
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Priscilla’s life is full of taking care of her nephew, her family’s flower shop, and her grandmother, giving her barely any time for herself, let alone others, but the Bane triplets are determined to woo Priscilla, relieving her burdens and revealing their secrets.

	 

	 

	Priscilla Espina is struggling. Moving back home isn’t a choice after her sister dies and she has to take on the care of her nephew, Pancho. Now an unexpected mother, running her family’s flower shop, and her grandmother abandoning her to live in a retirement facility, there’s a lot that Priscilla has to handle herself. Thankfully, she has Tracer, Art, and Nix Bane, triplets who come into the shop daily to check on her and play with Pancho. When the brothers admit to wanting more—more time to spend with her, more acceptance of their help, more permission to kiss her—Priscilla agrees. Choosing a single brother would be impossible, but getting all three is a dream come true. What she doesn’t expect is to learn that the triplets share a secret, the type that allows them to turn into wolves, accidentally putting her in the crossfires of an extremist human organization determined to end the existence of paranormal creatures. Priscilla is already too familiar with loss—she isn’t going to lose another loved one without a serious fight.
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	To my grandma, if reading romance was hereditary, I got my obsession from you.

	 


 

	 

	Author’s Note

	 

	 

	This story’s main character is Priscilla Espina. She is a descendant of a Mexican immigrant and, as such, a woman of color. I—the author—am a white woman. In the desire to include people of color in my first story, I included a successful Hispanic family, seeing as that’s what I grew up witnessing in Arizona. However, you’ll notice as you read that Priscilla’s race never comes into play in this story. Beyond her name and descriptions, it’s almost as if Priscilla could be any other race. The reason? I don’t believe it’s my place to write about racism. Sure, I’ve seen it, read about it, and heard it on behalf of my husband, but I’ve never experienced it myself. As such, I didn’t include the very real and serious issues that would exist for Priscilla as a woman of color. I hope you still decide to read this story, but if it isn’t for you, feel free to move onto the next book or read something else by me. If you’re okay with this story’s lack of social commentary, read on and enjoy.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	I should already be asleep. I’ll have to get up in just a couple of hours for Pancho and then get the store open downstairs, and yet, I don’t get off my stool.

	The canvas in front of me has been an accumulation of weeks of work, and I should call it done. I should leave it alone so that I can put it up on my website. Not to mention, the oil will have to dry for months before I can even varnish it, so each day that I continue to add to it, the longer I have to postpone selling it.

	My eyes almost burn from staring at the should-be-completed-scene, trying to figure out what it needs. Usually, I get this sense of accomplishment, this feeling in my stomach, whenever I finish my work.

	Instead, I have this nagging feeling that this scene is missing something. What that is? I have no idea. Days have been wasted as I stare at this canvas, unable to move on because every time I attempt to start something new, I find myself only capable of thinking about this missing element.

	Just like the rest of my work, this painting is similarly dark. Not solely in color but in the image of the car accident. Shattered beer and soda bottles were the only three-dimensional pieces splayed out over the road I’d painted.

	The glass was glued on, a tedious job that took hours and a tweezer since the pieces were so tiny. For the clouds, I’d mixed the acrylics with extra resin to make it runny, as if the clouds themselves were weeping.

	I never actually saw the photos the police took of my sister’s crash. And technically, she was hit by another driver. She didn’t veer off the road and hit a tree like my painting. Not that my imagination hasn’t made up plenty of images to terrify me of driving.

	Maybe I should use the last of my gold leaf for the lightning that shows off the scene? Except that would be gold, not the silver hue I’m going for. Plus, I really like that only the glass is 3D.

	So, I stare and stare, and at one point, I even get my white marker out as I consider highlighting the lightning so it’s even more dramatic. Only I don’t want the focal point to be so high, and I end up doing no work and getting nothing done for the night.

	By the time I made it to bed and fell asleep, I was terrified to look at the clock on my phone. Thankfully, I never need to set an alarm since Pancho has an internal clock waking him up before seven each morning. It’s a blessing and a curse.

	However, this morning, it feels more like a curse as Pancho demands that he be fed by screaming. He’s finally making it through the night without needing a bottle, which, according to the dozens of books I’ve read, is good for his age.

