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Gard took Lia by the arm and began ushering her out of the theater.

“Can Albennie come pick you up? Or Franny? Hell, I can call Royal and—”

“I’m coming with you, Gard.”

“You can’t come with, Lia.”

“I have to,” she replied stubbornly. “I know what you need to look for and look out for. I’m the best chance you’ve got.”

Yeah, he really wanted to know how, but he didn’t have time. “This is police business.”

“You’re not going as a cop. You’re going as an uncle. And a brother. Which means it’s not police business for you. Which means I’m going with you.”

“I’m going with a gun.”

“You can leave me here, but I’ll only follow. You can’t cut me out of this. It’s too important, and I offer too much.”

He reached out, cupped her face with his hands. “How am I supposed to save them if I have to worry about you?”
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Chapter One

Corporal Gardner Fairhurst had his life down to a perfect science these days. He had a challenging, fulfilling job. One that offered him enough spontaneity and movement to serve the side of him that craved both, without drawing him into the kinds of danger he’d been trying to pull his younger sister out of since he could remember.

Maybe being a cop hadn’t turned out to be as save the world as he’d once thought when he’d been young and eager and naive, but he still knew that he helped people. On the bad days, it felt like not enough. On the good days, it felt like a badge of honor he’d earned.

Tonight, he’d clocked out, radioed off duty, and headed inside his nice little house on Main Street in Bent, Wyoming. Today had neither been good nor bad, and after some of the years of bad he’d been through, he appreciated a boring day that offered neither.

Or maybe he was just getting old. Sure, forty was a few years off yet, but it was breathing down his neck. Something he was reminded of with each new recruit he was assigned to train who seemed to get younger and younger with each assignment.

A couple of the kids, as he called them, had invited him to hit Rightful Claim, the local saloon in Bent. Gard had declined. Tonight, he’d shower. Eat a frozen dinner and watch a sporting event. Then go to bed. Alone.

Some people might call it boring, but Gard figured those people had never spent time in the unknown. They’d never turned their back on everything comfortable and supportive and easy and then had to suddenly rebuild their own life.

Boring was a death knell only for people who’d never known struggle.

Besides, going out when you were feeling your age was a recipe for recklessness and disaster, so Gard stayed in. Recklessness wasn’t his MO.

He ran through the shower, microwaved a frozen chicken potpie, and grabbed a beer from his fridge. He was halfway to the couch when he heard a noise outside his front door. The knob of said door moved. He stood, beer in one hand, a microwaved chicken potpie on a plate in the other. He’d locked that door—a habit being a cop had ingrained deep into his bones. Still, the knob jiggled and moved and then…opened.

He blew out a breath and scowled at the intruder. “Sammy.”

His niece stepped inside. She’d dyed her usually blond hair black since the last time he’d seen her a few weeks ago, and she had it piled on top of her head in messy waves. Her blue eyes were direct and defiant, reminding Gard of her mother. She had a duffel bag slung over her shoulder.

And there was no one entering his house with her.

So just like that, the well-ordered construct of his world crumbled. Because if Sammy was here without her mother…

“Just to get it out of the way, she never came home last night,” Sammy said, her voice devoid of all emotion except generic teenage distaste for everything. “I don’t know where she is, and since she didn’t come back tonight, I guess I’m crashing here for a bit.”

Gard didn’t say anything to that at first. He’d bought this house with the extra bedroom for just this kind of situation, but… Things had been going so well, he’d really stopped thinking she’d need it.

“You want me in family services?” she demanded when he didn’t say anything.

He sighed. He didn’t love working around the system, but his sister had made that a constant struggle. Because the system kind of sucked when you couldn’t stay clean, but you didn’t want to lose your kid. Years ago, Gard had tried to convince Dani to give him custody—that way she wouldn’t have to worry about the Department of Family Services.

Dani hadn’t gone for it, and Gard hadn’t felt right forcing the issue. And for the past three years, he hadn’t even thought of it. Dani had been clean. Sammy had been good. Everything had been good. It killed him that after all this time, they were about to start over.

