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CRISTIN HARBER

CHAPTER ONE

 

One Hour Earlier…

 

Emma

 

Wednesday night at Emerald’s is always packed. Even as I spin circles in my chair, I know that telling Bruno at the last minute is a bad idea. I could fake sick, and then he would have to let one of the other girls take my time on stage. But when have I not been honest with him? Never. I think back to my birthday card, in which he mentioned business opportunities. That could be a great conversation opener. Actually, the more I think about that, the more I hope he’ll somehow respect my short-notice request.

I don’t want to dance anymore. My man is home. Maybe he’ll understand that.

Then again, I don’t know. Bottom dollar is what makes Bruno tick, and me announcing that I quit at the last minute won’t be pretty. I’ll just ask him—no. This is not a request. I don’t have a contract, but a pukey nervousness is churning in my stomach. It’s only a job in an industry with very high turnover. That’s a fact of life. So, quitting is no big deal.

Right. I’m gonna puke all over my favorite black-velvet robe.

Ugh. No, I’m not. But I could use some antacid because I’ve talked myself into believing this Bruno convo will be such a big deal that it’s almost ridiculous.

I take a deep breath and tighten the silk sash over the velvet. The robe reaches high on my neck and dramatically falls to the floor, trailing behind me when I walk on stage as if I’m a queen. It’s dramatic, sultry, and sexy. I’m at my best in this ensemble, enhancing it with long, feathery fake eyelashes, smoky makeup, and hair pinned up high. It’s a look that is so not me but somehow is more me than any other getup I’ve worn here. No crazy makeup, no spectacular wig—it’s just me tonight.

With my matching black heels that give me another six inches and make my little butt look like a serious booty, I make my way toward Bruno’s office. That’s not his normal hangout at night, but him being there is a sign that I’m supposed to find him to talk business. Rarely does he leave the floor when girls are on stage. When he does go backstage, everyone knows because his Rasta-bodybuilder security team tags along.

“Hey.” I stop in front of a big guy whom I secretly call Hercules.

“Hold up, Ginger.” His hand comes out to stop me.

“Bruno in his office?”

“He’s busy.”

My very shakable confidence is fading. I quit. No dancing tonight. I have a boyfriend out of the blue and won’t do this behind his back. Simple enough, but I have to tell Bruno now, or this will become a bigger problem. “Please. I’m short on time, and it’s important.”

He shakes his head. “Later.”

Shoot. I square my shoulders back and lift my chin. My game face is on, and I’m ready to talk shop, even if I’m basically in my underwear and holding my favorite hooker heels. “Come on. I need to talk to him.” I give a blink, blink of the feathery eyelashes. The man doesn’t budge. “Please. It’s business.” Business is Bruno’s favorite word. No—money is his favorite word. Whatever. It doesn’t matter. “And it’s time sensitive.”

His brows bite together, his eyes wary. “Said he had business to talk with you?”

“Yup. I even got a formal invite for the conversation, so…” I gesture to his hand. “Can I get a pass?”

He turns sideways and speaks into his mic. “Bruno?” He shakes his head to say there’s no response—which is already obvious.

“Please,” I mouth. “So important.”

He studies me then nods. “Reggie, you back with Bruno?”

He waits, listening and nodding.

“Ginger says she has an invite.” After a long pause, he nods as if he’s agreeing with something. “Says a formal invite. So?” Seconds tick by. “Alright.”

He’s handsome, big, and looks like all of the rest of Emerald’s muscle men. We never shared more than a couple of polite words. I wouldn’t call us close friends, but when his eyes land on me, he’s… searching. A whole new type of worry mixes with what I’ve already got going on.

“You’re sure about this?” he asks.

I bite my lip. “Yes.”

“Alright, Ginger. If you’re sure.” Slowly, he takes a step back.

Jeez.

“Second door on the left.”

My eyes narrow as I recall the last time I was down here. That wasn’t where Bruno’s office was, but whatever. I pull a reassuring breath. Here I go. “Thanks.”

The hall’s lit poorly, and the walls are painted the color of red wine. I pass the door I recognize as Bruno’s office. It’s open and still very much looks like his in-use office. But farther down, voices murmur, and there are two security guards standing at the second door on the left. Both look at me with hard jaws and hesitant eyes. Shit. What the hell is going on? My stomach twists.

They silently step aside, and I move through the door. There’s a velvet curtain that I pull aside and—

What is all this? A plain stage sits in the middle of an open room. The walls look partitioned, and they are deeply shaded. In the middle of the room, in nothing but a thong and heels, is a girl I’ve never seen before. She’s so young. Like, so young. She poses, jutting her hip out as if she’s modeling, but there’s an uncomfortable vibe in the room. 

“Sold!” A low voice I don’t recognize scares the shit out of me, and I jump, only to have a hand wrap around my mouth. I’m yanked against a stout body and dragged into a dark alcove. As quickly as we go, my eyes can’t adjust. I can’t see anything, but I recognize the scent of Bruno’s clove cigarettes.

“What are you doing in here?” he hisses at me then drops his hand from my mouth, spins me around, and grips my shoulders. His fingers bite into my skin, and he shakes me hard—way hard—and I can’t keep my head from jerking.

“Ow, stop,” I plead, but he keeps his hold on me.

“Damn it.” His accent is heavy as his grip tightens. “What are you doing?”

“I needed to talk to you.”

He growls, and I’m trembling. My throat’s constricted. Panic and dread blind me. It looks like Bruno’s running prostitution rings, and that’s a way bigger deal than selling hand jobs upstairs. But the word sold in particular freaks me out. I gasp. “That’s an auction?”

“That’s business. Everything is business. I own many businesses, and you do not have permission to traipse your ass down here.”

“I just wanted to let you know—I’m sick. The pukes. I’ve gotta go. Can’t do tonight.” No way am I quitting unless it’s in a bright room in public, surrounded by people. Not when he’s shaking me like a rag doll in the dark. “Please. I need to go home.”

His eyes narrow in the dim light, and he releases me. Nerves make my hands sweat and my stomach churn. I don’t know what’s happening down here, but I know it’s not legal. A million really bad thoughts run through my mind, starting with the idea that he’s selling people and ending with the fact that there are people I didn’t know about in the basement, buying girls. “Is this the business proposition you had?”

He laughs, releasing my shoulders. “No.”

I want to run, but I can’t help but try to look back at the stage. “Is she okay?”

“Of course.”

“She didn’t look it, Bruno.”

His dark eyes narrow. “Watch yourself, Ginger.”

My gut drops, and I take a step back. “You always call me Emma.”

“You’re going to go on stage, and we’re going to talk about this afterward.”

“My stomach—”

“You. Are. Going to go on stage, and we’ll talk about this later.”

“Bruno,” I whisper, knowing I’m completely blocked in by him. Even if I could get by him, he has several of his security guys posted along my way out, and they’d stop me as soon as word of my escape bled through their earpieces. “You’re scaring me.”

“I think we’ve both known from day one that I’m a scary motherfucker.”

“Not to me, you’re not.” My eyes burn with tears. “I’m sorry I interrupted.”

He remains silent. My knees are shaking.

“Okay, I’ll just head upstairs.”

He steps wordlessly to the side, and I scurry by him. None of the three guards I passed on the way in slows me down, and I haul ass. Finally, I reach the top of the hall and turn toward my locker and vanity. I rummage through my purse, choke down a few swigs of water, and then do a super-fast redo of my eyes. The girl facing me in the mirror is terrified. I barely recognize myself. I’m suddenly scared that I have no idea what to do.

“Two minutes, Ginger,” comes the familiar call from up the stairs.

My hands shake. I call Grayson, even though he’s at work on some super-secret job. It rings… rings. Shit, shoot, shit! No answer. I have no idea what to say. His voicemail picks up. “Hey. Hi. Um. If I don’t talk to you first, I need you to talk to Cherry.” I take a long breath and tears sting my eyes. “I love you.”

“Ginger! Come on up, girl.” The call echoes down the stairs.

Shit. My God. I find Cherry’s name and hit Okay. It’s ringing.

“Hey, Emma—”

“Something’s wrong.” My mind spins. “I don’t know what’s happening here, but—”

“Ginger, get your ass up here now!”

One of Bruno’s security guards comes out from the dark hall. “Everything okay?” But there’s nothing nice or concerned with his question. His glare says, Hang up the damn phone.

I smile. “Just checking on my kid.”

I don’t know why I feel the need to throw that out there. It’s just a quick reminder to everyone that I have loved ones who would notice if I didn’t come home. God. I’m totally overreacting. No one’s going to kill me or anything. But shit—what did I just see?

“Emma?” Cherry’s voice is pinched with concern.

“I have to go. Have Ryan pick me up later. Okay? Call Ryan. He’s my ride.”

“Emma! What’s going on—”

I hang up the phone shakily. I’m overreacting. I’m overreacting.

Another guard steps from the dark behind the one glowering at me. Crap. I’m not overreacting. “Just on my way, guys. Jeesh, everyone needs to calm down.”

CHAPTER TWO

 

Emma

 

“Ginger Raine!” the announcer’s voice booms.

That’s my cue, and I’m not sure how my legs move forward. But they do, one shaky step at a time. My muscles quiver, my stomach churns, and I’m heading for disaster. I can’t dance—not now, and hopefully never again on this stage.

Trussed up like a sexy, vampy princess, I move to center stage, completely cloaked from the neck down. The train on the robe spreads behind me as I sway. The music pounds. The lights dim, and shadows dance. Every night I’ve performed on this stage, I’ve been heartbroken and purging myself, torturing myself over the man I couldn’t stop loving. But now he’s back.

I shouldn’t be here. But I’m too lost in fear to walk away. My absurd interaction with Bruno has me in a tailspin, and I can’t push away my thoughts. Grayson. Bruno. I’m frozen—I cannot move or see. I can’t do this job and can’t make my body start to dance.

Murmurs from the crowd burn my ears. Laughter too. The announcer drops a joke—I can’t even understand the words. I’m frozen, and my mind runs faster than my thoughts of escape. Consumed by an overwhelming wave of emotion, my mouth dry, I can do nothing but think that I’ve got to get out of here. The announcer’s laughing too, saying I’m a Ginger Raine impostor and calling for the real one.

I know the music. Only seconds have passed by, but it feels like hours since I walked on stage. I fold my arms and hold my sides, and my gaze falls to the VIP faces looking up from center stage.

Grayson Ford stares back at me.

 

Grayson

 

One second I’m confused and glaring at the stage in disbelief. The next, I’m growling and gripping the wooden railing as I stand, ready to explode.

“Emma?” The word bellows out from my chest.

Hands grab me. Muffled words fall deaf because there’s a rush of blood in my ears. That’s my girl! On stage. None of this makes sense. Sweet, innocent Emma. In what world is this happening? In what world did I cause this to happen? Fuck me—I want to tear the walls down and maim any man who has ever seen this before.

I fight against the hands that knock me down, swinging my fists for release. I don’t look anywhere but on stage. “Emma?”

A fist connects with my jaw, and my head snaps to the side. I wasn’t expecting the blow, and it knocks some sense into me. I’m here with Delta. There’s a job to do.

But I don’t give a shit. I push out of their hold, ready to storm the stage. Brock and Ryder take me down. Fuckin’ A. I hit the floor. I’ll kill this entire team. “Get off me!”

Fists fly. My body growls as I attack, cursing and pleading. The team hits back, keeping me in place until Brock gets me in a choke hold. He leans close. “Get your shit together, Ford.”

Not a chance.

Brock flexes his arm around my neck. Goddamn it. My pulse slows, and my head pounds. I fight the choke hold until he pushes away, dropping me back. 

I fall to the floor again, and Ryder crouches down. “If that’s your girl, you’ve got to pull your shit together.”

My eyes swing back to the stage, but she’s gone. Close by, Colin and Javier play down the scuffle to security, telling them they’ve got it under control, and it’s just a bachelor party beat-in, an old joke from college.

I jump to my feet and shake it off. My eyes search for Emma, but security steps into my line of sight.

“You good?” he asks.

Fuck, no. “Yeah, man. Fuckin’ fine.”

He eyes our group. “No more of that shit.” But he takes off, muttering in a Caribbean accent, “Fuckin’ VIP fuckers.”

Ryder slaps me on the back. “Guess you’re the groom now.”

I need to find her. “No. Got something to do.”

