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      Under the warm glow of the afternoon sun, the art fair buzzed with life. The air carried the mingling aromas of fresh paint, cedar wood carvings, and the sweet undercurrent of kettle corn from a nearby vendor. Shelby Palmer stood beside her booth, her hands gently caressing the smooth surface of her latest pottery creation—a vase painted with delicate swirls of ocean blue and sandy beige, capturing the essence of the last vacation she’d taken to the Dominican Republic with both her parents, back when they were still a family.

      Her eyes drifted away from the vibrant array of her handcrafted pottery. Across the bustling fair, Falcon Vaughn, her lifelong best friend and perpetual heartache, leaned against the Vaughn family’s honey stall. The Vaughns were known throughout Honor Valley for their local artisanal honey—a legacy of gentle beekeeping and rich, golden sweetness. Falcon, with his charming smile and mischievous eyes, was currently using that legacy as bait to reel in the attention of a giggling brunette, rather than tending to customers.

      Falcon had always been the epitome of effortless charm and natural allure. Even in kindergarten, when they had first met, there was something about Falcon that stood out. Maybe it was his gap-toothed grin that hinted at secrets and adventures, or the way his laughter filled the room, drawing everyone into his orbit.

      As they grew older, Falcon only became more striking. He had the kind of handsomeness that didn’t require any effort—it was as natural to him as breathing. His hair, dark and always tousled perfectly, would catch the sunlight and turn it into something magical. His eyes, a deep brown, had a sparkle that promised fun.

      He was the kind of guy who knew he was good-looking and wasn’t afraid to use it to his advantage, especially when it came to flirting. But to Shelby, Falcon’s attractiveness was more than skin deep; it was in the way he laughed, the way he could tell a story and make you feel like you were right there with him, the way he could light up a room just by walking into it.

      Sometimes Shelby would catch him in a rare moment of quiet, the setting sun casting shadows across his face, and she would see the boy she had met in grade school, the one who had shared his crayons with her and promised to be her friend forever. In those moments, Falcon wasn’t just incredibly handsome; he was the boy who had captured a piece of her heart without even trying.

      Right now, a twinge of annoyance—or was it jealousy?—fluttered in Shelby’s chest. She shook her head, striving to concentrate on the couple perusing her pottery. Her fingers glided over the clay, tracing the curves and edges she had meticulously shaped and glazed. Yet her heart was distracted, lingering with Falcon, who was carelessly charming another girl, oblivious to the elderly couple at his stall awaiting the Vaughn family’s renowned honey.

      Shelby’s mind wandered to her parents’ fragile marriage, which, like a delicate piece of pottery, had once been whole but ended up fractured, shattered into irreparable pieces. She thought about how relationships, much like pottery, required patience and care in their making. Her parents’ marriage, once seemingly strong, had not endured the careful handling required to maintain its integrity. It had broken, leaving behind fragments that could never be pieced back together.

      Returning her focus to the couple at her booth, Shelby tried to push away the memories of her parents’ failed marriage and the reminder of the delicate balance required in relationships. She forced a smile, engaging with the potential buyers, while part of her mind remained with Falcon, wondering if his carefree demeanor masked a similar fragility, a vulnerability that, if not handled with care, could lead to its own form of breakage.

      The warm breeze carried snippets of laughter and chatter, mixing with the soft notes of a folk band playing nearby. It was the perfect day for an art fair, but Shelby’s enjoyment was dampened by Falcon’s carelessness. She excused herself from her booth, her feet carrying her across the grass, weaving through families and couples, drawn to the honey stall like a bee to a blossom.

      “Hey, Fal,” she called out. It took long seconds before he acknowledged her presence. When he finally lifted his head from the brunette to look at Shelby, she nodded her head at the stall.

      Falcon turned, his grin faltering when he saw the customers. The brunette took the cue to leave. But Falcon stayed her with his hand on her waist—a little too low on her waist, in Shelby’s opinion.

      “Can you handle it, Shelbs?”

      It wasn’t a question. It was an expectation. Without waiting for a response, Falcon turned his attention—and his roaming hands—back to today’s bimbo.

      Shelby glanced back at her pottery booth, where that couple was gently handling the piece she’d made inspired by her family’s last vacation before the divorce, as though they were interested in making it a permanent piece in their union. Then her gaze shifted to the Vaughn honey stall, where the elderly couple still waited, a hint of impatience creeping into their kind faces. Shelby felt torn, a sense of responsibility tugging her in two directions. When she looked up to where Falcon was, he was long gone. She caught a glimpse of his dark head of curls moving through the crowd toward the exit.

      With a resigned sigh, Shelby positioned herself strategically between the two booths. It was a dance of sorts, moving back and forth, her hands carefully wrapping pottery in one moment and then doling out samples of honey in the next. She answered questions about her pottery with practiced ease, all the while explaining the differences between clover and wildflower honey to curious customers.

      When there was finally a lull in the crowd, Shelby looked up, searching for any sign of Falcon. But he was nowhere to be seen. As much as she cared for Falcon, his charm and good looks couldn’t mask his tendency to leave others holding the bag.

      As the sun began to dip lower in the sky, casting a golden hue over the bustling art fair, Shelby felt the day’s exhaustion settling into her bones. The sound of approaching footsteps redirected her attention. Mr. and Mrs. Vaughn were making their way toward the stall, their faces wearing the gentle, weary lines of a lifetime’s toil. The love they bore for their small family business was as evident as the affection they held for their sons.

      “Shelby, dear, how’s the fair been treating you?” Mrs. Vaughn asked with a warm smile, her eyes scanning the honey stall.

      “Good, Mrs. Vaughn,” Shelby replied, mustering as much cheer as she could. “It’s been a busy day.”

      Mr. Vaughn, a man of few words, nodded in approval at the orderly state of the stall. “And Falcon, where’s that boy?”

      Shelby felt a familiar tug in her chest, a mix of protectiveness and exasperation for Falcon. “Oh, he had to step away for a bit. He-uh-met a friend.” One whose skirt was way too short and whose highlights were in desperate need of a visit to the salon. “But I’ve been keeping an eye on things here.”

      Mrs. Vaughn’s eyes twinkled with affection. “You’re always so dependable, Shelby. We can’t thank you enough. You’re like the daughter we never had.”

      Shelby’s heart swelled at the sentiment. She’d spent many a school afternoon and Sunday night dinner at the Vaughns’ table when her parents were fighting or not speaking at all. “It’s no trouble, really. I enjoy it.”

      “Since Hawk is back home, he’ll be around to help out with the stall.”

      At the mention of Hawk, Shelby’s smile faltered for a fraction of a second before she caught herself and painted a convincing smile on her face. Hawk Vaughn—the very definition of stoic and brooding. Unlike the rest of his family, Hawk had always been an enigma to Shelby. Each of her attempts to understand or get close to him had been met with a wall of polite but firm detachment.

      She had never quite figured out why Hawk seemed to hold her at arm’s length, his dark eyes often skimming over her with an unreadable expression. Was it something she had said? Something she had done? The questions lingered in her mind, unanswered.

      He’d been in the military for the last twelve years, so she hadn’t seen that much of him on a regular basis. Now it looked like he was home to stay.

      “Ah, that’s great,” Shelby responded, her voice betraying none of her inner turmoil. “It’ll be good to have him back.”

      As Mr. and Mrs. Vaughn began closing up the stall, Shelby’s mind wandered. The thought of dealing with Hawk’s brooding presence was not something she looked forward to. But for the Vaughns, who had always been so kind and welcoming, she would put on her best smile. After all, that’s what you do for family—even if they aren’t yours by blood.
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      Hawk Vaughn sat quietly at a high-top table in Scout's Honor, his posture relaxed yet alert. Twelve years in the special forces had honed his instincts to a razor's edge, a skill set that felt somewhat out of place in the civilian setting of the bar and grill. Despite the casual atmosphere around him, the familiar weight of a dagger hidden in his boot and a Swiss Army knife tucked in his back pocket provided a subtle but reassuring comfort.

      The bar was alive with the sounds of laughter and conversation, glasses clinking, and the sizzle of burgers on the grill. The rich aroma of grilled meat blended with the sharp tang of spilled beer, creating an ambiance that was both comforting and foreign to him. Hawk's gaze drifted across the room, taking in the scene with an observant eye.

      After a long and demanding career in the military, Hawk was at a crossroads. The CIA had shown interest in recruiting him, but all Hawk yearned for was a break, a chance to catch his breath and spend some much-needed time with his family and their bees. The family's honey business was a venture that appealed after the complexities of military life.

      He felt detached from the jovial scene around him. His life had been about vigilance and survival, and now, returning to a world where the biggest concern was what beer to order felt mundane. Despite the easygoing environment, Hawk found himself instinctively sitting with his back to the wall, eyes scanning the room for exits. It was a habit ingrained in him, a soldier's caution that didn't fade even in the heart of Honor Valley. His friends, Zander and Larry, chattered away across the table.

      Well, Larry chattered with his new girlfriend, Andrea. Zander chatted with anything in a skirt. Their conversation was a blend of local gossip and friendly banter.

      Zander was regaling the ladies with a story from his work, his hands animatedly cutting through the air. Larry's laughter was boisterous, filling the space around them, while Andrea's melodic chuckle complemented it perfectly. Hawk offered the occasional nod or grunt in response, but his heart wasn't in the conversation.

      Every so often, a burst of laughter from a nearby table would cause Hawk to tense, his gaze flickering toward the sound before he could stop himself. His friends seemed oblivious to his discomfort, lost in the ease of their civilian lives.

      A local band began setting up in the corner of the bar. The first strains of a slow, melodic tune filled the air, and couples began to drift to the small dance floor. Larry, ever the romantic, offered his hand to Andrea, and they joined the other dancers.

      Hawk watched them, noting how Larry's hand rested gently on Andrea's back, how they moved together in a rhythm that spoke of familiarity and comfort. There was an easiness to their movements, a silent communication that Hawk had never experienced.

      The thought of slow dancing with a woman, not scanning for threats or planning escape routes, felt like a distant dream. He imagined what it would be like to focus on the warmth of a partner's hand in his, the feel of a body moving in sync with his, instead of always watching for danger.

      The domestic tranquility of Honor Valley was a world Hawk wasn't sure he belonged to anymore. For now, he was the observer, the guardian, even here in the safety of Scout's Honor. Yet as he watched Larry and Andrea, a part of him yearned for that connection, that sense of belonging with someone that went beyond the soldier he was and touched the man he wanted to become.

      Hawk leaned back in his chair, noting the absence of Andrea's friend Bridget, who had apparently fallen ill again. It was the second time she was supposed to meet them but had had to cancel.

      Andrea had mentioned that Shelby Palmer, another friend and a familiar name that Hawk couldn't seem to escape, was supposed to join them tonight as well. He had a nagging suspicion that Shelby's absence might be due to her being occupied with his little brother, Falcon.