“Let me crash here,” Sammy said, all world-weary detachment too big for a fifteen-year-old. “All you have to do is give me a ride to school in the mornings. I’ve got a ride home. No one will know the difference as long as I’m in school.”

“You’ll get a ride home from who?”

She smiled at him, reminding him so much of Dani it hurt. He’d never been able to save his sister, and he had increasing concern he’d never be able to save Sammy.

Sometimes a man had to accept people didn’t want to be saved, but he’d never been able to accept that when it came to the people he loved.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said, tossing her lone duffel bag on his couch.

The problem was, he did worry about it. About Dani. About Sammy. He thought they were past her one-bagged arrivals. It had been three years since the last one, and back then it had always been Dani dropping Sammy off on her way to do something…bad.

Now, apparently, Sammy was old enough to show up all on her own. Even though she was still a few months shy from getting her driver’s license.

“How’d you get here?” Dani and Sammy had a place in Fairmont. He’d had one too for a long time, but last year Dani had insisted she needed space. She needed to know she could take care of Sammy and herself without him breathing down her neck.

So he’d bought a house out here in Bent, about a half hour away. Space, but not…too much. Close enough, room enough, to be what either of them needed, if they needed.

“A friend dropped me off,” Sammy said casually, but with a kind of smugness that made Gard especially aware he had no business helping raise a teenage girl.

But that was life. Gard was going to have to look into her friends. Which wouldn’t win him any favors with Sammy, but he wasn’t looking for her to hero-worship him like she had when she was little. He was desperate to find a way to help her be…all right.

God, he’d wanted that for his sister. And he hadn’t given up on it, but this…hurt. He’d really thought she’d turned a corner. Three years. Three years clean without any problems. Why would she throw that away? “I thought…”

“We all think. We always think.” Sammy walked into his kitchen, stuck her head into his fridge. “And she always goes back.”

Her words were emotionless, but Gard knew better. Sammy might be resigned, but it wasn’t like she hadn’t found some hope these past few years either. Hope that was now dashed. Cruelly.

Gard hated that he couldn’t argue with Sammy, couldn’t find some way to protect that now-lost hope. “Here, eat this,” he muttered, setting the potpie down on the table, and moving into the kitchen to make himself something else.

* * *

Lia Blair had never been a morning person. So the irony was not lost on her that she’d decided to run a bakery and coffee shop that necessitated her getting up before the sun just about every day.

Luckily, she’d hired a responsible assistant manager who often opened so Lia could get that extra hour of sleep in. But an extra hour of sleep in bakery world was still too damn early.

She could grumble about it, and would, but some mornings when she stepped out of her little house off the main drag of Hope Town, Wyoming, and the sunrise was a soft, pretty pastel painting on the sky, she was reminded of how lucky she was to be here.

It was a hell of a lot better than everything she’d endured as a teenager that had led her to a life in Hope Town’s secret, privatized WitSec program.

Because her name might be Lia Blair here, but that was only because Edwina Cornelia Pitt didn’t exist anymore. For her own protection. Something that didn’t even faze her anymore. She liked her life here in Hope Town more than she’d ever liked any part of the life prior.

Since it was a nice day, and Lia planned on eating one of her giant cinnamon rolls for breakfast once she got into the bakery, she walked the short distance from house to bakery building out on Main Street rather than drive.

Albennie, her assistant manager, was already in the kitchen, doing the necessary first-thing-in-the-morning tasks. They didn’t speak through that first hour—even in a good mood Lia wanted absolute silence before at least a cup and a half of coffee.

So, silently, Lia went through her first hour of work, frosting pastries, baking yesterday’s doughs into rolls and the like. She drank her first cup of coffee as she worked, then sat down with her warm, delicious cinnamon roll and drank half the second cup.

Life was good.

The morning rush came through and kept Lia and Albennie busy, though not too rushed. Thursdays in Hope Town, Wyoming, weren’t exactly teeming with people, but the threat of winter in the air had people getting out and about more than they would soon enough.