Brock’s in my face again. “The best thing you can do is play your part. Don’t call attention to her, and don’t call attention to us. You got me?”

My eyes search the crowd. Nothing. Nowhere. “Where is she?”

Brock hits me in the sternum. “Hey, asshole. Got me or not?”

I can’t find her, and all their eyes are on me. An avalanche of worries hits me. What does she know? How could she hide this from me? “I got you.”

“Good, because first, we have an in we didn’t know about, and second, what you didn’t notice was something was wrong with that girl.”

Yeah—she got caught. “God,” I roar, angry at her, furious with myself. How did this even happen?

“Pull your shit together,” Ryder says. “Shit, get yourself a lap dance. Two birds, one stone.”

Brock’s eyes bounce from Ryder to me, and I watch him mull the idea over before nodding. “Smart move.”

“No.” I shake my head.

“If you don’t, someone else will.” Javier laughs, and I lunge for him. He throws his hands up as Brock and Ryder catch me again. “Kidding. Shit, new guy. Calm yourself. Christ.”

I pull back from Brock and Ryder, rolling my shoulders. A lap dance. Fuck that. Her ass is mine in a private room. “Got a better idea.”

Behind me there are a few shits and an ah, hell. But I’m out of VIP and heading to find her when our waitress steps in my way. “Where’s the girl?”

“Ginger?”

“Don’t care what you call her.”

She blinks but doesn’t move. “Okay…”

“Find her.”

“Sure, handsome. Come with me.” Making a stupid move, she puts her hand on my arm, and I snap it back. Surprise and maybe concern colors her face. “Just wait in there.”

I follow her gaze, and I seethe. My teeth gnash, and my mind tumbles. Has Emma been in there? Doing what? God. Fuck me. What the hell do I know about her? I can’t handle this, and even though I stomp toward the room, I’m still reeling. The private room is dark and warm. The light is dim, and there’s an armless chair, almost like a bench, and blood thumps in my neck as I drive myself insane wondering and questioning who has been in here with her.

The door opens and the love of my life, dressed the same as she was on stage, walks in, face toward the floor. Her shoulders slump, and my heart falls. It’s really her.

Anger consumed me until I could reach out and hold her, and now—I’m broken. Devastated to the point I can’t breathe.

“I’m sorry.” It’s a whisper from her sweet voice, and it’s my undoing.

I roar deep from the depths of my soul. It’s a primal growl that must shake the damn building. I rip my fists into my hair and drop to the seat.

“Emma. What the fuck? What the fuck? Goddamn it…” I turn my head up, and she’s watching me, eyes sad and tears sliding down her cheeks. I crash through the lump in my throat, and once more, but this time in a hoarse whisper, say, “What the fuck?”

Her delicate hand wipes away the tears, and she carefully takes a step forward. “I was going to tell you.”

“Why?”

She bites her lip. “Please yell at me later. Leave me later—”

“Ems—”

“I’m in trouble.”

My skin prickles. “What?”

She looks above my head, around the room. “I tried to leave.”

“You’re forced here?”

“No.”

“No? Christ. Fuck, Emma, why?”

“I saw—” She cuts herself off and steps closer. “Why are you here?”

“Work.”

She pinches her eyes closed. “Don’t leave me. No matter how mad you are, please, please don’t leave me here alone.”

“What the fuck is going on?”

Again, her eyes dart above me. She’s guarding herself, watching her words.

Knock, knock, knock.

Emma pivots to the door, trembling enough that I can see it despite her clothes. “Shit.”

I push through the anger, the guilt, and all of the questions about her past and concentrate on the scared girl in front of me. “What’s going on?”

“Just act normal.”

CHAPTER THREE

 

Emma 

 

“Act normal?” Grayson’s raw voice rakes over me, and I watch him transform into a super-scary alpha dude as the door handle turns.

We have exactly half a second to pull this off. “Normal,” I answer.

I run my hands over my cheeks to wipe away rogue tears, and then I thread my fingers into my hair while moving my hips. Whoever comes through that door will see me dancing, not acting terrified of Bruno or emotional over the man in front of me. Truth is, I’ve never been more vulnerable in lace and heels than at this moment. The walls of the tiny room close in on me, and I’m doubly concerned about the hidden camera. Someone’s always watching. My body moves, but my gaze is frozen on Grayson. His twisted expression makes me feel as though he doesn’t even know me—because he doesn’t. Not anymore. 

I want to cry. I want to run past security and forget whatever I saw downstairs. But instead, I hold my head high, faking it to keep myself safe. I can do this—I’ve danced for Gray every Wednesday for years. I step closer to him as the door opens wide. 

One of Bruno’s men clears his throat, as though I don’t already know he’s here. “Everything okay in here, Ginger?”

I take a deep breath and hope for a miracle: that I don’t look terrified of the Emerald’s thugs or shell-shocked over Grayson. I tilt my head and give my most sultry, sinful smile, dropping my voice playfully low. “Think so. We’re just getting acquainted. Aren’t we, baby?”

“This can’t be happening,” he whispers against my ear.

With as much sexiness as I can manage, I place my hand on Gray’s chest and turn to look at him, batting my eyes and hoping to God he plays his part. Otherwise, they’ll call the session quits and pull me backstage. At least, security will try to remove me; I have no idea how Grayson would handle that. The amount of testosterone in this tiny space is overwhelming from these two massive men.

But security backs down. “Flag if you need something, Ginger.”

“We’re good. Aren’t we, honey?” I bat my fake eyelashes and will Grayson to agree. We can make it through this.

Grayson growls some kind of agreement, and Muscle Man nods to me. I smile as if this is just any other Wednesday at work.

“Alright.” He closes the door, and Gray and I are alone. Except for that camera.

I know what I should be doing, but the look on his face says not to. “They’re watching,” I say.

He growls. “What do you mean, you’re in trouble?”

“I mean if I don’t give the lap dance of the century right now, I’m in big effin’ trouble. Gray. Please.”

“I hate this.”

I lean closer. “You’re at work, too. So, we should work.”

God—despite everything that is going on, I still notice he smells fresh, like soap, and I roll my lip into my mouth. It’d be completely absurd in this situation to feel any arousal. But with Gray protecting me, and all this intensity, I’m not unaffected. Oh boy… I close my eyes, and the low base of the music that surrounds us rolls over me. “You said you wanted me to dance, and here I am.”

“Not like this, and you know it.”

I move my hands to his temples, fluttering my fingers to the edge of his blond hair, then slide my palms to his cheeks. The strain in his jaw radiates as I continue touching him, moving down to cup his neck and letting my thumbs smooth over his throat. His pulse pounds under my skin. “Camera, Grayson. Play your part.”

He’s so tense. “Emma—”

The show must go on, whether he’s game or not. Swaying my hips with the slow beat, I take his hands from his lap and drag them to my side then to the sash on the robe. I’m nervous, and this is unexpectedly… arousing. He doesn’t want to be here, and neither do I. But there’s a rush of emotion screaming for us both to release. I can’t explain why, but this is more than a set of practiced moves. This is my dream. This has been me dancing for him forever, and now it’s really happening. My mouth waters, and my heart rate increases. “Right now, I’m Ginger.” My robe hangs open, and I smooth my fingers over my stomach and up to my breasts. His eyes lock onto me, and I see it—the war within him. Grayson likes this as much as he hates it. I push his knees and move between his thighs then press him back against the chair. “Relax.”

“I can’t—”

My mouth is next to his ear, my fingers toying with his hair. “Let me dance for you. Not because I’m scared to leave this room.” My tongue catches his ear lobe. “Not because your new job means you have to roll with it.”

“No.”

“This is my fantasy, Gray. How I survived while you were gone.”

His body goes rigid under me. “I didn’t—”

“You didn’t know. I know, baby. Stop saying that.” I back away from him and drop my robe. His eyes burn over me, and I know he’ll give me the answer I want, because no matter how angry or frustrated he is, this is Gray and I. I refuse to let him continue beating himself up over our mistakes. I bear responsibility too, because I could’ve told him about my life. I could’ve found him—and done more than hope and dream about him. “Gray, don’t you know? No matter where in the world you were, what you did, or how long it’s been, I’ve existed for you to come home to again.”

I straddle his lap and kiss him—deep and hard. I refuse to let him tell me different. I won’t pull away from this kiss. I’m dying for his tongue, for him to take my mouth with just as much need as I have. Excitement has made me dangerously oblivious to what’s happening outside this room. My fingers curl into his shirt, and I roll my hips, begging and daring him to want me right now.

“Fuck me,” he says against my kiss. Then he owns my mouth and grips my sides. “Can’t stay away from you.”

I’m consumed by his kiss, drunk on the powerful, almost painful hold he has on me. Raw hunger unleashes from his body, and if I thought I was in charge—I was wrong.

I shiver, excitement rolling across my body from my shoulders down to my ankles. My eyes shut as he bites my lip and flexes his hips, holding me down, making me groan in insane need as I rub against his erection.

“God, Ems…”

His massive chest rises and falls in a way that matches mine. We’re a shade away from gasping and panting. “I love you, Gray.” Such sweet words in a filthy place. “As much as you love me.”

“Hold that thought because you might forget that in a minute.”

What? 

Grayson’s hands lock on my bottom, and he squeezes. Hard. Oh, God. My back arches, and the bite of pain from his strong grip makes me fly high. He grinds me against his shaft, and the friction is far more than a tease. 

“Because I am furious.” He bites against my shoulder, drags his teeth up my neck.

My mind spins. I can’t think, so I act only on instinct. “Holy shit.”

One of his hands runs up my spine. The other drops lower. I’m writhing in place, dizzy over him. Not once have I ever been turned on at Emerald’s. Every move, every tease was mechanical, but this is extraordinary.

“What else don’t I know about you?” he growls.

All I can do is moan—and then I remember where we are. I should stop and remind him I need rescuing, but I can only think of the needy ache building in me. “There’s a camera in here.”

“Behind you or me?” He bites my shoulder.

“You,” I gasp as bites harder.

Quickly, he stands up, his head swerves, then he grabs the nearly hidden camera and rips it free. “Done.”

Well, shit, shoot, shit some more. Bruno won’t be happy about a dead camera in a private room, but Grayson unbuckles his jeans, and I don’t care about anyone outside this room. I’ve had too many years of dreaming about Gray in Emerald’s.

He falls to the chair, taking me with him. My legs wrap around him, and my arms do too. I’m surrounded by him, burrowed against his chest, and his hands slide over me as though I’m God’s gift to him.

“Pretty mama,” he whispers against my ear and pulls my thong to the side. “I need in you.”

“Yes.” The blunt head of his shaft presses against me. I’m already so wanting that I can’t wait another minute.

He squeezes me tight then pushes into me, spearing me, stretching me, making me cry out for more. Grayson drives back then thrusts his massive self back in.

“Damn, woman.” His growled words don’t sound as if they are mine to hear. But I don’t just hear them—I feel their vibrations. They make my nipples harder and set my most sensitive muscles on fire. “You’re my world. You know that?”

He sinks deep into me again, and I gasp. I hang on and clamp my mouth to his neck. Grayson pounds into me. The fury and heartbreak are there with each slam of his body into mine. The roughness—the greedy, starving need that he takes me with—is addictive. As his harsh breath burns against my skin, I climb faster, past the point where I can handle it. Ah, oh, God. “Grayson!”

I moan, come, and cry his name through clenched teeth. His heartbeat explodes against my chest as he comes, too. We’re knotted together, breathing as one and surviving a high so dark it’s spectacular.

“Love you,” I murmur against his skin. “I love you more than I can understand.”

He catches my mouth in a kiss that’s as harsh as it is sweet. I’m lost in him and completely exhausted.

Knock, knock. “Hands off the girl unless you pony up some cash,” Bruno’s voice bleeds through the door.

Oh, shit.

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Emma

 

Before I can say no and try to explain to both men that there’s nothing to see here, Gray sets me to the side. We quickly right our clothes, and a second later, the door slams open. Bruno stands there, glaring and assessing.

Grayson folds his arms over his chest. “Got a problem?”

“Know anything about my camera?” Bruno’s thick accent rolls off his tongue.

Gray’s body language shifts, and he acts as though he couldn’t care less about doing a stripper. “Not a fan of an audience.”

“Not your decision.”

I step forward. “Come on, Bruno. You know I just dance.”

