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        ABOUT WICKED EVER AFTER

      

      

      

      She’s hiding his baby. He’s done playing nice.

      

      Former Marine sniper Pierce “One-Mile” Walker knows heartbreak and betrayal all too well. A deadly mission cost him everything—especially Brea Bell, the small-town beauty he walked away from to protect. But when news of her upcoming marriage detonates the last of his restraint, Pierce vows to claim the woman who belongs to him and no one else.

      

      Brea gave her innocence to the dangerous, rough-edged warrior who made her feel alive—only to have him vanish, leaving her heartbroken and pregnant. Desperate to shield her unborn baby, she chooses a safe path…until Pierce storms back into her life, determined to uncover her secret and make her his forever.

      

      Hunted by a powerful enemy intent on destroying everything he holds dear, Pierce will burn down the world to safeguard Brea. But as their forbidden love burns hotter than ever, danger threatens to tear them apart.

      

      This time, Pierce won’t walk away—and anyone who stands between him and his family will pay the ultimate price.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey, Awesome Reader!

      

      Thank you for choosing Wicked Ever After. I sincerely hope you enjoy this conclusion to Brea and One-Mile’s epic story. I’d hate to part ways when you’re done, so let’s keep in touch. The easiest way is via my newsletter, which you can join from my website. Plus, you’ll learn more about other Wicked Lovers: Soldiers for Hire titles, upcoming releases, sales, free reads, and virtual signings, plus be the first to see cover reveals, excerpts, teasers, and more!

      

      Hugs and happy reading!

      

      Shayla

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      If you have not read Wicked as Sin, please STOP.

      

      Wicked Ever After is the second part of a duet in the Wicked Lovers: Soldiers for Hire series about sniper Pierce “One-Mile” Walker and preacher’s daughter Brea Bell. In order to fully understand and enjoy this book, you should first read part one of this duet, Wicked as Sin.

      

      I sincerely hope you enjoy the saga of these two characters I’ve come to love so deeply, which is why they required two books to tell the full breadth of their story.

      

      Hugs and happy reading!

      

      Shayla

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Saturday, November 1

        Louisiana

      

      

      As everyone in the salon joked and laughed around her, Brea Bell held in a sob.

      Pierce Walker didn’t want her anymore. Sure, he’d come up with an excuse, but the truth was he’d pushed her away. He’d lied. He had never loved her.

      That reality pelted her brain in a litany through the long day of stilted smiles and prying clients.

      It took all her will not to break down, but she refused to weep over a man who’d abruptly decided she wasn’t enough for him.

      Still, she couldn’t stop turning their brief conversation over in her head.

      If he no longer wanted or loved her, why had he rushed home to see her? And kissed her as if his life depended on it?

      The man had always confused her.

      As she swept the last of the hair from the floor and stored the broom, the chime on the empty salon’s front door rang. She turned, hoping to see a friendly face.

      Cutter appeared around the privacy partition dividing the front desk from the clients. “Hey, Bre-bee.”

      “You’re back!” She ran to him.

      He opened his arms and hugged her tight. “You okay?”

      She clung gratefully. He’d always been her lifeline. “Tell me what happened to you. Your client got kidnapped? And you got a concussion?” She skimmed her fingertips across his face. “That’s a nasty scrape on your cheek, but whatever gave you that bruise at your temple must have hurt like the dickens. And what about that long scratch on your chin?”

      Cutter pulled back with a scowl. “I’ll heal. But it wasn’t my finest case. Thankfully, Jolie Quinn, my client, kept her head up. Her corporate security specialist, Heath, managed to save her. They both got out alive.”

      “Oh, thank goodness everyone is all right.”

      “I’m not going to lie. Wednesday was rough. I should have done better.”

      She laid a comforting hand on his shoulder. “I know you. I’m sure you did everything you could.”

      “Except pee with my back against the wall,” he groused. “But how are you? Feeling any better?”

      Brea glanced into the break room to make sure everyone had, in fact, left. Finding it empty, she returned to Cutter’s side with a frown. “Not so good. Lots of nausea and exhaustion.”

      “Your text said your doctor appointment is Monday morning at eleven?”

      She nodded. “Can you make it?”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “Thanks. And thanks for coming to see me. I could use a friend.” Tears filled her eyes.

      So much for her vow not to cry. But at the thought of never seeing Pierce again, hot drops scalded her cheeks.

      “Hey, Bre-Bee, shh… I know you’re worried. But don’t borrow trouble until you’ve seen the obstetrician and⁠—”

      “P-Pierce broke up with me this morning.”