Things tapered off in the afternoon as they usually did. Albennie said her goodbyes, leaving Lia to clean up and close up once three finally hit. Since it was Thursday, the place was dead by two, but Lia stayed open, always ready for a straggler.

She used these downtimes to test new recipes or work on one of the million projects she was always working on to keep the historical building her bakery was in functioning. Today, she wasn’t in the mood for tools or frustrating building-improvement projects, so she went to her kitchen.

She kept the music low so she could hear if someone came in—the bell on the door would ring. Then she lost herself in butter and sugar and the simple satisfaction she always felt when baking.

It almost made the early mornings worth it.

The new sugar cookie dough recipe she’d tried from an old cookbook she’d bought at the antique shop down the street was stickier than she’d like, messier than she’d like, but pretty darn tasty if she did say so herself.

She packaged it up to chill overnight then heard something…odd out in the front room. She wiped her hands on a towel and moved out of the kitchen area to the café itself.

There was someone inside. Which…didn’t make sense since she hadn’t heard the bell ring. But the figure stood on the other side of the counter. Not waiting to order, at least not if the open and empty cash register drawer was anything to go by.

From Lia’s angle, she couldn’t see their face or really make out much of them considering they were wearing an oversize, bulky hoodie.

She should probably pull her phone out of her pocket and call the Bent County Sheriff’s Department, but she paused, watching as the figure helped themself to the money in the tip jar. They shoved it into their hoodie pocket, looked around—allowing Lia to see enough of their face for Lia to realize it was a girl. Probably a teenager.

The girl clearly didn’t see Lia, because her next move was to reach around the counter, open the pastry display case at that awkward angle, and grab what she could.

Before the girl could fully pull her hand from the case, Lia took a step forward into her line of sight.

“Are you going to put that money back, or am I going to have to call the cops?” Lia hated cops. That would be a very, very last resort. But the threat when it came to teens usually worked.

Unless this teen was a lot like the teen she had been.

The girl stopped, though she didn’t turn around to face Lia. Lia imagined she was considering her chances of getting away if she ran.

Not good.

When the girl finally turned toward Lia, Lia blew out a breath. The eyes were blazing, the snarl combative. And there was that belligerence only a teen could pull out with such a lack of toughness behind it. She’d dropped the pastries and pretended she didn’t see them on the floor. “I didn’t take anything.”

She couldn’t be more than fifteen or sixteen. Full of bitterness and fury and helplessness. It was damn familiar. And the last thing Lia wanted to do was involve cops when she could so easily see herself being this girl.

But there was the way she wanted things to be, and the way things were. The food was one thing, but she could hardly let this girl just disappear with the money.

Zach Simmons might be cool with a lot of things, but he wasn’t going to be down with that. Zach owned most of the buildings in Hope Town, funded pretty much all the businesses on start-up. Because he was the creator of the privat­ized WitSec in Hope Town, everything went through Zach.

Lia prided herself on turning a profit with her bakery. She prided herself on being foundational to Hope Town—what it was, what it stood for, whether anyone outside its inner circle knew those things or not.

Even if the girl needed the money, and she didn’t strike Lia as someone who did based on what she was wearing, Lia couldn’t just let her walk. Not and explain to Zach why her books were so out of whack.

Mostly because he’d likely understand, and worse, sympathize with her. Lia knew what had landed her in Hope Town. Knew her life was…well, sad. The few people who knew about all that sad were the few people she always wanted to prove to that she was just fine and quite healed, thank you.

“Put the money back on the counter,” Lia said, trying to find a balance between gentle and firm. “We’ll forget the food you took and the tray of cream puffs you ruined when you grabbed the food. No worries.”

The girl snarled. Not great. Not smart. “I know my rights,” the girl said.

Lia wanted to groan. There was no getting through to a person who knew their rights, especially a teenager. Which meant she had to do the thing she didn’t want to do.

“Cops it is.”

