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      The Most UNLIKELY To Series of Contemporary Romance novels.

      Get to know this close knit group of twenty-something friends while they learn to cope and grow as their expectations are turned on their heads.

      

      The Most UNLIKELY To series books are full-length, character-driven, adult contemporary romance novels. They can each be read as stand-alones, or read in order to experience the story chronologically. More rom than com, with a little steam, they’re perfect for fans of Christina Lauren, Mhairi Macfarlane or Helena Hunting’s single-titles!

      Welcome to Port Camosun

      an idyllic historic small town on the West Coast of Canada.

      

      When you’ve given it all you’ve got, and are tired of life’s hard knocks, it helps to have a place to return where everyone knows your name and is glad to see your face. Sometimes the answer is going back to the one place in the world you can always call home. And sometimes your happily ever after can be found in the most unlikely place.
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      Quinn ‘Mom’ Roarke, Voted Best Shoulder To Cry On, and also Most Likely To Own A Café

      I know that I’ll look back on these days as being the happiest of my life. If you leave Port Cam, make sure to come back and visit.  Come on in, the coffee’s HOT!
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      Deanna ‘DeeDee’ Dunham, Voted Most Likely To Get A Facial

      Goodbye old boyfriends. Hello new boyfriends! Mwah! (Does this photo make me look fat?)
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          [image: Illustrated brown haired Caucasian young woman in a green vest]
        

      

      Ruby Zimmer, Homecoming Queen, & Voted Most Likely To win a Pulitzer Prize in Journalism

      Roads? Where I’m going, I won’t need roads. If you follow your dreams, you are capable of anything.
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      Rainy Saraladevi, Voted Most Likely To Change the World

      Be who you are and say what you feel, because those who mind don’t matter and those who matter don’t mind.

      I’ll never forget these great years with all of you! xo
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      Jeannie van Bellen, Voted Most Likely To Win The Nobel Prize, and also Cutest Couple

      The saddest thing in life is wasted talent.

      Graduation is the first step of the next chapter of your life.
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      Aislin Làska, Voted Most Likely To Get Flushed!

      I hate people. So much.
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      Parker Roarke, Voted Most Likely To Be A Justin Bieber Impersonator in Vegas

      All our dreams can come true…if we have the courage to pursue them. Just sayin’ —See you at Comicon, losers.
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      Julian Michaels, Voted Most Likely To Be A Dad

      Thanks for all of the memories. I had the time of my life.

      Miss you all! See you all at the 10 year reunion!
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      Tate Foreman, Voted Most Likely To Get a Star on Hollywood Blvd

      Stage or screen, stage or screen… Both! If movies have taught me anything, now the real fun starts.
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      Zach Chapman, Voted Most Likely To Be Late For Class, Also MVP, & Cutest Couple

      I’m awake! I’m awake! Is that the bell?

      Any pizza is a personal pizza if you try hard enough.
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      Jae Soo ‘JJ’ Jeong, Voted Most Likely To Make The Cover of Forbes Magazine

      Don’t assume the answer is no before you ask the question.

      If I still look this good in 10 years, I’ll be happy. I’m outta here! See you guys later!
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      Bethune Douglas, Most Likely To Design Her Own House

      Futures don’t make themselves, you have to create them.

      Thanks for all of the memories. I had the time of my life!

      Miss you all!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          [image: Illustrated dark haired young man with navy ball cap and t-shirt, facial scruff]
        

      

      Peter ‘Penis’ Corbin, Voted Most Likely To End Up In Jail

      Meet me behind the gym if you’re lookin’ for weed.
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      Jeannie

      My moment of hesitation before joining my welcome back party at Millhouse Coffee was just long enough to notice that my hand on the old brass door handle trembled uncontrollably. I pulled my hand away, clenching it into a fist. My feet stayed cemented to the sidewalk while I gathered my thoughts and my courage. Filling my lungs, I braced myself for what lay ahead. 

      Not just the next few minutes, but the next few days, weeks, and months.

      Until last week, I hadn’t been home for ten years. I hadn’t seen my group of closest friends from high school in a decade. Even I could hardly believe it, and I’m the only one, except for my best friend Quinn, who knew what I’d been through since graduation. My road had been long and strewn with obstacles.

      I was nervous enough returning to my hometown. Nervous enough that I’d conveniently-oh-so-strategically missed the ten-year Port Camosun High School reunion last weekend. That felt like more than I could handle all at once. A soft re-entry was what I needed, and the casual after-the-party gathering at my best friend’s new café had seemed like the perfect speed. Or so I’d assumed.

      Despite avoiding the reunion, I’d ended up reconnecting with pretty much everyone in our group a few days later instead of individually the way I wanted. It transpired that the biggest event at the reunion was Julian and Ruby getting together again. I thought my own history was fraught. But those two, it seemed, had it… Well, at least as bad. 

      Everyone assumed that from the moment Julian and Ruby set eyes on each other the summer before tenth grade, they’d be together forever. They were that rare couple who seemed like soulmates. But something happened the summer after grad that tore them apart, and broke Julian’s heart, according to Quinn. 

      I realized that what I found inside Quinn’s café might be hard to recognize. Everyone else would have changed, too. For better, or, like me, for worse. The girl voted ‘Most Likely to Succeed’ had become the ‘Prodigal Daughter’ returning from exile with her tail firmly tucked between her legs. I dreaded being the focus of everyone’s attention. Fortunately, that day, I was able to reconnect with just a few friends at a time as people wandered in and gathered around the battered old wooden coffee table. For a while, I’d thought maybe it’d all be okay.

      Until he walked in. 

      Initially, I felt most nervous seeing Zach Chapman, my high school boyfriend, after all this time, especially after the catastrophic way our relationship imploded on grad night. 

      But the incredibly hot, intense guy Zach came in with stole my attention instantly, casting a large shadow over my old beau. Taller, wider, with an imposing presence, his sweat-dampened t-shirt clung to impressive bulging muscles covered in ink like a Men’s Health cover model. He was pure man-candy and sucked the breath from my lungs. 

      I honestly didn’t know who he was. Just the most perfectly exquisite man to melt my inhibitions and distract me from my restorative mission—exactly the type of man who haunted my pathetic, lonely single-mom dreams. 