      “What?” His mouth pinched. His nostrils flared. His fists clenched. “Are you kidding me? You told him you were pregnant, and that motherfucker⁠—”

      “I didn’t get to tell him. I don’t know what happened…” She sniffled. “Before he left on a mission last Thursday, he told me he loved me. He asked me to move in with him. But when he showed up at my house this morning, he…”

      She couldn’t finish that sentence without falling apart.

      “Dumped you. What reason did he give?”

      “He didn’t. He just said that something had come up and he couldn’t see me anymore. But he seemed impatient. Or nervous. I’m not sure. And he talked to me like…he was already half out the door.”

      “Oh, Bre-bee.” He caressed her back and held her as the tears she didn’t want to shed fell freely. “I’m sorry.”

      “You warned me.” She dragged in a deep breath and tried to stop blubbering. “B-but I’m so confused… When he told me he didn’t want me to move in anymore, I told him it was impossible anyway and tried to leave. Then he grabbed me and kissed me like he didn’t want to let me go.”

      “Don’t look for logic where Walker is concerned. You gave yourself to him in good faith because you fell for him. He’s just an asshole who played you. I hate that. And I hate him.” He gritted his teeth. “But now, it’s over. You have to move on. I’ll kick his ass for you.”

      “You can’t. That won’t solve anything. I just don’t know what I’m going to do if the doctor confirms I’m pregnant.”

      “Well, Pierce wasn’t going to be much help as a father anyway, so don’t bother giving two shits about him.”

      She couldn’t put this on his shoulders. “Cutter…”

      “Fine.” He clenched his jaw, which told her he wanted to say something more but didn’t to keep the peace. “I won’t bad-mouth him anymore. But I’m right. He’s gone, and you’re better off. Don’t worry. You know I’ve always taken care of you.” He squeezed her shoulders. “I always will.”
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        * * *

      

      One-Mile ambled around his house, shaking his goddamn head. Everywhere he looked, he saw Brea. Clutching her cookies in his foyer. Bending over his pool table. Undressing in his dining room. Spreading her naked body across his bed.

      And now she was gone—he feared for good.

      Goddamn it, he felt like he’d taken a dull knife, jabbed it into his chest, and fucking gutted himself.

      You always suspected you were all wrong for her. Good job proving it.

      “Fuck off,” he snarled at the voice in his head.

      He glanced at the wall clock. A little after six. After driving all night, he should have been starving and exhausted. He should have consumed half his refrigerator and crashed until dusk. But no. He’d choked down an egg and a few crackers, taken a scalding shower, then tossed and turned in his pristinely made bed for a few hours.

      Sleep hadn’t come, not with his head turning and his guts rolling.

      He opted for whiskey instead.

      Bottle in hand, he screwed off the cap, planted himself in front of his massive-ass TV, and flipped through the college football games. But he didn’t give a shit who won or lost.

      Hell, he wasn’t sure he’d ever really give a shit about anything again except losing Brea.

      On that cheerful note, he chugged a good quarter of the bottle in one long swallow. If he was going to get completely trashed, why wait?

      But as he lifted the bottle to his lips again, someone began pounding on his door.

      His money was on Cutter.

      By now Brea had probably told her daddy-approved boyfriend that he’d been an absolute asswipe to her. Cutter would come in, full of vitriol and swinging fists.

      One-Mile welcomed it, and Cutter wouldn’t hold back. With physical pain to focus on, maybe One-Mile could forget how much his breaking heart fucking hurt.

      With a sigh, he lunged to his feet and headed toward the insistent knocking. “I know you came to beat the shit out of me. Don’t say anything. Just do it, okay?” He wrenched the door open and reared back. “You’re not Bryant.”

      Instead, all three of his bosses stood on his porch, looking somewhere between disgusted and pissed.

      Clearly, this wasn’t a social call.

      Fuck.

      “None of us is Bryant,” Hunter drawled. “But I’ll be more than happy to take you up on your invitation because you obviously need an ass kicking. Are you out of your fucking mind?”

      So they had already heard about Montilla’s capture? Bitchin’. “Yeah, I probably am. I should have just killed that son of a bitch for what he did to me, but when I had him in his wife’s former safe house, I didn’t pull the trigger. I just turned him over like a good little citizen. I thought that would make you happy. But you’re clearly annoyed I didn’t follow orders.”

      “Do you ever turn on the fucking news?” Logan challenged, looking ready to wring his neck.

      Joaquin, who wasn’t much of a talker, rolled his eyes with a grunt and grabbed the remote, flipping the channel to cable news.

      The top-of-the-hour headline horrified him.

      Five Cops Dead, Two Injured in St. Louis Police Department Escape.

      Shock poured over him like a bucket of ice. “Son of a bitch.”