      The thought of Shelby brought a mixture of emotions; her image, all grown up with curves that didn't match the skinny, freckle-faced girl Hawk remembered, flickered in his mind. She'd come to dinner last weekend like she had when she was younger. But now, her presence in his family's dining room demanded a different kind of attention from him.

      He tried to push away the memory of her laugh, how it seemed to dance through the air, light yet resonant. And her voice... there was something about her voice that stirred something within him, a warmth that he wasn't comfortable acknowledging. Hawk shifted in his seat, the leather creaking slightly under his weight as he tried to refocus his attention on the present conversation.

      But his efforts were in vain. His mind kept wandering back to Shelby. He remembered the last time he’d seen her, the sunlight weaving through her black hair, giving it a lustrous, almost ethereal quality that seemed to frame her face beautifully. She had been dancing at a neighborhood event put on by Larry and Andrea. Shelby's Latin roots had been on full display as she swayed with each movement, accentuating the rhythm of her hips as they moved effortlessly in time with the upbeat music. Her laughter had mingled with the melodies, and even from a distance, Hawk could see the joy in her expression, a vivid picture of freedom and vivacity.

      The sounds of the bar faded into the background as Hawk wrestled with his thoughts. He was saved from his internal turmoil when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out, seeing an unknown number on the screen. With a sense of foreboding, he answered the call.

      "Vaughn speaking."

      Hawk's grip on the phone tightened as he listened to the voice on the other end. A mixture of growing concern was replaced by swift anger washed over him. He stood up abruptly, excusing himself with a curt nod to his friends.

      The joviality that had been etched on Zander's face moments ago morphed into the alertness of the trained soldier that he was. "Everything all right, Hawk?"

      Hawk ended the call and slipped the phone back into his pocket. His jaw set in a tight line. He turned to Zander, his eyes reflecting a mix of frustration and resignation.

      "Falcon's been arrested. He's at the local precinct. Again."

      The last word hung heavily in the air, a testament to a recurring theme that Hawk had hoped wouldn't repeat itself after his return home. Zander's expression shifted to one of understanding, a silent acknowledgment of the complicated bond between brothers and the burdens that often came with it.

      As he stepped out of the bar into the cooler night air, Hawk's mind raced with what needed to be done. Falcon's troubles were now his to deal with, and somewhere in the back of his mind, he wondered if Shelby knew about this latest incident. Hawk shook his head, trying to dispel her image from his thoughts as he strode toward his truck, his night of attempted relaxation cut short by a familiar call of duty.
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      Shelby stood in front of her full-length mirror, giving herself a final once-over. The outfit she had chosen was a careful blend of casual and captivating: a soft, off-shoulder white blouse that draped elegantly over her frame, paired with form-fitting dark jeans that accentuated her curves. A pair of ankle boots with just enough heel to add a subtle lift completed the look. Her black hair fell in soft waves around her shoulders, framing her face in a way that always made her feel a little more confident.

      She applied a final touch of gloss to her lips, the faint scent of vanilla filling the air, a comforting and familiar fragrance. Shelby knew she looked good, the kind of good that turned heads. She imagined the male attention she would likely garner at the bar, a thought that brought a mix of anticipation and indifference. There was, after all, only one person whose attention she really craved—Falcon. But he had disappeared again, leaving her with a frustrating mix of longing and irritation.

      With a sigh, Shelby picked up her phone to call Bridget. She held the phone to her ear, listening to the ringtone, her heart sinking a little as she anticipated another fun evening without Falcon.

      “Hey, Bridge, just checking in before I head out.”

      “Oh, Shelby, I’m sorry. I already called Drea.”

      “No, Bee, don’t cancel again.”

      “I’m still not feeling great.” Bridget’s voice came through the phone, weak but apologetic. “I think I’m going to have to take a rain check tonight.”

      Concern flickered through Shelby. “Do you need me to come check on you? Bring anything?”

      “No, no, I’ll be fine. Just need some rest. You go have fun with Andrea.”

      “Okay, get some rest then. Call me if you need anything.”

      Shelby hung up the phone, a small sigh escaping her lips. As she set her phone down, she found herself reflecting on the numerous times Bridget had backed out of their plans. It was becoming a pattern, one that sparked a flicker of concern in Shelby’s mind.

      She remembered the first time she’d met Bridget. Her friend had appeared frail, almost as if she was recovering from a bout of the flu. Bridget’s often tired and low-energy demeanor stood out in stark contrast to the vibrant and lively personality she occasionally showed. It was these glimpses of vitality that made Shelby cherish her friendship with Bridget.

      Sitting there, Shelby couldn’t help but wonder if there was something more serious going on with Bridget’s health. Her friend had always been somewhat private about her personal life, often brushing off her tiredness as just a busy schedule or a bad night’s sleep. Shelby respected Bridget’s privacy, but she couldn’t shake off the nagging worry that Bridget might be dealing with something more significant and choosing to face it alone.

      The thought that Bridget might be silently struggling with a health issue caused Shelby’s heart to ache. She valued their friendship deeply and wished Bridget felt comfortable enough to share her troubles, if there were any. Shelby decided that next time they spoke, she would gently probe a little more, offer a listening ear. If Bridget was indeed going through something serious, Shelby wanted to be there for her, to offer her the same support and care that she had always given to her other friends.

      As she turned off the light in her room, the soft glow of the evening light filtered through her curtains, casting a warm hue over the space. This was the house she’d grown up in. It had been left to her father by his father, whose roots were in this town. But after her father’s second marriage, he’d moved to Florida to be with his new family. Shelby’s mother was on her third marriage to a man back in her home country of the Dominican Republic.

      They’d left her this house in the divorce. It was just as quiet now as it had been back then. Her parents’ silences toward each other had hurt her the most. Shelby breathed in deeply, trying to muster excitement for the night despite her memories of the past, Falcon’s current absence, and Bridget’s perpetual sickness.

      Just as she was about to head out, her phone buzzed. Shelby’s heart leaped as she saw not Falcon’s name flash on the screen, but the local police precinct’s number.

      The reason Shelby knew the number was because she’d seen it before. More than once. She answered the call, her voice cautious.

      “Shelby, I... I’m in trouble.” Falcon’s voice was strained with desperation. “I’m at the police station. I need you to come bail me out.”

      Shelby’s hand gripped the phone tighter, a familiar sense of responsibility and frustration washing over her. As much as she wanted to enjoy a night out, she knew where she needed to be. Falcon always came first, no matter how much it complicated her life. The tension knotted in her shoulders as she listened to Falcon on the other end of the line.

      “I got into a fight,” he admitted reluctantly. “It was with this guy, the boyfriend of the girl I left with earlier. It’s not fair, Shelby. They only arrested me. It’s all a misunderstanding.”

      “Okay, Falcon, calm down. I’ll come get you. But this is the last time,” she said, though part of her knew it probably wouldn’t be.

      Falcon’s voice softened, a mixture of relief and gratitude evident in his tone. “Thank you, Shelby. You’re a lifesaver. I swear I’ll pay you back for this.”

      She almost wanted to remind him of the last time, of the money he still owed her, but she bit her tongue. Helping Falcon was a reflex she couldn’t shake, no matter how much it sometimes stung.

      After ending the call, Shelby grabbed her keys and purse. She hesitated for a moment at the door, taking a deep breath to steel herself for what was to come. The night air was cool against her skin as she locked the door behind her and made her way to her car.

      Driving to the police station, Shelby’s mind raced with thoughts of Falcon and the situation she was about to walk into. She parked and walked up to the entrance, her heart pounding slightly faster than normal.

      As she pushed open the door to the station, her eyes immediately fell on a familiar figure. Hawk, Falcon’s older brother, stood there, his posture rigid and his expression stern. Seeing him there in the flesh sent a jolt of surprise through her. Hawk’s presence always changed the dynamics of any situation, and this was no exception.

      Shelby felt a mix of emotions as she stepped inside. The sight of Hawk, even in these circumstances, caused an inexplicable flutter in her stomach. She knew that dealing with Falcon’s latest mishap was about to become even more complicated.

      As Hawk began walking toward Shelby, each of his deliberate steps echoed in the quiet of the police station foyer. Her heartbeat quickened, pounding in her ears like a drum, matching the rhythm of his approach. She found herself rooted to the spot, unable to move as he advanced on her.

      The fluorescent lights overhead cast a stark glow, highlighting the angles of Hawk’s face and the intensity in his eyes. Shelby’s breath hitched slightly. She felt like prey in the sights of a predator. Yet there was an undercurrent of something else—an anticipation that quickened her pulse for reasons other than fear.

      His presence was overwhelming, a tangible force that seemed to fill the space between them. Shelby’s mind raced, a flurry of thoughts and emotions swirling chaotically. She was acutely aware of every detail—the slight stubble on his jaw, the faint scent of his cologne that spoke of wood and spice, and the barely perceptible softening of his expression as he drew closer.

      She swallowed, trying to steady her nerves. There was something about Hawk that had always affected her, a pull that went beyond the mere fact that he was Falcon’s older brother. It was in the way he moved, with a certainty and a quiet strength that was both intimidating and alluring.

      As he stopped in front of her, mere inches separating them, Shelby felt the heat radiating from his body. She looked up into his eyes, finding a depth there that was unexpected. The idea that Hawk’s metaphorical bite might not bring pain but pleasure sent a shiver down her spine. It was a thought that both scared and intrigued her, a contradiction that she couldn’t quite reconcile. In that moment, caught in Hawk’s gaze, Shelby felt a connection that was as unsettling as it was undeniable.
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      There she was, Shelby Palmer, standing just inside the entrance. Hawk's breath caught in his throat as he took her in. But like the trained soldier that he was, his facial expressions didn't betray the effect she had on him.

      The soft glow of the precinct's fluorescent lights illuminated her, accentuating the curves that her form-fitting jeans and flowing white blouse hinted at. Her black hair fell in gentle waves around her shoulders, framing her face in a way that was both innocent and seductive.

      She looked different. Grown-up, not at all like the freckle-faced kid who used to run around with Falcon. She was a woman now, fully, undeniably so.

      Hawk felt his blood heating, a primal reaction he couldn't control. Her presence stirred something in him, something that went beyond the brotherly protectiveness he should've felt toward her.

      He forced himself to swallow, trying to tamp down the surge of desire that threatened to unravel his composure. It was wrong—she was Falcon's best friend, young, off-limits. Yet here he was, struggling to keep his thoughts in check.

      As he approached, Shelby turned toward him, her dark eyes widening slightly in surprise. For a moment, Hawk was lost in those eyes, deep pools that seemed to hide secrets and stories he suddenly wanted to discover. Her lips, tinted a soft pink, parted slightly.

      "What are you doing here?" Shelby's voice broke through his reverie, bringing him back to the reality of why they were both standing in a police precinct.