      My belly had swirled with heat and a shiver of excitement at the idea that maybe my future, now that I was home, might include something beyond motherhood, endless study, and hard work. Something decadent and delicious just for me. Now that I’d have my family’s support while I was going to school, maybe there’d be time for a little dating, at last.

      When his warm, steady gaze made its way across the room to me time and again, setting my face on fire, I finally leaned over to whisper in Ruby’s ear. 

      “Who is that tall guy with Zach? He keeps staring at me.”

      “Who? Phoenix?” She laughed. “Yeah, he changed a lot, hey? And surprised the hell out of us all when he showed up at the reunion last week.”

      “I don’t remember anyone named Phoenix,” I said, mentally scrolling our grad class list. 

      Her reply turned that thrill of attraction and hope into a solid wall of fiery dread. “Oh, that’s just a nickname he picked up in The Navy. You knew him. I’m pretty sure you took honours math together,” Ruby said. “You used to talk about him sometimes. Had a really rough family situation? His real name’s Peter. Peter Corbin.”

      In a nanosecond, everything I knew—about my past, my present, and most certainly my hopeful future—irrevocably changed.
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        * * *

      

      Phoenix

      Jeannie hadn’t yet shown up to her own party. Her late arrival had me rethinking my approach. She was obviously gun-shy about being with our group of old friends. I could relate, sort of, but it didn’t scare or inhibit me. She was different, and I needed to find out more about her before approaching her. I didn’t want to overwhelm her by coming on too strong, too soon.

      Within about fifteen minutes of arriving, Quinn asked Zach and me to get a load of liquor from Parker’s truck, parked just down the block. We lifted the cases of beer, and boxes of wine and tequila bottles, into two piles. I could see Zach fighting the urge to compete with me, and failing.

      “Don’t overdo it, Chapman. You don’t want to overwork your muscles so soon after an intense workout.” 

      We’d already spent hours at the gym today, Zach watching my routine and quizzing me on how to improve. Considering he’d been training and playing professional ball for a long time, I was frankly surprised at his desire to get stronger now.

      “I’m good,” he insisted. “I’m recovering nicely.”

      Having watched him lift weights, I knew this was patently untrue. He nursed his lumbar and was obviously in pain. 

      “I can take another one,” I said.

      “What about you?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not nursing a sore back. And this is well within my normal load.” I routinely ran twelve kilometres with a thirty-five-kilo pack plus gear, so I could easily carry a few more pounds a half a block.

      Zach tentatively added another case onto the stack in my arms. 

      I hardly felt it. “One more.”

      Scowling, he piled it on, and I shifted it and reconsidered. “Nah. Take it off. I don’t want to get my shirt sweaty.” 

      Scoffing, he removed it, setting it down inside the truck. “Show off.”

      “We can get more later if we run low.”

      “So what’s with the new shirt? I swear you’ve never bought new clothes. You tried on maybe twenty options this afternoon and fussed like a girl going to prom.”

      He wasn’t wrong. After our morning workout, I’d talked Zach into showing me a couple of local places to shop for clothes, and made him sit and rate me. Because I seriously didn’t have a clue. 

      “I haven’t bought civvies, except to work out or hang out. Other than that, I’m on duty, so I have uniforms for…stuff.” So many uniforms.

      “Huh.”

      I hesitated. Technically, I didn’t have to say anything to Zach, but we were rebuilding some kind of friendship here. “Have you talked to Jeannie yet?”

      He straightened his stack of cases, not looking up at me. “No. Why should I?”

      I continued staring at him until he looked up, and I held his gaze. “Because you owe it to her? Because it’s the right thing to do.”

      His gaze narrowed, then darted away. “It’s been for-fuckin-ever. I dunno. S’pose.” He jerked his chin at me. “Why do you care?”

      I tongued a tooth, twisting my mouth to the side. “Jeannie and I were good friends in school.” I waited for a beat. “I, uh, might be interested.”

      Zach’s face brightened as he processed what I meant. “No shit. Huh.” He coughed. “So…the new shirt.” He tilted his head towards the café where we headed, and I quirked a small smile. His next shrug conveyed permission, of sorts. “Not my business, man.”

      “Still. You ought to talk to her. Once. Clear up old hurts.”

      We carried our loads towards the café entrance. I could practically hear the gears working in Zach’s brain.

      “Hey, Big P.”

      “Yep?”

      “I was wondering. If maybe you can walk me through your routine. Take me through it step by step.”

      He’d obviously finished thinking about Jeannie. “You planning on enlisting? It’ll just make you hurt.”

      His mouth flattened, and his brow quirked. “I just want to try it.”

      I scoffed. Guys were always curious about what it took to train for special forces. Wondering if they had what it took. They usually didn’t. 

      “Yeah, sure. I’ll watch you sweat and beg to stop and then kiss my ass.”

      We laughed, and as we neared the door, Julian arrived at the same time with a stack of food trays from his van.

      “Guys.”

      “Hey, man.”

      Zach set down his load to grab the door, and I followed Julian inside, where the party crowd had thickened.
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        * * *

      

      Jeannie

      I ripped off the Band-Aid and finally hauled the café door open, a wall of music and voices enveloping me. On the other side, I waded into a miasma of rich scents—coffee, spicy food, and beer—that pushed my queasy stomach further to the edge. The chill café that now served as our gang’s daily hangout, which I’d avoided since that encounter last week, had been transformed into a sparkling bar scene with a standing crowd of people all talking at once.

      It had been a struggle to stay away until now, but I was getting good at excuses. My first task, scanning for Peter Corbin, turned up nothing, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I was safe for now. I squinted into the dimly lit space, eager to find and attach myself to Quinn.

      Seeing Quinn again had been—continued to be—amazing. She was the only one of our rag-tag and unlikely group of friends who I stayed in touch with all this time, keeping me from desperation, though a long-distance friendship just wasn’t the same. Even during those first few years when I barely called my parents because I was so devastatingly ashamed. She was the only one who knew my secret.

      And even Quinn didn’t know all my secrets.

      Quinn and I were honour roll geeks, math whizzes, and popular but nerdy good girls. Unlike many in our group, she took a different path. She didn’t go to uni either, though everyone expected her to as well. But she knew what she wanted, and she went out and grabbed it by the throat.