      “Montilla’s thugs rolled in there, shot up the place, then took off with their boss—killing two more cops as they left just for the fun of it.”

      And every one of their deaths was on his head. One-Mile felt utterly sick as he sagged against the wall. “Oh, fuck.”

      “Yeah.” Hunter swiped the bottle from his hand and slammed it on the coffee table. “So you better start giving us reasons not to kill you ourselves. Explain what the fuck you were thinking and why you didn’t clue us in.”

      “And toss in a good rationale for why we shouldn’t fire your insubordinate ass, too,” Logan chimed in.

      Honestly, he couldn’t think of a single one.

      Joaquin grabbed his arm and shoved the cuff of his long-sleeved athletic shirt past his elbow, examining the underside of his forearm. Then he turned to the others. “No new tracks.”

      They thought he was still taking the drugs Montilla and his goons had addicted him to? And that it had led to his lapse in judgment?

      One-Mile jerked free and exposed his other forearm. “Of course there are no fucking new tracks. But here. Examine this arm, too, so you can be really sure. But if you’d just asked me, I would have told you that once I went through detox in the hospital, I haven’t had any other cravings. I wasn’t high in St. Louis. I just fucked up.”

      “You got too involved.” Joaquin turned an accusing glare on the Edgington brothers. “I told you he wasn’t ready for an assignment.”

      “Bullshit,” One-Mile defended. “You asked me to relocate Valeria and her family safely. I did that.”

      “Sure, then you totally ignored orders and went rogue. So don’t fucking yell. You’re lucky we’re talking to you at all. You’re a talented son of a bitch, but not irreplaceable. I wanted to kill you for this stupid-ass stunt.” Joaquin pinned him with cold hazel eyes. His low voice was like a blade down One-Mile’s spine. “I got voted down.”

      “Too bad,” One-Mile quipped. That would have made everything so much easier… “Is Valeria still safe?”

      Logan nodded. “No thanks to you. We’ve warned her. Thankfully, Jack Cole recommended a bodyguard in the area, who’s with her now. She’ll call if she needs us.”

      Thank God for that.

      “Sit,” Hunter demanded. “We’re going to talk.”

      One-Mile flopped onto the sofa, grabbed his bottle, and took a long pull.

      The elder Edgington grabbed the booze from his grip and sent him a narrow-eyed glare. “What the fuck? Jack Daniel’s straight up at four in the afternoon? Did you trade booze for drugs as a way of dealing with the trauma from your last mission to Mexico?”

      No, it was how he was coping with Brea’s loss, but he didn’t owe them that explanation. And he’d be goddamned if he let them slap a PTSD label on him, too. That was getting better…somewhat. But he refused to have that conversation now.

      “Fuck you. It’s been a long day, and I’m kicking back. Are you here for a mental health check, Mommy?”

      “What. The fuck. Happened?” Hunter snarled.

      Since they weren’t going to go away, he started at the beginning, telling the others that he’d gotten Valeria, her son, and her sister out of St. Louis without a hitch. And that with too much time on his hands in Orlando, he’d started to think—about ways to pay back Montilla…and how to catch their mole.

      “At least I’ve figured out who’s betrayed us.” One-Mile explained the email chain.

      Logan leaned in. “You’re sure?”

      “Unless everyone else somehow got the memo…”

      They all shook their heads.

      “First I’m hearing of it.” And Hunter didn’t sound pleased.

      “Then I’m positive. Trees is your asshole.”

      His trio of bosses looked at one another. “Why would he do that?”

      None of them had an answer.

      “Money?” One-Mile suggested. “Drugs? Blackmail?”

      Logan stood, then looked at his brothers. “That other problem we talked about this morning?”

      What did they mean?

      Joaquin raised a dark brow. “You have an idea how to deal with it?”

      “Yeah. Let me look into something.” Logan headed for the door.

      Hunter and Joaquin exchanged a glance before the quiet bastard shook his head. “That frightens me.”

      “Same. We’re coming with you. And you—” Hunter scowled, then pointed a sharp finger in his direction—“don’t do another fucking thing. You don’t even fart without talking to us, am I clear?”

      “Crystal.”

      “If you have contacts, start working them—quietly,” Logan insisted from across the house. “Try to find out where Montilla is going and what he plans to do next. Try like your life depends on it.”

      But it wasn’t his life that worried him; it was Brea’s. It seemed likely Montilla or his goons would pay him a visit at some point. One-Mile couldn’t give that son of a bitch any reason to look her way.

      And as the trio left, he shoved the bottle aside, retrieved his laptop, and started calling everyone he knew.

      This time, when he found Montilla, he wouldn’t bother with any slap-and-tickle torture before an orderly arrest; he would just kill the bastard, possible repercussions be damned. At least Brea would be safe.

