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Praise for the Shadow Unit Series

 

 

“The Shadow Unit Series is an edge of your seat thrill ride full of steamy romance, conspiracy and best of all, hot shifters. A great series for any lover of the genre.” -Author S. Cu’Anam Policar.

 

“This was one of the best 2nd in a series books I think I have ever read. I have been waiting to see what happened with Jes and Draven, the hotness that is Royce and Ronin. Great Follow up. Great writing, can’t wait till the others come out!” –Tka3nme.

 

“Just when you think happily ever after there is another twist in the story that keeps you turning the page.” –1safelady.

 

“The Shadow Unit Series is intense, gritty and HOT HOT HOT!!!” –Viki Sloboda.

 

“Intrigue, love and action make an irresistible read.” –Vondetta Carter 

 

“Once you start reading them you can’t put them down until you’re finished. Then you are anxiously waiting for the next.” –Barb A.

 

“Shadow Unit Series is an emotional, raw, sexy, action packed paranormal fabulousness that sucks you in from page one. You will cry, laugh, and blush throughout the series and burn for more.” –Indy Book Fairy

 

“Hunky men, steamy scenes, romance and a touch of the paranormal. What more can you ask for? It’s all here in the Shadow Unit.” –Jennifer Ballam.

 

“The Shadow Unit series is an edge of your seat mix of adventure and romance that will leave the readers wanting more!” –Ty Langston, Author of Decadent Dreams

 

 


Praise for Arctic Bound

 

 

“Arctic Bound is meltingly passionate and explosively sexy! Ms. Eden brings us an amazing story. Arctic Bound kept me guessing! Doesn’t happen often but I was stunned speechless a few times with plot twists I never saw coming.” –Bitten by Love Reviews

 

“I enjoyed Arctic Bound because of the heroine, she was no one’s push over. She was a fighter. There was passion, mystery and all kinds of paranormal creatures.” –Debra Crosby 

 

“Do you want dark and brooding? Check. Do you want a heroine with a troubled past? Check. Do you want the leads to not be physically perfect? Partial check. Do you want your paranormal favorites in one place? Huge Check!” –Jenny

 

“I love Tigris Eden as an author and here’s why, she puts everything I want in a book without it being too much. I am a huge fan of adding diversity into books and Tigris delivers.” –Reese’s Book reviews 

 

“The well-orchestrated events of this romance keep readers on the edge of their seats and ensure that the readers want to know everything. I was completely bewitched by the Arctic Wolves and their fascinating world and I can’t wait to read the next one.”– Evampire

 

 


Praise for Diamond

 

 

“My first book from this author and most certainly not my last. There are a lot of books available that claim to be dystopian with dark undertones but this book just knocked me for six! I wasn't quite sure what to expect but whatever it was it most certainly wasn't this. I read the synopsis and thought alrighty then futuristic sci fi with a mysterious heroine and the stereo typical alpha male. Can I state here and now that this book seems to have a life of its own and if it's a romance you seek then perhaps you will scream but if you want to get knocked on your (no doubt) shapely behind then this book deserves to be read!” – Marta Cox

 

 

“I feel like if I just write WOW! that will cover the review, yet I know I need to provide more than one word.

 

Let’s begin with the official stuff, I was provided a copy of Diamond in exchange for an honest review via NetGalley.  the cover drew me in; I mean seriously; this has to be one of the best covers I’ve seen in a long time. Once I read the book, it ultimately NAILED the female protagonist, Nadya. 

 

I have been drawn to post-apocalyptic stories for a while and read so many.  This is a world where every breath is a fight, water is scarce, and food… Well, what do people do when food runs low?  It’s savage, raw, and depicts a nightmare world.  The imagery was brutal yet so realistic; I was thankful for my fresh glass of water.” –Boundless Book Reviews
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Chapter 1 

 

 

Inhale.

Tap. Tap. Exhale.

Inhale.

Tap. Tap. Exhale.

Inhale. 

Tap. Tap. Exhale.

Jackson was breathing and tapping his left foot in time with Anna's ventilator.

Inhale.

Tap. Tap. Exhale.

He could feel the sound. A constant weight on his shoulders, reminding him of what he’d almost lost. His whole fucking world. His entire reason for seeing the light at the end of his dark existence was lying in a hospital bed in an induced coma, and it was all his fault. He should have been honest with her. Hugged her more and told her every fucking day of his life how much he loved her. All of that didn’t matter now. What mattered was the woman lying prone on a hospital bed, hooked up to a machine, fighting for her life. 