Bruno’s eyes narrow, assessing Grayson, then me. “Finish up.”

“We’re good,” Grayson offers. He turns to me, angling away from Bruno, an odd expression playing on his face. I can’t figure out what he’s thinking. My mind’s still climax-clouded, and I’m suddenly shaking, not wanting to be alone with Bruno.

“Thanks for the dance.” He doesn’t kiss me but does brush the hair away from my ear, lean close, and whisper, “Back to work. I’ll get eyes on you—no worries.”

Then he walks away without another word, brushing past Bruno and leaving me uncomfortable under my boss’s intense study.

Bruno cracks his knuckles, making the process last forever, and then shoves them back into his pockets. “We need to talk about what you saw.”

“I didn’t really see anything, and I’m still sick. So, I’ll just—”

He shakes his head and opens the door to let in one of the security guys I rarely see. It’s a very cramped space, and I take a step back, but his hand lands on me. My feet don’t move, yet we’re all still moving through the door together as they drag me out.

“Hey, guys.” I struggle in his hold. “Let me go.”

There’s no response, but we’re moving away from Emerald’s open floor and toward a set of back stairs that only Bruno and his muscle use. Shit. Shoot. Shit. Bruno is going to… I don’t know what, but it’s very bad.

“Think the girl said to let go, asshole,” Grayson’s voice booms from behind me.

Thank you! I turn toward him, elbowing the guy on my arm. He shakes me, and the twist on Grayson’s face says he’s about to kill everyone here.

“Not your girl to worry over.” Security lifts me and turns.

A gut-twisting roar comes from behind me, and I’m flung to the side as Grayson rips between Muscles and me. I skitter back, then I spin to leave but slam into a solid wall of man. Dread washes over me. When I look up, I see it’s not one of Bruno’s Rasta security guys. He picks me up and hands me to another—equally big—guy.

“Aren’t you a pretty thing,” he says casually. He sounds so out of place, especially with his Australian accent, that I have no idea what is happening. I’m in his arms after being passed away from Bruno, and I still feel out of control but not about to die.

The Australian guy nods to someone. “Let’s go.”

I turn for Grayson, but he’s squared off with Bruno and security. What other choice do I—?

“Put. Her. Down,” a voice bellows from behind me.

Oh, God. That sounds way too much like my brother. My stomach bottoms out. I roll myself into a ball against the unknown Australian guy. None of this makes sense except—oh shit—I remember that I pulled the emergency lever and told Cherry to get Ryan to get me out of here. I pop my head up, praying that my ears are tricking me. Oh. Shit. Shoot. Shit. Ryan’s out of uniform, with his badge clipped to his jeans and two very large guns strapped to his side.

“Put her down, so help me—” His hand is on his holstered gun. “Emma, come here!”

The Aussie blond looks down. “You know him?”

“My brother.”

The look on his face says Oh, shit, but he tells me, “Alright then.”

From out of nowhere, security surrounds Ryan from behind. My brother’s an intimidating guy, and there’s pure, one hundred percent rage on his war-ready face. We’re in a small area full of large, violent-looking men who seem ready to fight to the death. The Aussie edges back with me still in his arms. Grayson and the other man push toward Ryan till the three of them stand shoulder to shoulder. But they’re outnumbered two-to-one.

“I have an agreement,” Bruno says. “No badges in here.”

“You don’t have an agreement with me, asshole.” Ryan squares his shoulders. “If my sister wants to leave, she gets to leave.”

Bruno swerves toward me. “Brother’s a cop?”

The Aussie’s protective hold on me tightens, reassuring me, and the dark-haired guy next to Grayson steps in front of me. “Girl goes, place closes down early tonight. We sort shit out.”

Bruno shakes his head. “Nothing to sort out.”

Aussie guy shifts again, and he’s slowly extracting us from what seems ready to be a bloodbath. Bruno casually lifts his wrist toward his mouth. I know that move! Communicating with his behind-the-scenes guys. Shit—this is so bad.

I don’t know Aussie from a hole in the wall, but Grayson said he was interviewing for a security job with good men. He’s protected me so far, so I turn to him and whisper, “There was a girl downstairs. I wasn’t supposed to see her.”

His blue eyes study me for a second then jump to the guy in front of me. “Boss.”

The dark-haired guy pivots, keeping his eye on Bruno. “Yeah.”

Aussie and dark-haired guy exchange a look, a passing of information with a shift of their hands and eyes.

Bruno watches them then shouts into his mic, “Close it down.”

“Shit,” the Aussie says casually, even though we’re suddenly moving fast. He dives us behind a table.

Noise explodes from where we were seconds ago—flesh hitting flesh, people the size of mountains wrestling each other to the ground.

A new guy ducks under the table with us. “Talk fast.”

It’s another accent—South American maybe. His face has fading bruises. Are all these guys ready to throw punches or what? Okay. Talk fast. Um. I struggle with my thoughts. “There was a girl in a room downstairs, and I didn’t recognize her. But I heard sold…” My stomach drops all over again. “Like she was being sold.”

His swollen eyes narrow. “You saw a prostitute?”

“Bruno lets girls pro here if they want. This was more like an auction.”

“Fucking confirmation.” He shakes his head. He rambles into his wrist faster than I can speak then turns to me. “Good girl. I’m Javier. That’s Ryder. Welcome to our world, gorgeous.”

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Grayson

 

It started as three of us versus them. We could have handled it. Then the rest of the team showed up and quickly ended the brawl. Ryan’s badge was surprisingly helpful, but when all was said and done, he and I weren’t on the team that was going to wrap up this job. I was on a trial run for a job I’m now never going to get, and he didn’t need to be in the mix.

Delta goes off to do whatever Delta does behind the scenes, and I head toward a table where Javier and Ryder have safely stowed Emma. Emerald’s is chaotic. People are evacuating—men running for their cars, strippers running for their clothes. The place is wild, and my girl’s upset and being calmed by two guys I don’t know. I’m grateful they’re here, but enough of that.

I hop over a railing, and when she sees me coming toward her, Emma’s face lights up. Damn. Man, that reaction does something to me deep inside. Forgetting about the two men standing guard beside her, I scoop her into my arms, pressing her head to my chest. I need to feel her and hear her voice to know she’s alright.

“You’re good, pretty mama?”

She nods. Then she sniffles.

God—not okay. Of course, she’s not okay. I don’t know specifics on why she thought she was in trouble earlier, but if it has anything to do with why Delta is here, I’m going to shred whoever scared her.

Stroking her hair, I drop my chin to the top of her head and eye the guys. “We’re good. Thanks.”

Ryder angles his head toward where the team disappeared. “Brock’s gonna want to talk to her.”

I nod. “Later.”

Emma pulls back and turns to both men, smiling weakly. “Thank you for… that.”

Javier nods, gives her a fist bump to the shoulder, and walks away.

Ryder crosses his arms over his chest. “Shitty circumstances, darlin’, but we were serious. Nice to meet you.”

“Thanks.” She relaxes against me again, but her fingers touch the side of my face, where I’m sure a bruise or two is forming. “That fight sounded like it hurt.”

My lip pulls into a half grin, and I laugh quietly. “Didn’t think about it, I guess.”

She shifts, and her fingers tangle with mine. “Your knuckles are bleeding.”

“Shit. Sorry.” I wipe them on my pants. “Fixed.”

“Tough guy.” But she genuinely smiles this time.

Across the room, Ryan is talking with a few cops. They look buddy-buddy, but then his gaze lands on me and slides to Emma. He shakes hands with the men and heads our way. “I take it Ryan didn’t know, either.”

“No,” she whispers.

“He’s ten feet away and gaining.”

Emma groans. “Oh, God. This is going to—”

“Emma.” Ryan’s voice is low with concern. “Can we talk?”

“—suck.” She slumps against me.

I hang onto her, catching his eye. He’d better watch his ass on this conversation. If I can deal with this, so can he.

“Ems?” I squeeze her.

She doesn’t turn toward him. “Everyone’s going to be so disappointed.”

“No one’s disappointed.” I say it for her benefit, but loudly enough that Ryan could hear. So help me God, if he says anything to make this worse for her, the truce we have will be called off in a heartbeat.

 

Emma

 

“I can’t look at him.” It’s not that I’m embarrassed about what I did. I’ve made hard decisions, and I own the consequences. But that there is something going on that feels so wrong, and I was so close to it… never seeing it. That Ryan and Grayson had to get into a brawl to save me—that humiliates me. I’ve never been helpless.

Ryan puts a hand on my shoulder. “You okay?”

“Fine.” But I still won’t look at him.

“Ems,” Grayson murmurs into my ear. “Talk to him.”

I was in tears when I first saw Grayson—when I connected the guy in the crowd to my Grayson and registered the shock and anger and What the motherfuck? look on his face. Now, I turn to face my brother, who looks every bit as menacing as Grayson and has the same fight marks swelling on his face. My throat stings from emotion, and I can’t swallow because of the guilt about what I failed to notice all the time I was working here.

“Hey.” I roll my bottom lip into my mouth.

Gray shifts me to a chair. “Yeah, so I’ll let you two talk.”

My fingers flex into his shirt. I don’t want him to leave me.

“No, it’s fine.” Ryan pulls up a chair and drops into it. “Gray can stay. I get it.”

Gray nods and slides me onto a chair across from Ryan. The tension kills me, and I’m expecting the worst. 

You’re a slut.

You’re stupid.

I’m disappointed.

I’m disgusted.

But Ryan just stares. Finally, he runs a hand over his face. “Talked to Cherry. She gave me some details.”

Aw, shoot. I have no idea what Cherry would have said, so I bite my lip and wait, hoping he’ll keep going. His gaze flicks to Grayson then back to me. “Obviously, whatever you do to pull in some cash, that’s yours to decide. Same with Cherry. Not my business.”

My eyes go wide, and I can only imagine what Cherry said—or threatened—to make our brother stick to that kind of non-Ryan response.

“For real, though—you’re okay?” he asks.

I shrug. “I don’t know. What about you? Are you—” mad, embarrassed, pissed “—working?”

“Kind of. There’s a bit of a…” He looks away, as though searching for the right word. “Jurisdiction problem.”

“What do you mean?”

Grayson clears his throat. “Folks I came here with have an off-the-books federal contract on a sex trafficker—”

My back jolts straight. My mind reels. “Wait. What?” He stares at me as if I’m insane, and I turn to Ryan. Same look. “What do you mean trafficker?”

Ryan’s eyebrows raise, and I see he’s lofting the question to Grayson.

My stomach churns. “Bruno had some girls turn tricks. Occasionally. Not everyone. Never me.” I blink, dumbfounded. I don’t condone prostitution—but to each her own. But maybe I was wrong—really, really wrong. “That’s it. Right?”

Gray’s head shakes slightly. “Don’t think so, baby.”

Move over, stomachache. A surge of nausea hits me. “But I know the girls here. No one was forced.” Or maybe they were? I was always different, and no one ever stuck around long.

Ryan shifts in his chair. “Looks like it’s airing out a couple of dirty cops, too. I don’t know. No one’s telling this rookie cop shit.”

“I’m not stupid…” I can’t comprehend this. “I am so stupid. Oh, God.”

“You’re not, baby.” Grayson’s placating voice doesn’t make me believe him.

“I didn’t know. Until today—oh, God. The girl on the stage. Did they—” I’m not sure what to ask. Was she… sold without her consent? I knew it was wrong. Bad. But it didn’t occur to me that she was like—I don’t know—stolen and forced. “I’m going to be sick.”

Quickly as I can, I’m out of Grayson’s arms and running toward a bathroom. I hover in the stall and wait to throw up. But I can’t get sick. It’s just an overwhelming, disgusting hold on me that I can shake.

“What the hell!” I hit the divider wall as hard as I can but don’t feel better. I kick the door, and it slams shut just to bounce open again. “Ahhh,” I scream then collapse on the toilet seat and completely lose it.

I sob into my hands, unable to breathe for how hard I’m choking. For years, I thought I had everything so under control, and now, under my nose, this is happening. It’s disgusting, and those women didn’t have a choice. I can’t imagine how scared or angry or fucked up they have to be. Drugged? Blackmailed? Kidnapped? I cannot wrap my mind around it.

Knock. “Emma?” Ryan asks tentatively from the bathroom door.

“Go away.”

Minutes of crying pass, and there’s another knock. Footsteps that I know are Grayson’s come to the stall. “Ems, baby, you okay?”