      Nothing else mattered.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Monday, November 3

      

      

      Brea walked out of the doctor’s office at the clinic in Lafayette, feeling numb and stunned. Her life would never be the same.

      Cutter rose to his feet in the empty waiting room and stared. But his grim face told her he expected her next words.

      “I’m pregnant.” Her whisper turned to a sob.

      With a soft curse, he pulled her into his arms, stroking a big, comforting hand down her back. “Bre-bee…”

      She sank against him and clung for comfort.

      Except his two tours in Afghanistan, Cutter had been there for her since the day she was born. She had pictures of him, a gangly eight-year-old boy, holding her as an infant. She’d grown up next door to him. Though he had relocated to nearby Lafayette after returning from the Middle East, she saw him all the time. They spoke most every day. He had been her staple, her rock…and sometimes, her shield from the real world.

      He couldn’t shield her from this reality, but she’d never been more thankful for him than she was now.

      “It’s all right.” He pulled back and cupped her face. “We’ll handle it.”

      “How is it all right? You know what my father will do. What the town will say.”

      Brea feared her father having another heart attack because his only daughter had disappointed him so deeply. Without a husband, the town would gossip that she was a “fallen woman.” Not everyone in Sunset was so narrow-minded, but being Preacher Bell’s daughter, she was held to a higher standard. Once the news that she was “in trouble” spread, her living as a hairdresser would likely dry up. Then how would she support her baby?

      Even if Pierce found out, she doubted that the man who had suddenly told her they needed to “take a step back” would care.

      “Do you want to consider terminating the pregnancy?” Cutter asked softly.

      She hadn’t had much time to adjust to the idea that she would be a mother come May, and after her own mother’s fate, giving birth scared her. But instinctively she slid a protective hand over her slightly bulging belly. “Heavens, no. I would never do that. I’m not judging. That choice might be all right for some but you know I wasn’t raised that way.”

      Besides, if her being unwed and expecting would devastate Daddy, ending the pregnancy, if he ever found out, would be ten times worse.

      “Understood. Let’s grab a bite of lunch and talk.” Cutter dropped a hand to the small of her back and led her toward the exit.

      The front door’s electronic chime sounded. Brea looked up to find a man she’d never seen entering the clinic. A stranger, thank goodness. If he’d been anyone from Sunset, her appointment here would have caused the kind of speculation and chin-wagging that kept the town’s gossip mill churning for days.

      It was only a matter of time before they knew her secret.

      What was she going to do?

      Outside, she shivered in the November chill. Brea wrapped her sweater around her shoulders as Cutter opened the passenger door. She hopped in his truck, her mind reeling in the silence.

      Once he’d settled in the driver’s seat, he tugged on his seat belt and started the vehicle. “What are you going to tell One-Mile?”

      “Nothing.” Thankfully, he didn’t live in Sunset and wasn’t connected to the town grapevine. So if and when he heard, she would be the one to fill him in. “You can’t confront him about this, either.”

      “Look, he’s a jackass and he’ll make a lousy father, but⁠—”

      “I’m asking you to keep my secret.” If he didn’t want her, she refused to say anything that might guilt him into taking her back. “Please.”

      Cutter tossed his hands in the air. “I have to work with him.”

      “It’s not as if you two voluntarily speak. All you have to do is not mention me.”

      “He’ll ask me about you.”

      Maybe he had in the past, but Brea doubted he would anymore. “If my daddy finds out I got pregnant by a man who’s never even taken me on a date, he’ll disown me.”

      Cutter slanted her a chiding glance. Okay, maybe she was being dramatic. He wouldn’t disown her…but he also might never forgive her. Daddy had been both her mother and father growing up. Not having him to guide her as she learned how to parent would be a devastating blow.

      If she had Pierce’s love and devotion, it would help to cushion the hit. But she didn’t, and dwelling on his abandonment accomplished nothing. Wishing he’d come back was an even bigger waste of time.

      Until her son or daughter was born, other than Cutter, she was alone.

      “When are you finally going to tell me what happened between you two?”

      She shook her head. The last thing she wanted to talk about now was the night she’d gotten pregnant, especially with Cutter. He would never understand. And he would blame himself. “Leave it.”

      “Be honest with me. Did Walker even bother to wear a condom?”

      No, and that was just as much her fault as his. “Don’t do this.”

      “At least tell me if he forced you⁠—”

      “No.” She wished he would stop prying. “And I won’t cry rape when it wasn’t.”

      Her time with Pierce had been like a fantasy, all fireworks and grand passion. But now the time to pay the bill had come, and she alone was holding the check—with no way to pay except her grit and stubborn determination.