	Heading over to my grandmother’s old bedroom, where I keep Pancho’s crib and baby stuff, I almost trip over the pile of dirty clothes I’d left on the floor the night before. I hate having dirty clothes in my room, so I usually keep the basket closer to the washing machine. Except one look in that direction is a reminder that the basket is full and I’m behind on chores.

	Great.

	Another cry from Pancho and I’m leaving the clothes where they are to go grab him. I used to think starting a bottle first would be better until I learned the hard way that my little man has terrible separation anxiety.

	Of course, who can blame him, considering he was only a few days old when his mother died. And he barely knows his grandmother since she is a whole town away in a retirement center. She used to visit a lot more often when he was younger, helping me with him so I could handle the store.

	Now that she’s hired Leo to help in the shop, she’s been more absent than ever.

	Pancho’s little fists cling to my shirt as I lift him from the crib. He isn’t truly crying since there are no tears staining his cheeks, which helps loosen my guilt. Despite his young age, he looks so much like my sister. The dark, thick hair and the big, round brown eyes framed with dark eyelashes are all Ambar.

	“Up on the menu today, sir, is some formula,” I tell him as if he’ll actually understand. All the books say to explain what you’re doing so that kids can learn. So that’s what I do. “And on the phone, we have the prestigious sounds of the violin.”

	I haven’t listened to music with real lyrics since before Pancho was legally handed over to me. That was one thing I didn’t need a book to tell me—classical music is better for babies. Of course, during his play time, I put on the kiddy music. I don’t consider it actual music. More like learning songs.

	Pancho doesn’t fuss much as I prepare his bottle and then hand it to him. His hands attempt to hold up the bottle himself, even though he isn’t quite there yet. I work quickly to get him set up on the bathroom floor. This is the best time to shower—when he’s distracted by drinking. Or eating.

	There’s already a bunch of blankets and pillows on the bathroom floor, acting as both a mat and a little cage for him. Setting him down, I prop up a blanket under his bottle so he can continue to eat—drink—and then make quick work of showering.

	By now, I’m used to five-minute cold showers. It’s usually only on days when I wash my hair that I spend enough time under the stream for the water to turn warm.

	I’m in and out quickly, just barely finishing as Pancho cries out for the first time in complaint of being left alone. Now really comes to show my ability to multi-task. Getting ready while keeping an eight-month-old occupied should win me some sort of prize. Luckily, he hasn’t started crawling yet, although I can tell he’s getting close by the way he sort of gets into a faux-crawling position but doesn’t go anywhere.

	Montana is still cold despite entering spring, so I put on some leggings and a long-sleeve yellow shirt before adding my overalls. Not only is it a second layer to keep me warm, but it’s also a great way to keep my clothes clean. From dirt to any of the mixed media I put on my canvases to baby spit-up, denim overalls are a life saver.

	After I get Pancho all set up for the day as well, dressing him in a beautiful green-colored shirt, I place him in the carrier I wear on my front and then head downstairs.

	This apartment used to be my grandmother’s—although I guess it still technically belongs to her. My mother was raised here before she decided her life was meant to be grander than simply being a mom to two girls and working as a florist. So, my sister and I grew up here, raised by our grandmother since neither of our fathers ever had anything to do with us and our grandpa died almost ten years ago.

	It was technically a two-bedroom until the dining room was converted into a third bedroom, and then the kitchen island was made into a small dining table. There’s a single bathroom, but it’s at least a tub and shower combo. Now, it’s just Pancho and me, and the space that used to feel cramped is plenty for us.

	Heading downstairs to the shop, I start all my morning checks—turning on the security camera, setting the heat on, ensuring the fridges holding today’s orders are still running properly, and even checking the register.

	Leo comes in for a few hours every day, but I open and close by myself. I can’t help looking down the street both ways from the safety of inside the shop, not even bothering to prop the door open after I unlock it. Months ago, I would have sworn that Petite’s Flores was in a safe area. After Leo was basically robbed at gun point in the shop a few months back, I’ve been struggling ever since.

	It started with the guilt. I had been upstairs at the time, putting Pancho down for a nap, when the men had come in. Even though I hadn’t heard anything when I returned downstairs, the cops were there, and Leo had gone home.