      Hawk could see the wheels turning in her head, the instinct to protect Falcon kicking in. It was a dance he'd seen her do countless times, always rushing in to save his little brother from himself.

      "The police called me," Hawk said, his voice steady despite the turmoil inside. "They said they had Falcon." His words were matter-of-fact, but his gaze lingered on Shelby for a moment longer than necessary, betraying his inner conflict. "But I'm sure you knew that. He called you, didn't he? To bail him out, as usual."

      Shelby's expression shuttered, a defensive mechanism that Hawk recognized all too well. She withdrew into herself, an instinctive reaction to protect her emotions and what she knew. Hawk, with his extensive military background and SERE training, was adept at reading such subtle shifts in body language and demeanor. The survival, evasion, resistance, and escape tactics had taught him to be acutely aware of his environment and the people in it, honing his ability to perceive underlying emotions and intentions.

      She had always been the one to pick up the pieces for Falcon, to be the steadfast presence in the midst of chaos. And here she was again, shouldering the burden. At that moment, Hawk’s training felt irrelevant. It had prepared him for physical survival and resistance, but not for the complexities of the emotional battlefield he found himself in with Shelby. Especially not for what she said next.

      "Falcon was assaulted by some girl's boyfriend."

      "No, Shelby. Falcon got drunk and punched out a guy," Hawk corrected her, his voice carrying a weight of resignation. The sterile scent of the precinct mingled with the faint odor of coffee from a nearby desk, creating a clinical atmosphere that amplified the seriousness of the situation.

      Hawk watched as Shelby processed this information, her delicate features hardening with resolve.

      "We still need to get him out of here," she insisted, her voice firm.

      "No, we need to leave him in that cell to dry out," Hawk countered, his tone equally resolute.

      "Leave him? That would crush your parents."

      "It won't hurt my parents if they don't know. Falcon needs to face the consequences of his actions. And he needs to stop having an enabler."

      The word enabler seemed to strike a chord with Shelby. Her posture stiffened, and her eyes, those deep pools of emotion, flared with indignation. The faint buzz of the precinct around them faded into the background as the intensity of the moment grew.

      Shelby's voice was laced with anger and passion when she spoke. "Falcon needs help, Hawk. And who better to help him than his family?"

      Hawk felt the heat of her anger, almost palpable in its intensity. He was torn between his duty as a brother and the undeniable truth in Shelby's words. The sight of her, so incensed and full of fire, stirred something within him—a mixture of admiration and a dangerous spark of attraction he had no business feeling.

      He was reminded of the complexities of dealing with family, of the thin line between helping and enabling. And standing there, in the cold, impersonal precinct, facing Shelby's fiery determination, he knew that this was a battle of wills in which neither side would easily relent.

      Hawk had never met anyone like Shelby, someone who believed so fiercely, so unconditionally. Her conviction was palpable, a force that radiated from her. It struck him then how much he yearned for that belief to be directed at him, rather than his undeserving little brother.

      He felt the tightness in his jaw as he fought to keep his emotions in check. The desire to reach out, to bridge the gap between them with something more than words was overwhelming. But he restrained himself, anchoring his feelings in the frustration at hand.

      Shelby's eyes, usually so warm and inviting, now flashed with a fire that matched his own hidden turmoil. She stood her ground, her posture defiant, her breathing slightly quickened from the intensity of the conversation.

      "You're enabling him, Shelby. Every time you bail him out, you're just making it easier for him to keep doing this."

      The accusation hung in the air between them, a chasm that seemed to widen with every passing second. Hawk watched as a flicker of hurt crossed her features before she masked it with resolve. He knew he had struck a nerve, but the truth of his statement was undeniable.

      Hawk felt the weight of his own desires and the duty he owed to his family. The complexity of his feelings for Shelby added another layer to an already tangled situation, leaving him conflicted and more uncertain than ever.
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      Shelby stood there, her fists clenched at her sides, as Hawk’s dismissive words echoed in the confines of the police station. The fluorescent lights overhead buzzed louder in the tense silence that followed, casting a harsh glow on Hawk’s unwavering face.

      It wasn’t just his criticism of her actions that stung; it was the underlying implication that she didn’t understand the gravity of the situation, that she was somehow naïve in her efforts to help Falcon. Her heartbeat quickened, thudding against her ribs in a rhythm that mirrored her growing frustration.

      Hawk Vaughn was a figure who commanded attention without even trying. He was tall and broad-shouldered, his physique clearly honed from years of military discipline and training. His posture was always upright, exuding a sense of strength and confidence that Shelby found both intimidating and incredibly attractive.

      Over the years, Hawk had been a peripheral figure in her life, always there but never truly engaging with her. He was the silent, observant type, speaking only when necessary. His interactions with her had been minimal, often just a brief nod or a curt word. But now, as they stood amidst the sterile walls of the precinct, she had his full attention, and it was overwhelming.

      His eyes, a deep shade of brown, were intensely focused on her, leaving Shelby feeling exposed, as if he could see right through her. His jaw was set, a clear indication of his frustration and determination. His dark hair, always neatly trimmed, added to his disciplined appearance.

      As Hawk spoke, Shelby’s gaze involuntarily dipped to his lips. They were firm, the kind that hinted at a combination of softness and strength. She found herself momentarily distracted by the movement of his mouth as he spoke, the way his words were delivered with such precision and control.

      “You’ve been covering for Falcon’s messes for too long.”

      “And you’ve been absent, playing soldier,” Shelby shot back, her words sharp.

      “Playing soldier?” Hawk’s jaw clenched. “I’ve been serving our country, Shelby, not getting into bar brawls, or thrown out of nightclubs, or sneaking out of girls’ bathroom windows at night.”

      Shelby winced at that last one. Falcon had called her from that girl’s bathroom when her boyfriend had come home early. She’d pulled up around back to be his getaway driver. It had not been any fun like in the heist movies they’d watched as teens.

      There was a pause, a brief moment where Shelby’s eyes flickered with something that looked like regret, but then she was back on the offensive. “While you were off serving, I’ve been here. I’ve been the one helping out with your family and the business.”

      “Well, now I’m back. And I’m taking charge of things.” Hawk took a step closer, his tone brooking no argument.

      Shelby felt a flush of heat at his proximity, noticing the way his gaze dropped momentarily to her lips. She licked her lips. Not because they’d gone dry, because she was salivating and it was about to show if she didn’t take that action.

      “Taking charge, huh? And what, just push aside anyone who’s been holding the fort while you were away?”

      “I’m not going to push you aside, Shelby.”

      The salivating she might be able to hide. The shudder that zipped across her shoulders at the sound of Hawk Vaughn saying her name and speaking of pushing at her was not so easy to hide.

      “But it’s time Falcon learns to stand on his own without an enabler.”

      There was that word again. This time, the shudder was a bristle. “I am not enabling him. I’m trying to help him, which is more than I can say for you.”

      Their eyes locked, a tumultuous mix of emotions swirling between them. The air was thick with tension. In the charged silence that followed, Shelby’s sassy façade wavered, revealing a hint of vulnerability. Hawk, however, remained as stoic as ever, though the intensity in his eyes betrayed a depth of emotion she wasn’t sure she had ever seen.

      He looked like he wanted to reach out to her, to pull her to him, to maybe even tuck her into that broad chest of his. Shelby thought she might let him. Thought she might welcome it. She’d been on her own for so long. And even when her parents had still been married and living under the same roof, she had been the one holding things together.

      The best friend she’d always wanted to be her rock was constantly in trouble and in need of an ear, or a shoulder, or money. She hadn’t had a break in… well… ever.

      But Hawk looked strong. He looked sturdy. He could not only shoulder her weight; she doubted he would add any of his own to her.

      That crack about him being gone wasn’t fair, and she knew it. Shelby knew Hawk’s sacrifices, respected them even, but the frustration of dealing with Falcon’s troubles for so long had clouded her judgment. And he was right. She was an enabler.

      Hawk stepped closer to her, as though he was actually going to bring her to him. As though he was actually going to take all the pain and the weight away. As though he was actually going to be the one to be there for her.

      She could feel his breath, warm against her skin, and she had to fight the urge to step back. His eyes, usually so guarded, now bore into hers with an intensity that made her heart race. Shelby noticed how his gaze flickered down to her lips then back up to meet her eyes. The action was subtle but unmistakable, sending a wave of heat through her body.

      Shelby’s mind raced, torn between her longstanding loyalty to Falcon and the unexpected and confusing emotions Hawk was stirring within her. His closeness, the look in his eyes—it was all too much, yet not enough. She found herself lost for words, her usual confidence faltering under his scrutiny.

      The moment stretched on, a standstill between two fiercely protective forces, until it was broken by the buzz of activity in the station. An officer emerged from the depths of the station, his approach cutting through the tension between Shelby and Hawk.

      “Excuse me,” he interjected, his tone professional yet sympathetic. “Given that this is Mr. Vaughn’s fourth offense this year, the bail is set quite high.”

      Shelby’s heart sank as the officer quoted a figure that was well beyond her means. She felt a sense of desperation creeping in, her mind racing for solutions. Her gaze flickered to Hawk, but one look at his resolute expression told her all she needed to know. He wasn’t going to bail Falcon out.

      The reality of the situation settled heavily upon her. The only viable way to help Falcon would be to involve his parents, but that was out of the question. They couldn’t let Falcon’s parents know about this; it would break their hearts.

      Falcon would have to stay in jail until his arraignment. Shelby felt a knot form in her stomach at the thought. She glanced back at Hawk, who seemed equally troubled by this conclusion, though his face remained an unreadable mask.

      The officer excused himself, leaving Shelby and Hawk in the corridor, united in their concern for Falcon, yet divided on how best to protect him. Shelby felt an uneasy alliance forming between them, a partnership forged in the fires of familial duty and complicated emotions.
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      The next morning, Hawk walked into the law office of Stanton and Newman. He wasn't surprised that Stanton was still on the decal, even though Jay had passed last summer. Jay had brought Zander into the firm, and Zander would treasure his mentor's memory until the day they met again on the other side.

      The door creaked slightly on its hinges. The main room was a contrast to the military environments Hawk was accustomed to. It was warmer, filled with the scent of old books and the faint aroma of coffee. Pictures of Jay with various clients donned the walls. The portraits carried a sense of nostalgia mixed with a touch of sorrow.

      Hawk took a moment to reflect on the JAG officer who had been a few years his senior. The memory of Jay, so full of life and vigor, now reduced to a memory and a few photographs on Zander's desk, left a hollow feeling in Hawk's chest.

      Jay was—had been—a figure of respect both in the military and in the community. In the pictures, he stood tall and proud, his light brown skin contrasting sharply with the crisp, dark fabric of his uniform. His posture was impeccable. Even in the still shot, Jay carried that same sense of duty and integrity that showed in everything he did.