“Please just leave me alone.” I sniffle. “Please.”

He ignores me and knocks on the stall door. “I’m worried about you.”

“Don’t be. Just go away.” I don’t think I’ve cried in years, and this—no, everything—is just too much to keep in. I want to be alone.

He bumps his fist against the door twice. “Alright, but I’m right outside the door if you need me.”

“’Kay.”

He leaves me, thank God. I hate how naive I’ve been. Traffickers? I’m so, so stupid.

Finally, I slump. The motion-controlled lights turned off long ago, and the room is eerily quiet—until the damn door opens again, and the lights click back on. “Go,” I choke out, “away.”

“Can’t do it, sweetheart.”

Sarah. Oh, God. The stall door swings open, and there stands my best friend—in her pajamas and sneakers. Faster than I can thank her for showing up, she pulls me out of the stall.

“Ryan called, and I met Grayson. So, we have a lot to talk about. But first, are you okay?”

Tears burst out. “No.”

She wraps me into a hug that I feel down to my toes. “Okay, it’s okay.”

“I’m so stupid.”

“No. You didn’t know. And you’ve been running yourself a thousand miles an hour. The only thing you focused on was Cally, not investigating the ills of the world.”

“I should’ve known. I turned a blind eye to a lot of things.”

“You can’t be the moral compass to everyone you meet.”

I bite my lip. “I don’t know anything anymore. Grayson was dead, and now he’s not. Bruno’s a dick, but really, he’s a sex trafficker? I mean, come on. Who misses stuff like that?”

“Sweetheart. Stop.”

“I feel like the stupidest person alive.”

Sarah shakes her head. “Cherry danced here. No red flags. Ryan said something about an Internal Affairs investigation. So cops must have been in on it. There are beefy military dudes here who were undercover, so I say lots of people had no idea about what was going on.”

I sigh, letting her logic take hold. “Where’s Bruno?”

“I don’t know.”

“I don’t know what to do, Sarah. I don’t want to talk to Gray, and I don’t want to see Ryan.”

“I think we start with getting you out of this striptastic getup and into some jeans or something. Plus, those are two very worried guys who have been perched a dozen feet away from this restroom, waiting for you to come out. I would’ve paid to see you chase off their efforts, by the way.”

I drop my head. My eyes are swollen, and my makeup must be smeared to hell. I long ago pulled off my fake eyelashes. “I need to wash my face before I go out there.”

Scrubbing in the sink without makeup remover is fruitless. After two minutes of that, I look so much worse. I shake my head and point to my red nose and puffy eyes. “Hot.”

“Eh, not as bad as you think.” Sarah laughs. “And let’s just take a second to say… Grayson is just as hot, maybe hotter, than your brother.” She throws her hands in the air. “No. I don’t want to hear that I’m not allowed to say that. There’s a time and a place for such admissions, and when Ryan’s all growly tough guy with big-ass guns strapped to his hip—let’s forget he’s your brother for a second so I can point out that, oh my effin’ shit, he does that look well.”

I have to laugh. “Oh, too much.”

“Never thought him calling me in the middle of the night would end like this. But I’ll take it.”

I close my eyes and ignore the dull, throbbing headache that has started. “Alright. Let’s go.”

She opens the bathroom door, and there’s a lineup waiting for me: Ryan—guns and a badge on his waist—standing next to the hot guy with dark hair and tattoos, who is next to an older-but-still-hot man with dark hair, and finally, there’s Grayson—chiseled, brooding, and personifying the word alpha. Four men who look ready to kill.

“Holy mother of hotness,” Sarah whispers. “I just died and went to bad-boy heaven.”

CHAPTER SIX

 

Grayson

 

My molars might shatter for how hard I’m grinding them. My head hurts from the last few hours, but especially after Emma hid out in the bathroom. Ryan didn’t stand a chance, but his call-in-the-best-friend ploy deserves a little credit. Sarah popped into the bathroom and came out with a beautiful, albeit exhausted and distraught-looking, Emma Kingsley.

Damn. In that second, I want my name on hers more than I want to breathe. Emma Ford. That is how it should be.

I take a harsh breath and clench my fists, trying to focus on the situation at hand. Ryan and I were joined by Brock. Soon after that, the man who gave me a thumbs-up at Titan arrived. Turned out he—Jared—owns that whole company. Both dudes didn’t give a shit what any of the cops said, and with the exception of Ryan, they cleared the badges out of Emerald’s when Bruno and his gang of thugs were arrested.

All I know is Delta got to work tearing the place apart, looking for intel and whatever else without me. Big surprise. Fight in VIP? Check. A fuck-off from the team because I was sticking close to my girl? Check.

I quickly move to Emma and claim her from Sarah’s side. Both girls have wide eyes. Maybe they weren’t expecting us to be waiting, but that’s how it goes. Titan has questions that only Emma can answer, and I’m not leaving her side. Neither is Ryan.

“Come on.” With her under my arm, I guide her to the main seating area, where the lights have been turned up. 

“Hang on, buddy.” Sarah takes her other arm. “We’ll be back.”

“Em—”

Sarah scowls. “Seriously, Grayson, give her a minute. We’ve got to get cleaned up.”

“I’m fine,” Emma offers. “I want to change.”

I narrow my eyes. I know that she’ll be fine, but I don’t want to let go. Still, I do. “Do your thing. We’ll be here.”

The two women disappear, and Brock and Jared grab a seat and huddle over a discussion they obviously don’t want us to be part of. I exhale hard, out of frustration more than exhaustion, then turn toward Ryan. We haven’t spoken, other than the necessary conversation points.

I rock back on my heels. “So, a cop, huh?”

He nods. “Always the plan.”

I nod too. “Right.”

Ryan shifts then runs his hands through his hair. Slowly, he shakes his head. “I didn’t know this crap.”

Bet not. “Seems like if that girl keeps a secret, she does it well.”

Ryan breaks his scowl with a harsh laugh. “Yeah, maybe.” His eyes jump past me, and the girls’ voices enter the room before they do.

They walk in, Emma in jeans and a T-shirt. She’s wiped the streaks of makeup off her face, but her red eyes are still puffy. Her smile has resurfaced though. It’s more confident than I would’ve expected. I don’t know why I expect her to still be shaken. I should have remembered that Emma’s a fighter. She’s resilient.

“Alright.” Jared stands and walks her way. “You met Brock.” He gestures with his head toward the Delta team leader. “I’m Jared Westin. I want to know what you know. Let’s chat.”

The man has an edge that shows the world he’d kill first and ask questions later. But in that grumbling request to talk, there’s something about the way he asks that implies that she should trust him.

Emma nods, and Jared looks to me as though seeking my permission. Fuck if I know why. He hasn’t said more than five words to me. There’s no way I have this job, so why does he care? But I nod.

Sarah wanders over to us as Emma joins them on the other side of the room. I glance around. Not a damn good thing has ever come out of these places. I hate them. Just when my molars are grinding again, Sarah squares up to me.

“Hey, we need to talk.” This little girl half my size and weight has her hands on her hips, and she’s scowling at me as if I were the one with a secret stripper job.

My eyebrow rises. “About?”

“You. Buddy.”

Christ. Over Sarah’s shoulder I catch a glimpse of Ryan fighting a laughing smile. Shit. I paint on a smile and get ready for whatever comes my way. “Alright, sweetheart. I’m game to talk.”

“Oh, no way, Mister Back In the Picture. I’m immune to the looks-and-charms thing you have going on, and I’m crazy happy for Emma and—” She catches herself, momentarily slowing her lecture-slash-ass-chewing.

“Cally,” I volunteer.

Her eyes narrow. “I’m crazy happy for them, but if you hurt her, I’ll find a way to destroy you.”

Part of me would rather defend myself to her, but I get it. Actually, I’m glad Emma has a girl like Sarah at her back. “If I hurt her, you won’t have to bother. Those girls are my world.”

“I won’t let her get burned twice.”

Ryan walks over, watching Sarah. “Easy, killer.”

That defense is unexpected, but he seems to know how to disarm her. She takes a step back even though the expression on her face says she’d rather take a step toward him. Then her finger bobs from one of us to the other. “If either of you gives her hell for this, I’ll put you in the ground.”

Ryan rolls his lips together. “Got it, gangsta.” Then he adds a sincere smile. “No one plans to jump on her case.”

Alright. Okay. Emma’s brother will keep his cool, and I’ll find a way to handle my own feelings about finding my girl here. I release tension I didn’t even realize I was holding. After seeing how Ryan reacted to my homecoming, I had no idea how he would deal with this. My wager would’ve been on not well, so his admission to Sarah is a shocker.

“And the two of you.” Her finger bobs back and forth between Ryan and me again. “If you act like assholes to each other, it will hurt her. Then I’ll have to find a way to take out both of you, and really, I’m not cut out for this dropping-bodies stuff.”

I have to bite my lip. I have no idea if this girl is for real or Emma’s version of my crazy friend Mazie. But Ryan moves to her side, hooks her under his arm—which makes her blush and smack his chest—and laughs. “It’ll be okay, Sarah.”

“No cute stuff, Ryan. I’m immune to you.” She ducks away, leaving us to watch her, but then she looks over her shoulder. “I need to call Cherry and tell her everything is okay.”

Glad I’m not the one calling Cherry, I nod. Ryan waves. She’s left us with our hands in our pockets, standing awkwardly. 

“Immune, huh?” I joke, trying to alleviate the uncomfortable tension.

Ryan chuckles. “I wouldn’t say one hundred percent.”

I glance around, not sure what else to say. He shifts in his boots and clears his throat. We could stand on opposite sides of the room and waste time on our phones or something. But we’re stuck. Shit. Honestly, I miss the guy. If I’d ever had a brother, it would’ve been him.

There’s a tightness in my chest because I’ll never say those words, but losing him as my brother has been a heavy burden. There’s been too much loss in my life. I lost my team, lost my time with the woman I love, and lost the early years with my baby girl. And all because I couldn’t open my damn mouth. 

The muscles in the back of my head strain, locking up my neck and shoulders. My palms tingle and sweat. I’m slowly being sucked back into the darkness of all I’ve abandoned, everyone I’ve hurt. My throat aches and burns. I want to swallow. I need to take a breath. But I will not lose my shit in the middle of a fuckin’ strip club.

Mind over matter. 

Gray spots blur my peripheral vision, and my chest feels pinched.

Once upon a time, Ryan was my brother. I have fucked up life to the point where I can’t fix it. Shit. I pull a breath through my teeth. Fuck me. Fuck me. Goddamn. This will not happen now.

I pinch my eyes closed as my heartbeat slams in my chest so loudly the whole damn establishment must think there’s a mortar attack. I push myself to pivot away from Ryan and squeeze my eyes tighter than before.

Mortar attack… the blasts, the blood—morbid memories floor my senses. It’s all I can concentrate on. I picture Maddox’s face as he reached for me—as if I could save his life. Goddamn it.

My fists ball in my pockets until I think my hands will crush themselves.

A hand claps hard on my back. I’m in a complete spiral, falling apart within eyeshot of those I am desperate to impress. I stagger away in the same direction Sarah went. I can’t clear my head enough to look for an exit, but I need to escape. My steps wobble—I know they do. I can’t stop that. But I growl forward, focusing on my breaths and footsteps, trying to survive this moment.

That hand claps my back again, even though I’m moving. At least, I think I am. Shit. This is so bad. But I have complete tunnel vision and can only follow Sarah’s way out.

A weight leans against me—no, I lean against it. Somehow, I move with purpose toward the back hall, away from Emma, away from Titan and Delta. They don’t need to see this. My head hangs low. I’m panicked and ashamed, but when I look up—it’s Ryan.

I seal my eyes shut. My breaths heave through my clenched teeth.

“Open your eyes, man.”

Anguish and anger torment me—I can hear the explosions ripping my team to bloody pieces—and I can’t get away from my own mind. I can’t stop thinking about everything I’ve screwed up.

“I’ve got you, brother.” The words are quiet. But God, they are strong. 

His hands are on my shoulders. My mind desperately wants to stop living in the past. My knuckles ache, and the pain centers me and tears me away from their last breaths… I’ve got you, brother. My heart slowly slides from my throat, and I take what feels like the first breath I’ve had in days. Then I take another, and I open my eyes.