	Business has suffered a little, too. I see people giving Petite’s a wide berth and the amount of gossip going on about my little shop doesn’t help. Apparently, I’m a trouble magnet. Not for me personally but for anyone I care for.

	I tighten my arms around Pancho for a moment, leaning down to kiss the abundance of dark hair he was born with, which seems to continuously multiply each month. He smells like formula and has a unique baby smell that would be gross on any other baby. At least he’s clean, so I don’t have to worry about inhaling a poopy diaper smell.

	The sun is already out, although not quite up high enough to be above the buildings on the other side of the street. There’s enough illumination to see that the street is empty, and the other shops are just beginning to open up, too.

	As I start the morning duties, time passes quickly. Eventually, Pancho gets too fussy in the chest carrier, and I pull out the little walking mobile thing I keep behind the desk now that he can hold his own head up. Sometimes, he even follows me around the store, working out his little feet and legs.

	“It’s a good thing prom season is coming up,” I tell Pancho. “Or else you, little man, won’t be going to college.”

	He makes a gurgling noise, which I assume is him either agreeing with me or being outraged.

	Nodding along, I continue, “I know, I know. Who needs college anyways? I never even graduated, and now I run a whole business. That’s why some people go to college to start with.”

	Technically, if I had graduated, it would have been with a degree in art, not anything to do with business. Still, I have a good job, and I’m able to make art in my free time. Not as much as I’d like, though that’s life.

	My sister had planned to live and raise her son, and that didn’t work out. Overall, I’m okay with the adjustments to my life’s plans.

	Eventually, people start to come into the shop. There’s Mrs. Collins, a weekly visit customer because she can’t stand droopy flowers, and yet, she doesn’t properly take care of them, so they last longer than a week. Then there’s Ms. Sofia, an older woman who comes in just to check on me every few days.

	Since the day is so slow, I use the time to create the online design for Leo’s social media challenge. I had mentioned doing it with her on the day she was attacked, and even though I haven’t been able to bring it up to her since, I want to be ready for the time I find the courage.

	When lunch comes around, Leo shows up to start her shift. One of my favorite things about Leo is that she always seems to be arguing with Mother Nature. The girl wears skirts or dresses all the time, basically throwing on a layer of thick tights underneath as warmth.

	Today, just like the others, she’s in a dress. Her tights are lighter than the thick ones she wore in winter, although her hair is still up in her signature buns.

	“Good afternoon, Priscilla,” she says, smiling wide when she sees me. “And to you, too, Pancho.”

	“Afternoon. No X today?”

	“Nope. He’s finally getting back to work. I think it’ll be good to get back to normal. I didn’t mind X coming to work with me. I just didn’t like that he was doing it out of worry, you know?”

	I don’t have a boyfriend who cares about me as much as X does Leo, but I nod anyway. Honestly, I don’t have anyone who cares for me like Leo does—and considering my love life consists of a secret crush on a set of triplets, I doubt that will change anytime soon.

	Just thinking about Nix, Art, and Tracer makes me smile. And that lasts just long enough for Pancho to start screaming. The poor kid’s ready for his nap.

	“I’m going to take him up and then go on lunch,” I half-yell to Leo.

	She gives a soft, almost longing look at Pancho before nodding that she heard me. I almost joke that she can take him off my hands if she wants a kid, except the joke tastes sour even in my head.

	Maybe I hadn’t planned for Pancho, and I didn’t spend any amount of time growing him in my womb. Even so, I love him. I love him more than I think I’m supposed to love a nephew. My sister was in his life for only a few days, and as much as I hate that she didn’t get to properly meet him, it doesn’t change the fact that I’m raising him now.

	Is he my son? Is he my nephew?

	I’m stuck in this weird spot of raising him on my own and yet not being his mother. I don’t know if it’s terrible to love him like a son when I know my sister did, too. She barely got any time with him, yet less than five minutes after he was born, she was sending me his photo.

	Getting him all settled into his nap means rocking him till he falls asleep. His separation anxiety isn’t particularly treatable at this age, so I’m forced to stay with him all the time when he’s awake, or else the little man screams.

	My phone rings, ruining any progress I had in trying to put him to sleep. I force myself out of the rocking chair and into my bedroom, where my phone is still on my nightstand. As I walk back to the chair, I whisper, “Hello?”

	“Priscilla, what are you doing? Why can’t I hear you?”