      Quinn’s twin brother, goofy Parker, was not the brilliant student his sister was, but clever enough, combined with athletic ability, to get a scholarship to the uni here in town. I laughed, recalling he’d been voted ‘Most Likely to be a Justin Bieber Impersonator in Vegas’ because of his glib tongue and boyish good looks. That family never had the patience for desk jobs, more hands-on and pragmatic in their skills and passions than bookish, like me. Instead, Quinn took business classes at the local college, worked a long but strategic series of grunt jobs at shops, restaurants, and cafés and saved her money.

      Two years ago, she bought this historic brick building in Old Town before anyone else fully realized how valuable and popular this blue-collar warehouse waterfront district next to the downtown would become.

      But Quinn the entrepreneur knew. She had her finger on the pulse of the city. At least a third of the old warehouses were already converted to trendy lofts, and new construction was happening everywhere. So now the girl voted ‘Most Likely to Own a Café’ was finally the proprietor of the trendiest café in the trendiest neighbourhood, at only twenty-eight years of age.

      She told me her dream was to make a place where people could hang out and feel at home. Where people could have a superior cuppa ethically sourced joe and a delicious healthy snack and chill with their friends. Where have you heard that before? Starbunckles ain’t got nothin’ on this place, she told me in her emails.

      And in spite of my deep desire to run and hide from the inevitable, Quinn, along with Deanna, had insisted on throwing a proper welcome back party at the café just for me. How could I say no when I was the guest of honour? Not something I could get out of.

      And I knew that, along with everyone else, Peter would be here.

      And so, here I was. Now my girl squad was all together again. Even the famous war correspondent, ambitious and elusive Ruby Zimmer, had returned to our hometown, apparently to stay.

      I spotted Ruby, Rainy, and Quinn near the bar, where Jae Soo leaned at the front, and Parker served as bartender behind. I cut a beeline through the crowd before anyone else noticed me arrive.

      “Here she is!” JJ called, spotting me first as I neared.

      Quinn’s face opened in a rare but broad and welcoming smile. She stepped towards me and enveloped me in her arms, murmuring in my ear, “I’m so glad you came.”

      As if I wouldn’t, but she had excellent people senses and, being my bestie, obviously noticed my reluctance to be with people.

      Rainy kissed my cheek, and Parker offered me a glass of wine, which I accepted only too happily. I needed that and something stronger to calm my nerves.

      “Thought we’d see more of you before now,” JJ said, sipping his beer. “I have so many questions.”

      I sighed, smiling at him. Jay-Soo the Suit, voted ‘Most Likely to be on the Cover of Forbes,’ proud owner of the MBA I should have had. That I still wanted. He used to have a floppy mop of beautiful silky black hair. Now, severe chiselled cheeks and trendy hair dyed all shades of burgundy and pink, with sculpted sides, slicked on top.

      Seriously though, everyone thought he’d have been whisked home to Korea long ago, swallowed up by the mega family business that supplied him with money to burn. And according to Quinn, he did disappear for years at a time. Some kind of apprenticeship, we supposed. Yet he was here again.

      He still wore expensive fashionable clothes, but now he seemed harder, like a buttoned-up, no-nonsense businessman. Until he opened his mouth and laughed that ridiculous donkey bray, flashing those million-dollar white teeth and you realized that inside he was still the same old crazy rebel he’d always been. Yet tempered somehow, with a quiet determination.

      My smile tightened, and panic swelled in my chest. This was the part I dreaded. The questions.

      I replied, “Of course, sure, JJ. I can’t wait to hear everything that you’ve done during the last ten years. I’m so excited to be here. I’ll make the rounds first, say hello to a few people, and catch up with you, okay?” I was babbling. I always babbled when I was nervous.

      He nodded, grinning, and turned to say something to Parker.

      I’m sure by now word had got around, and everyone knew I had a nine-year-old son. I just hoped they were too polite to ask too many questions about him, though I doubted that very much.

      As if to underscore my concern, as I turned the door opened and Julian entered carrying covered trays, presumably of his yummy food, while Zach held the door open for him. On Julian’s heels, entered Peter—or Phoenix, I guess I had to get used to calling him that—his short dark hair gelled, his muscles straining against a dark-coloured short-sleeved shirt, sending my pulse hammering in my chest, like a prisoner demanding escape. I could relate. But there was no escape.

      I spun towards Quinn. I needed time to sort out this crisis—and get my story straight. Yet first, somehow, I had to get through this night.

      I didn’t know how I would, but I’d survived worse, and I had to trust myself. I filled my lungs, setting my teeth. I will get through it. I will find a way.
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        * * *

      

      Phoenix

      I didn’t recognize half the people here and assumed our friends had brought friends, and probably dates or partners.

      We hauled the cases of liquor behind the counter and set them down. Parker dumped a bucket of ice cubes into a half-full tub on the counter.

      “Rip a couple of cases open and toss some bottles in here,” he said. “We need to cool them down.”

      Jae Soo, glass in hand, leaned on the counter. “Fried chicken once a week isn’t going to kill me,” he drawled.

      “But think of the poor chickens!” Quinn prodded his arm, grinning.

      Once Parker was satisfied, Zach and I each grabbed a fresh cold one and circled the counter to hover near Jae Soo, watching the crowd. It was curious, observing how certain pairs of people related to each other, especially old friends or siblings like Parker and Quinn. The subtext. The habits. The emotional shifts were visible to me now, after running missions and leading units of soldiers for years. The dynamic between Jae Soo, Parker, and Quinn was complex and fascinating.

      Ruby, as usual, caught my eye. She had an air of exhaustion about her that I’d noted before. But now, standing next to Julian, one or the other of them always touching the other, with a glow of elation and…relief, like a marathon runner who’d finally reached the finish line, like she’d been pushing through with her last ounce of energy.

      I could wish my love life sorted itself out as quickly as theirs did, but I knew it couldn’t have been easy with what Ruby had gone through. I could never let on all that I knew. But she’d suffered a lot. I’d seen people do much worse, really, after experiences like that.

      She’d made the tough call, stepping away from her war correspondent work to stay here with Julian, near her family and friends. It was the right one. Going out on assignment, again and again, was no life. She’d used herself up that way. Even though she was smiling now, I knew from experience her battle with PTSD wouldn’t be over any time soon. I had Dad to thank for that knowledge.