At least she knew the Bent County deputy assigned to Hope Town. She could probably work Royal around to warning the girl off in a way that gave her a bit of a scare and forced her to return the money without totally being a jerk about it.

God, she hoped.





Chapter Two

Gard didn’t have anyone on field training right now, so he was enjoying being on the road by himself. He liked teaching and guiding the younger cops, but sometimes it was nice to exist in his own head. Like times when his sister had disappeared, and his niece was staying with him.

She’d assured him her friend, a girl, could drop her off at his house after school. Had claimed she had a Model UN meeting so she wouldn’t be home much earlier than him—which he wasn’t sure he was buying, but he didn’t want to call her a liar. He could hardly stalk her. She was fifteen. She needed some autonomy.

And still her safety was the biggest thing. He didn’t think she’d want to get involved with drugs after watching her mom struggle her whole life, but he knew young brains didn’t always work in reasonable patterns.

He needed to find a babysitter. Someone Sammy liked and wouldn’t think of as a babysitter. He didn’t know how the hell he was going to accomplish that, but he needed to figure it out and fast. He had enough seniority to not work nights, and always had some days off built up, but he wouldn’t be able to get out of every weekend and mandatory overtime was always a possibility.

Today, luckily, he was on Hope Town duty which was a normal schedule. It’d get him off work and hopefully home around the same time as Sammy. The Hope Town duty required an afternoon walk up and down Main Street, just to show a police presence. There were plenty of shops, a smattering of tourists since it was a nice afternoon, and no trouble.

The assignment was usually boring and, again, that wasn’t always a bad thing. Mostly, not much happened in Hope Town. There’d been a kidnapping a few months ago, but it had been taken care of.

Of course, after that dustup, Gard wasn’t particularly sure everything that was going on in this town was on the up-and-up, but he didn’t think it was necessarily…criminal. Exactly. Something about that kidnapping, about former FBI Agent Zach Simmons’s involvement, and the way only women owned businesses in this place struck Gard as…odd.

Still, it was nice to get out of his cruiser, stretch his legs, and walk on a pretty afternoon. Smile at passersby. Hand out stickers to kids who seemed interested. All the while internally going through the list of people he knew who might have the time and inclination to keep their eye on a fifteen-year-old after school and on weekends when he had to work.

When the dispatcher called him on the radio, Gard was surprised to hear that there was a call at the Hope Town Bakery for him to respond to. A stealing in progress.

Surprising. But he was close, so he jogged down the street the rest of the way to the bakery. When he opened the door and stepped inside the sugary-smelling café, Lia Blair stood in the middle of the tables and chairs, arms crossed, mouth arranged in a scowl.

She was dressed as she usually was. Jeans. A Hope Town Bakery T-shirt. Her dark hair pulled and pinned back behind a headband, no doubt in a nod to keep hair out of her baked goods. Her hazel eyes edged more green and flashed with annoyance.

The scowl did not change when she turned her gaze to him. If anything, it deepened. “I was hoping it would be Royal.”

Gard didn’t bristle, though it was a hard-won thing. Lia Blair had made her distaste from him known from their very first meeting—back when her bakery manager had been kidnapped and he’d had to question her.

He’d never known why she disliked him, but she’d made it clear. And continued to do so, any time they ran into each other—and since the Royal in question was one of his deputies and dating the woman who lived above the bakery, who just so happened to be friends with Lia, they did run into each other socially—not just in a cop-to-witness-questioning manner.

He’d tried to charm her. And then he’d used that charm to irritate her, because usually that kind of hostility rolled right off his shoulders. Lots of people didn’t like cops or were weird about his profession, and that wasn’t a reflection of him, so who cared?

Today, he was irritable, and he knew it was because he’d been up half the night trying to figure out where Dani would have gone. Usually she left clues. Usually, she at the very least texted him an apology. The fact she wasn’t following the pattern left a hard ball of worry centered in his chest.