Ryan drops his hands and backs away a few steps. We’re alone. I fill my lungs completely and drop my head back. “Fuck me.”

Seconds tick by… 

“It was bad over there.” He doesn’t really ask me but just kind of acknowledges the hell I lived. 

I nod. “Yup.”

“That happen a lot?”

I don’t answer.

He looks toward the lit end of the hall, where it opens to the main floor. “No one noticed.”

I drop my gaze to my shoes. “I’ve fucked my life so many ways, I don’t know how to fix it.”

“Nah. It’s fixable.” Ryan shifts, shaking his head, and crosses his arms. “We both care about her.”

I nod.

“And we both carry a huge burden for her.”

I have to laugh. It comes out sad and angry. “Think I’ve got you beat on that one.”

“Yeah.” He tilts his head back. “See, this is where I fucked up: back in high school, I was a cocky ass. You too. Right? And she was—God, Emma’s always been so sweet… I didn’t get you and her. I liked it and wanted that, ’cause it made her happy, but I didn’t see… the whole thing.” He sighs and knocks his head against the wall. “When you were gone, I could have killed you. When she cried on my bed—it slaughtered me. And that conversation, that she was knocked up… shit.”

A lump forms in my throat.

Ryan clears his voice. “I forgot that you and I were boys. That you grew up as my brother.”

“I left. I deserve that. Abandoned every fuckin’ person.”

“It didn’t cross my mind that you loved her—even though we were close friends. A you-and-her long-term thing? I was too young to understand anything of that magnitude. But her pregnant and heartbroken?” He drops his arms then cracks his knuckles. “What I’m trying to say is I pushed for you two to hang out back in the day, and now I’ve done the opposite. And really, I need to step the hell away.”

His words hang in the air as I think back. Since we’re airing memories, I speak up. “There was a lot going on back then. Since I was a kid, Pops would beat the crap out of me.” I rub my temples. “I ran from that. That’s why I left. I might’ve been the person you knew when I was at school or around your family, but at home, I was worthless. Except when I was with her.”

 I sigh, letting my eyes close and my mind drift back to the night at the beach house—the night I almost didn’t run.

 

Emma’s warm body wraps around me under the blankets, and I watch her sleep. The things you notice when trying to memorize someone… her breaths are sleepy and soft. Her lips curl slightly as she holds onto me. Hours have passed. I meant to leave at midnight, then two in the morning, then four. But now dawn is pushing through the night. The darkness from the window is a purply blue. Moving from this bed is literally the hardest step I’ve taken in my life.

But we promised: no goodbyes. She wants and needs a good life, free from people like me who come from places like the ones I come from and who have to hide their real lives from their best friends…

In one push, I roll away and turn back. That soft smile on her sleeping face fades. She’s still asleep, but it’s not just an expressionless dreaming face.

I cannot believe this is how it ends. “I love you, Emma.”

But she’ll go to college. Get a degree. Maybe stay away from stupid Summerland County and go… I don’t know. Become a famous photographer or a Broadway dancer. She can be anything she wants without the likes of me to hold her down.

I let my fingers run over her cheek and—her sleepy smile returns. I capture that image in my mind and turn before letting go, not daring to risk seeing the loss of that smile.

I grab my shirt, find a pair of pants, tuck everything into a backpack, and can’t help but turn around. Her smile is gone, as if even in her sleep she knows I’m leaving her.

 

Screw it. I’ve kept too much inside, and it hasn’t worked out well for me. “You were my family.”

Ryan nods.

“Pops was miserable. He taught me nothing and tried to ruin me. But man, your dad’s the one that taught me how to live. I might’ve missed some of it without him. I needed to figure out how to…” I shake my head, trying to find the words. “How to undo the deep scars I got from the bastard who raised me. Your dad didn’t tell me how to live or how to handle my problems, but he did let me watch. And he let me participate in your life.” I take a breath. “Anyway, Emma and Cally are my family now.”

Silence hangs between us. Ryan works his jaw back and forth. “I had no idea.”

“Why would you?”

His forehead furrows. “I just thought Pops was a prick… maybe? Shit.”

“Don’t try to figure it out. The bastard isn’t worth it.”

Ryan’s voice is low. “God, man. I’m sorry.” He concentrates on me, and an earnest confidence crosses his face. “Families make mistakes. They walk away. They come back.” His eyes narrow. “And blood doesn’t make a family.”

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Grayson

 

As if those were the words I needed to hear, the weight of guilt recedes. Blood doesn’t make a family, and I’ve known that my whole life but never realized it. “Are we good?”

Ryan throws his hand out. “Yeah.”

That’s all that needs saying. We shake on it. “Alright then.”

He dips his head, nodding toward the open room where Jared and Brock are chatting with Emma. “You good to go back out?”

It’s my turn to nod. “Yeah, let’s do it.”

I take a deep breath and head down the hall. I’ve said it a dozen times—I hate strip clubs because they remind me of Pops—but right now, I want out of here for different reasons. I’m exhausted and more emotional than I’ll ever admit out loud. And I really fucking need Emma’s body against mine. She makes me sane. The simple fact is that I’m meant to survive with her by my side.

Across the room, Jared and Brock stand up, then Emma. She’s smiling. Both men look pleased, and whatever their questions were, they must’ve asked them the right way. They’re pros. It would’ve been nice to work with a new team. Throwing punches at potential new team members probably means I have no shot at that job, a fact that was confirmed when Delta went to search Emerald’s at Brock’s request, and the order pointedly did not include me. It sucks. But like the way it worked out with Ryan, a new team will happen when it’s meant to happen. I have to believe that my near-complete mental breakdown in this stupid-ass strip club happened so that Ryan and I could move forward. A new job will come when I hunt it down and find it.

I rub the back of my neck as Sarah comes back from the same hall we just came from. Ryan heads her way, and I miss most of what she says. My focus is intent on Emma.

Yeah, she’s sweet and gorgeous, but damn, the woman is strong—a survivor. It makes me love her all the more. As she walks over, her eye catches mine, and I get my arms around her as fast as I can. Sliding to the side of the room, she melts against me. Her soft curves press to me as if we’re pieces of a puzzle. “You good, pretty mama?”

“A lot better.”

“Good. I want as much distance as possible from here.”

She turns in my arms, gazing across the stage. “Don’t hate this place or what I did. Emerald’s isn’t who I am. But I am better for it. I’m stronger because I pushed myself.”

Holy. Shit. I love this woman. “Way to make my asshole mistakes sound like some shitty stepping stone in life.”

“Ha.”

Holding her to me, I wave bye to the men standing in the room. “Ready?”

Her smile curves as she leans back into me, but then she pops onto her toes and kisses my cheek. “I’m going to get my purse and keys, okay?”

I squeeze her before letting go. She runs off and grabs her things, saying her goodbyes, and then she’s back in my arms, and I’m dragging her out the door. Fresh near-dawn air hits us. I drink in the cool morning and turn to look at Emerald’s a last time, briefly thinking back to the moment I saw fear in her eyes. Never again can I let that happen. Once again, I’m consumed by a dizzying need to run my hands over her, to make sure she is fine.

We make it to her Jeep, and I manage to stow her safely in the passenger’s seat before my hands clasp her cheeks, and my mouth takes hers. I breathe her in as our lips brush against each other. Her tongue caresses mine, and I push away the sudden spring of fear. Life’s too unknown, with hidden enemies and unseen terrors. The idea that I could lose her again… it’s unbearable.

“I love you, baby,” I murmur against her lips. “I’m not the best guy out there.”

“You might be.”

“But Jesus fuck, I promise you, Emma. I will be the best one for you. No more working shit jobs, no more paycheck to paycheck. I’ll figure it out.”

Her eyelashes lower as if she’s lost in thought. But then her hands cover mine. I realize I’m clinging to her. 

“We’ll figure it out. I didn’t work this hard here because it was my only option, but because I needed to control what I could of my future.” She studies me. “Does that make sense?”

Her words roll through my mind. She doesn’t need me to survive, but she wants me by her side, making it better. There’s a big difference between those two things. “Yeah, I think it does.”

“Sweet.” She settles against me, her legs hanging off the passenger’s seat as I block her in. She sighs against my chest and asks, “What’s next?”

“Guess we go home.”

She leans back. “We go home?”

“Yeah, baby. We go home together.” My hands run down her shoulders, holding onto her biceps. “Us, under the same roof.”

“With our daughter.”

Point, Emma. My heart explodes in my chest. “Don’t be too perfect, pretty mama. Otherwise, I’m likely to propose in the parking lot of a strip joint. That’d be an awkward story to tell our kids.”

Her face lights up, with big eyes and an unhinged mouth. She silently mouths our kids.

I kiss her on the forehead, buckle her in, and shut the door. Kids. Plural. She’s my family. I want her as my wife. I’m not sure how I’ll pull it all off, but it will happen. I toss the Jeep keys in the air as I walk to the driver’s seat and climb in.

She leans against her door with sleepy eyes. “What a night. Glad it’s over.”

I chuckle. “Me too, baby. I can’t handle any more right now.”

“We’ll get a couple hours sleep before Cally wakes.”

“Perfect.” I pull my wallet and phone from my back pocket, turn the engine over, and notice a light flashing on my screen. No one has this number except the Titan guys and Emma. 

And Mazie.

I slide the screen on, and there’s her text: There’s a guy looking for you. Pops is dead.

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Emma

 

My thumb hovers over the button to snap another picture, but really, I’m studying Grayson, wondering what’s wrong. Is he angrier about Emerald’s than he let on, or is he continuing to rehash all of his regrets?

I kick off my flip-flops. The cool grass scratches the bottom of my feet and tickles my toes. Summer is my favorite season, and I bask in the warmth of the slipping sun. There are a million excuses to go outside, a million things to take pictures of, especially around sunset. Especially when Grayson is manning the grill on the back patio.

But as much as I’m enjoying the view and taking pictures of Gray flipping burgers and Cally trying her best to do rolls in the grass, Gray’s smile isn’t genuine.

I snap another picture and check back in the viewfinder to study him. Sexy man. But that’s not a true smile. I haven’t seen one on him since we left Emerald’s yesterday.

I hold my camera up again. “Smile.”

Again, a smile without a spark. I’m unnerved, and despite all of his words, I have to wonder if the guy who was so quick to want to join Titan needs more excitement than Cally and I can offer. Sure, grilling out is fun. Having a beer in the backyard while watching our kid is my dream come true, but now that real life is settling in for Gray and me as a couple, is he having doubts?

“Everything okay?” It’s the thousandth time I’ve asked him that today. Maybe he’s not over the Emerald’s thing. Maybe he is upset that Mazie took off back south, and I wasn’t overly interested in hearing about it. I rolled my eyes when he called her this morning. He said something about her checking out of the hotel room for him, I think. Maybe, maybe, maybe. My mind spirals as I let the camera hang on my neck.

Are you mad at me now? Hurt or bored or antsy?

No matter how I’ve asked, all of his answers are the same. He isn’t mad, angry, or holding a deep grudge because I shook my booty for cash at Emerald’s. Honestly, I’m surprised he let me off the hook for that, but then again, he made it perfectly clear we’ve both made our choices and we should move forward. I like that. Except my sixth sense is going berserk.

He flips a burger. “Yeah, I’m good.”

I bite my lip, scared to ask the only question I have left. But it has to happen, especially with him staying here. I walk closer, even though I’m already way out of earshot of our girl. “If you’re not ready to do this, we don’t need to talk to Cally.”

His spatula-holding hand drops, and his eyes go wide. “What? Why?”

“Because something is off, and I don’t want to rush this.” I go back to biting my lip. “I don’t want to ruin us because we rushed. Everything is really perfect right now, and I know that doesn’t last forever, but I don’t want it to stop so soon.”

“Baby.” He drops the lid on the grill, puts down the utensil, and pulls me into his arms. “It’s not like that. I promise. This isn’t rushed. Hell, it’s far past due.”

“But there is something.”

He doesn’t answer, and my gut drops all the way to the floor. “Please, just tell me.”

He’s holding me, but mentally, he’s drifting. “It’s really nothing.”

“You’re killing me.”

His chest expands with a giant breath in, making the tight T-shirt stretch over his sculpted body. I watch as he holds it in, dropping his head back to look at the sunset sky, then lets it out. As he does, I feel as if he goes with that lost breath.

“Just tell me,” I whisper, hoping my words will somehow bring him back to me.