      She was here now—Jeannie. A shrinking violet next to Quinn and Rainy, trying not to take up too much space. I wondered where the self-assured girl that I knew was hiding. Ten years ago, I’d found her pretty and poised, but also envied the shit out of her. She had her family, and lived in that big old heritage house at the crest of the rise a few blocks beyond the house I’d grown up in before we had to move to the trailer park. Everyone knew her mom who had taught at the elementary school nearby.

      It was only after we’d been in the same classes for a couple of years, and become friendlier, that she confided in me about her little sister drowning when she was twelve. My baby sister Bess was only six at the time, and the thought of losing her killed me. But even then, Jeannie rose above it and was so strong and determined to succeed, and she believed she would.

      She’d been an inspiration to me. I never got the chance to tell her, but I could start now.

      Even though there was a brittle edge to her that hadn’t been there before, there was also a ripe softness that had come with maturity. I found I liked it very much, my body responding with a rush of blood, and twitching fingers whenever my gaze traced her curves, or the soft blush of her freckled cheeks whenever I caught her looking at me.

      I’d be a fool to think she was unchanged, unaffected by the past decade. I was hardly the angry scrawny teenager I was then. I’d heard she had a child, and that meant a complicated story. I needed to know more. To understand what had happened to her. No better time to start than now.

      More than just Jeannie was glancing my way, so I figured this was my moment. I pushed away from the counter and strode towards her. Her eyes widened when I stopped in front of her, leaving no ambiguity that I was there to speak with her.

      “Hey, Jeannie. Welcome back. It’s really great to see you again.”

       “Uh-um. Yes! Peter. I heard you were home too. Nice to— You too,” she stuttered, her blush ramping up to a cotton candy pink as she fumbled with her purse. The bright colour on her cheeks made her golden freckles pop. “I mean, it’s nice to see you, too.”

      Her embarrassment was too sweet. She was eyeing me like I was a bag of licky-chewies. She likes you, sailor.

      I couldn’t stop my face from twisting into a smile. “Nobody but my mom calls me Peter anymore. Everyone calls me Phoenix now.”

      “Right. Of course. Sorry.”

      I hadn’t meant to embarrass her further, but it was damned weird hearing my old name on her lips. Like I’d time-travelled back to high school.

      “No problem. It takes getting used to. I hear you’re going to school.”

      It wasn’t a hard question. I was trying to put her at ease. But she was completely flustered. Her lake-blue eyes darkened to navy as her pupils grew large, and I pretended not to notice her gaze dart over my chest and arms and down my body, avoiding my face.

      “Uh-huh. Yes. I’m finally going to get my MBA,” she choked out.

      “I hope we can reconnect this summer. Spend some time catching up before you get too busy.” I took a small step away to give her a bit of breathing room, my smile growing at how flustered she was. I wanted to wrap her in my arms and give her a bear hug. Reaching forwards, I satisfied the impulse by setting my fingertips against her arm.

      She squeaked and recoiled as if I’d set a torch to her smooth pale skin. Sensitive.

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, picturing her response if I touched her all over the way I wanted to, my chest filling as if I’d come upon a secret buried treasure. It felt like I’d breached a fortress she’d built around herself, catching her off-guard. Her fine smooth cheeks flared an even brighter shade of pink like summer rose petals.

      With a sputter of nervous laughter, she replied, “Sure. Yup. Maybe. Um. I’ll have to see. Busy schedule. Busy.”

      Okay. Back away, dude. She was really delicate. Even more than I thought. Or maybe it was just me that rattled her. This thought both thrilled and concerned me. I hoped her memories of grad night were not unpleasant.

      Shit. Is it possible she didn’t even remember our stolen night of intimacy? That night, she’d been upset, and did have a lot to drink, and hadn’t appeared used to it. But I hoped her memories were as pleasant as mine. Despite everything that happened before, and afterwards, I still held that secret memory close to my heart, treasuring it like a precious jewel. I’d had dreams of Jeannie.

      Well, I didn’t want to pressure her. This wasn’t the time. I’d catch up with her later, when she wasn’t on the spot, and give her my number. I’d make sure she felt in control.

      Smiling, I bent forwards to kiss her cheek lightly, straightened, winked, and returned to my post at the bar. I took the beer Parker handed to me and ignored the knowing stare Zach angled my way.

      “Obvious, much?” he muttered under his breath, nudging me with his elbow.

      I chuckled. “What’s wrong with that? I know what I want, and I’m going for it.”
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        * * *

      

      Jeannie

      My pulse skittered wildly as I watched Phoenix walk over to his friends at the bar. I tried so hard to stay in the moment, to follow the conversations all around me, enjoy the party and pay attention to my lovely friends. But my mind had withdrawn, turned inward, drilled down on my own situation in a buzz of panic and worry. 

      What was I going to do? How had the universe turned against me once more? Would nothing ever be easy?

      My body felt numb and tingly, and spots danced in front of my eyes. I couldn’t let it get the better of me. I had to stay calm. At least this time, I knew what I was getting into.

      Last Sunday, the day Ruby returned to say she was staying in town, and she and Julian got together, was my first time at the café, and everything had been going so well. I thought. 

      I was happy for them. Ruby was going to write a book or something. And I guess she was going to live with Julian on his farm. Unlike me, who would be stuck for the foreseeable future living with my parents. But then that gathering had turned into an impromptu party to celebrate them. That’s when everything went sideways. 

      That’s when Peter walked in, and the floor fell out from under me.

      I wasn’t faking to get away when I excused myself early, feeling sick. I truly was sick to my stomach, sweating, with a splitting headache. Stress and anxiety will do that. And shock.

      Now the dizziness and nausea were returning, despite my being prepared. This stress sickness was new. I’d already been through so much, and managed everything just fine. I was strong. I was in control. I could do anything. But lately, I seemed to be losing my composure. 

      Maybe I was exhausted and overwhelmed by all I had to do to make the move west. There’d been so many affairs to wrap up in Kingston. Everything to sell, give away, or pack up. And Will. Managing his expectations, stress, and resentment at having to leave his home, his school, and his friends. But I’d done it. And I’d dealt with far worse in my life. Why was I so frazzled now?