      Another photograph caught Hawk's attention, showing Jay in a suit, surrounded by clients. His smile was warm and inviting, a stark difference from the more solemn expression he wore in his military photo. Jay had this unique ability to be both a formidable presence and a source of comfort. His light brown eyes always held a spark of intelligence and a hint of humor, traits that had served him well in both his military and civilian careers.

      He had not only been a respected lawyer but also a mentor and a friend to many. His ability to relate to people from all walks of life, to offer counsel and guidance, had made him a beloved figure. As Hawk stood there, surrounded by these frozen moments of Jay's life, he felt a profound sense of loss. Jay had been more than just a colleague; he was a brother in arms, a confidant, and a guiding light. His passing had left a void not only in Hawk's life but in the lives of all who had known him. The office with its silent walls adorned with Jay's achievements and memories stood as a solemn reminder of a life well-lived and a legacy that would continue to inspire.

      Life was unpredictable, and Hawk knew that better than most. The loss of Jay had brought a new perspective, a sense of urgency to live fully and to face his feelings head-on, no matter how daunting that prospect seemed. He took a deep breath, feeling a resolve forming within him, a determination to make the most of the time he had with the people who mattered the most.

      Zander sat behind his desk, his brows furrowed as he looked over a stack of correspondence. Hawk noticed the letterhead of a private investigation firm.

      "Making any progress on that?" Hawk asked, nodding toward the paperwork.

      Zander leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking under his weight. He ran a hand through his hair, looking tired. "It's a slow process. But we're getting there. The PI has a couple of leads on the child's whereabouts."

      On his deathbed, Jay had told his partner a secret he'd only just been made aware of. Jay had fathered a child, a child he hadn't known existed. A child he desperately wanted to find and know, even if a little, before he died. That dream had not come to fruition.

      Jay had made Zander promise to find his kid. They both knew that had he known about the kid at any point, Jay would've insisted on being in their life. Now that kid would never have the chance to know the man.

      "It's still hard to believe," Hawk finally said, his voice low. "Jay a father. And he never got the chance to know."

      Zander nodded solemnly. "It's a tough break."

      "How's the PI going about it?" Hawk asked, shifting in his chair, the leather cool against his skin.

      "He's tracking down the mother first. Seems she moved out of state. From there, we'll hopefully find the kid."

      Hawk nodded, his mind racing with the implications. Finding Jay's child would not just be fulfilling a dying man's wish; it was about bringing closure to a chapter of Jay's life that had remained painfully open.

      "What brings you in?" Zander asked, his tone shifting to one of professional curiosity.

      Hawk took a moment to gather his thoughts, the weight of Falcon's situation heavy on his mind. He was about to explain when the door opened again and Shelby walked in. Her appearance was less polished than the night before, but to Hawk, she still looked breathtaking. Again, she wore jeans and a blouse. But these jeans were a little looser, though they did nothing to hide her curves. The blouse was a bit looser, too, but the color brought out the honey in her skin that made Hawk's mouth water.

      Zander, observant as ever, glanced between Hawk and Shelby. His expression shifted to one of mild amusement, mixed with a hint of understanding. Without a word being spoken, it was clear he'd picked up on the unspoken undercurrent between them.

      Shelby was the first to break the silence. "Zander, Falcon's in jail."

      "I know."

      Shelby cut a glare at Hawk, who said nothing. "His bail is set higher than I can afford, and he's a repeat offender now. Hawk said we should come and ask you about our options. Is there any way that we can get it down?"

      Zander leaned forward, steepling his fingers. "Given Falcon's history, it's going to be a tough sell to the judge. The high bail is reflective of his repeat offenses. The best course of action would be to show that Falcon is ready to make a change. That means getting him into a rehabilitation program and possibly some community service."

      Hawk nodded, processing Zander's advice. He knew Falcon's reckless behavior had to be curbed, and this seemed like a solid plan. "How do we go about convincing the judge that Falcon's committed to changing?"

      "You'll need character witnesses, people who can vouch for Falcon's willingness to improve," Zander explained. "And it would help to already have a spot secured in a rehab program."

      Shelby's fingers drummed lightly on the armrest of the chair. "I can be his character witness."

      "That might not work if you're the one on the paperwork repeatedly bailing him out," said Hawk.

      Shelby glared at him. That fire she threw at him only made Hawk's desire for her spark higher.

      "Maybe it shows that I believe in him," she said.

      "Lining up a few others would be helpful," Zander interjected.

      "He works for our parents, and he doesn't have the best job history there," said Hawk. "Other than that, there are tons of women that could speak to his character."

      He'd said it because he wanted Shelby to bristle, and she did. Each time he stirred this fire within her, Hawk found himself increasingly captivated. There was something about the way her face lit up with a passionate intensity when she was riled up that he found irresistibly desirable. In those moments of spirited defiance, Shelby's true strength and vibrancy shone through, revealing a side of her that was usually masked by her composed exterior. This fire, this spirited energy, drew Hawk in, making him want to engage and challenge her even more.

      "Unfortunately, my brother is the love them and leave them type, so I doubt any of his copious amounts of conquests would vouch for them. Or even admit to being with him, since he doesn't return the devotion."

      She turned from him this time, giving her full attention—and fire—to Zander. "What about the rehab program? I can start researching those, but they might take some time to arrange."

      Zander's gaze moved between Shelby and Hawk. It was clear he’d caught on to what Hawk was doing. The knowing smirk on Zander’s face spoke of the silent acknowledgment of his friend’s understanding of the situation. Zander had always been perceptive, able to read the room and the people in it with an almost uncanny accuracy. It was one of the traits that made him such a good friend, a reliable ally, and a cutthroat litigator.

      "I can help with that," Zander said to Shelby. "I have contacts in a few reputable programs. We'll need to act fast, though. The sooner we get this in motion, the better Falcon's chances will be at the arraignment."

      "Thanks, Zander. I appreciate it."

      She appreciated Zander? Didn't she see Hawk sitting next to her? He'd been the one to arrange to talk to Zander.

      "We still need to keep this quiet," she said. "I don't want to worry your parents. What have you told them?"

      "Nothing yet. They just assume Fal is shacking up with his latest flame."

      Again with the bristling. Hawk liked ruffling her feathers. It had fast become his favorite game.
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      Leaving Zander’s office, which was situated at the edge of town, the streets felt almost deserted. Shelby’s steps led her instinctively toward Sandy Perk, a local café known for its cozy atmosphere and strong coffee. She needed to think, to plan the next steps for Falcon. As she walked, she noticed Hawk following a few paces behind.

      Why was he following her? Didn’t he have other places to be, other things to occupy his time? Hawk’s presence behind her felt like an irritation, a nagging annoyance that she couldn’t shake off. The sound of his footsteps, steady and assured, echoed on the pavement behind her, a relentless auditory reminder that he was there, just a few paces back.

      The meeting with Zander had left Shelby feeling riled up, her emotions simmering just below the surface. After hardly speaking to her for years, Hawk suddenly couldn’t shut up around her. He had a way of pushing her buttons, especially today when he had brought up all of Falcon’s faults in a tone that seemed deliberately provocative. She could still hear his words in her head, the way he had listed Falcon’s mistakes with a cold, almost clinical precision. It was as if he was purposefully trying to get a rise out of her, and Shelby hated to admit it, but it was working.

      As she walked, Shelby felt a growing frustration not just with the situation, but with herself for allowing Hawk to get under her skin. She tried to focus on the rhythmic sound of her own steps, to calm the storm of emotions inside her, but Hawk’s unwavering footsteps maintained their tempo, a constant echo to her own.

      She was acutely aware of his presence, the physical manifestation of the complicated emotions he stirred within her. It was a mix of annoyance, confusion, and an unsettling awareness of his proximity. She wanted to turn around, confront him, ask him why he was there, but at the same time, she wanted to run. To run away from the need to turn to him, the desire to take a running leap at him, because she knew with absolute certainty that Hawk Vaughn would catch her where she had every doubt that his little brother would notice she’d fallen.

      Hawk’s presence, once an unwelcome intrusion, was gradually becoming something else—a challenge, a source of unexpected comfort even amidst the frustration. As they walked, the distance between them seemed both too close and not close enough, encapsulating the complex and contradictory feelings Shelby harbored toward him.

      As Shelby pushed open the door to Sandy Perk, the small bell above tinkled, announcing her entrance into the cozy refuge. The café welcomed her with the rich, comforting aroma of freshly ground coffee beans, a scent that instantly soothed her frayed nerves. The smell was complemented by the sweet fragrance of baked pastries—croissants, muffins, and scones, their enticing scent wafting from the display case near the counter.

      The café was a mosaic of warmth and comfort. The walls were adorned with local art and shelves lined with an eclectic mix of books, giving it a homey, almost rustic charm. The lighting was soft and inviting, casting a gentle glow over the wooden tables and cushioned chairs that dotted the space.

      Shelby chose a table near the window, a spot that offered a view of the bustling street outside and the tranquility of the café’s interior. The window let in streams of natural light, bathing her chosen spot in a warm, golden hue.

      Hawk sat opposite her, his demeanor calm, almost stoic. The background was filled with the soft murmur of conversations from other patrons, the occasional clink of coffee cups, and the gentle hum of the espresso machine at work.

      “Why are you following me, Hawk?”

      “I’m not following you. We both need to discuss Falcon’s situation. This seemed like a good place.”

      “Fine. Let’s talk about Falcon then. I’ll handle the witnesses. I know people who won’t bring up Falcon’s... past entanglements.”

      “About that, Shelby. I’m not bringing up his past to upset you.”

      Shelby snorted. Hawk went on as though he hadn’t heard her.

      “It’s just that Falcon’s history with women is part of the problem.”

      “Why do you keep mentioning them? It feels like you’re doing it on purpose.”

      “It’s about facing the facts. Falcon’s behavior with women is a pattern that needs addressing.”

      Shelby felt a mix of irritation and confusion. Was Hawk really concerned about Falcon, or was there something else at play? She took a sip of the coffee the barista placed down on the table. The warmth of the liquid did little to soothe her unsettled thoughts. The café’s ambiance now felt like a cage. Shelby was trapped in a conversation she didn’t want to have. And then she heard a snippet of a conversation she wished she hadn’t heard.

      “Did you hear Falcon’s in jail again?” one woman whispered to her friend at a nearby table, not-so-subtly glancing toward Shelby and Hawk.

      Shelby felt her cheeks warm with embarrassment and frustration. The gossip mill of Honor Valley was turning, and Falcon was at its center. She leaned toward Hawk, her voice low. “The rumors about Falcon are starting. We need to do something before it gets back to your parents.”

      Hawk sipped his coffee, unfazed. “Don’t worry about it, Shelby. You know how it is around here. Today it’s Falcon, tomorrow they’ll have something new to talk about.”

