.

      The door stood open after him, and with a growl, I swatted it shut with just enough magic to prevent it slamming in its frame, and then locked it. Adrenaline still raced through my system, and I sucked in deep belly breaths, trying to bring myself back to center. Laying a quick ward over the door, I turned off the light and settled back down into the pillows.

      It took two hours to fall back asleep. When I did, I slept deeply, but waking at seven-thirty I was just as exhausted as I’d been the night before. A heavy foreboding had settled over me. Dressed and showered, when I finally wandered far enough down the hall from where the three bedrooms and laundry closet were to the open living room and kitchen, I understood why.

      The floor was littered with wrappers. It stank of burned charcoal–another hookah accident, I was sure, where I’d find another melted scorch mark in the carpet that I’d have to fix. No one passed out on the couch this time, but that wasn’t particularly comforting after the intrusion last night.

      Amanda had grown too comfortable. At first, it wasn’t such a big deal. I’d fixed the washer and dryer with magic, took away the stink they left on the clothes if they sat in the wash too long after the cycle ran out. I’d repaired the carpet after one burn accident when one of her friends had tripped over the pipe. Patched the hole in the wall when someone fell into it and left a dent. All with magic. Small magic. Simple spells.

      After four months, it was obvious that I was being taken advantage of. The roommate who had been so perky and approachable at first would now glare at me slant-eyed when I entered a room, especially when I took too long to fix one of her mistakes. More than once recently I’d come back to find that something of mine in the public space had been moved, touched, or gone through. Nothing had been stolen yet, but it was only a matter of time.

      “You’re up.”

      I jumped, turning to see Amanda standing behind me in the hallway, hair tangled and wearing only a shirt and her underwear. Her eyes looking at me were dull and cold. The energy between us, once so easy, was now flat. Tense.

      “Yeah. Getting ready for work.”

      I turned and stepped toward the fridge. I’d barely opened it, and my heart sank as I confirmed what I had already suspected.

      Fridge was nearly empty. I’d just bought groceries.

      My face must have shown how dismayed I was, because she said, “Yeah, I had a few people over, we got hungry. I’ll replace it.”

      “Sure.”

      She frowned. “I said I’d replace it.”

      Not fully turning to look at her, I reached toward the back of the fridge for the pickles and butter. There was still a loaf of bread on the counter. “Okay.”

      “You know, you hurt Josh’s feelings.”

      I didn’t answer. Amanda stood there for a long moment, watching me pop bread into the toaster oven and then butter it before stacking pickles on my toast. She muttered something that sounded like “gross” before she retreated back down the hallway to her room.

      She had the master bedroom with en suite bathroom and the bigger closet. She had the parking spot closest to the apartment. She had the parties. She dominated the space.

      This apartment was now far too small for the both of us. Or maybe I just felt cornered.

      Work was a refuge for me these days. A place of solace. Consistent, stable. Working at the sole grocery store in Sterling Ridge wasn’t glamorous, but I didn’t need glamor. I needed a paycheck.

      I didn’t care what that said about me. Did I?

      “I’m not boring,” I muttered. “You’re just…” Another leafy, crisp cabbage on the shelf. I turned it just so to show off the full, juicy leaves to best advantage, like Garry had taught me to do when I started working at Redd’s Grocery. Pausing on that thought, I sighed.

      I’d rather be boring than whatever Amanda and her friends were. I wasn’t a high school student, I wasn’t a party girl. Right now, I was a tired witch, with tension between my shoulders and up the back of my neck that was starting to ache.

      Amanda had been a great roommate, at first. But it had been four months, and the things I’d been able to overlook at the beginning were no longer easy to ignore. When I’d first left Winter Haven and gone venturing out into the wide world, I’d been willing to accept that perhaps it was normal for your roommate to keep odd hours, let people into your apartment in the middle of the night, have a high appetite that their contribution to the groceries wasn’t quite covering. Were these shifter traits? Hungry, nocturnal, in need of constant company?

      But last night had changed things. The idea of going back to the apartment now made me feel ill instead of excited. My stomach turned, hands shaking as I picked up another cabbage from my cart of boxes and began to move through the stocking process with a little more speed.

      I couldn’t stay there anymore, but what did that mean for me now? It had been a godsend, that apartment opening up just as I’d met Amanda in the coffee shop during my first week in town. Her looking for a roommate. The way we’d clicked, and how excited I’d felt.

      Open, habitable apartments in a town this small weren’t common. The town council was very deliberate about avoiding overdevelopment of the area. It was a shifter town, and the primary residents of this little slice of South Dakota were protective of its history and natural environment. They didn’t want to be flooded with outsiders. Tourists came through a few times a year to go ride horses at a local ranch or camp. Aside from that, it was just sixteen-hundred locals, a blend of shifters and humans and maybe a handful of other assorted supernaturals. And they liked it that way. Small. Contained. Protected.

      So that left me with few options in terms of relocating to a new residence.

      I couldn’t leave Sterling Ridge.

      All my life in Winter Haven I’d had dreams. I was a diviner, with prophetic dreams that showed me images of things to come, big and small. Some clearer than others. One of my recurring dreams all my life was the sight of a town flooded in early morning light down in a river valley among hills dotted with lush trees.

      When the wards had come down in Winter Haven, and in the aftermath of the attack, I’d felt so lost. Betrayed. I’d gone home that night to an empty apartment and looked around at a life that felt so false. Hollow.

      I’d packed up my things that night, gone home to hug my siblings and best friends goodbye, and I’d left Winter Haven in my rearview. Drove all night.