      I couldn’t stop myself from stealing glances at Phoenix, compulsively searching for the boy Peter that I knew in his unrecognizable masculine face, with its hard jaw, chiselled cheekbones, and thick neck. And that body, a huge wall of solid muscle, bore no resemblance to the gangly teen I’d known. From time to time I caught a twinge of something familiar—his straight nose was the same shape maybe, and why wouldn’t it be? The whorls of his ears seemed familiar, though why I even knew that, I’m not sure. A tiny mole on his cheek. And most importantly, his eyes. The intense, serious, intelligence of his eyes, and their colour—a deep fathomless bottle green like the sea. Somehow, I remembered that. 

      An image flashed through my mind. A visceral memory, old and buried. The intense focus and wonder in those green eyes as they looked into mine. That wasn’t a memory from math class. Shivering, I blinked the picture away.

      Now he reminded me of a big cat—watching everyone with those feline eyes. You just knew he saw things others missed. Watching and waiting. Waiting for the right moment, but for what?

      When he looked at me, which I couldn’t help but notice was often, I felt naked. Whether it was because he was mentally peeling off my clothes, or because he could see right through me, right into me, I didn’t know. One thing I knew in my bones was that he was dangerous.

      It wasn’t just his massive size or his solid muscles, or the intriguing ink that decorated his skin and drew my gaze over each bulging curve and hard plane, making me want more, though they were as intimidating as they were appealing. There was also his dark hair, cut short, and the intimate fit of his clothes, close but roomy enough for instant, powerful movement. 

      My body seemed to react to his presence with an agenda all its own. My skin tingled, my pulse raced, and my brain turned to mush. Just that, alone, set alarm bells ringing in my head.

      It was him. Who he was. Who he was to me, and to my son, made him a ticking bomb.

      I knew virtually nothing about him. And what I did know didn’t put my mind at rest. He’d changed so much, it felt like the past meant nothing. I was starting from scratch. 

      What could I know, based on the past? His rough life as a teen had made me feel so sorry for him. Under the brittle toughness that he showed everyone else, once I’d got to know him a little better, I saw his kindness, his vulnerability, his will to survive, and his drive to succeed. His love and loyalty for his broken father that kept him close when a better life became available. It was those things that had made me the most sad when I’d learned he’d died with his father in the trailer fire. What a waste. It was one of those moments in life when something happens that felt both tragic and inevitable. I was hardly surprised, and maybe wouldn’t have given it much thought, if it hadn’t been for that one night we’d spent together.

      Beyond that, I hadn’t mourned him. I hadn’t the luxury of time or attention to dwell on him later. If he hadn’t died, I’m not sure how I would have handled the pregnancy differently. Would I have reached out and told him? What could I have expected from him in the way of help? The fact that he was gone was, in a small way, a blessing. I had enough problems on my own without getting tangled up in his.

      Of course, I’d wondered who he might have become if he’d lived. His blood flowed in my son’s veins, so I was curious. Now, I’d find out.

      My God, so many of the facts had changed in a flash. I could hardly trust the ground I stood on. I felt dizzy with the need to rearrange my whole view of the world. Before long, I’d have to come to terms with these changes and face up to my moral duty. But I wasn’t ready for that yet.

      What I didn’t understand was why he’d singled me out. Why was he staring at me? Why would he come over just to talk to me when he was so cool to everyone else? And how could I resist my attraction to the sexy wall of hunky man he’d become? How long could I hold out?
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      Phoenix

      Completing a set of shoulder presses, I set the weight bar back on its supports. “Then we add weight for the deadlift,” I told Zach, and we swapped out the weights. “Start with what you can comfortably handle, and add a bit for each of the five rounds.”

      Once loaded up, I demoed the proper posture for a safe deadlift a few times and set the bar down, drawing in a deep breath, and along with it the familiar scents of rubber, oiled steel and sweat.

      “So you do a different routine each day?” Zach asked.

      “Pretty much, we rotate,” I confirmed. “Core, basic 101 and then strength. Plus runs. Let’s start with the core today. It’s the most fundamental.”

      I’d gone through all three routines for him, talking him through each step and focussing on safety. “You start on the back extensions like I showed you, and I’ll do squats and watch you.” I set my watch timer for twenty minutes as he climbed onto the glute and ham machine. “Go.”

      I was glad Zach had attached himself to me and pushed me to guide his training. It gave me something to do every day and eased my transition back into the group since we often ended up at Quinn’s café afterwards.

      When I returned to Port Camosun after ten years away, I knew my return would cause a disturbance. I was aware, complicit even, that almost everyone who’d known me then believed me dead. Would my friends, who’d thought me dead, accept me again? Could we, who’d lived such different lives, find common ground?

      Just a week ago, I’d cracked the seal on the door to my childhood home with a sense of purpose but no clear mission plan. Unlike most of my missions, I’d not been briefed. I had insufficient intel to know what to expect, beyond memories, hopes, and maybe unspoken fears.

      But now? Now I had one more piece of data that changed everything. The ten-year reunion last week had been a revelation, my welcome warmer than I could have imagined. What I hadn’t seen coming?

      Jeannie van Bellen.

      That my old friend and secret high school crush would be single and moving back to Port Cam, too? I hoped it was a sign that we were meant to reconnect.

      We swapped places after Zach had completed his ten reps, and I’d done fifty squats. By the time he’d grunted his way through fifty squats, I’d completed both my back extensions and sit-ups and waited for him. We’d both worked up a sweat, but Zach was gasping and groaning. Already.

      “You asked for it, bud.” With a chuckle, I slapped his back to encourage him, and we started on our second round.

      When I say I opened the door, I don’t mean literally to the shabby trailer I’d lived in with my father from the age of twelve to seventeen, because that structure had burned to ash long ago.

      Instead, I meant to the life, the identity, and the community that I’d abandoned when I ran away. Even though I’d only run through a gate, into another world: my new life, and my new identity, as an enlisted officer in the Canadian Navy.

      My decision to return to my hometown had been twofold. To be closer to my mother and younger sister Bess, who I’d seen little of for far too long, despite calling, occasionally visiting, and sending money regularly. Because they needed me.

      But also, to find a place where I could settle down and call home, something I’d not had all these years. Even growing up. Because it’s what I needed now.

      We swapped places again, Zach breathing pretty heavily now, his face and chest flushed. My own heart rate was elevated, as it should be, but this was routine for me. We continued, our breathing and the clank of the machines and weights the only sounds in the room.