      “I’m worried about today,” Shelby countered. “Falcon’s reputation is on the line.”

      As she spoke, she felt the weight of the townspeople’s stares, their hushed tones painting a picture of speculation and judgment. It was like being under a microscope, every move analyzed and discussed.

      Hawk was right, though. Falcon was today’s news. Tomorrow they’d move on to the next scandal. She just wished tomorrow was today.

      But maybe she could make it today. Maybe she could give the townsfolk something else to talk about. And she knew what the people of Honor Valley loved to talk about most.

      Shelby made a decision. Without thinking it through, she leaned across the table and kissed Hawk. It was a brief, impulsive act, but it sent a shockwave through the café.

      The whispers around them ceased instantly, replaced by a stunned silence. As she pulled back, Shelby felt every eye in the place on them. She glanced around and saw expressions of surprise and newfound curiosity. They had certainly given the townsfolk something else to talk about.

      When she turned her gaze back to Hawk, she saw fire in his eyes—a mix of surprise, confusion, and something else she couldn’t quite place. His look sent a thrill through her, a combination of fear and excitement. The air around them felt charged, the earlier tension now mingled with the aftermath of their unexpected kiss.

      Shelby’s heart pounded in her chest, her lips tingling from the contact. She had stopped the talk about Falcon, but at what cost? Now she and Hawk were the center of attention, and from the look in Hawk’s eyes, this impulsive act had just complicated things further.
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      He was acutely aware of the murmurs and whispers circulating around them. He had to be. It was in his training. But the other people weren't his objective; she was. The undercurrent of small-town gossip swirling around them was the storm. They were in the eye.

      She had yanked him across enemy lines with that friendly fire of hers. Hawk, the trained soldier that he was, had been ambushed. But unlike the battlefield, where every nerve was tensed for conflict, this was an ambush he found himself unexpectedly hoping for.

      Shelby's advance was the first drop of rain in a tempest—sudden, surprising, but unmistakably welcome. The moment their lips met was the downpour that would wash the streets out and send the city into an uproar. Hawk was prepared for her kiss in the way a parched earth is prepared for rain—eagerly, desperately, almost gratefully. As her lips pressed against his, a shockwave of sensation coursed through him. The taste of her coffee-laced kiss, the softness of her lips, the faint hint of her perfume—it was everything he didn't know he needed for the rest of his life.

      For Hawk, time stood still. The whispers of the townsfolk, the clinking of cups, the soft hum of the espresso machine—all of it dissolved into the background. There was only Shelby, her kiss igniting a fire within him that he'd long suppressed.

      The warmth of her body, the gentle pressure of her lips, the tentative touch of her hand as it found its way to his cheek… he'd never dreamed of it. Now he knew he would never stop thinking about it. Never stop wanting. Never stop seeking it out.

      She'd pulled away, breaking the kiss. But Hawk didn't let her get far. He pulled her back to him. She came willingly—well, willingly enough. She was a fool to think he'd let her go.

      He captured her lips again with his. This time it wasn't a peck to get the nosy neighbors off their backs; it was a claiming to let everyone know exactly who Shelby Palmer belonged to.

      Hawk deepened this, uncaring who witnessed his sensuous assault. His hand moved to cradle her face gently—but make no mistake, he was demonstrating his possession of Shelby.

      For him, the kiss was more than just a distraction; it was a revelation, a moment of unexpected honesty in a world of pretense and rumor. The kiss may have started as a ruse, a ploy to deflect gossip, but for him, it was the beginning of an undeniable truth—one that he was only now allowing himself to feel.

      In the midst of the Sandy Perk coffee shop, surrounded by the hushed whispers of the town's notorious gossips, Hawk found himself in a world that consisted only of him and Shelby. As she leaned into the kiss, a bold move that caught him off guard, his trained instincts took over—not the instincts of a soldier, but those of a man who had long suppressed his desires.

      Without a second thought, Hawk pulled Shelby from her seat and into his lap, a move that seemed as natural as breathing. The silence around them was deafening, a stark contrast to the racing of his heart and the soft sound of Shelby's quickened breath.

      The aroma of coffee and pastries, once so prominent, faded into the background, replaced by the scent of Shelby's hair and the faint perfume that lingered on her skin. The warmth of her body against his, the softness of her lips, the tentative exploration of her hands—it was a sensory overload that Hawk willingly surrendered to.

      Hawk sensed the exact moment Shelby realized what she had done. There was a slight gasp against his mouth, a moment of hesitation before she broke the kiss. But for Hawk, it was too late. He had tasted the forbidden, and he wanted more.

      Shelby's eyes, wide and filled with a mix of emotions, met his. There was surprise, a hint of regret, but beneath it all, Hawk could see something else—a reflection of his own undisguised desire. In that brief moment of intimacy, Hawk felt a connection that went beyond physical attraction. It was a realization of what could be, a glimpse of a possibility that he had never allowed himself to consider.

      Around them, the café began to stir back to life, the spell of their kiss broken. But for Hawk, the world was still a blur, everything else secondary to the woman in his arms. He knew this wasn't the end. It was a beginning, a door that had been opened and couldn't be closed. He'd had a taste of what it was like to hold Shelby, to kiss her, and he knew, with a certainty that shook him to his core, that he'd be going back for more.

      Grasping Shelby’s hand, Hawk felt the warmth of her skin against his, a stark contrast to the coolness of the café air. He looked into her eyes, still wide with the shock of their kiss.

      “That was a good idea for a distraction. Just... don’t pull away from me now, or it’ll ruin what we just worked for.”

      Shelby's hands were trembling slightly in his, a physical testament to the turmoil he suspected she was feeling. Her lips were slightly parted, likely too swollen from their kiss to close comfortably. The flush on her cheeks spoke of the intensity of the moment they had shared.

      “At least it stopped them talking,” Shelby managed to say, her voice a soft whisper amidst the clinking of cups and hushed conversations around them. “It’ll take a while before it gets around town, and by then, we should have Falcon out of jail.”

      Hawk nodded, still holding her hand, feeling the weight of her words and the responsibility of their impromptu act. As he processed her words and their implications, Hawk felt a sense of urgency, a need to resolve Falcon’s situation quickly because he wanted his brother out of the picture. The new image would include only Hawk and Shelby.

      Their moment was abruptly interrupted when the barista called out, “Hawk, your mother is on the phone.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      As Shelby pulled up to the Vaughn household, her mind was a whirlwind of conflicting emotions. The memory of the kiss she’d shared with Hawk in Sandy Perk was vivid, refusing to fade into the background. It had been so impulsive, a spur-of-the-moment decision to divert the town’s gossip. But Hawk’s response—it had felt so real, so intense.

      Could he have meant it?

      She shut down that idea instantly. Almost instantly. It took a hard shove to push away the memory of his lips against her, the way he cradled her face in his hand, the whisper of his breath against the corner of her mouth, that nibble at the center of her bottom lip before he released her.

      With a deep inhale and a very slow exhale, Shelby pulled herself together. She didn’t need to knock on the front door. She’d earned that privilege way back in elementary school when she was a frequent after-school guest. But tonight, she didn’t charge inside, as was her right.

      The Vaughn house, a warm, inviting structure bathed in the soft glow of the evening lights, stood before her. The familiar scents of Mrs. Vaughn’s cooking wafted from an open window, a blend of herbs and spices that always made Shelby feel welcomed. She heard the faint sound of laughter and conversation from inside, a reminder of the countless evenings she’d spent here, like a member of the family.

      Taking a deep breath, Shelby stepped up to the door, her heart racing with anticipation, but also anxiety. News in Honor Valley traveled fast, and she had no doubt that Mrs. Vaughn had already heard about the kiss. How would the Vaughns react? Would they see through the ruse? And what about Hawk?

      As she ascended to the top step, the door swung open, and there stood Hawk. The man looked effortlessly delectable—which was annoying. His casual attire did nothing to diminish the imposing figure he cut—tall, broad-shouldered, with an intensity in his eyes that Shelby found both unsettling and alluring.

      “Hi, sweetheart,” Hawk greeted her, his voice neutral, but his eyes holding hers in a way that made her heart skip a beat.

      “Sweetheart?”

      He pulled her in and pressed a kiss to her temple. His lips hovered above her ear. “The neighbors are watching.”

      Shelby gulped and shuddered at the feel of his breath in her ear. Was he doing it on purpose? He had to be doing it on purpose. Right?

      “Hi… honey?” Shelby managed to reply, her voice steady despite the turmoil inside her. When Hawk smirked down at her, it nearly did her in.

      “Honey? That’s original.”

      “It’s what your mom and dad call each other.”

      Something passed between his eyes. Something Shelby couldn’t name, but she wanted to see it again.

      The warmth of Mrs. Vaughn’s embrace enveloped Shelby as she stepped into the cozy, well-lit dining room. Mrs. Vaughn beamed at her, a twinkle in her eye that Shelby had grown to love over the years.

      “Oh Shelby, it’s so wonderful to see you, dear,” Mrs. Vaughn gushed as though they hadn’t just seen each other this past weekend at the art fair. “And with my Hawk now. I’ve always thought of you as a daughter, and now you’ll truly be part of the family.”

      Shelby felt a flutter in her chest at Mrs. Vaughn’s words. Being part of this family had been a secret wish of hers, but in her mind, it had always been Falcon by her side, not Hawk. Yet, as Hawk’s hand rested gently on her lower back, a comforting and steady presence, she realized how much she liked its weight, its assurance.

      They all settled down for dinner, the table set with Mrs. Vaughn’s finest dishes and the room filled with the soft clatter of cutlery and the gentle hum of conversation.

      “I haven’t seen Falcon all day,” said Mrs. Vaughn as she passed the potatoes to her husband. “That boy, always on the move.”

      Shelby’s eyes met Hawk’s across the table, a silent communication passing between them. His mother still didn’t know about Falcon’s latest trouble, and the weight of that secret hung heavily in the air. Hawk’s expression was unreadable, but his eyes held a hint of gratitude for Shelby’s silent support.

      “Hawk here was always the responsible one,” Mrs. Vaughn was saying, “but he had his moments. There was this one time, Hawk must’ve been about ten years old. He and Falcon decided they were going to be explorers in the backyard.”

      Hawk groaned, a mock look of embarrassment crossing his face. “Mom, you don’t have to—”

      “Oh, hush, let me tell it,” Mrs. Vaughn chided with a smile, then turned her attention back to Shelby. “They were out there, building a fort from branches and old blankets. Falcon was in charge of gathering materials, while Hawk was building. But you see, Hawk has always been a bit of a perfectionist.”

      Shelby chuckled, imagining a young Hawk, serious and focused, even in play. She glanced at him, noticing the way his eyes softened at the memory.