 He should have explained everything. You should have come clean. Eyes closed, he continued with his routine. The smell of her room was sterile. He was breathing and drinking in the smell, and for as long as he lived, he hoped to never be in this situation again. Not with her, not ever with her. 

"Annabelle Macon, you are not allowed to quit on me." His throat was too dry to form sound. His voice could have easily come from the Grim Reaper himself.

Cold. 

Dead.

Unfeeling. 

Only, he was the opposite of those emotions. He was raw on the inside, torn up on the outside, and unraveling all around. He was sure he was falling apart. He needed to be strong for Anna. They'd put her in a coma. She suffered from edema, fluid build-up on the brain as a result of blunt force trauma to the head when she'd fallen on his kitchen floor. She was in a deep state of unconsciousness. His beautiful, beautiful Anna. That wasn't the worst of it, though. Not even close. In the background, the dialysis machine cleaned her blood. Both kidneys had been injured due to multiple knife wounds. Pearl and The Mayor had volunteered one of theirs, but they weren’t a match. His sister and her husband were going to try and see if they could be donors, and really, that was all they had going for them. Because he wasn’t a match, and if his sister or Treat weren’t either, it’d be this damn machine for the rest of her life. 

"Mr. Storme?" He opened his eyes. White spots floated into his view before a wave of unwelcomed exhaustion hit. 

Jackson didn’t say a word. He continued to breathe and tap in time with the machine. If he stopped breathing, he felt as if she would, too. 

"Jackson Storme?" The voice came again. It was female.

Soft. Unsure.

This time, he looked up and across the room at the woman attached to the voice.

"I need you to come with me, sir."

Yeah. No. That was not happening. He wasn't going anywhere.

"I'm not leaving her," he croaked. 

"Mr. Storme. There's an Agent Del Zur here for you."

Shit.

For Tracey to come down from her post meant she had information.

"She can come in here."

The nurse cleared her throat. "Sir, we can’t have anyone besides family in the room with Miss Macon. There are two officers stationed outside her room. Per your request.” She remembered him from his earlier demand. He’d had to step out to get tested, but had to make sure someone could watch over Anna. 

They’d air-lifted Anna to the hospital in Houston. Methodist was the best. It had taken him over six hours to get to her because they wouldn’t let him ride in the helicopter. Something he was still pissed about, but Treat and Joey, along with half the town, had made the journey to Houston. 

“I ain't leaving her side, goddammit!" Jackson's voice rose. He was on the verge of yelling when Anna’s heart monitor began sounding alerts. Calm. She needs you calm. Jackson slowly stood, placed his hand in Anna's, and squeezed tightly as he bent to kiss her forehead and whisper in her ear.

"Baby, I'll be right outside the door." 

Reluctant and pissed that he had to leave her side, Jackson made his way into the hall. Tracey Del Zur, his senior officer in command, wore a cream-colored suit with matching shoes. She was short and ballsy, and Jackson thought the world of her. Until about thirty seconds ago.

"You look like shit, Storme."

Typical Tracey.

“My woman's lying in a hospital bed, and you want to throw fucking insults? I hope you're here with information.”

“Yes and no.” Her eyes gave him a once-over. He knew what she saw. A man completely at wit’s end. Feral and unkempt. He didn’t give a goddamn what her assessment of his personal appearance was. 

Whatever Tracey had to say was going to piss him off further. He was sure of it. 

“Well, what is it?” His voice was harsh. 

Tracey stepped back on her heels, did an about face, and walked away from him. It was his cue to follow. She had a way of commanding attention. It was one of the reasons he enjoyed working with her. She got to the point, didn’t fuck around, and made sure her team was taken care of. He gave the guard at Anna’s door a head nod and followed his boss. 

"You've been reactivated. Full duty." Before he could interrupt, she held up her hand. "Treat's active, as well. There is a third, your new backup. Originally, I was going to use another resource to be my eyes and ears. I didn’t want to bring either of you back on. I know Treat’s about to be a father, and you’re engaged now. But I don’t have a choice; your cover’s been blown. Your location compromised. The best thing we can do now is close this case once and for all.” 

Jackson heard what she said, but his mind was elsewhere. Who the fuck was this new person? 

“Are Treat and Joey in danger?” 

She shook her head. 

“What about Treat?" 

"That's the good news," Tracey said over her shoulder. “Your brother-in-law came back as a match. He can give one of his kidneys to Anna. He's being prepped for surgery, and they will operate tomorrow. Turns out, Treat and Anna are brother and sister. Half–siblings.” No shit. What else would they be? Fuck, brother and sister? Jackson had not seen that coming. He almost ran into Tracey at the news of Anna and Treat being siblings. That meant the entire town was wrong. Treat’s father, William Cavanaugh, was Anna’s father. 