      Exhausted, feeling directionless, I’d driven east until the sun began to rise. Through the plains of Colorado until I hit the forested national park lands, I rolled through towns I’d never heard the names of without stopping for anything other than gas. Until I came to the crest of a hill in South Dakota just as the sun was peeking over the treetops to pour light over the valley, and I looked down the empty highway snaking ahead of me to see the very town from my dreams laid out before me. Mist curled through the trees and over the road. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

      I knew in that moment that I was home.

      Welcome to Sterling Ridge.

      I’d checked myself into a hotel, slept for a day, and then spent the next two days wandering through town mostly on foot. I’d found a job on day one–the grocer was hiring. I walked in and filled out the application, and Garry had hired me on the spot.

      The apartment had come up available within two days.

      Now…

      Needs provide. The Goddess always provides.

      I tried to tell myself that over and over.

      A child’s voice rose over the sound of my thoughts, a plaintive whine against the background of my sour mood. “Daddy, I want apples!”

      Her voice was tearful. I glanced up from my vegetables to watch the man pushing his cart through the produce, sighing, a haggard and overworked look on his face as he gently pulled a large apple from the tiny hands of a little girl with hair the same dark color as his own curled around her ears in whisps and wild ringlets. Beside the little girl in the cart was a boy the same size, his face almost identical to hers except the shape of his chin and his hair just a slightly lighter color.

      Their father was clearly in a state of desperation by his expression, trying to remain calm for the two littles crying for fruit as he put the apple down in the wrong place, pitching his voice in a steady, gentle rumble as he looked for a solution.  He had the look of a local–what else could he be? Perhaps a rancher by the dirt on his boots and the Carhartt jacket. His eyes landed on the grapes, and he picked out a cluster to split between the children as he stacked the bag in his cart on top of their other items.

      When he noticed me looking, his ears turned pink as he grumbled, “I’m gonna pay for them. Ain’t stealing.”

      I smiled. The twins, pleased and occupied with their snack, were happily smacking their lips.

      “I didn’t think you were. They’re adorable.” I waved a finger to indicate them and stepped around the display of melons and bananas between us. I picked up the apple he’d put back, and handed it to him. “Tell Garry this one’s on me.” Tapping my nametag, I continued, “My name’s Hazel. What’s your name?”

      He smiled back, his look at his children tender and soft, but clearly exhausted. “Elijah and Emily.” He placed his hand first on his son’s head then his daughter’s, fingers gentle in their silky baby hair. Then he looked back up at me. He had the most arresting blue eyes, which both his children shared. “I’m Daniel.”

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Elijah, Emily, and Daniel. I hope you enjoy your fruit, and I’ll see you again soon.” The toddlers wiggled their fingers at me as he waved a farewell, and pushed his cart beyond me to continue his shopping.

      I had seen the looks he’d been getting, and I’d seen his energy seem to grow heavier and heavier as he’d moved through the store. I sent up a quick, almost absent-minded supplication to the Goddess for relief for him as I turned back to my work.

      Thirty minutes or so later, I saw him circle back around to the front, shopping complete, and check out. As he passed by the doors with his loaded cart, the twins now singing a half-babbled preschool song in unison about spiders and a loud chorus of “NO! NO! NO!”, complete with enthusiastic finger wagging, he reached into his back pocket and pulled out a folded sheet of paper, smoothed it out, and tacked it up on the community board by the entrance.

      Intrigued, I wiped my hands and moved toward it, led by the invisible heartstrings that Daniel and his babies had tugged on as they disappeared out the doors and into the lot. The words in bold at the top, “FOR RENT,” made my heart leap into my throat, and I snatched the paper down from the board, scanning it. There were a couple of tiny photos of a clean space with a little kitchenette, and the details

      Fully Furnished

      Separate Entrance

      Garage Parking

      Full kitchen and laundry in unit

      Call for more information:

      My adrenaline was thrumming in full force by the end, my hands shaking. Was this it? Could it be this easy?

      I bolted out the door to the lot where Daniel was loading up a large black pickup truck with the groceries at the feet of his children, already strapped into their seats.

      “Excuse me, Daniel! Sorry! Excuse me a minute!” I waved the ad at him as I jogged, and he stopped to watch me running toward him with a confused expression until he noticed the paper he’d tacked to the board in my hands. “I wanted to ask about this!”

      He tilted his head to the side, stuffing his hands in his pockets as I came to a stop in front of him. “What do you need to know? You interested?”

      “I am,” I said, glancing down at the ad. “I don’t see a rental rate here.”

      “It’s nine hundred a month.”

      My heart sank. While that wasn’t a terribly large amount, it was a lot for me with the minimum wage salary I made at the grocery store. I hadn’t had the chance to start up a side hustle yet, no idea how to edge into the community markets. It was twice my current rental rate at the apartment I shared with Amanda, since I paid half.

      “Since you’re getting the garage space, and the laundry is in the unit,” Daniel continued. He must have noticed the look on my face, because he stopped there.

      I nodded. “That makes sense. It’s–”

      “How much can you afford?”

      I was startled. “Uh, well–you don’t have to–”

      Daniel waved a hand. “How much can you afford?” he repeated.

      “I’m paying half that right now for my current place,” I replied. “Less than half that.”

      He glanced around. “Here in town?”

      I nodded. I gestured, trying to brush away the issue, surprised to find I almost wanted to cry.

      So close to a solution, but–

      “That’s fine. Four-fifty? Will that work for you?”

      The tears nearly betrayed my anxiety, and I pressed a hand to my mouth, nodding almost manically. “That’s–yes. I can. I can do that. I can pay utilities, too
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