	My grandmother’s voice is loud and confident, not what you would expect from a woman in senior care living. Then again, she’s still mentally all there. She’s just as spunky, confident, and blunt as ever, even as her body deteriorates despite her protests.

	“I’m trying to put Pancho down for a nap,” I tell her as I start rocking again.

	She sighs. “Just let him cry it out, Priscilla. I think I know what I’m talking about when I tell you he’ll be fine. If he’s truly tired, he’ll cry himself to sleep.”

	“There’s no need. He’ll go down in a minute. He isn’t fussy about naps.”

	“You’re just making it harder on yourself.”

	My entire face scrunches as if needing to squeeze to keep myself from snapping. “Is there a reason you called? You don’t usually call during work hours.”

	“I want you to bring Francisco down for dinner tonight. Rosa Marie’s grandson is coming, and I want my great-grandson here, too.”

	“We can’t make it for dinner. If they’re still there when the shop closes—”

	“Priscilla. You can close early one day. I expect to see you and Francisco at five for dinner.” And then she just hangs up.

	Whether it’s a good or bad thing, the shop isn’t doing too well anyway, so at least we won’t be missing any clients. When Pancho finally falls asleep, I put him in his crib and then turn on the little screen that allows me to see him and head to the kitchen.

	Usually, I would make myself an actual lunch, but I’m apparently closing when Leo gets off, so I just make a small sandwich to enjoy, letting me get back to work as quickly as possible.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	By the time Pancho wakes up from his nap, Petite’s still hasn’t picked up much. Before the attack, the store at least seemed to have a steady stream of customers. Considering this store is more than just my income, it’s my home, too, and I really need it to do well.

	I guess that’s where the courage comes from—desperation.

	After I run upstairs to get Pancho and his bottle, I set him up in his carrier and hold the bottle for him despite his tiny insistence that he can do it alone. Taking a deep breath, I put on what I hope is my brightest smile and locate Leo in the back of the store, working on a bouquet arrangement that’s solely green for the upcoming holiday.

	“Hey, Leo? Do you have a moment to talk?”

	“Sure,” she says, barely glancing in my direction. I’m used to Leo in her creative mindset by now, so I know that even if she’s listening, anything I say will take an extra second or two to fully connect in her brain.

	“Awhile back, I talked to you about potentially doing a social media promotion.”

	“Hm.”

	“Are you still interested in doing that? Through your account—with your followers?”

	Her hands hesitate over the adjustment of a color-dyed carnation before she whips her head in my direction. “Are you serious?”

	I nod. “Business could really use a boost. Plus, I think it’ll be fun. As much as I love our loyal customers, I think we need some fresh eyes on our work.”

	Leo is basically bouncing on her toes, and I’m pretty sure I’ve lost her to her imagination and plans. As long as she’s on board—I’m happy.

	“There’s still time to get some photos done today and especially with—”

	“Actually, I’m closing up early today.”

	“Oh, really? How come? Or is that inappropriate to ask?”

	“It’s not—don’t worry. My grandmother wants to do dinner and see Pancho, so I’ll close up when you’re done with your shift today.”

	“Your grandmother—that’s Ines, right? The woman who interviewed me?”

	“Yep. She still owns the shop, although she doesn’t come in anymore like she used to now that she’s in a retirement community.”

	The look of confusion on her face is the one I’m used to seeing whenever I mention my grandma not living on her own. For whatever reason, she’s chosen to live in the retirement community instead of being here, even though she’s still fully capable of being independent.

	A soft buzzing sound lets us know someone else is in the shop. The sound isn’t as pleasant as the bell used to be. I replaced it when I noticed how jumpy Leo was every time it sounded. She never said anything, although I can tell the new sound pleases her.

	“I’ll be right there,” I shout toward the front before turning back to Leo. “I’m not sure what you’ll have to do to get ready to post, so just do your thing. The outline for the whole event is saved on the computer if you need to look at the promotion details or discount code.”

	“Thanks, Priscilla.”

	Pushing through the curtain and into the front of the shop, I desperately wish to run, but I force myself to walk to them—the Bane brothers. Tracer, Art, and Nix are triplets, identical in everything except style. They have the same light green eyes, the same blond hair despite the differing lengths, the same height, and the same obsession with my shop.