      “Well, Falcon, bless his heart, he kept bringing the most ridiculous things to use. A broken umbrella, a mop, even his dad’s golf clubs. And Hawk, he’s trying so hard to make it all work. But then, the entire fort collapsed.”

      The table erupted in laughter, even Hawk joining in with a good-natured shake of his head. “I was trying to engineer the perfect fort,” he said, his tone tinged with a hint of the same seriousness Mrs. Vaughn described.

      “And after all that effort,” Mrs. Vaughn added with a laugh, “they both ended up covered in mud and leaves. Hawk was trying to explain to his father why his golf clubs were in the middle of this disaster.”

      Shelby laughed along, picturing the scene in her mind—two boys, covered in mud, amidst the ruins of their grand adventure. She hadn’t known that Hawk and Falcon were so close. The two had a ten-year age gap between them. Seeing Hawk in a new light, she was starting to appreciate the blend of responsibility and adventurous spirit that had always been a part of him. His mother’s tales painted a picture of a childhood filled with love, laughter, and the kind of brotherly camaraderie that had shaped the man sitting beside her now.

      As dinner continued, Shelby found herself increasingly aware of Hawk’s presence beside her. His hand rested casually around the back of her chair, and every so often, she felt his fingers gently playing with a strand of her hair or his thumb lightly tracing the line of her spine and occasionally brushing the curve of her ear. Each touch sent a ripple of awareness through her, a sensation that was both startling and thrilling.

      The conversation around the table flowed effortlessly, filled with laughter and the warmth of family, but Shelby found it increasingly difficult to concentrate on the words being spoken. The soft sensation of Hawk’s touch, subtle yet intentional, captivated her senses, drawing her focus entirely to him.

      At one point, Mrs. Vaughn was sharing another anecdote, but Shelby could barely register the story. The gentle caress of Hawk’s thumb against her skin, the way his hand occasionally shifted, just barely grazing her, was intensely distracting. It was a deliberate intimacy.

      Hawk seemed perfectly at ease, contributing to the conversation with his usual calm demeanor, as if the tender gestures he bestowed upon Shelby were the most natural thing in the world. But for Shelby, each touch was like a spark, igniting feelings she struggled to contain.

      She caught herself leaning subtly into his touch, craving the warmth and connection it offered. His proximity was intoxicating, filling her senses with a mixture of his scent—a blend of outdoors and something uniquely Hawk—and the comforting aromas of the Vaughn household.

      Dinner passed in a blur for Shelby. The moments were punctuated by Hawk’s discreet caresses. She found herself drawn into his orbit, the rest of the world fading into the background. The sound of his voice, the occasional meeting of their eyes, and the warmth of his touch left her in a state of heightened awareness, where all she could truly focus on was Hawk.

      As they enjoyed Mrs. Vaughn’s delicious cooking, Shelby allowed herself to bask in the feeling of being part of the Vaughn family. For a brief moment, she wished it were all true—that the façade they’d put up for the town was their reality. The idea of being with Hawk, of being part of this family in truth, was a thought that filled her with a surprising sense of longing and happiness.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      The night air was cool and crisp as Hawk walked Shelby home, his arm comfortable around her. The rhythmic sound of their footsteps on the pavement, accompanied by the distant chirping of crickets, created a serene backdrop to their closeness. The faint scent of the evening jasmine from the gardens they passed filled the air, adding to the almost magical quality of the night.

      Hawk couldn’t help but nuzzle Shelby’s ear gently, feeling a sense of satisfaction as he noticed her shiver slightly at his touch. He sensed the effect he had on her, a silent acknowledgment of the attraction that had been building between them. The warmth of her body against his, the softness of her hair under his nose, the gentle rhythm of her breathing—it all made him feel more connected to her than he had ever anticipated.

      As they walked, the world around them felt hushed and intimate, as if they were the only two people in existence. Hawk was lost in the moment. The desire to be close to Shelby consumed his thoughts.

      With each step they took under the starry night sky, his mind delved deeper into the realization that had slowly been dawning on him. Nuzzling gently into her hair, he inhaled the subtle fragrance that seemed so uniquely hers, a blend of floral shampoo and something else—something that was just Shelby. The closeness, the warmth of her body against his, felt so right, so natural.

      Her house was just around the block. He knew the address, but he'd never had an occasion to go near. Now he wished she lived farther so the journey would take longer.

      Every time Hawk had returned home from his deployments, he had witnessed Shelby’s transformation. From the spirited girl next door to the self-assured, vibrant woman she was now, each phase of her growth had unknowingly captivated him more. She had matured, come into her own, and with each change, Hawk found himself more drawn to her, more intrigued by the person she was becoming.

      He thought about the small piece of pottery she had given him years ago, a piece of her art that he had carried with him on his travels. It wasn’t just an object; it was a connection to Shelby, a reminder of her talent and the place she held in his life. It was a piece of her he had held on to, not just in his hands, but in his heart.

      Now, as he held her close, feeling the softness of her hair under his chin and the gentle cadence of her steps beside his, Hawk realized that what he felt for Shelby was deep-rooted. She was no longer just a reminder of home; she had become a part of him, a part he had cherished from afar and now longed to know more intimately.

      There was a fear, though. A nagging doubt that he might only be a stand-in for his brother in her eyes. Yet, the way she leaned into his touch, the way she responded to his presence, gave him hope. Hope that perhaps what he felt was mirrored in her own heart.

      The feelings he harbored for Shelby were not fleeting. They were profound, grounded in genuine admiration and a connection that had been years in the making. With Shelby in his arms, he felt a sense of completeness, a desire to explore the depths of what they could be to each other. Little Shelby Palmer had unknowingly become an integral part of his world, and he was determined to discover the potential of their shared path.

      “We should discuss the next step for Falcon,” she said, her tone shifting back to the matter at hand.

      Hawk felt a surge of irritation at the mention of his brother. The last thing he wanted was to talk about Falcon, especially now. He wanted to erase every thought of his brother from Shelby’s mind. Falcon didn’t deserve her care and attention, not when he consistently took it for granted.

      His arm stiffened around Shelby. The romantic ambiance of their walk was replaced by a growing frustration. The tranquility of the night was overshadowed by his brother’s looming presence in their conversation. Hawk’s protective instinct kicked in, a possessive feeling that he couldn’t quite shake off. He wanted to pull Shelby closer, to envelop her in his embrace and shield her from everything else—especially from Falcon and the troubles he brought.

      "He's fine.”

      "He's in jail."

      "He's drying out, which is what he needs."

      "He needs his family and friends."

      "What you mean is he needs you."

      "I'm his friend."

      "But you want more."

      Hawk's arm around Shelby tensed as he fought the urge to act on his primal instincts, to declare to the world that Shelby was his. He wanted to wipe Falcon from her mind, to make her forget about his brother's irresponsible actions, and focus solely on the connection they shared. He struggled internally, torn between the urge to express his feelings openly and the need to respect the boundaries of their evolving relationship. In the end, he lashed out at his little brother.

      "You've always wanted to be more to him. Even though he doesn't think of you that way. Even though he flaunts other women in front of you. And he uses you too."

      There he stopped. He hadn't meant to say even half of that. But couldn't she see it? Shelby was so intelligent, except where his brother came in.

      Shelby pushed away from him. Hawk's fingers clenched, but he had no choice. He let her go.

      The distance between them grew, both physically and emotionally. Hawk felt a wall building up inside him, a defense mechanism against the complicated emotions he was experiencing. He'd never envied his younger brother anything. Until now.

      As they reached Shelby’s house, Hawk stepped back, creating a physical space to match the emotional one that had opened between them.

      “Goodnight, Shelby.” Not sweetheart.

      "Goodnight, Hawk." Not honey.

      The warm connection they had shared just moments ago now felt like a distant memory. Hawk turned and walked away. He was conflicted, torn between his growing feelings for Shelby and the fear that he was just a placeholder for his brother. As he walked away, the cool night air did little to soothe the turmoil inside him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      “So everyone’s talking about you and Hawk Vaughn.”

      Instead of responding to Andrea, Shelby sipped her sweet tea. Though she was a Midwest girl through and through with roots transplanted from the Dominican Republic, she had to admit that the Southern beverage was growing on her.

      Bridget, their very own Southern belle, stood at the kitchen island mixing another batch to store in Shelby’s fridge. Shelby had to admit her friend was looking much healthier after her recent illness. But when Bridget lifted those hazel eyes, all Shelby saw was an impatient brow raised, waiting for her to answer Andrea’s question.

      “It was just a ruse,” she explained, wrapping her hands around her mug. “A distraction to keep the gossip away from Falcon.”

      “What’s going on with Falcon?” asked Andrea.

      It still shocked Shelby that it had worked. No one was talking about Falcon’s arrest. He was still in jail. But true to his word, Zander had found a rehab for him. Shelby was going over to present the plan to her best friend later today. She wondered why she hadn’t gone first thing since getting the news.

      Bridget raised an eyebrow, her interest piqued. “But nothing’s really going on between you two?”

      “Who?”

      “You and Hawk?” Andrea sighed in exasperation.

      “No, nothing like that. We just needed to shift the focus.”

      Shelby tried to maintain a façade of indifference about Hawk, but her friends were not easily fooled. Andrea and Bridget exchanged knowing glances, their intuition cutting through Shelby’s denial.

      “Shelby, come on,” Bridget urged. “We can see there’s something more. You’re practically glowing when you talk about him.”

      Sitting on the couch, surrounded by the comforting familiarity of her home, Shelby let out a sigh of discomfort. The soft glow from the lamps cast warm shadows around the room, creating a safe space for confessions.

      “I’m just... confused,” she admitted, her voice betraying the turmoil inside her. “I’m sure you guys didn’t know, but I’ve always thought I was in love with Falcon.”

      Andrea and Bridget exchanged another look. This one looked suspiciously like they’d known Shelby’s innermost secret all along.

      “But Hawk, that kiss... and then the other one. And the way he was with me when we were alone. It’s all so confusing.”

      “Exactly how many kisses were there?” asked Bridget.

      Andrea reached out, placing a comforting hand on Shelby’s arm. “It sounds like your feelings for Hawk are growing. It’s okay to feel confused.”

      Shelby nodded, her mind replaying every moment with Hawk—the way he had nuzzled her ear, the warmth of his embrace, the intensity of their kisses. She had liked it more than she had expected to. But it had also muddled her feelings, blurring the lines she had drawn in her heart for so long.

      “And then I brought up Falcon,” Shelby continued, her voice laced with regret. “It angered Hawk, and he pushed me away. But now, I... I wish he was here, close to me.”

      The room fell silent. The only sound being the faint ticking of the clock on the wall. Shelby’s heart ached with a longing she couldn’t fully understand. Part of her wondered if her hesitation to visit Falcon in jail was influenced by her growing feelings for Hawk.