“Pops died.”

“What?” That’s not what I expected to hear, and I have no idea what to say. Good riddance? Are you okay? I’m not sorry. Really, I don’t know what I am, so I stare up at the orange-pink sky and lean onto his chest.

Finally, he pulls back, opens the grill, and pulls the burgers onto a waiting platter. When he’s done, he tosses the spatula down with a clatter and lowers the lid. I still don’t know what to say, so I walk behind him and wrap my arms around him. My hands clasp against his chest, and my chin rests on his shoulder blade. Under my backward hug, his body relaxes, and he turns, letting my hands drop to his side, though I refuse to let go. I can see a thousand emotions warring for prominence on his face.

“See?” His lips twist into… not really a frown, but definitely a furrow. “Confusing, right?”

“Grayson…” I release my hold on him and run my palms over his stomach, up his chest, and down his shoulders, finally stopping on his biceps. “Your dad died. He was awful, but still, he was… your dad.”

His face skews even more. “Yeah, about that. Turns out, he wasn’t.”

My eyes peel back. “What? What do you mean?”

“That Mazie-diner night? I saw him earlier, and it clicked.” He spins me around and nods to Cally. “How could I feel something so deep for her in a matter of seconds, but he… never once did he care.” Grayson turns me back to face him then pushes my hair off my face. “Anyway, I called him on it. He didn’t disagree. Randall’s not my dad.”

“Well…” I lean against him as he lays his arm over my shoulder. “God, Gray. I’m not sure what to say.”

“Confusing, right?”

I angle into him and study his expression. “Yeah.”

“I hate him.” His lips press into a flat line, making their color fade. His eyebrows bite together. “The bastard was mean. A nasty, angry drunk. He hated the world and hated me. But, God…”

“What?”

“I think he really loved my mom. She was with him, right? So, he couldn’t have been all bad, maybe, a lifetime ago.”

“You don’t know that,” I whisper. “People stay in relationships for a lot of reasons. A weakness, guilt, a soft spot.”

“Guess it doesn’t matter.”

“So, who’s your biological dad?”

Grayson shrugs. “No idea. If he knew about me and still left me, fuck him for that. If he didn’t know I existed, then that’s the way it goes.”

“So, is there a funeral? Or what happens?”

“Nothing. I’m not planning it.”

I nod. I never thought about what happens when a person no one cares about dies. “How’d you find out?”

“Cops knew what hotel I was staying at, and Mazie was still there. Front-desk girl directed them to my fiancée.”

“Wow.”

“She said sorry again, by the way. The girl feels like shit about how you two met.”

I watch Cally play in the grass with her toys. “If she’s your friend, I don’t hate her. I was just caught off guard.”

“She’s nuts. That happens a lot.”

I laugh. “Okay. But about Pops.”

“What about the asshole…”

Gray’s right to feel that way. “So, which has been bugging you—Pops dying or knowing he wasn’t your dad?”

“Actually, neither.” He pulls me under his arm and holds me close.

I love the way he smells and the way I fit in the crook of his arm, and right now, I love how I can feel how calmly his heart beats. “But something’s been up.”

“I’ve been thinking about Cally—or really, about me. If we’re going to tell her that I’m her dad, then I want to think about what kind of dad I’ll be. I’m terrified my past will come back to haunt me. But, you know, mind over matter. I won’t be Pops. I just refuse.”

My eyes slip closed. Sometimes, I can’t believe the amount of love that comes from this guy. It was like he was meant to be a dad, to make up for all the evil inflicted upon him.

Grayson’s grip flexes into my shoulder. “Think I can be a good dad, considering my example?”

“Of course you can.” I put my hand over his. “Plus, he wasn’t the only example you had growing up.”

“Ryan and I talked about your folks a bit—”

Ryan? That catches me off guard. “You did?”

He nods, folding me to him and pressing his chin to the top of my head. “Your dad treated me like a son sometimes. Doing guy stuff. Camping, basketball practice, stuff like that.”

“I know.” Having Gray as a sort-of brother made for some confusion when we were growing up.

“But I’ve also made some bad choices. Like enlisting when I freaked out and walking away from you instead of telling you the truth.”

“That was years ago,” I say, hating that he still can’t let go of his guilt.

“They were still my decisions.” Grayson moves so that we face each other. “I want a good life with the two of you more than I want to regret my past or worry over how Pops will affect my future.”

“You can do that.”

“I have to believe if you want it badly enough…”

Deep inside, I ache for him. “The only thing you need to do is forgive yourself.” I want to beg him, to force him, but I can’t. All I can do is make sure he knows that I believe in him. “I need you to do that, Gray. For all of us.”

He stares at me in a way I can only describe as adoration. It warms me from the inside out. He needs me as much as I need him. “Grayson, however it happened, this is us. We either make progress toward our future or we drown in our excuses. You’re not going to let Pops dictate your life. Right?”

“I won’t.”

“I’ll say this as clearly as I can. The wrong choice, bad people… I don’t know, sometimes we deal with those things because they bring us to the right spot and make us ready for the future.”

He blinks. “You believe that?”

“Down to my soul, Grayson.” I watch him, willing my belief to sink into him. “And when you do too, I’ll know our life can be okay.”

CHAPTER NINE

 

Grayson

 

Another new day in my new life, and it’s pretty effin’ sweet. I’m dribbling a pink bouncy ball in the living room. Cally is hiding behind the couch, completely sure that I cannot see her and giggling up a storm. “Where she’d go? Anyone see Cally Bear?”

“Rwar!” She roars her loudest, and damn cutest, bear growl.

I spin the opposite direction. “She’s over here?”

Giggle. Squeak. Giggle.

Jumping to the TV, I look around the cable boxes and pretend she’s slipped behind the flat screen, all the time dribbling the ball and bouncing it between my legs as I turn—which always makes her squeal louder. “Where’d she go? Cally Bear?”

Giggle. Squeal! Giggle.

I spin. “Ah, there she is!” And I bound across the living room in two strides, throwing myself onto the couch and tapping her head with the pink ball that I have palmed in one hand. “Gotcha, kid.”

“Got me! Got me, got me.” She takes off and runs around the room after snagging the ball from me, and then she circles and dives onto the couch.

I grab her up, hold her in the air, and her legs plank and her arms are flying. 

“Whee,” she screams. “Highwer!”

Tipping her to the side, then bringing her back up, I’m dropping airplane noises like I was meant to do this. Because I was.

She tosses her head back, laughing as I land “the plane” on my chest, and she bounces, begging for more. But Emma’s sleeping in, and I’m sure that too much more will wake her.

“How about this? You hungry?”

Her eyes go wide and her head nods wildly.

“You already had breakfast though.” I pretend to shake her little shoulders. “Are you sure there’s room in that belly?”

“Yeah!”

“Hmm, I don’t know. Maybe we make room.” I tickle her, and she laughs so hard I’m concerned she might pee. “Alright.”

I jump up, tucking her under one arm. Her legs bicycle in the air as if she’s taking her trike down a racetrack.

“Let’s see what we can do for a mid-morning snack.” I put her on the kitchen counter and take a step back, analyzing Cally’s perch on the edge. Nope, that has disaster written all over it—broken bones, missing teeth. Emma would kick my ass.

“Jump on.” I turn and hook her onto my back. She climbs up me like a tree, locking her arms around my neck, and we head to the cabinet.

Snacks. What to do for a fun snack? Easy—the girl likes pancakes. She flipped her lid for syrup with Cherry, so… here we go. I grab some granola with M&Ms in it and some vanilla extract, then I hit the fridge for… chocolate syrup.

“What do you think, kiddo?”

“Good!”

On my way to the pantry, I grab the bananas. Surely there’s got to be pancake batter in Emma’s kitchen, right?

I search cabinet after cabinet. What the double deuce—no pancake batter? Big fail. Damn. “No pancakes. Time to regroup.”

Cally’s hand extends and points to a container. I grab whatever it is, hoping I can do something fun for a snack and—I read the label. “Add water and shake.” Well, alright. My girl found me pancake batter. “We’re a go for pancakes.”

“Go!”

I head back to the counter, where my pile of extra ingredients sits, and I search every single cabinet and drawer for a measuring cup, finally finding it in the last one. Doors are open, and things are reshuffled. Cally laughs in my ear, and I act as if we’re not going to survive if we don’t make pancakes. She pushes me to pull it together, and I can see myself in her as she issues a strategy to get what she wants.

The kitchen resembles a disaster zone. I peel the bananas and pour the granola onto a plate, plucking out the M&Ms, then fill the measuring cup. “Water.”

“Water,” she repeats and helps me pour it in, singing, “P’cakes, p’cakes, I wuv p’cakes.”

I drop some extract and M&Ms in, add a squirt of chocolate syrup, then screw on the cap. “Now, shake.” Her arms hook around my neck, and we stomp around the kitchen, shaking the pancake batter until the powder mix has liquefied. We probably go a few minutes more than we need to, but what the hell.

It takes a few minutes for me to get the griddle going. Cally bores quickly during that part of the pancake-making process and sits under the table in her “fort” with her dolls, talking to them about chocolate syrup. In the last few minutes, while she’s worked alongside me and played on her own, I can see Emma’s sweetness and my tenacity in her. This is pretty much the most fun I’ve had in a kitchen. Ever.

I make a few circles of different sizes, just enough for a snack, and flip them through the air and onto plates. Most of the pancakes make my target. A couple hit the floor. All of the tosses earn a giggle.

“Ready to decorate?”

“Weady!” Her arms shoot up, and I grab her around the waist, hoisting her high before landing her on the counter.

I’m sure there is a rule about counter sitting, but… I keep a hand on her and decide to check in on that rule possibility later. “This is what we do. Bananas—” I drop the slices onto the plate “Take some of these, and toss ’em on.”

Cally grabs and smashes the bananas then tosses them onto the pancakes and eats what’s left in her hand.

“Good?”

She nods.

“Sweet. Next, the chocolate.”

Her eyes go big, and based on the excitement exploding on her face, I decide that squirting the chocolate onto the plate is really a Cally-Daddy four-handed project. After enough chocolate syrup, I grab two forks and the plate and piggyback her to the big-girl chair.

“You good?”

She scrambles and shuffles, scooting around in the chair as I set the plate down. After a quick arrangement, we get down to serious business. I chop up the pancakes, and we dig in. They are unreal. Seriously, I am a master dessert-pancake snack chef. “These things are genius.”

“Yeah.” Her head bobs up and down. She’s eating with her mouth kind of open and chocolate smeared on her chin and cheeks. 

“Someone’s going to have to hose you down.”

She giggles and stabs more pancakes off our shared pile. “Good.” She chomps on her pancake. “Weally good.”

“I agree.” We clink forks, and after a couple more bites, I let mine drop to the plate. It clatters, and I lean back in my seat. She does the same and leans back, mimicking me.

“We did a good job, Cally Bear.”

“Yeah.”

“You like me okay?”

“Yeah,” she says. Her sugary grin warms me from the inside out. 

“Think we should go wake your mom?”

“Nooo,” she giggles and shakes her head.

“You sure?”

“We can jwump on her.”

I laugh, raising my eyebrows. “We could jump on her.”

Covered in our snack explosion, she squeals and slides out of her chair. “Mama!”

I bound behind her and scoop her up. We head into Emma’s—no, our—bedroom and jump on the bed. Cally lands on my pillow, and I cage myself over Emma as our girl ducks under my arms and snuggles into her mom. “Tickle!”

We tickle Emma, and she squeaks and laughs, sounding exactly like our daughter. It’s in that sticky, laughing moment that I have no doubt I’m going to do this parenting thing right.

CHAPTER TEN

 

Grayson

 

Today is the day, and I haven’t been able to sit still as I pace from the living room to the kitchen. Hell, not only is today the day, but the hour is upon us. It’s time to try to explain to Cally what’s happening and where the future goes. I get it. She’s two—albeit a very mature two-year-old, in my opinion, but two nonetheless. I have no idea if she’ll understand anything I tell her. If she does, maybe she’ll like it and maybe she won’t.

The sound of a squirming kid plays from the monitor. “She’s up.”

Emma’s smile lights my world. “Yup. I’ll go get her.”

I nod and take a sip of my Mountain Dew then cap it, deciding that I don’t need any more caffeine. I’m wired enough. I’m seriously going to jump out of my skin. I bounce on my toes then pace the kitchen.