	What started as monthly visits quickly turned into every other week, which turned into once a week, and now, I see at least one of them almost every day since the break-in incident. Whether Nix is stopping by with a coffee for me, Tracer is here on his lunch break to hold Pancho for a bit, or even Art, who tends to stop by just to chat or check-in, as he calls it, I always see one of the Bane brothers.

	Of course, no matter how much my heart picks up speed, my smile feels brighter, or the weight of Pancho feels lighter when I see them, I need to learn to keep my distance. I’ll never be able to form a relationship with any of them, regardless of my scandalous dreams that suggest otherwise.

	For starters, the boys are only eighteen, even if they don’t look it. Adults they may be technically, although just barely. I’m almost twenty-four, and that means everyone will do the math when they learn our age, and it’ll be weird. I can already hear myself arguing that I hadn’t known them before they were adults, that it isn’t inappropriate, and I just don’t think I’ll truly be believed.

	And then there’s the fact that there are three of them, which means I’d have to pick one brother over the other two, and that feels harder than choosing a single media to work with on my projects or harder than picking if I want to keep my feet or hands.

	“Hi, boys,” I greet them, keeping extra space between us.

	Pancho pushes the bottle out of my grip, the movement shocking me to the point that I drop it. There’s no doubt that Pancho has created some sort of attachment to the Bane brothers. His excited noises are mostly gibberish, although his hands clapping together and then reaching for the blonds can’t be misinterpreted.

	Tracer steps forward, removing the distance I had specifically carved between us. Raising a single eyebrow, he asks a silent question, which I can only nod in response to when he’s so close.

	Despite being younger than me, he’s taller, broader, and so close that I can smell whatever cologne he uses to smell like clean clothes you’ve just taken out of the dryer. Still warm, still smelling of the fragrance you put in the wash without the harsh chemicals of the detergent.

	When his hands move under Pancho’s armpits to lift him up, I can’t help sucking in a breath as his movements brush against my breasts. Maybe I’d consider myself pathetic by the lack of sexual attention I’ve had recently. I haven’t had sex since before I dropped out of college. However, I’m basically a single mother—no, a full-time aunt, which means I can’t just meet up with strange men whenever I feel needy.

	Both Nix and Art move closer, creating a sort of semi-circle around me that is almost overwhelming. Or it would be if I didn’t feel such at peace being surrounded by them.

	Art holds out a little baby bottle, and it takes me an embarrassingly long time to realize it was the one Pancho dropped on the floor.

	“Thank you.” Grabbing the bottle, I fiddle with it to keep my hands occupied. “Are you guys here for something in particular?”

	“We want to invite you to dinner,” Tracer says, not even looking at me as he nonchalantly breaks through the tension we’d been firmly ignoring for months.

	“Dinner?” I shake my head at the ridiculous question as if the evening meal is somehow a misunderstood concept to me. I’ve never spent time with the boys outside of Petite’s, and trying to wrap my head around the invitation is like trying to understand how phones work. Like, on a basic level, I understand. Only when you get into it, the technology is too complicated for me to truly comprehend how one device can receive what another sends. “I mean—dinner?”

	Art smirks. “Shocked you into losing your words, huh. That’s a first.”

	“Don’t tease her,” Nix grumbles, always the protective one in the trio.

	“It’s fine, Nix,” I tell him, gently resting my hand on his bicep before I realize I probably shouldn’t do that and hastily pull away. “I can’t do dinner tonight, though. I’m driving down to Minus to meet with my grandma.”

	“Need a sitter for Pancho?” Tracer asks.

	“No. He’s the one she actually wants to see. Apparently, it’s bring your grandson to dinner or something... Anyways, I don’t think dinner would be a good idea.”

	Nix glares at me, his jaw even clenching in the way it does every time they offer to help me with something and I turn them down. It’s hard to meet his gaze for so long, especially when it feels like just a glance at his gorgeous eyes will convince me to change my mind.

	“Why not?” Art asks. “Have something against dinner? We can call it something else if you’d like.”

	“You know that’s not it.” I reach for Pancho, and despite the look Tracer gives me, telling me he doesn’t want to give him up, he still hands him over.

	“Then why?” Tracer asks. “It’s just dinner, P.”