      She got up and paced the room, stopping by a shelf filled with photographs. The photographs depicted various stages of her life. The first showed a young Shelby with both her parents in happier times. Then, there were two separate photographs: one of her with her father, his new wife, and their young twins, and another with her mother, her new husband, and Shelby’s half-siblings.

      “These are lovely,” said Andrea. “Who are all these people with you?”

      “My parents. All of them. My biological parents are divorced and remarried. Twice. I’ve lived in blended families pretty much all my life.”

      “It sounds complicated,” Bridget commented, her tone sympathetic.

      “It was, at times. But it taught me a lot about adapting and finding my own way.”

      “And this one?” Andrea pointed to another photograph.

      “That’s me with the Vaughns. I’ve always looked up to them. They were the perfect family I never had.” As Shelby spoke, she realized how deeply she had yearned for that sense of belonging and stability, a yearning that had drawn her to Falcon and, more recently, to Hawk.

      A knock at the door interrupted the quiet atmosphere of Shelby’s home. As the door swung open, she was confronted with a sight that took her aback.

      Falcon stood there, his appearance a stark contrast to the composed, charismatic person she was used to seeing. His eyes, normally bright and full of mischief, were now glassy and unfocused, betraying his intoxicated state. His movements were uncoordinated and sluggish, as if he was struggling to maintain his balance.

      He was still wearing the same clothes Shelby had last seen him in, but now they were crumpled and stained, giving him a disheveled, almost pitiful look. The fabric was wrinkled and bore the marks of multiple nights spent in discomfort. His hair, usually styled with care, was now a tousled mess, strands falling haphazardly over his forehead.

      The smell of alcohol emanating from him was overpowering, filling the space between them with the pungent aroma. It was an odor that clashed jarringly with the fresh, calm ambiance of Shelby’s home.

      Falcon’s charming features, which had always been his asset, were now twisted into an expression that was a confusing blend of anger, frustration, and intoxication. The jovial, easy-going nature that Shelby had always associated with Falcon was nowhere to be seen. Instead, he looked worn down, his face reflecting a turmoil that went beyond the physical effects of alcohol.

      Shelby felt a wave of mixed emotions wash over her—concern, disappointment, and a trace of lingering affection for the friend she once knew so well. Falcon’s current state was a painful reminder of the path he had chosen, a path that had led him to her doorstep in such a sorry state.

      “Falcon? What are you doing here? How did you-“

      “I got myself out,” Falcon slurred, his words tinged with bitterness. “Own recognize. Recog sense. Whatever. You left me in jail. My own best friend.”

      The smell of alcohol was overpowering, filling the small entryway. She could see the hurt in Falcon’s eyes, a pain that went beyond his current state.

      “Falcon, please,” Shelby pleaded softly. “You need help.”

      “Needed you.” He reached for her.

      But she didn’t reach back. Because she couldn’t help him. Because he wouldn’t help himself.

      Without her arms to catch him, Falcon staggered forward. Without her steady hand, his balance faltered before he collapsed onto her carpet with a heavy thud.
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      Hawk awoke on Zander's couch, his body stiff from the uncomfortable sleeping arrangement. The early morning light filtered through the curtains, casting a soft glow across the room. He heard the faint sounds of the town awakening outside, the distant hum of traffic and the occasional chirp of a bird.

      Rubbing his neck, Hawk sat up, feeling the weight of the previous night's revelations. He had chosen Zander's couch over going home, unable to face his mother's enthusiastic misconceptions about him and Shelby. The thought of his mother's well-meaning but misplaced comments about their supposed perfect match grated against his conscience.

      Sitting there with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee filling the air, Hawk found himself lost in thought, the morning light casting long shadows across the room. His mind wandered back to the moments he had shared with Shelby, moments that were now tinged with both regret and longing.

      He remembered the feel of her skin under his fingertips as they sat at his family's dinner table. His hand had grazed her neck, tracing a line down her spine, and then lightly over the curve of her ear. Each touch was electric, charged with a connection that Hawk had never felt before. Shelby had not pulled away; instead, she had allowed him to hold her close, a silent acceptance of the growing intimacy between them.

      As he'd walked her home, Shelby had leaned into him, her body fitting perfectly against his. The warmth of her pressed against his side, the softness of her hair brushing against his cheek. He had felt a sense of rightness, a feeling he had not wanted to end.

      But then, instead of holding onto that moment, he had let his fears and insecurities get the better of him. He had argued with Shelby. He'd let words get in the way of what he truly felt.

      Now, reflecting on it, Hawk wished he had held his tongue. He wished he had kissed her instead of letting his doubts lead to an argument. The memory of their argument contrasted sharply with the gentle, tender moments they had shared, leaving Hawk with a sense of frustration at himself.

      Hawk knew that his fears of being just a stand-in for Falcon, merely a second choice in Shelby's heart, were unfounded. They were barriers he had erected to protect himself, but in doing so, he had only caused pain—both to Shelby and himself. He knew that to move forward, to explore the possibilities that lay ahead with Shelby, he needed to confront these fears and dismantle them.

      He needed to be honest with Shelby. He needed to express his genuine feelings for her, feelings that went beyond mere attraction or convenience. It was time to take a step forward, to take a chance on something real and profound.

      Hawk made a decision. He had the money. He would bail Falcon out of jail and leave him to make his own decisions about rehab. It was time Falcon faced the consequences of his actions. And then, Hawk would go to Shelby and tell her about the real feelings he had been harboring, feelings he wanted to explore.

      Lost in thought, Hawk was brought back to the present by the sound of Zander's voice on the phone. “He's been released?" Zander was saying. After a pause, he turned to Hawk with a surprised look. "Your brother made bail. Someone got a bail bondsman for him.”

      Hawk's heart sank for a moment, then he realized this changed nothing about his own resolve. Rising from the couch, a sense of resolute purpose infused his movements.

      “Thanks, Zander,” he said, his voice firm and steady.

      He needed to get to Shelby, to clear the air between them. The knowledge that Falcon was out of jail only added urgency to his decision. Hawk strode towards the door, the early morning light casting long shadows across the room. It was time to face the truth, to confront his feelings head-on. Shelby needed to know how he truly felt, and Hawk was ready to tell her.

      Hawk strode purposefully towards Shelby's house, his mind a tumult of emotions, but his resolve clear. He rehearsed what he wanted to say to Shelby, each word a critical piece in the confession he was about to make.

      Arriving at Shelby's door, Hawk raised his hand and knocked with decisive thuds. The moments before she answered felt like an eternity. Each second stretched out longer than his patience could bear.

      When the door finally swung open, Hawk was met with the sight of Shelby. For a second, he forgot every point he'd practiced on the way here. She was simply lovely to him.

      Her hair was tousled in a way that gave her an unintentional, carefree look, strands falling loosely around her face. Her eyes, though weary and bearing the telltale signs of a sleepless night, still held that familiar spark that Hawk had always found captivating.

      Hawk blamed himself for her fatigued appearance. He wished he had stayed with her, offering the comfort of his presence through the night, rather than retreating to Zander's couch in a bout of sulking. He imagined holding her close, being there to soothe her into slumber, providing a sense of security and warmth.

      Even in her tired state, there was a resilience that clung to Shelby, a quiet strength that Hawk admired deeply. The dimming of her usual vibrant energy didn't detract from her allure; rather, it added a new layer of vulnerability that tugged at Hawk's heart.

      As he stood there, taking in her appearance, Hawk felt a surge of tenderness. He longed to reach out, to brush away the hair from her face, and to gently reassure her. Shelby, in her disheveled state, was a poignant reminder of the night's events and the emotional toll they had taken on her.

      His resolve to make amends, to express his genuine feelings, grew stronger as he stood at her doorstep. Seeing Shelby like this only reinforced his desire to be there for her, to be a source of comfort and support, not just for this moment, but for all the moments to come.

      Without a word, Hawk stepped forward and pulled her into his arms. She came willingly, her body molding against his in a perfect fit. He felt her warmth, now a familiar sensation. As was the softness of her hair against his cheek and the gentle rise and fall of her chest as she breathed. It was a moment of pure connection, a silent exchange of comfort and understanding.

      As they stood there in the doorway, Hawk tightened his embrace, wanting to offer her the strength and support she seemed to need. He felt a sense of peace, a calming of the storm that had raged inside him since the night before. But then his gaze drifted over Shelby's shoulder, landing on the figure of Falcon sleeping on her couch.

      A surge of anger rose in Hawk, seeing his brother there, peacefully asleep and oblivious to the chaos he had caused. But as he looked at Falcon, something shifted inside him. He felt the tension he'd been carrying begin to dissipate. This was not the moment for anger; this was a moment for choices, for honesty.

      Gently, Hawk pulled away from Shelby, his eyes meeting hers. “Shelby,” he said softly, “you need to choose. It's either me or him.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The night had been long and draining for Shelby, a familiar routine of caring for Falcon after one of his escapades. As she had watched over her lifelong best friend, ensuring he was safe, a truth had become painfully clear to her: despite their friendship, Falcon had never reciprocated the care and concern she had always shown him.

      Not when her parents were fighting. Not when they divorced. Not when she struggled to start her business. She couldn’t remember one time when she had been in need and he’d been there. She could only remember coming when he called.

      As Shelby opened the door, her weary eyes were met with the sight of Hawk, who, like herself, looked as though he had weathered a difficult night. Despite the evident lack of sleep, his presence was like a beacon in the midst of her stormy thoughts. Hawk’s usually sharp, observant eyes held a softness now, rimmed with the telltale signs of fatigue. His hair was slightly disheveled, giving him a more unguarded, raw look than his usual composed demeanor.

      Yet, even in his apparent tiredness, Hawk exuded a sense of strength and stability. His posture, though relaxed, still conveyed the innate confidence and assurance he carried with him—a confidence that had always been a part of his appeal. The subtle shadows under his eyes and the slight unkemptness only served to enhance his rugged attractiveness, adding a layer of depth to his character that Shelby found devastatingly handsome.

      To Shelby, Hawk represented comfort, safety, and security. As she looked at him, standing there with his arms open, she saw not just the man who had caused her frustration but also the man who had shown her care and concern, the man who had held her close and made her feel cherished. His open embrace was an invitation, a promise of support and understanding.

      It didn’t feel like she stepped towards him; it felt like she leaped at him. And he caught her.

      Shelby was enveloped in a sense of protection and warmth. Hawk’s embrace was a physical manifestation of the safety and security she found in his presence. In that moment, any reservations she had were overshadowed by the comfort she found in his hold. In Hawk’s arms, Shelby felt a connection that went beyond words, an understanding that transcended the need for explanations. His warmth enveloped her, his steady heartbeat a comforting rhythm against the chaos of her thoughts. She inhaled deeply, the familiar scent of him filling her senses.

      As she nestled closer, feeling the strength and assurance in his hold, Shelby realized how much she wanted this—not the pretense they had displayed for the town, but the real, tangible connection she felt with Hawk right now. The past two days, even under the guise of an act, had shown her a glimpse of what could be, of what she yearned for it to be.