Worse, he knew better. Dani made her own choices, and yes, they were choices built on a foundation of trauma and substance abuse, but they were hers, and he needed to stop trying to absolve her of the consequences. If she’d bolted without a word, it wasn’t out of the ordinary, it wasn’t something he could solve. It was just her current choice.

But the worry persisted. The need to do something persisted. And it made it really hard not to be a jerk to Lia Blair’s open hostility. But he was on duty so he let a slow breath out, forced himself to smile. “Campbell took off today. What seems to be the problem?”

“I’ve got a thief.” She gestured to a girl in an oversize hoodie and…and a hoodie he recognized. Because it was his hoodie.

He had to close his eyes against the wave of frustration, helplessness, and—worst of all—grief. Because he didn’t know what to do for his sister, and he was making all the same mistakes with his niece.

“Sammy, what is this?” he ground out.

“You know the thief?” Lia asked, with some level of surprise and not accusation.

Sammy smirked at the lady, a flash of Dani so potent Gard just wanted to haul her out of here, take her home, and lock her in his house until she got it through her head to stop repeating her mother’s mistakes.

“Uncle Gard, tell this lady that I didn’t take anything, and she can’t prove I did.”

Oh, if only he thought that were true. “Cut the crap, kid.” He held out his hand. “Give me the money.”

Her face went mutinous. “You don’t believe me?” she shrieked.

“Give me the money,” he repeated. He couldn’t deal with the personal side of this just yet. First, he’d get Lia her money back, then he’d deal with…

God, he didn’t know.

Sammy shoved her hand into the hoodie pocket, pulled out a fistful of ones. She shoved it at him like he was the bad guy here.

He wished he could believe she was trying to help herself, but he just knew her too well. “All the money.”

She looked at him with eyes full of hate and fury. Yeah, he’d had his fair share of that from Dani too. These days it didn’t hurt so much as just make him sad. All he wanted to do was help, to save, to make things okay, but he could never seem to get that through to them. They just had to paint him as their enemy sometimes.

Sammy pulled out more money—a carefully folded wad of twenties. Jesus. He took it and handed it over to Lia. “Is that all of it?”

Lia counted it out. “Yeah, that’s it.” She looked up from the money, to Sammy, to him. There was something…calculating in her expression. “Unfortunately, that doesn’t account for the baked goods she ate or ruined in her quest to steal from me.”

Hell. “How much?” He reached for the wallet in his pocket.

Lia looked from him to Sammy and back again, still considering, calculating. He didn’t know what that was, and he wanted to get out of here more than he wanted to figure it out.

“I don’t want your money,” she said firmly. Lia’s gaze moved back to Sammy. “A couple weeks’ work should pay it back. You’re over fourteen, aren’t you, kid?”

“I’m sixteen.”

“She’s fifteen,” Gard muttered irritably. “And has school. She might be currently masquerading as brainless, but she’s actually got a tough course load. I don’t like the idea of her working on top of it. She’s got to keep her grades up. I’ll pay you back for the baked goods.”

“Attentive uncle, are we?”

Gard liked to think he was an easy-going guy. But he also had a line he didn’t let people cross. Usually, they were criminals trying to find a breaking point.

But Lia Blair sure found his quick.

She must have realized it, because her own disruptive smirk—not unlike Sammy’s—melted off her face. “Weekends are my busy days and when I need help,” she said in her usual no-nonsense manner. “Six to noon, Saturday and Sunday. Three weeks of that should clear up this little…misunderstanding. And it still gives her time to do all her schoolwork.”

“Six in the morning?” Sammy squeaked.

Which settled it for Gard. Besides, if she was here, she couldn’t go sneaking off, could she? Maybe she’d cause trouble here, but that was going to be Lia Blair’s problem. “Start this Saturday?”

* * *

Lia had a lot of problems with Corporal Fairhurst. First, the fancy-pants name. Second, the fact he was a cop. Third…

God, he was hot. Tall, broad shouldered. She was sure the whole uniform getup added to the fact he looked big and intimidating, but she had a sneaking suspicion even in plain clothes he’d look big and intimidating.