Treat was Anna's half-brother. Did he know?

"Does Treat know?" 

Tracey smiled. Yeah, Treat knew.

“He does now. You missed one hell of an argument. Pearl Macon is a lioness. When the doctor came back with the results, the entire room went into a Jerry Springer episode to rival all Jerry Springer episodes." 

He could only imagine.

"What happened?"

“Lola happened. She went off on your partner, who had no idea Anna was even his sister. The twins played backup, and some huge beast of a man called Pooh Bear was the referee. It was Pearl who got everyone under control."

Figures. Pearl Macon could tame the loudest of quarrels, and Lola was crazy. Twenty cans short of a twenty-four pack. But she always had Anna’s back.

"Are Treat and Joey good?"

"Right as rain."

"ls that all?" He really wanted to get back to Anna. He was thrilled that Treat was a match, but now he just wanted it all over. 

Tracey tilted her head to the side, eyeing Jackson.

''Go, be there for your woman. When she wakes up, you have two weeks of downtime, and then you're back in my office."

Jackson's head snapped up. Two weeks?  Was that all? He needed a lot longer than that to care for Anna. She’d have appointments, and some sort of rehab. But he knew that was Tracey. She wanted the case closed. There was no point in arguing; he just hoped Anna would understand his reasoning for having to leave her in her family’s care. 

“I don’t have any time off for her aftercare? What about this third person you want me to work with?” 

“You two will meet soon enough. As for Anna’s aftercare, well, it’s not the agency’s problem. You just make sure you show up in my office in two weeks. 

 

 

I can feel softness. Warmth. Everything around me is calm. I think I can even hear music, but I’m not sure. There is some sort of wild cry in the background. I want to open my eyes and see what’s making those noises, but my eyes are heavy. Too heavy. The sound gets louder, closer. I'm not scared. Somehow, I know I'm safe. Something feather-soft tickles my face, then down my arm and over my leg. This happens several times. Each stroke lulls me. Pulls me toward a place I know I need to go, but am too afraid to go back to. What if everything changes? What if they've all moved on? What if he's moved on? Who is he, and why can’t I remember his name? How long have I been here? 

My body is being repositioned. Lifted. And someone is telling me to fight. I know the words are coming from him. But who is he? He's important, special. I love his voice. It’s smooth, but rough, deep, yet tempered at just the right pitch. The sound of the timbre surrounds me. It makes my insides warm. But I can’t remember his name. It’s on the tip of my tongue, but my mouth is dry.

I can feel the feathers again, and this time, I do open my eyes. But I can’t focus. Blurry blues, greens, and a flash of something I think is pink or purple. But before I can truly make out the feathers, I'm pulled into a place void of sound. There’s a bright flash of light at the end of a never-ending vortex. His voice is calling me home, I heard it seconds ago, and now it’s muffled again. It’s as if I’m the knob on a stereo and the speakers in my ears are muted then switched back on. As comforted as I feel, my body knows I need to go towards his voice. I know the voice. The voice is home. 

 

 

"Jackson, surgery went off without a hitch. Go back to the hotel and shower."

Pearl Macon was trying to be motherly, and he understood. But he wasn’t listening. Not until he could see for himself. 

"Sorry. I can’t."

"You can, baby. Anna's in recovery now. She won’t wake up for a long while. Even the doctors say so."

"I don’t want to be gone when she wakes up.”

"You'll be here, sugar. You don’t want to scare our baby girl with all that hair. You listen to Momma Pearl and go back to the hotel and shower. Come back when you're done.”

Pearl’s small hand pulled him from his chair, and Jackson let her. It would be a quick shower. Then he'd come back and check in with his sister and her husband. Treat had been awake for the past two hours and was doing great. The doctors wanted to bring Anna back slowly but were waiting to see how her kidney reacted in the next twenty-four hours.

“Yes, ma’am. You're right." He was tired of staring at the same set of walls anyway. The waiting room had other families waiting for a loved one. Sitting in pods of three or more. The walls were decorated with pictures of smiling faces and helping hands. He knew if he walked out of the room and made the seventy-two steps, he’d find the nurses’ station with their electronic board lighting up the patients’ names and showing their progress. He’d gone several times to the screen to check Anna’s status. Each time, it was the same. Patient in surgery. 

Whether someone was there watching her as the doctor operated for signs of stress, he didn’t know. But all he could do during her procedure was pray. Keep Anna safe, he demanded. Let her wake up and be whole, he requested. I’ll do whatever it takes to protect her, give me a chance to show her I’m there for her. There were moments of incoherence in his request, but he figured the man upstairs—or woman—knew what he was asking. She was in recovery now. He could leave for a moment. He wouldn’t be gone long. 