      My career in the military, while not barely half over, had by necessity been nomadic, more so than most of my colleagues, since I had nowhere to return to, and nowhere to miss.

      Or at least nobody had been missing me.

      Now though, my two closest friends from my unit, who’d gone through basic and advanced training with me, and survived countless covert missions, had dispersed. I was at loose ends, feeling at a disadvantage for the first time in years.

      As we approached our thirtieth birthdays, they’d each chosen to make a change, returning to their families, and their respective quieter futures. Lt. Damien Meskew settled in Ottawa with his wife Brianna, where they were raising their new baby, Mellie. Second-Lt. Carter Robinson had joined his fiancée Ciara and extended family in Halifax and whatever that brought. Even Monty Borges, after transferring to the US Navy four years ago, was closer to his home and family in San Diego. My thoughts inevitably included Russell, the fifth in our group, who’d come home from Libya in a body bag three years before.

      My dream was to make a new family and home here like my friends had in other places. If I could figure out how. I had wondered if I would be happier settling near one of my buddies, or feel like a fifth wheel if I followed them.

      Despite Carter’s arguments, if I wanted to stay with JTF 2—Canada’s elite joint task force, similar to the US’s Seal Team Six—Halifax wasn’t an option. And for the foreseeable future, I did. For him, it made sense to go home, but he’d made career sacrifices to do it.

      Perhaps starting over in a semi-familiar place like Ottawa, near the Dwyer Hill Training Base, where I could transition into tactical development and training and still jump into the Canadian Special Operations Regiment—CSOR—as needed, and as I aged out of active duty, would be better.

      So I’d returned to Port Camosun with questions, but no firm direction. Could I call this place home again? Underlying all these life questions was a silent one that ate at me, causing my heart to race more than a workout could. Would this aching sense of loneliness follow me everywhere? Well, I’d find out soon enough. Sooner or later, I had to put down roots.

      When we’d done all our reps and rounds, and Zach lay on the mat for five minutes catching his breath, we grabbed a drink of water and headed out.

      “You think you can run to the café and back now?” I asked him.

      “Running…I can do,” he grumbled as we hit the pavement. “I am a midfielder. I can run all day.”

      “It’ll get better,” I reassured him, keeping pace on the way, wondering if I’d see Jeannie at the café today.

      Now I had both a clear sense of purpose and my North Star. Because if there was a chance I could be with Jeannie, who I still held up as the ideal against which every woman I met was measured, then this mission would be more successful than my wildest dream.
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        * * *

      

      Jeannie

      I pranced down the worn wine-red-carpeted stairs, spun on the ball of my foot on the polished fir boards at the bottom, and took three long strides through the front hall to the kitchen door. These movements were automatic—muscle memory if there’s such a thing. The product of a thousand mornings growing up in this big, creaky heritage house. This time, my mind twinged uncomfortably, because despite being back, I didn’t belong here anymore.

      “Morning, Mom,” I said, entering the kitchen to find her stumbling in backwards from the porch, carrying a heavy load.

      “Oh, there you are, sweetheart,” she mumbled absently. “Excellent timing. Can you take this?” She thrust the box she carried into my arms, and I nearly buckled under the weight, grunting.

      “Oh, my, God. This weighs a ton! Why don’t you get Dad to do it?” 

      “Take it to my car.” She flicked a garden-gloved hand and headed outside. “Dad’s busy in his shop.”

      I’d only been here a week and a half, and I’d already learned two important things that both negated and intensified my concerns about this plan. 

      The first was that my parents hadn’t changed in the ten years I’d been living out East. If anything, they’d become more. More absent-minded, preoccupied, and absorbed in their respective passions. Mom with her gardening world. Dad with his whirligigs. They were both retired now, leaving more time for their passions, therefore, somehow busier than ever. 

      And secondly, it seemed that my moving in—and bringing with me my nine-year-old son Will, who they had never met before our arrival— would hardly make a dent in their self-absorbed lives. In fact, I felt almost invisible.

      I worried about how this peculiar household made my shy, anxious kid feel. It was not the warm grandparently welcome I’d hoped for—for him, anyway. I hadn’t expected much for myself. Still, they never ceased to astonish me, and being here made my stomach pinch in a familiar and unwelcome way.

      Will sauntered into the front hall as I passed through with Mom’s box, opening the front door at the lift of my chin. At least someone in this family was thoughtful.

      “Thanks, my love.” Setting the box next to Mom’s station wagon, I returned. “You hungry?”

      Will shrugged. “A bit.”

      “Let’s find something.” I stroked his velvety freckled cheek, straightened his glasses, and led the way to the kitchen as Mom returned with stuffed shopping bags in each hand. “How about a grilled—?”

      “Oh! Here. Will. So glad to have an extra set of hands. Be a dear and take these.” Mom shoved the bags in Will’s direction, and he took them without a word. 

      I caught his eye and smiled. We’d already had a couple of dozen conversations, both to prepare him for my family before we came and to debrief after disorienting encounters with them. But every day brought new weirdness that needed explaining.

      I pulled some cheddar out of the fridge and started prepping grilled cheese sandwiches. Mom stomped in yet again with another open box, this one filled with teetering stacks of small plastic pots. 

      “Why don’t you put that stuff in the wheelbarrow and take it all to the car in one load?” I asked, knowing that common sense had little bearing on my mother’s relentless movements. “Why drag it all through the house?”

      She hummed absent-mindedly, chewing the inside of her cheek. “Oh, that thing has a wobbly wheel. And it was piled up by the back…um, door…anyway…” Her voice tapered off as her mind drifted onward.

      I pushed the sandwiches around the buttered pan as the cheese softened. “You heading to the garden centre today?”

      “I’m visiting a new garden. Someone who came in last week looking for…” Her sentence faded out as they often did.

      My mother was not practical, despite being an in-demand Master Gardener who taught popular workshops at the local garden centre and volunteered her time to answer questions from local residents. Even though she was a fount of knowledge when it came to plants, soil, irrigation, or pests—and had been a well-loved and competent school teacher until a few years ago—other aspects of life escaped her notice or were largely uninteresting.