      “Move to Lafayette.” Cutter broke into her thoughts. “My apartment building has great security and good neighbors.”

      In theory, that sounded ideal. New town, new life—one close to Cutter. But she’d already thought through that possibility. “With Daddy’s heart condition? I can’t leave him.”

      “You wouldn’t be far away.”

      “Too far for his circumstances. Besides, all my clients are in Sunset.” And they’d likely desert her once the news got out. “I’d have to start my business over.”

      “You can move in with me until you get on your feet. I’ve got a spare bedroom.”

      She appreciated his sacrifice, but she hated to take over his home office—or any part of his life. He valued his privacy, just like she did. But he wouldn’t care about that, so she had to phrase her refusal in a way he could understand.

      “I can’t live ‘in sin’ with you. You know that’s what the town would say. The preacher’s daughter and the town drunk’s son shacking up. What a shame…”

      He let out an exasperated sigh as he put the truck into drive. “Damn it, I wish those small-minded idiots would keep their mouths shut.”

      “You lived in Sunset most of your life. You know they won’t.”

      Gritting his teeth, Cutter pulled away from the clinic. “Can I ask you a question? Was Pierce your first?”

      Surely, he didn’t think she slept around. Probably not, but they’d also never asked about one another’s sex life. “Of course.”

      Cutter gripped the steering wheel like it was Pierce’s neck. “We should get married.”

      Brea sucked in a breath. She’d always hoped someone would propose to her someday. But Cutter was the wrong man, and he wasn’t offering because he was in love with her.

      She swiped the tears from her stunned face. “Have you lost your ever-lovin’ mind? I can’t ask you to do that.”

      “You’re not asking. I’m offering.”

      “It’s sweet but⁠—”

      “You’re out of options, Bre-bee. In order to keep the townsfolk and your father off your back and keep your baby, you need a husband.”

      He was right, and his offer meant the world to her, but… “I love you, Cutter. Like a brother. I don’t think of you…that way.”

      He scowled. “I don’t think of you that way, either. You’re my sister in every way except blood. But we’ve stuck together through thick and thin. We’ve grown closer over the years because we both know what it’s like to be the latch-key kid of a hardworking single parent. I don’t want that for your baby. I doubt you do, either. So unless you want to find yourself cast out of Sunset altogether for trying to raise your child alone, I’m your best hope.”

      “What would you do if you married me?” She hated discussing such an indelicate topic, but he’d brought it up. “I don’t go out of my way to hear gossip, but I can’t always avoid it. I know you’re a red-blooded man. I know you like women and you don’t enjoy spending your nights alone. I can’t give you…”

      Sex.

      Cutter winced. “I wouldn’t ask you to.”

      Brea breathed a sigh of relief. He wasn’t interested in getting naked and sweaty with her, either. Thank goodness.

      But what would they do about intimacy? About the fact that, despite everything, her heart belonged to a man he despised?

      She bit her lip. “I guess if we lived in Lafayette, and you were discreet…”

      “What about you?” he asked. “What will you do when you need a man to touch⁠—”

      “Pray. Meditate. Garden. Work. I won’t…” She couldn’t imagine another man near her. Brea only ached for Pierce. Yes, giving in to him had created this mess, and if she ever saw him again she would have to guard against her foolish yearnings. But she already knew her heart would never belong to anyone else. “I’ll be fine.”

      Cutter stopped at a red light and sent her a narrow-eyed glare. “There’s something you’re not telling me. Did Walker hurt you?”

      How stunned would he be if she told him that Pierce had given her such sublime pleasure and made her feel so much like a woman that she’d never once thought of resisting? “Leave it, Cutter.”

      “I won’t let that son of a bitch get away with what he’s done. He took advantage of you. He caused you anguish. Goddamn it⁠—”

      “Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain,” she snapped, mostly because it was something they generally agreed on.

      “Figure of speech, Bre-bee. Stop derailing me. I want to know every way he harmed you so I can make him pay. Now.”

      She shrank back into her seat because he didn’t really want the truth. “Doesn’t it always hurt the first time?”

      “Other than that, was he too rough? Did he bruise you? Use you too hard? Too often?” Cutter ground his teeth together.

      Brea tried not to blush. Pierce had spent half that night inside her and he hadn’t held back. And she’d loved it.

      “Talk to me.” He sounded exasperated. “Did he spank you or bind you or⁠—”

      “Stop.” Those words sent images spinning through her head. Had Pierce wanted to do such things to her? How would they have felt? Why did she ache so badly to know? “Whatever he may or may not have done, I’m all right. I went to him for help and he did exactly what I asked. Nothing else matters.”