“I should think so. Now, go on. I'll sit with my baby when they let me in there. Need to talk to her anyway."

Jackson nodded.

Lola, the twins, and Bear, along with The Mayor, were there in the waiting area with him.

“I'm going to grab a shower, freshen up."

"Thank the Lord and all his angels. You look tore up from the floor up," Lola stated.

"Thanks, Lo."

“Anytime. Pooh Bear can take you to the hotel."

"Appreciate that.” 

Bear was a mountain of a man, and only Lola and the girls called him Pooh Bear. No one would mistake him for anything other than a bear. He wore loose jeans, an LSU jersey, and a pair of Air Jordans. He kept his hair short, and his face clean. He was also a deputy in another Parish.

“Come on, man, before Lola starts running her mouth.”

"Heard that.”

Bear turned back to his wife and grinned.

"Know you did, gorgeous."

Jackson didn’t want to be around to witness the happy couple’s banter. He wanted to shower, see Anna, and exist in a place where all the bullshit fell away.  He and Bear made their way out into the night, and Jackson took a deep breath. The air felt thicker. Hotter. Summers in Texas were suffocating. Moths and all other manner of bugs flew overhead, banging blindly into the light fixtures. Lovebugs hovered in pairs in a cloud of black, irritating the hell out of him. He swatted a few away just because he could. 

“She's a fighter, man." Bear patted Jackson on the back. "She's going to wake up madder than a damn gator who’s realized his dinner got away. But she’ll be fine.”

Jackson didn’t respond. He kept walking. Bear's wife wasn’t the one in a coma fighting for her life. Calm down, he's trying to be friendly and support you. Well, Jackson didn’t want support. He wanted Anna. And justice. He’d been thinking long and hard about how justice should be served. To hell with what was right. Peretti and Fabiano would die a slow, tortuous death if left up to him. He could do it, get away with it, and no one would be wise to it. Maybe he’d even enlist one of his old buddies that he’d gone to training camp with when he was in the military. Hammer was taking contract work. Hell, he’d even been on the radar for supposedly strong-arming one of the President’s top advisors.

It could work. 

The shower did make him feel better, and he did look like hell. His face was sunken in, and his eyes were bloodshot. He knew when Anna woke up she’d be more worried about him than she would be about herself. Jackson dressed quickly and met Bear downstairs.

"You gonna eat something?” Bear asked as they walked through the lobby.

“No, mother hen, I'm not." 

Bear eyed him before he stopped walking. Jackson turned and waited.

"What gives, man? Your woman’s in a hospital bed fighting for her life. Got that. But you're no good to her if you're not firing on all pistons. I don’t know what the fuck is going on, but I know something is. Why was she even targeted? And don’t try and say it was a burglary gone wrong, I’m not stupid. You're the sheriff. Nothing ever happens in town, besides gossip. Now you two get together, and some shit heel stabs her?" Bear shook his head. "I'm not buying it, man."

“I don’t care what you are or aren’t buying. Take me back to the hospital.”

It didn’t matter if Bear was law enforcement, he wasn’t entitled to that kind of information. It wasn’t ‘share and share alike.’ It was more of a, ‘mind your own business and I’ll mind mine.’ ‘Need to know’ was something Bear was not privy to.

''Sure, I’ll take you back, but understand this, if shit is going down, and I find out my girl is in danger…fuck my badge, I'm lighting your ass up. Then I’m tossing you over to my wife."

As if Lola was a threat to him. She was scary, but she wasn’t that scary. 

"I have a handle on this, Bear. Let me and my people do our jobs. We're working on it, and I won't rest until that motherfucker is taken out."

Bear gave a sharp nod of approval, and the two of them made their way back to the hospital.

 

 

Jackson was surprised to see Vivian at the hospital. She was dressed as if she were ready to hit the runway.

“Why are you here?"

She had the nerve to look appalled at his question.

"I'm here to be supportive, Jax."

Why me? Can’t there be any decent exes in my life? Those that don’t bug, bother, or try and disrupt my life.

"Don't call me that, Vivian."

There was commotion around the corner, and Jackson knew it was Lola.

Fucking hell.

"The fuck is this ho doing in the hospital? Get her out of here, 'cause if I do it, y’all gonna be wiping this trick up off the muthafucking floor." Lola had her hands on her hips, and she was standing on her toes; Jackson knew exactly what that meant. She was ready to put hands on Vivian. India and Chantelle, her trusted posse, were there, as well.

"You need to leave, Vivian. I don’t want you here,” Jackson said, trying to keep the peace.