And she knew she had issues, because yeah, she liked that. She would have said she didn’t like short hair on guys, because it gave off that cop/military/authoritative vibe she was most assuredly not going for in her life.

He made it work. Then there were the eyes. A piercing, startling blue. And he had that whole cop distance thing down to an art, but there was a lot more going on in his eyes. Including a very clear concern over his niece.

He’d questioned her back when Albennie had been kidnapped. He’d been courteous and had a fairly good bedside manner for a cop, but still… Cops. She didn’t trust them.

“I hate you,” the girl seethed, then stalked out of the bakery.

Corporal Fairhurst scrubbed a palm over his jaw, let out a long sigh as his eyes followed the storming Sammy out of the bakery. But he didn’t immediately follow. Lia watched him try to get a handle on his temper, and a lot of other more complex emotions going on in there.

She didn’t want to feel a little soft around the edges, because he clearly didn’t know what to do about his teenage niece but wanted to. She wanted to think of him like every other cop she’d dealt with when she’d been Sammy’s age. Brutal and cruel.

Gard sighed. “I’m sorry about this. She’ll be here Saturday. I’ll make sure of it, but… She didn’t really steal enough baked goods to necessitate three weekends of work, did she?”

Lia hesitated. She didn’t owe him the truth, but he seemed to know it anyway. “No, she didn’t. But if you give me three weekends, I think I can give her some…direction.”

“And what do you care about a fifteen-year-old stranger’s direction?” he asked, those eyes right on her and doing very uncomfortable things to her equilibrium—something she prided herself on and had all her life.

She couldn’t say it was none of his business since he was clearly in charge of said niece in some capacity. “Let’s just say I was once a fifteen-year-old girl lacking direction myself.”

He studied her, like he could see all the runaway teen on her. She didn’t like that at all.

“Her mom, my sister, has…problems. Her dad was never in the picture. Things have actually been good the past three years. Stable. But my sister…lit out again. It’s a really delicate time. She’s not a bad kid,” he said, so earnestly it was hard not to believe him. “She’s…had it bad, and sometimes she acts out because of it.”

“I understand that,” Lia said. Lia didn’t like to think about her teenage years. What had landed her here in Hope Town. But she saw it all on Sammy, and she had made the job offer because she wanted to help. “We’ll take good care of her, Corporal.”

“Call me Gard.”

“I’d rather not.”

Something in him changed then. Lightened. Flipped. Something. Like he’d moved from trying to figure his niece out, to trying to figure her out. “You ever going to tell me why you don’t like me?”

She crossed her arms over her chest, looked up at him. She shrugged, uncomfortable with how obvious she was. “I don’t like cops.”

“You like Campbell just fine.”

“Royal is an exception only because he makes Franny happy, and Franny is my friend.”

“So all I have to do is make one of your friends happy for you to like me?” He flashed a grin. Charming. Damn, it was charming, but he must know it. “Give me a list.”

She wanted to smile. She fought it back. “Goodbye, Corporal.”





Chapter Three

Gard had caught up with Sammy halfway down Main Street. She didn’t argue with him when he told her to get in his patrol car, but that hadn’t made his choices any easier.

He’d had to think fast to figure out what to do with her when he had two hours left on his shift. Luckily, one of his former trainees was working the zone his house was in, so he’d asked if he could switch on account of a family emergency.

Gard drove Sammy back to his house, half listening to his radio for a call and half wondering what the hell he was going to do if he got one.

Once he’d arrived at his house, he’d told Sammy to go inside and stay put. He wouldn’t lecture her until he was technically off duty. She’d slammed out of his patrol car and into the house, while he’d stayed parked out front, praying he didn’t get any calls he had to respond to.

Luck was in his favor—at least in this teeny, tiny part of his life, and he was able to clock out and radio off without having to leave his post.