      At least as far as Cutter should be concerned.

      He finally gave up his awkward questions. “All right. I won’t pry. Just tell me what you want to do.”

      “I need to think. I suspected I was pregnant, but hearing the doctor confirm it was a shock.”

      “I know. My offer stands. Getting married will quell the gossip. We can spin the wedding as two friends who’ve realized they’re in love.”

      “I hate lying to everyone…”

      “I do, too. But the truth will ruin you and tear your father apart. There are no good options here, so we have to pick the best of a bad bunch.”

      Brea feared he was right. “How do we convince anyone that we’re romantic?”

      “One step at a time. Worry about you and the baby first. How many weeks along are⁠—”

      “Thirteen.”

      Certainly he could do the math. He knew exactly when she’d gone to Pierce. And there was no question he’d gotten her pregnant after the hostage standoff that hot August night.

      That same math brought home the fact that, even if she and Cutter married today, the minute her baby was born, Sunset would be filled with speculation and innuendo. How much longer before her pregnancy showed? Right now, she was able to hide the developing bulge of her tummy…but how long would that last?

      “Don’t take too long to decide or people will figure it out.”

      “I know. Thank you. Do you have an assignment next week?”

      “Yeah. Originally, Logan Edgington scheduled me to keep an eye out on a former FBI director who’s coming to New Orleans for reasons I’m not supposed to know or care about. But he’s rescheduled, so Jolie—you know, the clothing designer I worked for last week?”

      “The one whose offices you were almost killed in?” She hated the thought of him going back there.

      But wherever he went, the job was dangerous.

      “You’re overreacting. I got whacked in the head at the urinal.” He rolled his eyes at himself. “Anyway, she asked me to go bodyguard some pampered celebrity friend of hers for a week or two in LA. But I’ll be back for Thanksgiving. I think we should get married then.”

      Brea didn’t want to make them both miserable, but she wasn’t seeing many other options. “I would offer to divorce you after the baby is born but…”

      She couldn’t, at least until her father had passed. Even then, she felt squeamish about putting asunder that which God hath joined. But she would have to let Cutter go eventually. She couldn’t keep him trapped in a loveless marriage for the rest of his life.

      “We’ll worry about that later. For now, think about what I’ve said.”

      She nodded. “Can we skip lunch? I’m not up to it.”

      Her energy levels had bounced back, but her morning sickness was still an everyday, all-day reality. And more than anything, Brea wanted to be alone.

      Cutter looked hesitant, but he finally nodded.

      When he reached the street on which they’d both grown up, he parked between their childhood homes and leaned across the cab of the truck to kiss her forehead.

      She met him halfway and brought him in for a sisterly hug. “Thank you for everything.”

      “No, thank you. I hated to admit this to Walker, but I probably wouldn’t be alive today if you hadn’t persuaded him to help me. I know what that cost you.” He sighed as if it pained him to admit that. “So let me take care of you in return.”

      None of this was his fault or his doing, but what other choice did she have? “We’ll talk soon.”

      “Brea…”

      With a shake of her head and a wave, she headed inside to think about her future and make plans—without Pierce.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thursday, November 13

      

      

      Brea sat across the dinner table from her father, uncomfortably aware of his probing stare. “More mashed potatoes, Daddy?”

      “You finish up the last few spoonfuls. I think you need it.”

      “I’m fine.” She tried to keep calm, but Daddy had been asking gently loaded questions for the last few minutes and she was desperate to change the subject. “Tell me how Tom’s new youth group is doing. Last time I had two minutes to rub together, he was really just getting it going. There seemed to be a lot of enthusiasm⁠—”

      “It’s fine, and right now that’s not my concern. We haven’t spoken much since the morning you agreed to stop seeing that man. Has he contacted you?”

      Daddy didn’t mean to rub at her sore spot, but even thinking about Pierce made her ache. “No.”

      “Do you regret your decision?”

      If Pierce had come home from his last-minute mission, adequately explained why he’d killed his father, embraced their coming baby, and vowed to love her for the rest of her life, Daddy would still have pressured her to give him up. But she would have refused for the man she loved.

      Instead, except for that blistering kiss, Pierce hadn’t been able to get away from her fast enough. And since then, he hadn’t given her any indication that he’d missed her one bit.

      Brea tried to tell herself that she was better off without him. Her heart wasn’t listening.

      “No.”

      With Cutter gone to California babysitting some starlet these past four days, she hadn’t heard any secondhand news about what Pierce was doing at work or whether he’d asked about her. Whatever Cutter was up against in La La Land must be intense because it was unlike him not to text or call for days.

      “Brea? Did you hear what I asked?”

      She hadn’t. “I’m sorry. Would you mind repeating it?”