"Yeah, bitch, get gone." That was Chantelle. India was the only semi-calm one out of the trio.

“Chantelle, I got a handle on things," Jackson chastised.

“Hmph, looks to me you don’t have a handle on anything, Sheriff."

"Chantelle, hush up." This came from India. She pulled her sister and Lola back towards the waiting room.

"They're a bunch of fun," Vivian said as she eyed Jackson with appreciation. The woman wouldn’t give up. She didn’t want to be supportive of his situation. She saw this as another opportunity to be a pain in his ass. 

“You need to leave, Vivian. I'm not gonna tell you again."

"You need to come home, Jackson." Vivian stepped closer. Jackson stepped back. The last thing he needed was one of the twins—or Lola—to round the corner and catch them standing close. It wouldn’t matter if he had no interest in Vivian, but it would matter to Lola’s or Chantelle’s perception, they’d do nothing but start a fire that would take years to put out. 

"How many ways do I have to say it, huh? I'm with Anna. I go where she is."

"That makes no sense, Jax. Basically, what you’re saying is if she dies, then you’re going to follow her.” 

There was force behind Vivian’s words, enough force that Jackson actually took a step back and balled his fists at his sides. If he hadn’t moved, he was sure his hand would have reached out to choke the life out of the woman standing in front of him. Instead of addressing what she’d said, he ground his molars and breathed through his nostrils. 

“Ava needs her father at home with her."

Calm. You can do this. Shut her down and get back to Anna. 

"I have things here. I'll see Ava when I return back to Beauville." 

Jackson turned, leaving Vivian in the hall. When he rounded the corner, the attending physician was speaking to Pearl, who had a tight grip on The Mayor's hand. Please don't let there be anything wrong. He was holding on by a thread. A very thin thread. 

"Is everything all right?” Jackson asked, walking up to Pearl and the doctor. The doctor turned towards Jackson, a grim look on his face.

"Mr. Storme, the surgery was a success. All of Anna's vitals are good. We're going to slowly pull back on the meds. She will be awake soon. What I was explaining to Miss Macon, is that the road to recovery may be difficult. Anna suffered blunt force trauma to her skull. She may show signs of memory loss. Muscle memory should be okay, but we won’t know the type of treatment she’ll need until she wakes up. I just wanted to prepare everyone for what may be ahead."

“Are you saying my cousin won’t know her own people?" This came from Lola.

The doctor looked over Pearl's shoulder at Lola, who was doing her best to keep her game face. Jackson could see Lola’s eyes brimming with tears.

"No, ma’am, I'm saying it’s a possibility."

"But it’s not for sure, right?" Pearl questioned.

“That's correct.”

Jackson stood there, listening as the doctor spoke about recovery time. The help Anna would need once she was released to go home, and what her daily regime would entail.

“We'll assign someone to her for physical therapy while she's home recovering. The first week will be daily recovery, but it will taper down until she is fully rehabilitated.” 

“When will she be awake?" Jackson asserted. He just wanted to see her beautiful brown eyes, her smile, hear her voice. Anything.

“We're slowly bringing her out of her coma, Sheriff Storme."

Jackson nodded his head and politely excused himself. He wanted to be with her. Needed to. Anna was his best friend, his lover, and as soon as he could, he was marrying that woman, knocking her up, and starting the life he’d always wanted. But before he could do any of that, he needed to find the bastard who'd stabbed her. He would ensure Anna’s safety. His family’s, as well. Tony Peretti and his enforcer, Fabiano, weren’t finished. Anna was his warning. Next, they'd try to send a different kind of message. If they knew about him, it was possible they knew about Treat, which meant Joey was a target, too. He pulled the chair out of the corner, repositioning it next to Anna's bed. The breathing tube no longer in her mouth gave him hope. Her skin was too pale, but he could see a hint of warmth in her cheeks. Jackson bent over the bed, placing a kiss on her forehead.

"I'm here, Annabelle. Right here." Jackson sat and lightly entwined their fingers together while resting his head on the side of the bed. This wasn’t the first time he’d prayed, and it wouldn’t be the last. Again, he asked for all manner of things, but he kept coming back to one request. A long and love-filled life with Anna, however he could get it.

 

 


Chapter 2

 

 

My body is sore all over. It feels like my muscles are too tight and locked in place. Someone is holding my hand. It’s odd and foreign. My throat hurts, and my mouth is dry. Too dry. I try moving, but can’t. There is something attached to my leg, and that’s about when I lose my damn mind.