      The moment was broken when Hawk’s body tensed. Shelby didn’t need to look to know why; she could tell he had seen Falcon on the couch. His voice, when he spoke, carried a weight of emotion.

      “Shelby, you need to choose. It’s either me or him.”

      In that instant, with Hawk’s arms still around her, the choice seemed clear. The comfort and understanding she found in Hawk contrasted sharply with the one-sided dynamic she had with Falcon. Shelby realized that what she truly wanted had been right in front of her all along, in the person who had shown her care and concern without any expectation of reciprocation.

      Hawk’s words echoed in her mind, not as an ultimatum, but as a wake-up call. It was time for her to acknowledge her feelings, to choose a path forward that was based on mutual respect and genuine connection. As she stood there, wrapped in Hawk’s embrace, Shelby knew that her heart had already made its choice.

      The answer had been clear from the moment she stepped into his arms. It was Hawk, with his caring nature, the comfort he offered, and the kisses that still lingered in her mind. These were experiences Falcon had never given her, couldn’t give her. Falcon had never seen her as anything more than a friend, and right now -with his latest actions- she was doubting that he saw her as that.

      Shelby opened her mouth to speak, to tell Hawk that her choice was him, but he interrupted her, his voice firm yet filled with emotion. "I take back what I said. I'm not going to ask you to choose."

      "You're not? But I-"

      "I'm going to fight for you, Shelby. Because you deserve someone who will do a better job than Falcon ever did. You deserve the best."

      Shelby's heart swelled at his words, a surge of warmth and affirmation flooding through her. Hawk's declaration was a promise, a commitment to be the person she deserved. His eyes held hers, conveying a depth of sincerity and determination and desire.

      She stepped closer to him, her eyes shining with unshed tears of gratitude and joy and longing. "I agree with you. I do deserve better. I deserve you. I'd already chosen you, Hawk. And I'm going to keep you."

      As their lips met in a kiss that sealed her words, Shelby felt a profound sense of rightness. The kiss was tender, filled with a promise of new beginnings. It was a confirmation of their mutual feelings, a bridge between what had been and what could be. This was now who she was; Shelby Palmer was Hawk Vaughn's girl.

      As they kissed, the rest of the world fell away, leaving only the two of them wrapped in the certainty of their choice. Shelby knew that with Hawk, she was choosing a future filled with care, respect, and a love that had grown from the deepest roots of friendship. It was a choice that felt like coming home.
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      Hawk stood beside his family outside the rehabilitation center, the sharp sting of the morning air filling his lungs. The center was a modern, unassuming building surrounded by neatly manicured lawns. The sound of gravel crunching underfoot mixed with the soft murmurs of his family as they prepared to say goodbye to Falcon for a while.

      Falcon, looking more subdued than Hawk had ever seen him, stood with their mother. Hawk saw the determination in his mother's eyes, a resolve that only a mother's love could fuel. She had always been the cornerstone of their family, her strength unwavering even in the face of adversity.

      Mrs. Vaughn turned to Hawk and Shelby, who stood together, holding hands for support. "I wish you two hadn't tried to keep this from me. Falcon's my boy, and I'm not giving up on him. We face things as a family."

      Hawk felt a pang of guilt at his mother's gentle chastisement. But just as she was unwavering in her resolve, so was he. Shelby hadn't been the only enabler in this family. He glanced at Shelby, her hand warm in his, and saw a similar expression of regret on her face. Hawk gave her fingers a squeeze, trying to infuse his certainty that they had done the right thing into the woman he loved. She lifted her gaze to his, and though there was sadness in her eyes, there was also that spark of defiance that told him she'd heard him.

      "I'm sorry, Mom," Hawk said. "We thought we were protecting you."

      Mrs. Vaughn nodded, her gaze softening. "I know, Hawk. But we’re stronger together. We don’t hide our troubles; we face them head-on, as a family."

      Hawk watched as his mother turned back to Falcon, pulling him into a tight embrace. Falcon’s eyes, usually so full of mischief, now held a vulnerability that Hawk rarely saw. It was a poignant moment, a reminder of the challenges Falcon faced and the journey he was about to embark on.

      As they began their goodbyes to Falcon, Hawk felt a sense of solidarity with his family. Despite their different paths and the struggles they faced, they were united in their love and support for each other. The road ahead for Falcon would be difficult, but with their family's support, he had a fighting chance. And as for Hawk, standing there with Shelby, he knew that whatever challenges lay ahead, the two of them would face them together as a team.

      Hawk's hand rested lightly on Shelby's back as they prepared to say their goodbyes to Falcon. The air was crisp, a faint chill hinting at the approach of autumn. The rehab center loomed in front of them, a symbol of new beginnings and tough journeys.

      Reluctantly, Hawk loosened his hold on Shelby, allowing her to step forward and embrace Falcon. He watched as Falcon whispered an apology into Shelby's ear, his voice laden with regret. "I'm sorry for being such a lousy friend, Shelby. I'm going to get better, I promise."

      Shelby pulled back, her eyes moist but shining with hope. "I know you will, Falcon."

      Falcon, who had always been the life of the party, the one with a quick joke or a mischievous prank, now appeared so much more fragile. The usual spark in his eyes had dulled. He looked a little lost, a little broken. It stirred something deep within Hawk—a protective instinct, a wish to see his brother reclaim the strength and vitality he once possessed.

      Then Falcon turned to face Hawk, a flicker of his old mischievous self shining through. "You'd better treat her right, Hawk," he joked, a wry smile on his lips. "Or I'm going to swoop in and steal her away when I get out."

      Despite the seriousness of the moment, Hawk chuckled at the absurdity of the notion that his brother could beat him in any game of where physicality was in play, but more at the insanity that he could wrestle the woman of his dreams away. The two brothers engaged in a brief, playful scuffle. It was a momentary return to the days of their youth, a brief respite from the gravity of the situation.

      The playfulness subsided as Falcon embraced their mother. "Thanks for not giving up on me, Mom," he said, his voice breaking slightly. "I'm going to make you all proud."

      Mrs. Vaughn held her son tightly, whispering words of encouragement. Hawk saw the strength and love that emanated from his mother, a force that had held their family together through thick and thin.

      And then he was walking away. Falcon walked up the steps to the rehab center. But before he went in, they all spied the flirty smirk he gave one of the nurses at the door.

      Hawk wrapped his arm around Shelby again, pulling her close. He watched his brother disappear inside, feeling a complex mix of relief, worry, and hope. Squeezing Shelby tightly, Hawk was filled with gratitude for her presence in their lives. If not for her, Falcon's situation could have been much worse.

      As the family turned to leave, Hawk felt a profound connection to each of them. The situation with Falcon had brought them together in a way that few other things could. They were a unit, bound not just by blood but by shared experiences, trials, and unconditional love. Despite the different paths they had walked and the individual struggles they each faced, they were united in their common goal of seeing Falcon through to a better place.

      As Hawk turned to face Shelby, standing beside him in the quiet aftermath of Falcon's departure, he saw not just the present moment but a glimpse into the future in her hazel eyes. Those eyes, so expressive and deep, held a flame that was both comforting and invigorating. Where Falcon's spark had dimmed, burdened by his struggles, Shelby's burned bright, a clear indication of her strength and resilience.

      Leaning down, he pressed his lips to hers. She met his kiss with an eagerness that stole his breath. In that kiss, Hawk promised Shelby days, months, and years to come—a future where they would walk side by side, facing life's challenges together. As he deepened the kiss, he pledged that they'd share joys and sorrows, quiet moments and grand adventures, everyday comforts and extraordinary experiences. Their kiss held a depth of emotion that Hawk had come to cherish, a depth that reassured him no matter what lay ahead, they would navigate it together.

      Shelby's choice to love him, to embrace the feelings they shared, was more than a simple decision. It was a commitment, a pledge to support and understand each other, to build a life on the foundation of deep, unwavering love.

      As he broke the kiss and led her back to the car, Hawk felt a sense of completeness he had never known before. He promised himself that for the rest of his life, he would be the man she deserved, a partner who would stand by her as steadfastly as she had stood by Falcon and now by him.
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        And by the way, the E elongates the A. So it’s pronounced Shan-aaaaaaaa. Perfect for a hero to call out across the moors, or up to a balcony, or to blare outside her window on a boombox. If you hear him calling her name, please send him her way!

      

      

      
        
        You can sign up for Shanae’s Reader Group and receive a FREE NOVELLA in this world at

        https://shanaejohnson.com/ReaderGroup

      

      

      
        
        ALSO BY SHANAE JOHNSON

      

        

      
        Honor Valley Romances

        Soldier’s Surrender

        Soldier’s Promise

        Soldier’s Courage

        Soldier’s Embrace

        Soldier’s Protection

        Soldier’s Triumph

      

        

      
        The Brides of Purple Heart

        On His Bended Knee

        Hand Over His Heart

        Offering His Arm

        His Permanent Scar

        Having His Back

        In Over His Head

        Always On His Mind

        Every Step He Takes

        In His Good Hands

        Light Up His Life

        Strength to Stand

        His Grace Under Pressure

      

        

      
        The Rangers of Purple Heart

        The Rancher takes his Convenient Bride

        The Rancher takes his Best Friend’s Sister

        The Rancher takes his Runaway Bride

        The Rancher takes his Star Crossed Love

        The Rancher takes his Love at First Sight

        The Rancher takes his Last Chance at Love

      

        

      
        The Silver Star Ranch Romances

        His Pledge to Honor

        His Pledge to Cherish

        His Pledge to Protect

        His Pledge to Obey

        His Pledge to Have

        His Pledge to Hold

      

        

      
        a Flying Cross Ranch Romance

        His Vow to Love

        His Vow to Treasure

        His Vow to Adore

        His Vow to Trust

        His Vow to Respect

        His Vow to Defend

      

        

      
        Bronze Star Ranch Romance

        His Duty to Serve

        His Duty to Accept

        His to Fulfill

      

      

    

  
OEBPS/images/soldiers-duty.jpg






OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png
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var gPosition = 0;
var gProgress = 0;
var gCurrentPage = 0;
var gPageCount = 0;
var gClientHeight = null;

const kMaxFont = 0;

function getPosition()
{
	return gPosition;
}

function getProgress()
{
	return gProgress;
}

function getPageCount()
{
	return gPageCount;
}

function getCurrentPage()
{
	return gCurrentPage;
}

/**
 * Setup the columns and calculate the total page count;
 */

function setupBookColumns()
{
	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;
	body.marginLeft = 0;
	body.marginRight = 0;
	body.marginTop = 0;
	body.marginBottom = 0;
	
    var bc = document.getElementById('book-columns').style;
    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';
	bc.height = (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont) + 'px !important';
    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}