“Hey, Snugglebug.” The lights on the baby monitor jump as Emma pulls Cally from her toddler bed. “Up, up, up, and at ’em.”

“Wuv you, Mama.” The sweet, soft sound of her sleep-soaked voice makes me give a stupid grin. I know I have this goofy look on my face right now, but I’m just… pumped. This is really happening, and even though Cally won’t really get it, I will. Thanks to these girls, I have another day that I’ll never forget. It’s enough to erase the bad ones that have clouded my mind for years.

Emma rounds the corner into the kitchen with a sleepy-eyed Cally held to her chest. Her blond hair is mussed with bed head, and her just-waking green eyes are identical to mine. 

“Do you want some crackers, baby?” Emma asks.

She nods but not before Cally smiles and waves hi to me. There is no doubt: this kid is going to be a daddy’s girl. 

“Alright.” She places Cally in a chair and fastens a buckle on her lap. “Let’s get you situated in the big-girl chair with your snack, and then we have a big-girl conversation for you.”

I drop to a chair at the table and perch on the edge. My blood thumps, and my knees bounce. Emma calmly lays out a plate of crackers and a milk box.

“So…” Emma sits on the other side of Cally. “We have something fun to tell you. It’s big-girl news.”

Cally’s megawatt smile flashes, and she excitedly nods, using some real words and some fake ones to explain how she can handle whatever we have to share. My hand crosses the table and takes Emma’s. Cally’s eyes briefly drop to the handhold, but her crackers are also in her line of sight, so she takes one of those.

“Snugglebug, you like Grayson?”

She nods and gnaws on her cracker, letting crumbs fall. “Uh-huh.”

“I do too.” Emma squeezes my hand. “I love him.”

I squeeze her hand back. “And I love your mommy,” I tell Cally. “And you, too.”

Cally smiles but keeps gnawing on her cracker. Emma flicks the crumbs off the corner of Cally’s mouth with her free hand. “He loves both of us very much, and he’s going to stay in our house.”

“Forever,” I add. I’m not sure why, but I just had to get that in there—more for my benefit than for Emma’s.

“Forever,” Emma agrees, and we both watch Cally. “We’ll be a family. So, like a mommy and a daddy, and you’re our baby.”

“Like my baby.” Cally takes another mouthful of cracker.

“Right.” Emma nods and smiles. “Just like you take care of your baby, Grayson will take care of you. Make sense?”

She nods and goes on to babble unknown words in a singsong tone. I don’t know that she understands anything we said, but God, the kid has no idea how tied in knots I’ve been, and that one simple nod has done a hell of a lot to loosen the pressure.

“Because I am your daddy.”

Cally watches me, munching on her cracker but now also very inquisitive, as if her growing brain is pulling together all the pieces of this conversation. “Okay.”

Her silliness has stilled, and I can feel this conversation inside my chest, so deep it’s killing me. Talking about telling Cally was one thing. Hearing it out loud—fuck me—that’s some kind of miracle that terrifies me. I clear my throat. “Are you okay with that, Cally Bear?”

She toys with her cracker, and it dawns on me that these are just words. She must know a ton of dads, but having her own wasn’t a part of her world until now. The complexity of this moment is probably well behind my years.

“Daddy,” she says, her little mind assigning that to me.

I nod, my throat burning. “Yup.”

Her green eyes shine. I know she’s too young to get any of this, but it looks as if she’s assessing me just as she did the first day she met me. I can’t take a single breath until she finishes her two-year-old analysis. Blood rushes to my ears, and my collar feels tight. I’ve been through basic training, been shot hanging off a helicopter, been beaten within an inch of my life, but right now feels as though it could break me if it went wrong.

Finally, she grins again and makes her cracker dance across the table.

“Okay,” I say, almost gasping for air.

“Okay,” Emma says, too.

Title of Daddy has been officially bestowed. Emma bites her mouth and wipes her eyes. I lean back in the chair, my conscience clear, my heart full… probably for the first time ever. 

Cally finishes her crackers and ignores her milk box. Emma unbuckles her, helps her slide down, and then puts the milk in the fridge.

Clapping my hands together, I realize I’ve got to do something, or I’ll lose my mind. “Alright, good talk.”

My little girl launches herself onto me, and I drop back to the chair, letting her crawl into my lap. Her little head rests on my chest. Aw, shit. This girl makes my eyes burn. 

I drape my arms around her. “God, I love you, kid.”

“Wuv you too.”

Just when I thought I couldn’t feel anymore, she said that. My life’s complete.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Emma

 

Weekends take on new meaning when there’s Grayson to wake up to. I’m draped across his muscular chest. The scar on his side doesn’t hurt him at all—so he says—and his eyes are closed. His hand lazily drifts up and down my spine. It has been years since I just lay in bed. But Grayson’s made it something we do. Nothing—we do absolutely nothing, and it’s mind-blowing. Just as unbelievable as when we stay in bed and do everything.

I’ve picked up a normal work-and-school schedule. Jeremy at Creative Dynamic and Jan at the Delightful Diner were both far more excited than I expected when I asked for a little down time. We still have bills coming in, but with CDW picking up the cost of tuition, I have breathing room as Grayson hits the job hunt hard.

He hasn’t said as much, but I think he’s bummed about how everything turned out at Emerald’s. But he won’t utter a word of complaint, because his “screwing up”—his words, not mine—when he saw me on stage paled in comparison to the danger I’d put myself in. One day, he’ll let go of all of the guilt. He’s not there yet, no matter what he says, but he’ll get there.

“What are you thinking?” His morning voice is gravelly and rough.

It makes me want to curl closer to him and hang on. “Nothing much. Why?”

“You’re tense, baby.”

“Oh… I don’t know. Thinking about how I like lazy mornings in bed with you before Cally wakes, and I’m hoping you’ve forgiven yourself.” I sigh, feeling my breath against his skin. “Not sure if you’d ever tell me.”

“Not sure you need that burden. Think I’ve done enough.”

I push up on his chest quickly. “See? That is what concerns me—you think I’m not strong enough, or that you haven’t hurt enough—”

His mouth takes mine, and the words fall away as his tongue softly sweeps mine. The kiss has a harsh mix of urgency and caring. I melt against him, letting him flip me over and thread his fingers into my hair. His massive body weighs heavily against me but not enough that I’m pinned down. I’m just deliciously immobile—with his hardening erection pressing against me.

Gray breaks his mouth from mine, trailing his lips and tongue down my jaw. The morning scruff on his face scratches me, and instantly, my nipples ache. I part my legs to allow him to settle between them, and I writhe just enough to elicit his growl. It’s deep, dark, gritty, and makes my entire body shiver.

His teeth tug my earlobe. “I have something to tell you.”

“Hmm.” I gasp as he bites again, and his hips flex, slowly thrusting his shaft against me.

“Truth is…”

“Gray,” I pant. He’s doing insane things to my neck. Between the tongue, the teeth, and the scratchy morning shadow on his cheeks, he’s irresistible. I’m drowning in need.

“Our conversation with Cally? I’m good. Scared every day to do the right thing by her, but no more heavy burden.”

“No… more…” I moan as his hand slips devastatingly slowly up my side. “Burden?”

“Yeah, baby.” Finally, his hand palms my breast, massaging, before he lets his fingers tease me harder. His thumb runs circles over its peaked swell. “You want to talk some more, or you going to let me make love to you, Emma?”

“God, I love you.”

“Thank fuck for that.” His mouth takes mine again, and I move my hips, flexing and rubbing against him. His shaft teases, and I’m drowning in desire.

“Please,” I whisper into a kiss.

“Whatever you want.” Slowly, Grayson sinks inside me.

It’s heaven—blissful, soul-claiming heaven. His hands find mine, his kisses deepen, and he thrusts, taking his time to draw out each of my kiss-muffled moans. This can go on all day. I’m lost in him.

His arms pull mine overhead, my body stretched beneath him. Grayson rocks into me, I arch back, and the climax I desperately seek builds. My thighs wrap tightly around him as the world spins away. The room goes white, and I fall apart, climaxing and breathing raggedly, locking my legs around his waist. As I tumble through the tidal wave of my orgasm, he thrusts harder and then finds his release as well.

Our hands are still locked, our bodies still connected, and we’re gasping and kissing and promising the world. Finally, he collapses against me completely but rolls to hold me close to his side. “You’re mine, Emma. But really, pretty mama, I’m all yours.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Grayson

 

I tap the pen on my list, sitting at the coffee shop where I’ve been making notes about where to look for jobs. I’ve had a few offers come my way, one of which I will eventually accept. Summerland doesn’t have many opportunities for men like me. I let out a deep breath and tap the pen again. I could do security on Emma’s campus. Ryan said he could pull some strings and get me a job with the county. I’ve been asked to teach self-defense at the local gym, though I’m not at all qualified for that. Going to war and being a built guy doesn’t mean I know the moves to keep a woman safe from a bad situation—though Emma said the job offer had nothing to do with me knowing anything about teaching self-defense. I roll my eyes and tap on the paper again.

A footstep behind me catches me off guard. I turn and blink, slowly standing from my chair to meet Delta team’s Brock Gamble.

My head tilts. “Hey, how goes it?” I don’t have time to rehash what went wrong on the Emerald’s op a few weeks ago, but I knew it was only a matter of time before they wanted their belongings back. I stopped using their phone when I got my own, but damn, I’m going to miss that truck.

Brock nods. “It goes.”

“Good.” What does this guy want?

“Was trying to get a hold of you. But the phone’s turned off.”

I shrug. “It wasn’t my phone. I needed to drop it to Parker but didn’t have the chance.” Or rather, I didn’t make time, not wanting an awkward conversation like this.

“That so?” He shifts, his boots scraping across the tile.

“Parker could’ve pulled my new number.”

Brock’s narrow gaze is cold. “I have no doubt he could.”

This conversation blows. Not only is it awkward, but I also don’t want it in a damn coffee shop where the Summerland County rumor mills will churn. Word will get back to Emma, who will stress about money.

I reach into my back pocket to grab the truck’s key and loft it to Brock. “Suppose you’re here for that.”

Brock catches the key but stays quiet.

“I fucked the Emerald’s job. Lost the Titan opportunity. I get it.” And seriously, dude, just leave.

“Not exactly.” He tosses the key back.

I catch it but don’t drop my hand. Not trusting the situation, not seeing his point of view, I’m wary and tired of wishing the Emerald’s job had gone a different way. Working on a black-ops team based near my family? A job like that is impossible not to wish for, but I’m realistic enough to know it’s not going to happen.

Hell, the job doesn’t matter. I’ll flip burgers to make Emma happy… even though I hated putting that on the list of job possibilities.

“Sit down, Ford.” Brock drops into the opposite seat. He rolls up his sleeves, showing off his ink. “Sit already. Jesus Christ.”

So I sit. Crossing my arms, I’m unsure of what he wants. “What’s up?”

Brock leans forward, placing his elbows on the table. “I heard the audio playback of you trying to save your dying team.”

A boulder lodges into my throat. “Alright.”

“I heard you go try your damnedest out there.”

My chest feels tight. “Tried. Did not succeed.”

“Son, shit like that happens. Short of hell’s angels showing up and letting you off the battlefield, you can’t survive. You weren’t supposed to make it. No one on that team should be alive. You understand that?”

“Seems like some better men should’ve had my place.”

He tilts his head. “The fact that you think that… confirms this conversation.”

“What conversation?”

“Anyone who handled their shit like you did in Kirkuk deserves a place on my team.”

“Excuse me?” I’m dumbstruck. He doesn’t look as if he’s fucking with me, but between the fistfight at Emerald’s and my history that screams PTS-motherfuckin’-D, it doesn’t add up.

Brock slaps the table and stands. “Keep the truck. Keep the job. Consider the ride a signing bonus.”

“Wait.” I stand up and meet his eye. “You shouldn’t do that.”

He laughs, throwing his head back. “Jesus, fuck. You’re going to fit in. You wanna tell me why I shouldn’t have you on my team?”

“I have a medical chart that’s ugly.”

He gives me a curt nod. “I’ve seen it. You’ll be okay.”

He’s seen it. So, the whispered rumors about Titan are true. “I screwed up the Emerald’s op.”