      “I asked if you’re still in love with him.”

      Even if Pierce didn’t love her; that’s what Daddy meant. Of course she did, but that’s not what he wanted to hear. “It doesn’t matter. He’s gone and I doubt he’s coming back, so you got your wish.”

      Regret crossed her father’s face. “I never wanted you to be brokenhearted, just for you to see this man as he really is.”

      “Can we talk about something else?” Or she would get angry at how little Daddy understood her. Pierce’s feelings not being genuine didn’t make hers less real. She’d heal…eventually. But she was too raw for this conversation. “How’s the prep for the Thanksgiving feast at the church going and what can I do to help?”

      “It’s fine, and I don’t need you to do anything. Jennifer has things under control.”

      Brea reared back. “Jennifer? I’ve organized that every year since⁠—”

      “You were twelve, yes. But this year when the planning started, you seemed distracted.” He frowned. “Honestly, I’m glad your last appointment this evening cancelled so we could talk. I’m worried about you.”

      She tried not to freeze up. “Other than being upset, I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure? You’re looking awfully pale these days.”

      “Not surprising. My summer tan has definitely faded,” she quipped.

      “Seems like you’re tired, too. All the time. Have you seen Dr. Rawson?”

      “Daddy, he’s a pediatrician.” But Brea still saw him for most things because he was local and he knew her so well, and she was sidestepping the question.

      “All right, then. Any other doctor you’ve been seeing?”

      Had he somehow figured out that she’d met with the obstetrician in Lafayette that the clinic had recommended? She’d tried so hard to be discreet.

      “I just neglected to take my vitamins for a few months, and you know how I get anemic. I’m back on them now.” All true…but it felt like a tremendous lie.

      “You’ve been in Lafayette a lot lately. Why?”

      “Just trips to the beauty supply…” She struggled for more of the truth. “And since Cutter is out in Cali, I stopped by his place yesterday to make sure everything was all right.”

      Not that he’d asked her to, but after seeing the female doctor and talking about her baby—taking video as she’d heard the heartbeat for the first amazing time—being in any way near her best friend brought her comfort.

      Daddy’s eyes narrowed. “Is there anything you want to tell me?”

      She hated lying to him. Eventually she would have to come clean about her pregnancy…but not until she’d decided her next course of action. Not until she felt sure her father’s heart could take it. “No.”

      Daddy didn’t look convinced. “I heard you up early this morning.”

      “Couldn’t sleep.” That was the truth. Morning sickness had jolted her from bed and sent her charging for the bathroom. She’d barely managed to get the door shut and land in front of the toilet before her stomach had given way.

      “I thought I heard you throwing up.”

      Her heart started to pound. If he’d heard her retching, she wouldn’t be able to talk him out of it. “I, um…got home late from the salon last night. I ate cereal for dinner, and I think our milk has gone bad.”

      He raised a graying brow. “Really? I had cereal this morning and I felt just fine.”

      “Huh.” She shrugged. “Must have been something else. Maybe I caught a bug.”

      Daddy pushed his plate aside and leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Are you sure? I noticed you’ve been skipping breakfast a lot. This morning wasn’t the first I’ve heard you throwing up.”

      Panic rose, and she tried to stamp it down. “Stress isn’t good for my appetite or my stomach.”

      “What’s got you worried?”

      “Your health, Daddy. Always your health. Things are a little crazy at the salon and…and the holidays are coming up. And I’ve missed Cutter since he’s gone.”

      Her father nodded like he heard every word she said—and he didn’t believe a single one. “Listen to me, Brea Felicity. If there’s something you want to tell me⁠—”

      “Cutter and I are thinking about getting married,” she blurted to cut him off.

      After ten days of thinking through her options, she didn’t see many others that didn’t lead to giving up her home and family. She’d eventually have to tell Daddy she was expecting, and he would undoubtedly do the math. Hopefully, his health would be more stable then so he could better weather the shock.

      That stopped his questioning instantly. “He proposed?”

      “Yes.”

      Her father frowned. “When?”

      “A few days before he left for Cali. I’ve been thinking about it since.”

      “I thought you two were just friends.”

      “Well…” Think fast… “He hasn’t met anyone else he’d like to marry, but he’s thirty. He’s ready to settle down.”

      “First I’m hearing of that.”

      “And the time I spent with the man I’d been seeing convinced me that you’re right; no one else will ever be as good to me as Cutter. So we started talking about getting hitched.”

      “Do you want to be married to Cutter?”

      Brea tried not to squirm in her seat. “We both think the time to be sensible has come. I just need to let him know that I’m saying yes.”