He approached the house, wincing at the sound of music thumping from inside. He couldn’t wait to hear the complaints from his neighbors. Especially since he worked with the detective who lived next door. Hart was a decent guy, and actually…

Gard looked over at the house. Maybe Hart could look into Dani’s disappearance. It wouldn’t be the first time Gard had asked someone at Bent County for help, but he tended to ask the same person so he didn’t have to explain this to someone else.

So tomorrow, maybe he’d go talk to Laurel. She was the lead detective in Bent County these days, and she was familiar with Dani’s issues.

Gard knew better, but it was always a possibility Dani hadn’t caused her own trouble.

And when has that ever been true? Irritated with himself, he stepped inside. He went straight to the guest room where Sammy was sprawled out on the bed, nose in her phone. He figured the music thumping out of an external speaker was originating from the laptop on her desk, so he went over and flipped it closed.

Blessed silence followed. Sammy sent him one disgusted look, then went back to playing on her phone. She said nothing. Offered no apologies or excuses. Just haughty indifference.

Because she expected him to yell, lecture, punish. He wanted to—and probably should—but since she was expecting it, he started somewhere else. He couldn’t let her off the hook completely, but he could…work his way around to the hook.

“Has your mom called? Texted?”

Her eyebrows drew together, unable to hide her confusion at him not approaching the subject of her stealing. “No.”

Dani was a lot of things, but even when she was messed up, she communicated with her daughter. You’re grasping at straws. Yeah, he was, but he couldn’t stop himself. “Take me through her leaving again.”

Sammy rolled onto her stomach, looking at her phone, not him. “Look, I know you want this to be different or whatever. But it’s not. It’s the same thing every time. She’s gone. I’m screwed.”

Gard knew Sammy was right. That kernel of concern that something had happened to Dani was… Well, it was never right. It was always…not wishful thinking exactly—because he didn’t wish anything bad on his sister. He just wanted her to be making better choices, and she never was.

“Come on. You’re helping make dinner.”

She said nothing. She didn’t move. She just kept looking at her phone, her thumbs moving over the screen at a rapid pace.

“Sammy.”

“Not hungry,” she said, not bothering to look up.

“Have you eaten anything since lunch?”

She shrugged.

He would not turn into his father—cold and intimidating and threatening, but man, he could feel that welling up inside of him. It left him feeling a little sick to his stomach.

But she did need to eat, and God, he hated cell phones. So he moved closer to the bed and she finally looked up at him. He took the momentary distraction to pluck the phone from her hands.

She shrieked.

“You want it back for school tomorrow? You’re helping make and clean up after dinner.” Then he simply walked out of the room. Calm. Direct. No yelling. No threats.

Maybe it wasn’t the best move—hell, how was he supposed to know how to be a parent? But it wasn’t yelling. It wasn’t the silent treatment. He wouldn’t withdraw love or support just because she was acting out and pissing him off.

He was evolved.

He went into his room and put the cell phone in the safe with his gun. He changed out of his uniform and into sweats. When he went out to the kitchen, he was surprised to find Sammy was there rather than pouting in her room with the door locked.

She gave him a cool once-over. “I don’t even need my phone,” she said, nose in the air. “Technological dependency is a scourge.”

He did not say what he wanted—that she sure did an amazing impression of technological dependency—he just pretended he agreed. He opened the fridge and tried to think of something to make.

He tended to lean toward frozen dinners, sandwiches, or something canned, so he was a little at a loss staring at the contents of his fridge. “Well…” At least a sandwich could have a few different food groups. Maybe he could heat up a can of soup with them and—

“I’ll make spaghetti,” Sammy said, sounding disgusted with him. Or maybe just life.

“I can do it.”

She gave him a little shove away from the refrigerator. “No, you’ll put extra salt in the sauce and make it gross. I’ll do it.”

He opened his mouth to argue some more. She was in a lot of trouble, and her making dinner certainly didn’t get her out of it, and he didn’t feel right having someone else make him a meal. Not these days.

“I like it,” she muttered. “Let me do it.”

Since she muttered the I like it part, he figured she wasn’t lying. “All right. You cook. I’ll clean.”

She perked up a little at that, surprising Gard.
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