      She relied on Dad for many practical things. He was better. But Dad too was absorbed with designing and building the whirligigs that he loved so much, and donated to local charity auctions, schools, and such. Instead of being a weekend escape from his rigorous accounting practice, now that he was retired, he seemed to have lost himself in his projects and often disappeared into his backyard shop for hours on end. Or maybe he just needed time away from Mom.

      It was hard to resent anyone who was so involved in their community, so generous with their time, and so warm and friendly to everyone they met. I’d always assumed it was me that was deficient in some way—and worked hard to overcome this shortcoming. And succeeded. Up to a point.

      But now, seeing the alienating effect their doddering ways had on my sweet son, I was beginning to see them in a different light.

      I desperately needed their support, both financial and practical, to get through my MBA program as quickly as possible. Will needed more of my attention now than ever, and relocating to a new city and school wouldn’t make this any easier. Working full-time while juggling these two things was more than I could handle. Thus the move.

      Thus my dependence on my parents. 

      Sighing as I plated the sandwiches and added a few carrot sticks, I wondered how we’d make it through the next two years.

      

      ***

      Phoenix

      My buddies Damien and Carter were bickering like two raccoons in heat when I joined the online chat on the non-military computer in the open office area.

      “Hey, guys.” 

      “Ottawa is not colder than Halifax!” Carter snapped.

      “More sub-zero temps. More snow,” barked Damien, immovable.

      “Dry cold’s better’n wet cold, any day. Halifax winters are fucking miserable, and you know it.”

      They didn’t stop, so I raised my voice.

      “Hey! Gentlemen!” Their argument petered out, their gazes shifting to, presumably, my face on their screens. They sat up straighter.

      “Good Morning, sir!” Carter barked, saluting.

      “Sir, Commander, sir!” echoed Damien.

      I took a moment to study their faces. Despite their apparent formality, their eyes sparkled and their firm mouths twitched with suppressed humour.

      This ritual was some perverse combination of our rigorous training and habit from field missions, and a kind of passive-aggressive dig that I’d been promoted a rank higher than them, that they never tired of.

      We all knew this was largely because I was Task Force Commander, despite having gone through training with them all at Dwyer Hill and Valcartier. We all had type-A personalities, spines of steel, were invincible fighters and irreplaceable team members hugely committed to success, and were keen to serve, protect, and defend our country. You didn’t make JTF 2 if you weren’t.

      My promotion to Commander was largely due to my versatility, I figured. And my leadership skills. I was the brains of the unit and always had been. We were all specialists within the Special Forces, of course. It’s just that with my engineering degree, my communications and IT training as well as my tactical, intelligence, and strategic strengths, I’d grown into that role. There were other reasons, too. My Navy background. And though we were all by necessity physical badasses, I still had six inches and fifty pounds on them. And of course, I was a know-it-all bossy fuck. There was that.

      At their erect posture and alert expressions, I remembered how my habitual disciplined straight spine and focus looked to others. I wondered what my old high school friends saw when they looked at the new-and-improved me. I’d been doing it so long, it was my skin now.

      After another beat, I smirked and said, ”At ease, sailors. This is a social call.” I reclined in my desk chair with a squeak, folding my arms, and felt my mouth pull into a grin. I’d missed them. It had been weird hanging out with civilians these past few weeks, and these guys put me at ease.

      They relaxed, too, smiling.

      “How you doin’, sir?” ventured Damien, jerking his chin at the screen. “Looks like you’re at work.”

      I nodded, acknowledging the room they could see behind me, the standard issue grey JTF 2 Pacific HQ office space where I’d been assigned a desk while staying here on base. “Still on leave. ”

      We weren’t always together, but we’d been together more than apart these past six years. I knew, despite the choices they’d made and the damned good reasons why, that this transition to separate lives would be tough on them.

      “You guys happy to be home?”

      “Can’t beat it.” Carter’s grin said it all. “Got my own fan club here. Between Ciara, my mom, and my grandma, I’ve gained five kilos already, and it ain’t muscle.”

      “You fat fuck. You always did eat more’n your share,” grumbled Damien.

      I smiled. “Just because you’re regular now is no excuse to slack on fitness, Carter. You’re trained to lead, so be a leader.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m just enjoying it for a minute. Mostly I’m just…you know. I feel like I can exhale.”

      I nodded, knowing exactly what he meant. Even though on leave, my antennae were forever tingling, expecting to be called out any second. And my check-in with JTF 2 HQ brass Lieutenant-Commander Unger was coming up fast. I needed a plan.

      “Don’t relax too much, Carter. You can still get called to sub. Damien? You a happy little pig in shit, too?”

      He grinned and held his phone up to the camera, showing off a blurry picture of a drooly-faced toothless baby. Carter guffawed, and I shook my head as a wave of nostalgia and a weird twang of jealousy twisted in my gut. Though Damien was still in the unit, he was withdrawing from the frequent deployment demands of JTF 2, the unspoken reality that he’d reapply to CSOR and would no longer join me on missions. However, once JTF 2, always JTF 2. He’d always be special. In an ideal world, soldiers would marry after thirty, and delay kids till closer to thirty-five, when we’d age out of direct-action missions. 

      “Congratulations, man,” I said, wondering if there was still a chance for me. “Must be nice to be with your family.”

      He bobbed his head, his lips pulled into a flat smile of agreement. “The brass at Dwyer keeps me hopping. Onboarding newbies.”

      “How do the new units look?”

      “Not bad. Good batch of guys.”

      I could lead any team. Any unit would pull together under strong leadership. But not having my guys at my side. That fucking sucked.

      “How’d the shindig go?” Carter asked, changing the subject, and I knew it hurt him to step away from our life together.

      “Aw, yeah. Did everyone shit when you walked in?” Damien added.

      I nodded. “You could say that.” I let out a small huff of laughter. “People were shocked. But really welcoming.”

       Damien added, “That’s great, man.”

      Carter tilted his head and lifted a brow. “And now you’re finally coming back to Dwyer, right?” I knew he was only half teasing. He really did want me there. “Your god-daughter wants to meet you,” he added for good measure.

      “Shut your pie-hole. Why would Phoenix want to live in your ball-freezing part of the country when he could join me here in—?” 

      I laughed, as if Halifax was any better. “If weather was my primary concern, I’d stay right here in Port Cam, turkey.”