"I want to get up," I croak. The hand holding mine doesn’t move, so I try again. "Up." My voice is stronger, but not louder. Nothing happens. I can feel the blood flow in my fingers. I can move them, I know I can, I’m just too afraid there will be pain. But I really want some water. And to possibly sit up.

I wiggle my thumb first, and when there’s no pain, I sigh. I flex my entire hand, and that’s when I hear Jackson's voice.

"Anna?"

I don’t know why I don’t answer right away. My heart is heavy. Full. At the same time, it knows. My heart knows the sound of Jackson’s voice, and I’m so relieved he’s okay. Silent tears heat my skin and slide down my cheeks into my hair and ears. I want to open my eyes so badly, but I’m scared. Afraid of what I might see. The bed moves, and Jackson tries, unsuccessfully, to untangle our fingers, but I hold on tight. I can’t let go, won’t. Panic is starting to take hold. I can hear alarms and beeping.

The sounds and commotion aren’t helping my state of anxiety. I’m confused and disoriented. Then I hear him, feel him surround me like a comforting hug with the sound of his voice. Stay. Please stay.

"Baby? Anna? I'm not leaving you, just want to get the doctor in here to check you out. Please, baby, nod your head if you understand.”

I don’t want him to leave so I don’t nod. Instead, my mind provides the missing pieces to the puzzle. Like a fragmented jigsaw, images start falling into place. Jackson said “doctor.” I'm in a hospital.

"Oh, God," I croak out. I was stabbed. Not once, but twice. The night Jackson asked me to be his wife, I was attacked in our home. My body remembers the pain. The cold tile. The warmth of my blood as it seeped from my wounds onto the floor, surrounding me in its warmth. I think I go into shock because my body won’t stop seizing. Then there's nothing. Just warmth and the feathers, I can feel the feathers. They comfort me, lull me into a calm and wash away my dread. I know I shouldn’t be back here, but at least here, the pain is gone. The memories incoherent to my overworked imagination. I can hear Jackson's voice in the distance. My heart responds, even aches for him, but my body refuses to comply.

"Wake up, baby, come on, I'm here. Right here." Jackson's voice is strong. Magnetic. The sound pulls me closer to the pain, and although I want to shy away from him and luxuriate in the softness of the feathers, I don't.

"Baby girl, this is your momma. You come on back, sweet baby. Let go of the warmth. I know you’re scared, my precious, but I promise only good things are in store for you on this side. Come on back now. Jackson needs you. We all do."

 

 

Pearl continued talking softly to Anna as Jackson held her hand. The doctor was in the room, monitoring her vitals. She was calm now. She'd clearly been upset after realizing where she was. He could only assume she remembered the night she'd been stabbed. Lola and the twins stood in a corner of the room near a window. Bear stood at the door, his mood sour as he watched from where he loomed. 

"Let’s allow Miss Macon some rest. She should wake up soon. She's exhausted, and we need to give her time to heal. It was a major surgery, and these things take time."

"He's right," Pearl said, grabbing Jackson lightly on the shoulder. "Let her rest, Jackson. She'll be home soon. My baby girl is a fighter."

He didn’t want to, and only conceded because Pearl had a hold of his hand. She tugged him until they were in the waiting room. The others were already there. Vivian included. She just wouldn’t leave. Pearl turned in the direction of Jackson’s ex.

"You should be back in Beauville, seeing about your baby. Being here trying to agitate the situation only puts you in a bad light. Makes you look less of a woman."
Jackson couldn’t have said it better.

Josephine, his sister, who everyone called Joey, was there, as well. He still hadn’t visited his brother-in-law. It was on his list, but with Anna’s state, he couldn’t pull away. 

"What is she doing here?" Joey asked. Her voice a quiet whisper. His sister had her black hair in a messy bun. Her green eyes were dull, and her face was puffy from crying.

"She's leaving." Jackson turned his attention on Vivian, who stood there with her lips pushed out and her face scrunched into the shape of someone who’d tasted something so sour it hurt.

“Jackson, Treat's looking for you.”

“All right, honey, let’s go.” Jackson pulled his sister into the comfort of his arms, and the two of them took the elevators two floors down to visit his best friend, his brother-in-law, who was also his fiancée’s half-brother. It was so trippy that the two of them were brother and sister. 

When they entered Treat’s room, he was sitting up in bed, watching the news. The moment he saw Jackson, he muted the television.

“How is she?” Treat asked. 

“She’ll pull through. There’s a chance of memory loss, but she woke up for a moment before going back to sleep. I think she remembers being stabbed.”

Treat sighed, his shoulders slumping.

"Doc says I can leave day after tomorrow."