      If there was one thing Daddy appreciated, it was a well-measured response. This one would hopefully set him at ease.

      To her surprise, he scowled. “I never meant to give you the impression you should marry for any reason other than love.”

      “I know, but Cutter and I both think getting married seems like the logical, adult choice.”

      “Hmm,” Daddy mused. “How’s that going to work?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “In Corinthians, Paul tells us one of the reasons for marriage is to avoid fornication. Cutter loves you, but not in a…carnal way. So if he’s marrying you to avoid succumbing to temptation…”

      “We both know there will be an…adjustment.”

      “A huge one.”

      She acknowledged her father with a nod. “Neither of us expects our feelings to morph overnight. But Genesis tells us that it’s not good for man to be alone, so God made him a helpmate. In Cutter’s case, that’s me.”

      “He’s been managing his own cooking and laundry for years. Why does he need a helpmate now?”

      Brea dropped her silverware on her plate in frustration. The clatter lent her bravado. “What do you want, Daddy? We’ve decided to move forward together because we’re both lonely, we trust each other, and it makes sense. I was hoping you’d be happy for me. There’s no groom on the planet I can imagine you approving of more, yet you’re still questioning me?”

      He held up both hands. “You’re right. I love Cutter like a son, and I hope he makes you happy. But your heart is tangled up elsewhere, and I want to be sure you’re not making this decision to please me or Cutter—or anyone else—at your own expense.”

      Her problems were so much bigger than that. “We’ll find ways to be happy together.”

      “I want that for you more than anything. And I don’t mean to question you.” He leaned forward. “You know the problem fathers have?”

      She shook her head. “What?”

      A faint smile crossed his face. “They never want to admit their little girls have grown up. And despite what you may think, I’m proud of you.”

      He wouldn’t be proud of her if he knew this conversation was built on so many lies…

      “Thanks, Daddy.” Brea tried not to get choked up, but it was hopeless.

      “Hey.” He grabbed her hand and squeezed. “Don’t cry. Weddings are a happy occasion. Once that boy comes back from California and asks me for your hand, we’ll have a celebration.”

      “He will.” They hadn’t talked about it specifically, but Daddy wanting to give his blessing wouldn’t surprise Cutter.

      “So when’s the big day? We have to start planning, after all.”

      “We haven’t decided.” But they couldn’t afford to wait long.

      “Well, I’m sure we’ll get all the details worked out.”

      She nodded, but she couldn’t stop feeling as if she wouldn’t be planning her wedding so much as burying her future.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Friday, November 14

      

      

      Brea gripped the toilet and retched again. Blasted morning sickness. She was nearly in week fifteen of her pregnancy. When the devil would it end?

      This morning, she’d turned on her music in the bathroom, hoping it would disguise the sounds of her sickness, but Daddy was likely awake. What if he could hear her? How many more well-meaning lies would she have to tell him to keep her secret?

      It was already too many.

      After rising weakly from the floor, she flushed the toilet, washed her hands, and rinsed her mouth. The nausea wasn’t done with her yet; she knew that from experience. But after so much upheaval, her body felt weak.

      She stumbled back to bed and grabbed her phone off her nightstand along the way. Five forty a.m.

      Tears stabbed at her eyes. It had been nearly two weeks since she’d seen Pierce. She so badly wanted to call him, hear his gruff voice, confess how much she missed him. Tell him she still loved him. In her fantasy, he would say he loved her, too. Then she would confess they were having a baby, and he would be so happy, apologize for everything, propose instantly, and sweep her away to their happily ever after.

      Brea shook her head at her own absurdity. Pierce had played her, and she’d loved him so much—or at least the man she’d believed him to be—that she had let him.

      Finally, she’d ripped off her rose-colored glasses and resolved to face her future with eyes wide open.

      She scrolled up from Pierce’s contact and dialed Cutter instead. She couldn’t put this off anymore.

      He answered on the third ring. “Bre-Bee? You okay?”

      “Hi, Cutter.” She could hear her own voice shaking, but she was determined to forge ahead.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I haven’t heard from you. Everything all right there? Your starlet a problem child?”

      “No. Her situation is more complicated than I thought at first glance, but…” There was such a long pause, Brea wasn’t sure he actually intended to finish his sentence. Finally, he sighed. “I’ll figure it out.”

      Something was troubling him. Since he almost never let a case get to him, whatever he was dealing with in California must be deeply problematic. “You always do. But I’m worried about you. You sound so tired.”

      “Pacific time is two hours behind Central.”

      “Oh, my gosh.” It wasn’t even four in the morning there. “I’m so sorry. I always mess up time zones…”

      “What’s going on?”

      In other words, why was she calling so early.

      Though Cutter had offered to marry her
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