      “Truth.” Damien’s pout twisted into a frown. And if you can make searing eye contact through a video call, then he came damned close. “Any progress, though, really?” 

      My hands dropped, and I stared at them, lying relaxed in front of the keyboard. Both men fell silent, waiting.

      “Something…significant happened.”

      They leaned closer to their screens, alert. After a few tense moments of silence, while I let their imaginations run, and their expressions morphed from puzzled to curious to concerned, I cleared my throat.

      “Is it your mom? Is she okay?” whispered Damien, the sensitive one, despite his gruff manners.

      My mouth pulled slightly to the side in acknowledgment of the way his mind worked. I knew my guys, my unit, as well as I knew myself. I knew where they’d go and what they were capable of. Quickly, I put a stop to his downward spiral.

      “No. No. Nothing bad. It’s all right. Good even.”

      Suddenly, I felt my face warm, and glanced to the side, drawing a breath. If I said this aloud, it would be real. 

      “Remember that girl I told you about? The one I…had a crush on?”

      “The brainy one? From honours math?” Carter asked.

      “The girl you hooked up with at grad?”

      I nodded. It was funny that they remembered these weird details from my life, but when you’re on a mission—and you’re huddled in the desert dust behind a rock outcropping waiting for a target, or gathering intel for days on end in an abandoned warehouse, or on long overseas flights—there are thousands of idle hours to exchange life stories.

      I swallowed. “Yeah. Jeannie.”

      Carter’s eyes bugged. “You hooked up again? At the reunion?”

      “Whoa,” Damien breathed, and if we were in the same room, I knew he’d be punching my shoulder in congratulations. “Dude!”

      That shocked a huff of laughter from my throat. “No. God.”

      Embarrassed at the admission, I felt my brows itch, and swept my fingertips across them, rubbing. “She didn’t make it to the party. But she is here. She’s moved back here, and…” A half cough, half laugh of embarrassment swelled in my throat, choking me. “She’s single.” I shrugged, my voice weirdly soft, an echo of the insecure teenager that had been half in love with her for years.

      I remembered her, of course. You didn’t forget a girl like Jeannie van Bellen. You never forgot your first crush. I’d thought of her often over the years, but I’d imagined she’d got her degrees and was settled somewhere, having the brilliant career and life she’d been destined to have. Likely in a committed relationship if not married. But when I saw her the day after the party and learned that she was not only moved home but was single, all the variables rearranged themselves in my mind.

      The excitement in their faces reflected the thrill that thrummed in my veins, validating my feelings. I sensed a trace of disappointment, too, as if they knew this meant my first choice would not be to join them when I made my decision.

      “You know there are women in Ottawa, too. You’d get some no matter where you were,” Carter tried.

      “Uh, no. This isn’t that. This girl… She’s more.”

      That didn’t stop them from ribbing me. 

      “Ah, too bad, so sad. That you’re not gonna get some,” Damien sang. “She won’t be interested in your hairy ass,” he joked.

      “Uh. I’ve got a helluva lot more to offer her than I did ten years ago, asshole. How can she resist?”

      “Well,” Carter spat. “Women, you know.” As if that explained everything.

      “That’s nice, coming from a married man,” I said.

      “Don’t even.”

      Since I’d learned at the reunion party that Jeannie was returning to town, I’d been on edge, tightly wound as if I were heading out on a mission, senses tingling.

      I wasn’t worried, though. I saw the way she checked me out at the café the first time she saw me. She was interested, all right. I just had to execute the mission. Something, as it happened, I was pretty damned good at.

      I didn’t believe in signs. I was a data man, and there were such things as patterns. As Task Force Commander, sometimes I was faced with a shit pile of facts, no patterns, no clear path, and a ticking clock. At times like that, I relied on my gut. And if I were having a good mission, a good day even, one extra piece of data dropped in my lap and made my next step crystal clear.

      Today was such a day.
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      Phoenix

      Lieutenant-Commander Brun Unger was JTF 2 Chief of the Pacific HQ, under the overall naval base commander. I’d met him a few times but knew him more by reputation than personal experience since I’d worked out of the eastern HQ for the past five years. He’d be my superior at the Naval Base here in Port Cam if I stayed, and it was with him I needed to discuss my career situation—and my goals. Kitted out in my freshly pressed NECU, I reported in early for my appointment with Unger, easy to do since I was living on base while on leave. 

      I knew there’d be guys I wanted to chat with on the way to my meeting, so I left time to stop at my own desk, check my email, then head over.

      “Hey, Corbin,” called out Robbins, a guppy bin kicker whose desk was opposite mine, among a gaggle of other pencil pushers and paper clips. “You back on duty?”

      “No. Checking in with my career mangler.”

      “Got your orders yet?”

      “Still waiting,” I said. It was nobody’s business that I was a ninja and didn’t get placements like regular anchor crankers.

      I knocked on Unger’s door.

      By now, I was sure I’d have a definitive answer for Unger when he asked me what I’d decided. It was a privilege to have a say in it at all. But that was a perk of my position, my seniority, and my status. My job would take me wherever I was needed. But being stationed on the Pacific meant I’d be less likely to get diplomatic escort duty unless the Prime Minister or some other brass were heading to Asia. Though I never knew until they called me.

      After a moment, I heard a gruff, “Enter,” from within, and turned the knob.

      “Sir.” I stood to attention, saluting. “Lieutenant-Commander, sir.”

      After another minute of paper shuffling, the block-jawed fifty-something man with shorn grey-brown hair lifted his head. “Corbin.” He saluted. “At ease. Take a seat.”

      I sat in front of him, removing my ball cap and setting it on my lap.

      “How’s your leave going?”

      “Very well, sir. So far.”

      “You haven’t been out West for a while now. Spending time with your family, are you?”

      “I’m heading to the mainland to visit my mother and sister this weekend.”

      “Good. Good. We all need family, Corbin. Important to have that support outside of work.” He nodded, twisting his mouth while scanning the paperwork in front of him.

      “Says here you’ve got another four weeks to go. That’s a long break for someone of your value, Corbin.”

      “I appreciate that, sir.” I swallowed. I knew this would come up. My time was short.

      “Have you made a selection?”

      I cleared my throat. “Not quite, sir. Getting there.”

      Unger dipped his chin and scowled at me, studying my face. “It’s not like you to waffle over
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