Jackson nodded. He wondered how long it would be before he could take Anna home. She'd been here too long. Seven days of this was wearing him down. Joey placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder. She stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek.

"You go on back to my girl. Help her pull through. Talk to her, Jackson."

"About what?"

"Any and everything. Make her understand and believe things are always better when you're awake."

 

 

Jackson stayed with Anna. He talked to her. Told her about himself. His job. Everything. He told her things no one else knew about him. Even the embarrassing things. 

"I remember that one time you came to sleep over with Joey. Treat and I, along with a couple of guys from school, were out back in the pool house drinking beer. Christ, I think you were like thirteen or fourteen. You were so scrawny, Anna. Your body all sticks and bones, and I remember you and Joey swimming in the pool and her saying something that lit your entire face up. Your smile, even then, was heart-stopping. Only, I didn’t realize it then. Just knew you had an infectious light. I used to make you laugh all the time just to see it. You started my days even then. We need to start our life like that all the time, Anna. Come on, sweetness, open your eyes and give me a smile."

The words he said were true. Anna's smile was wide and wonderful and always reached her alluring brown eyes. She could make anyone feel comfortable.

"India has been looking after things. She won’t start working on the store until you get out of bed and start giving orders.” Jackson found himself chuckling. Anna could be bossy when it was called for. Jackson rested his hands on his lap and hunched his shoulders forward. Joey had said to talk, keep her from sleeping. She had to wake up.

“I had to keep everyone out. So many people showed up the first two days." They had to. Methodist's ICU wing had been packed with people from Beauville. The same people who were gossiping about him and Anna just last month. Jackson knew once they returned home, his fridge would be full of casseroles, pies, ice tea and all manner of food. He wouldn’t have to cook for weeks. Perfect. He could spend all his time with Anna. Tracey had given him two weeks off duty once Anna was home. He'd make sure to take all manner of precautions. Not just for Anna but also for his entire family. Things were going to get worse before they got better.

“I was thinking we should get Ava a puppy, or maybe a kitten. At least, until we get more babies in the house. I don’t want Ava to grow up without any brothers or sisters. We should give her at least two, maybe three more siblings. What do you think, baby?" Jackson paused in speaking. Hoping she'd make a sound. Something. But she said nothing. Leaning forward, Jackson rested his head by her hip and lay quiet for a time. He didn’t move. He lay there, listening to her soft breathing and the heart monitor as she slept soundly. 

“Ava needs two of each,” came the broken whisper of Anna. Jackson thought he’d only imagined that he heard Anna's voice. He didn’t move. Too afraid the illusion would disappear. But then the bed moved, and her fingers were sifting through his hair. Time slowed. Halted. Jackson refused to move. His current state crippling. He was a man, and men didn’t cry, or at least he didn’t. Or, didn’t used to.

“Five kids total,” Anna's voice said again.

“Anything you want, baby.” Jackson took a deep breath and let it out slowly as tears continued to roll down his face.

"Jackson Storme, are you crying?"

"No."

"Good, ‘cause I am hella thirsty. Feels like something was jammed down my throat and made it raw."

There had been a tube down her throat, but he wasn’t about to remind her.

''Anything you want. Let me just call the nurse in and see about finding the doctor. Please don't go back to sleep. Okay?" Dang, did he just whine? Jackson cleared his throat, stood, and before leaving the room, bent and kissed Anna on the forehead. He didn’t want to leave her, and could have pushed the call button, but he was an emotional mess. He needed to shore up his defenses, and be ready to shoulder Anna and any of her fears. It was his right. His duty. He would protect her in all the ways she needed to be protected and see her through whatever life put in their way. He was just about to leave the room when he turned back to look at her one last time.

Her hand reached for his, and Jackson could see the panic in her eyes. She wasn’t going to stand for him leaving the room. He made his way back over to the bed, and winked.

"How about I just push the call button?"

She smiled a small smile for him then. It was one of relief. Tears were brimming, and before one could fall, Jackson was bent over her, kissing each of her eyelids. She still cried. Hell, they both were. He was just as relieved as she was. Jackson pulled back and reached for the call button. Anna lay in bed, the tears silently running down her cheeks.

"Baby, please stop crying." 

Anna nodded her head, but the tears kept coming. Jackson pressed the call button.

"Nurse Able."

"Anna's awake, can you get the doctor? Also, can you get her a glass of water for her throat?"

“Yes, sir. I'll be right there.”

Jackson sat back in his chair, pulled his cell from his pocket, and fired off a text to Joey. She'd let the others know that Anna was awake. He hoped they wouldn’t all try to bombard her, but he knew of one person who would, and sure enough, Lola was the first to show, even before the doctor. 