	I’m already shaking my head, forcing my lips to stay closed because I know my tongue won’t argue with them—it would agree. Of course, I want to do dinner. I want to do even more than that, honestly.

	Nonetheless, I won’t risk losing two brothers just to have one. Not if it means these little visits to the shop will quit. I have to be the responsible one, the one that says no to protect everyone.

	“Then at least let one of us accompany you to Minus,” Tracer says.

	“What, why? Ow—”

	A tiny grip pulling on my hair is like a reset to my crazy emotions. “Ow, ow, Pancho, let go.” Attempting to hold him while uncurling his stronger-than-should-be-achievable grip is impossible until Art helps me.

	“That’s not the right time to pull a girl’s hair, little man,” he says, making me roll my eyes despite the blush that forces its way to my cheeks from the visual. I’m pretty sure my natural coloring helps hide it, though.

	At that moment, I can almost visualize it perfectly—Art behind me, his hand in my hair, slightly pulling as he pounds into me from behind. The slight pain, along with the pleasure, is a tease that I’m almost desperate to experience. There’s something wild about Art, something that is only barely hinted at with his long hair and dark-humored shirts. Sex with him would leave me in a sweaty mess. I just know it. He’d force pleasure from me over and over again, laughing as I became drunk on my own orgasms.

	I have to physically shake my head to get rid of those thoughts. Now is not the time to fantasize about any of the brothers. That time is at night when Pancho is asleep, and I’m able to use one of my toys.

	“Nix is free tonight,” Tracer says, taking the lead in refocusing the conversation. “Let him accompany you and Pancho.”

	When I shake my head no, he crosses his arms over his chest. “Why not?”

	On anyone else, his words might have sounded petulant. Instead, Tracer sounds like he’s genuinely curious, and that makes it even harder to stand my ground.

	“It’s just not necessary,” I tell him. “And besides, you can’t just dictate what your brother does. Maybe he wants to enjoy his free time tonight.”

	Instead of agreeing with me, Nix simply shakes his head.

	“What does that mean?” I ask.

	“Free for you.”

	I’m not strong enough to continue saying no—because I don’t truly want to. And just because I can’t date one of the brothers doesn’t mean I want to cut them out of my life. Besides Leo, they’re really my only friends. Sure, plenty of townspeople come into the shop, asking after Pancho, me, or even my grandma, but it isn’t the same.

	The boys aren’t asking about our well-being for gossip or to sate their curiosity. They genuinely want to know. They want to be a part of my life.

	Even if it’s impossible for them to be anything more than friends, I’ll cling to their friendship as a presence in my life.

	Pretending like I’m making a big concession, I sigh loudly and agree for Nix to tag along. The boys say their goodbyes, with Nix saying he’ll be back by the time I finish closing up today.

	The quiet of the shop is almost too loud without them—a perfect reminder about the way they distract me from my responsibilities. Even if they are legally adults, they’re still becoming the people they want to be. They don’t have responsibilities like running a store, caring for another person, or even taking on the burden of saying no to a potentially beautiful relationship because they would rather have a little than risk losing any more.

	All of that’s on me. And it’s a lot.

	That silence is a steady reminder of how alone I truly am when the fun goes away, when the temporary finally dissolves, and all that’s left is me, Pancho, and all the responsibilities I bear.

	“Priscilla? You still there?” Leo’s voice calling for me from the back part of the shop helps push away the sardonic thoughts, at least for now.

	“Yep. Do you need something?”

	“Can you get me the finished clover baskets from the front case? I want to see if I should add some to this bouquet or not.”

	“Sure.” And that’s mostly how I spend the rest of the day, discussing floral arrangements with Leo as she shows me her ideas and making orders for the shipments of seeds and ribbon and dye that we’ll actually need to do it all.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Nix is right on time to pick me up. If right on time is actually ten minutes early.

	I’m still doing the closing duties for the shop, having just sent Leo home. Pancho is hanging out on a special mat I brought from upstairs to work on his tummy muscles. Once he starts crawling, I have no idea what I’m going to do. He’s not quite there now, so I don’t have to worry about him making his way off the mat and onto the gross work floor—that issue will have to be resolved soon.