"Oh, my Jesus! Annabelle Macon, look at you! Hot ass mess, I tell ya. We gotta get that taken care of ASAP, honey bee."

Jackson watched the train wreck that was Lola. Her hands waved madly in the air, and the entire time, Anna stared wide-eyed and maybe a little scared. 

"Calm down, Lo."

Lola's light brown eyes swung his way, and Jackson knew she was ready to do battle on her cousins’ behalf.

"Calm down! Calm down?! You calm the fuck down. It’s because of you, my cousin is lying there in that hospital bed. You, not me. So you back your ass down."

"Lola Mae Danvers."

It was Bear. His voice wasn’t loud, but it was sinister. Lola turned to look at her husband, and Jackson was shocked at her expression. He would have never thought there was a tame bone in Lola's body. Bear walked over to his wife and folded her into his large arms. His eyes warning her when she was ready to protest. Instead, she bowed her head and melted into her husband’s hold.

"Wildcat, Jackson is trying to spend time with Anna. She's his. Let him handle things.''

Lola was about to say something, but Bear stopped her with his sharp words.

"What I say, Lo?"

"All right, but I better see Anna soon. I'm just as worried, if not more."

Unbelievable. Jackson thought. Lola Danvers was hell-bent on putting on the best show she could in the presence of her husband. Bear smirked over Lola’s shoulder at Jackson and shook his head as if to say, “Sorry, man. What can I do? She’s mine, and I love her.” Yeah, well, at least someone loved Lola Danvers.

"Yeah, baby, I'm sure you're worried, but not as much as Jackson. Imagine if that were me in that bed. How would you feel if Jackson told you he was worried more than you and needed my time?" 

Lola looked back at Anna, who watched the entire scene.

"I'd tell him to suck my big toe.''

Bear’s shoulders shook with silent laughter. He turned them both and escorted Lola out the door with a head nod to Jackson. The nurse showed with a cup of ice chips a moment later. She raised Anna's bed, helped her adjust, holding the cup as Anna took some of the ice with a plastic spoon. 

 “How’s that, Miss Macon?”

Anna sucked some more before responding. 

“Much better, thank you.” 

Jackson stood, watching as the nurse checked her vitals and gave her some meds for pain.

"Doctor will be right in."

Anna nodded her head and looked to Jackson. Her eyes searching, seeking answers.

“Who stabbed me?"

Right to the point. She wasn't cutting any corners.

"Someone from Tony Peretti's family."

From the look on her face, she'd heard of the Peretti family. She had lived in New York. They were always in the paper over something drug related.

“Why would someone from the Peretti family want to harm me?”

“It was a message for me, Anna. You were just collateral damage for them. They knew hurting you would hurt me.”

Anna tried to adjust herself, and Jackson was there, helping her. He stepped back when she was settled before continuing their conversation.

"All right, you're the sheriff, but nothing ever happens in town. Drugs? Mafia bosses? Why now?” 

He was going to have to explain things. She had no clue, and he'd wanted to tell her for so long but couldn’t.

"I'm not the sheriff, Anna. At least not only the sheriff."

"You're not?"

"No."

"So then who are you exactly? Don’t tell me something crazy like a CIA operative, or that you are part of some syndicate and you're smuggling drugs by way of Beauville and you took the job as town sheriff as cover. I love you, Jackson Storme, but so help me God, if you’re one of those do-gooder commando types or a drug lord, I’m gonna have to kill you myself."

He would have laughed, but Anna was serious. Before he could answer, the doctor walked in.

"Miss Macon, I'm doctor Zupani. I assisted Doctor Greer with your surgery. Your new kidney is doing well and taking to your body. But we still need to monitor you for a few days."

"New kidney?"

"Yes. Ms. Macon, you suffered two strategically placed stab wounds, as well as some swelling in the brain. We did all we could to save your kidneys but were not able to. Your brother, Treat Cavanaugh, gave you one of his."

Jackson waited for Anna's reaction about Treat being her brother. She didn’t say anything, but her face showed anger. Not surprise.

“Anna, I would have told you about Treat."

Her head slowly turned to meet his gaze.

"I know Treat's my brother. My mom told me the whole story about him and his asshat of a father, but now it’s come down to me having one kidney. How can I function with one kidney? What about Treat? Oh my God, is he even okay?"

"He's fine, baby, and so are you."

"Miss Macon, you can have a normal, healthy life with only one kidney. Some people are even born with only one.”

“Really?”

"Yes, ma'am."

“What about eating? Kids?"

“Yes to both. Your life isn’t going to change that much, Miss Macon. Just protect the one you have now."

“When can I leave?
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