	Unlocking the door for Nix, I let him in, stoutly ignoring how good he smells and how close he is as he refuses to move more than a foot away as I lock back up. Nix’s cologne reminds me of the best part of cleaning wipes. Not the chemical scent, the lemon tang. Each breath I inhale is like the scent cleans my brain of the stress and worry dirtying it.

	“I still have some stuff to finish with,” I tell him.

	“Where’s Pancho?”

	I point to the desk. “There’s a mat on the floor back there for him to do tummy-time.”

	Nix simply nods and then walks that way. I’m frozen for a minute, inappropriately watching the way his butt moves with each step and the way his shirt is so tight to his body that it doesn’t sway at all.

	This isn’t the first time I’ve been alone with Nix before, yet I can’t help feeling like this is different. We don’t have the safety of knowing anyone could walk into the store any second and interrupt us as protection. It’s just him and me. And Pancho, too.

	“How was your day?” I ask, attempting to distract myself as I move beside him to finish what I need to do on the computer.

	“Fine.”

	I huff, turning to glare at him.

	“It was nothing special, P. Not like now.”

	Staring at my own reflection on the computer screen, I’m not getting any work done. And yet, that doesn’t stop me from asking, “This is special?”

	“Alone time with you is what I live for.”

	Heat wraps around me from behind, Nix’s presence refusing to be anything except fully dominating. I ignore my need to turn around, to so much as speak up as the tension in the air tightens around us. Every inch of him presses against me, and I can feel it. My body desperately wants to give in to him, to simply lean back, trusting that he can hold me up, that he’ll give me exactly what I’m craving if I angle my hips backward.

	What is happening? The sexual line between me and the brothers has always been silently agreed upon as never to cross. And I need them to stick to their side of the bargain if I’m going to maintain my own.

	Holding tightly to my resolve, I turn around, determined to tell Nix to back up or maybe to tell him to leave or even to go back to ignoring any sort of tension between us.

	Instead, every one of those thoughts seems to disappear when I’m face-to-face with him. Or technically, face to chest. I don’t think I’ve ever been this close to Nix before. His lemony scent surrounds me, his chest rises and falls with each heavy breath, and his gaze is locked on my lips, which have refused to tell him to back up. To move. Anything.

	For a moment, I swear his eyes literally lose their green coloring before I’m completely distracted by his lips on mine.

	It’s a perfect kiss.

	He isn’t soft and sweet and hesitant—not Nix. His kiss devours me, demands all my attention and effort to meet his own as he tastes me with his tongue, bites on my lower lip, and even grinds his hips against mine so I can feel how hard he is all over.

	My hands scramble for somewhere to hold on. His hair isn’t long enough to grip, his shoulders are too broad, and I feel like I’m drowning in his kiss, needing something to anchor me. In my desperation, I bite his bottom lip harder than I mean to, actually tasting his blood.

	I gasp, pulling away from him with an apology on my lips along with the bitter taste of his blood, but a hand stops me. He forces my head back toward his, crushing my lips against his. With his body fully pressing against me, I can feel him actually vibrating against me, and my brain can only focus on the fact that it feels good. So, so good.

	When I lose his lips, my own follow, determined to get more, needing more. My body hasn’t been touched in so long, and even when it was, it was never like this. Never so consuming, so perfect.

	I’m basically gasping for air, and a touch on the top of my head is a reminder that my eyes are closed. Opening them, I meet Nix’s own eyes, his forehead resting against mine as we share breath.

	I look toward his lip, and the amount of blood is basically two drops. For whatever reason, I feel disappointed about that.

	“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

	Nix growls, like actually growls, like—”Don’t apologize, P. Please.”

	“I didn’t mean to hurt you, though.” In case he isn’t sure what I am talking about, I reach up, barely touching the already dried flakes of blood on his lip, wiping them off until there is no proof of what I did.

	“Didn’t hurt. Liked it.”

	I’m not sure how to respond to that, so all I can do is raise my hands, running them through his cropped hair. Of his brothers, Nix keeps his hair the shortest, almost buzzed and out of his way. Just the thought of Art and Tracer has me pulling away.

	I have no idea what this means for us now. Was the kiss just sexual? Does he want to date me? Do his brothers? Not that I can date all of them or even choose. Does this kiss mean I’ve already chosen? What will the others think?

	Oh god—

	“Priscilla, calm down.” His words aren’t gentle or comforting. They’re an order. At least they work. My body is nothing if not obedient.

	“I don’t know what this means.”

	“It means I wanted to kiss you, so I did.”

	“Yeah, but—okay.” It’s too much to explain all my questions. And honestly, I just don’t have the time. I’m already going to be late, so I simply move on, putting this entire experience in a little mental box and locking that box up in the back of my brain, only to be opened when I’m alone in bed.

	Getting out the door is quick when I force myself to ignore Nix’s presence beyond issuing requests for him to grab something or hit a light switch for me. My car maintains a semi-permanent presence in the front of my shop, where the parking spots are. The back of the shop, which used to be the open garage for my apartment, was transformed into a greenhouse and garden years ago, and considering the amount of money it saves us, I don’t mind the slight walk to the car.

	Nix’s vehicle is parked in front of mine. It’s a large SUV that I’m pretty sure the triplets share since it’s the only one I’ve ever seen them arrive in.

	After I set Pancho up in his car seat, I get behind the driver’s wheel, which I’m slightly tense about, considering I have no clue if Nix will argue with me over it. Before my sister’s accident, I was definitely a passenger princess. Whether it was getting a ride share or taking the bus, I hated driving.

	Now, I feel the need to be in control. In my life, behind the wheel, all of it.

	Luckily, Nix doesn’t argue, simply getting into the passenger seat. He looks over his shoulder, maybe checking on Pancho, who’s already fussing in his harness.

	“Little man doesn’t seem to like it,” he says.

	“Can you blame him?” Sighing, I pull out of the parking spot and start driving south.

	A part of me had worried it would be awkward when I started driving. I don’t listen to music or anything while driving, keeping my full attention on the road, and I was definitely stressed that someone attempting to fill the silence would meet my brutal, shut up and let me focus phrase. Instead, Nix simply sits in the silence with me, occasionally reaching back to comfort Pancho or grab a toy that got tossed.

	When I pull into the parking lot of the senior care facility and finally put the car into park, I feel as though I can breathe again. My shoulders loosen while my fingers ache from how tightly I was holding onto the wheel. Even my jaw aches from how tightly I was apparently clenching my teeth together.

	“You good?” Nix asks.

	“Yeah, sorry. I just hate driving.”

	He nods, and then his hand comes up to the back of my neck, slightly squeezing as he works his fingers into my tense muscles. The groan that comes out of me is deep and would be completely humiliating if his touch didn’t feel so good.

	I lean my head against the steering wheel, desperate for him to keep going. This isn’t even sexual—it just feels so good. Does it help that the owner of the fingers is one of the men I’ve had a crush on for months and that he’s doing said massage to make me feel better? Sure. Mostly, I’m just enjoying the feeling of my muscles not straining so much.

	Pancho begins to fuss again, and I take that as my cue to get him out of the car seat before he really starts making his displeasure known. Whispering a quick thank you to Nix, I get out of the car. We are about fifteen minutes late with the kiss and massage, but I don’t care. This was a last-minute request, so my grandma should just be happy we made it at all.

	That train of thought lasts until I find my grandma in the courtyard, sitting at a table with her friends.

	“Sorry we’re late,” I tell her before kissing each cheek in greeting. “Hi, everyone. Nice to see you again.”

	“Oh, Priscilla, who’ve you brought with you?” Rosa Marie asks. Rosa Marie and my grandmother have an almost antagonistic relationship. Or maybe frenemies would be the best description. They are always attempting to outdo each other, which is why I had to bring Pancho today—because Rosa Marie’s family was coming.

	“This is Nix. Nix, this is Rosa Marie, Charlie, Danny, and my grandmother, Ines.” I make my way around the circle, introducing everyone, not that Nix does anything more than grunt his acknowledgment to the group.

	“Well, hand over my great-grandson,” my grandma says, opening her hands in the universal gimme language.

	With Nix holding the diaper bag, I’m free to use both hands to attempt maneuvering Pancho over to his great-grandma. Instead, he clings to me and starts crying when I make any real progress with handing him over. When my grandma attempts to simply yank him from my grip, Nix steps in.

	Rather than helping her, he readjusts Pancho against me, even going so far as to wrap his arms around the both of us in a protective hold.

	“Um, maybe
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