Brock shakes his head. “That night could’ve gone a hundred different ways. We went in there for information and came out with a whole lot more—arrests, actionable intel, a network. These traffickers… they’re like the string in a dirty fuckin’ sweater. It keeps unraveling. Join Delta, see it to the end.”

This is too good to be true. “What’s the catch?”

“No catch. The job’s the job. You’d be stupid not to take it. You’re not stupid, are you?”

In my mind, Pops’s resounding affirmative answer to that question barks, Yes! But I pinch that memory away. “Not in the slightest.”

He sticks his hand out. “Then welcome to Titan.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Grayson

 

Summer’s slipping away, almost gone. Our bags are lined up behind my truck. It’s shocking how much is needed for two adults and a kid to travel to the beach. I’m ninety percent sure that Cally has more packed than we do. The sun hangs low in the early-September sky. Emma’s in the grass with Cally, and even though they are playing, she’s lost in thought.

“Hey, pretty mama.”

She snaps out of her fog and smiles. “Hey.”

“That’s a lot of stuff.” I gesture with my head toward the luggage.

She laughs. “True.”

“Everything okay?”

She scrunches her shoulders. “First family vacation. Kind of awesome.”

I stride to her and drop into the grass, pulling her into my lap. She smells like summer, and her back relaxes into me. “I got you a present just in time for the beach.”

Emma turns. “What is it?”

“Come on. Let’s roll, and you can open it on the way.”

Truth is, I’m just as excited for her to open it as I am for everything this weekend. I have two Delta jobs under my belt. Both pay in a way that lets Emma take a deep breath and open a savings account. She still gives a nervous glance at her receipts and our bank balance when she buys anything more than Ramen noodles, but I think she’s coming to grips with our new comfort level.

Our little house is definitely our home. Quality time for the Kingsley family no longer revolves around arranging babysitting for her work schedule. Still, Emma refuses to buy anything special for herself. I’m done with that.

There’s a brand new, fancy-ass camera waiting for her in the passenger’s seat of my truck. I kiss her neck them jump up with her in my arms. “Cally Bear—” I drop my head to Emma. “She gotta pee?”

Emma laughs. “Already did it.”

I learned that lesson the hard way once before. And it required me running with her in my arms to the restroom at Home Depot. We made it, but it was way too close. “Cally Bear, it’s go time, kid.”

She squeals and runs toward the truck in our driveway. Patiently, she waits by her door as I carry Emma over and drop her on her feet. I’m convinced that Cally likes riding in my truck more than Emma’s Jeep because we’re higher up. I’ve playfully debated it with Emma. She loves her Jeep as much I dig my truck. “Ready for the beach?”

“Yeah!” Cally jumps with her arms in the air.

“Guess we need to buckle you in then.” It takes a couple seconds to get that job done, and as I click in the last part of the car seat, I catch Emma’s face lighting up. 

Holding up the wrapped box, she beams. “Daddy bought me a present.”

Cally squeals. “It’s yur camera su-prise.”

I laugh, shaking my head. “Surprise.”

“Camera?” she mouths, eyes wide and overacting for Cally’s sake.

New lesson learned: don’t tell Cally any secrets. Emma tears the paper off and opens the box, which was opened already once before when I put the pieces together and charged the battery. “It’s ready to go.”

“Cheese!” Cally shouts, and I duck close to her for a picture.

“Perfect.” Emma snaps one quickly and then a few more as I kiss my girl and jump in the driver’s seat. This weekend is going to rock.

 

Emma

 

Our lazy beach vacation has been perfect. The weekend is almost over, and I don’t want tonight to end. Tomorrow we go back home, and I can’t help but remember the last time we were together at the shore, when everything was so out of control and so perfect simultaneously.

Cally’s asleep, and I’m lounging in Grayson’s arms outside on the deck overlooking the beach, feeling as though this night is supposed to make up for the one when he left me. There’s a glass of wine in my hand, and the baby monitor sits on the nearby table. The stars shine overhead, and a cool breeze rolls over us. I tug up the blanket and let the heavy weight of his arms tuck me in and hold me tight.

My shoulders are a tiny bit sunburned, and we’ve grilled for almost every meal since we arrived—basically, my beach-time ideal. “This is how you’re supposed to do a vacation.”

“Hooah to that.”

His breath tickles my neck, and I snuggle closer. Grayson has taken up wearing his board-shorts uniform that I love, and I haven’t for a single moment taken for granted how ruggedly handsome he is and how amazingly sweet he is to Cally. Life is perfect in a way that I never saw coming. “Love you, baby. Thank you for this.”

“Pretty mama, it’s you that deserves the thanks.” His lips press to the back of my head before he takes a pull from his beer. 

The ocean crashes around us. “Did you think we’d ever be at the beach again?”

“I don’t know,” he murmurs. “I thought about what was best for you last time we were at the beach together, and I got it wrong that time. I’m not going to try and predict the future again. Maybe I’ll just pray I get it right.”

I shift to gaze up at him and touch his cheek, letting the weekend’s worth of scruff scratch my fingertips. “Everything was supposed to happen for a reason.”

“I’m a lucky bastard you think like that.”

My head tilts. “I think like that, and every day I wake up to you, I smile at all I have.”

“At every hurdle we’ve cleared.”

“Yup.” I sip my wine and burrow against him. “Want to go inside?”

“Not yet.”

“What do you want to do?” I ask, teasing him because there is something I definitely want to do, and it involves going inside and losing the remainder of our clothes.

“Just sit here for a few more minutes.” He sighs, holding me firmly, then breathes in deeply. “So, you like your camera?”

It hasn’t been out of reach, and I’ve been completely addicted to it, starting with the ride out to the beach and through every moment since. “Of course I do. I love it. You’re too generous, baby.”

He chuckles against me. “Got any good pics?”

“I think so. Maybe I’ll wake up early and grab a couple at sunrise before we leave.” I cast my gaze into the black, inky ocean. “I got a couple super-cute ones tonight while you guys were grilling.” Grayson and Cally made dinner with aprons over their bathing suits. Cally mixed her bowls on the ground, sitting across from him while he manned the meat and veggies.

I reach for my camera, curious about how those turned out. I flick the switch on and turn the setting to show the photos on the small screen. There are a couple of pictures I don’t recognize of Cally making faces into the lens very, very close up. I laugh. “Snugglebug got the camera when we weren’t looking.”

He shifts us so we can both see. Slowly, I start clicking through the pictures. More Snugglebug pics, then there are some of Cally and Grayson. “Busted. You were there!”

Laughing, he whispers against my neck, “Guess so.”

Then one by one, I click through. Cally and Grayson pose in their daddy-daughter selfies. Then they hold a piece of paper between them with Grayson’s outstretched arm holding the camera. Black ink clearly stands out in block letters.

 

Will

 

What the…? I click to the next picture, sure that this is not what I think it is.

 

You

 

Oh my God…

 

Marry me?

 

I spin toward him. “Gray!”

His smile shines in the light from the camera’s screen. “We had an art project while you went to the store.”

“You’re asking me to marry you!”

“We are.”

We are. God. Shit, shoot, shit. My heart can’t take too much more of a good thing.

This guy nails us with everything he says every time he tries. I can barely breathe through the rush of happiness. I’m choking on surprise tears and throwing my arms around his neck. “Of course I want to marry you.”

His body shifts as his arm reaches down, below our chair, and his hand returns with a small box. He flips the lid open with his thumb, and there shines in the moonlight the most perfect ring. It’s not classic—it doesn’t have a single diamond—but it’s so me.

“For you, baby.” He pulls me to his mouth, and I kiss him, packing as much emotion as I can convey. The camera slides to my side, and my hands clutch his face. He drops the ring box between us, and his fingers thread into my hair, tugging just enough to make it hurt, just enough to make me bite his lips.

“I’ve always wanted to be your wife.”

“Good answer,” he growls.

“Now, I promise you, it’s time to take me inside.”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 

One Year Later…

 

Grayson

 

“You ready, buddy?” Ryder lines up a row of shot glasses on the coffee table. “Move boots, boys. We’ve got places to go.”

Brock walks by and smacks me on the side of my head as I push off my couch. “Easy there, killer.” I pretend to smooth down my hair. Then I join the guys standing around my living room.

Javier. Colin. Ryder. Ryan.

Groomsman. Groomsman. Groomsman. Best Man. Plus a couple of others. Fuck me. What a solid bunch of men to share this day with.

Ryder pours scotch for each of them and raises his glass. “To those you love, those you’ve lost, and those you’d die to see again. Cheers to getting the girl you’ve always wanted.”

The room fills with hooahs and hooyahs, then we throw down the shots. A couple of back slaps later, I nod. “Let’s do this.”

Emma and I opted to get married at our new home. Cally calls it her castle. Ems calls it our forever home. I don’t know if the place needs more of a name besides mine to go along with everything inside it. My house. My girls. Shit, my heart pounds in my chest, and I’m ready to claim my woman as my wife.

We move from the living room, where the walls have Cally’s framed art and Emma’s photography hanging proudly. There’s artsy, handmade stuff all throughout as we head toward the back and pass a sign that says Ford Family, and then there’s another that we pass in the kitchen that says, “Happiness is Homemade.” But it’s not just her artistic touch that makes this place amazing—it’s that Emma struggled over every detail, from the carpet to the paint on the walls, and the result rocks.

Just like this wedding. She wanted it close-knit and homemade, to make memories and to celebrate. I don’t need the ceremony any more than I need this house. These walls aren’t my home; my home is living and breathing. It’s my family, my life—everything I ever wanted and was too scared to go after. Emma and Cally are it for me. Where they are, I will go. They will always know how much they are loved and protected and that each breath I suck down is dedicated to making them the center of my world.

“No, no.” Ryder’s growling voice pulls me from my thoughts. “Well, shit. Everyone out.”

“What?” I’m pulling the tail of our group. They keep going straight to the back deck, but I turn around to see—Emma.

Her white-lace dress is fitted down her body, leaving her arms bare, and she carries a bunch of flowers and jewels bundled together in one hand. I’m speechless. The heavy, slow thump of my heart echoes in my ears. There are no words for how I survived life to get to this point.

“Hi,” she whispers. “Couldn’t stay away.”

I snap out of my awe and take two steps to pull her into my arms. “You’re gorgeous.”

Her eyelashes bat, and her cheeks blush.

“And sexy. Christ. You’re all mine.”

She nods, her teeth tugging on a glossy pink bottom lip. “You look handsome.”

“I look like I’m yours.” Her pink smile lights my whole fuckin’ world. “You okay, Ems? What’s with this?”

“Cally told me a story before she went off with my folks.” Her eyes brim with tears. “And she gave this to me, too. She wants you have it before we start.”

Emma pulls out a picture from where she’s been holding it with the bouquet. As she unfolds it, I see our new house and, in front of it stand Cally, Emma, and me. Cally is in the middle, and we’re on either side, holding her hands, but our outside hands rise over the little figures’ heads and clasp in the air. All connected.

“Before you first came home”—her voice shakes—“she drew me a picture of our old-new house. And on it, there I was, holding her hand, but my other hand scrawled off the page.” She closes her eyes like she’s trying to keep it together. “And tonight, she told me a story about a king who was lost until two princesses came to his rescue. Eventually, they lived happily ever after.” Tears slip down her cheeks until she laughs quietly. “Oh, and the princesses had a puppy. I think that’s her way of asking for a dog.”

“Smart kid.” I swallow away the lump in my throat. “Our girl wants a puppy. Guess we’re getting a puppy.”

I take the picture from Emma’s hand and fold it neatly, sliding it in my pocket, then pull my bride to my chest and drop a quick word to the guy upstairs, who I had once thought abandoned me. Hell, I thought that more than once. I prayed for a new life, prayed for an easier struggle, but the truth is that over the years, I always focused my thoughts back on Emma.

My whole life, while I thought my pleadings were going unanswered, my saving grace was with me. She was my answer.

I take a deep breath. “I love you with my whole heart, Emma. Hope you always know that.”

She nods against my dress shirt. “You’re my everything.”

I walk us back to the kitchen table and put her in a chair then kneel in front of her. “What I have to say out there is yours to hear first.”

“What?” Her eyebrows lift, and she puts her flowers on the table.

She deserves so much more than recited lines. If I can capture a tenth of what I think… “You’ve always been by my side. From the day we met. And God knows there were years of secrets and storms and pain and tears, until I came out the other side.”

“Gray…”

“I’m a better man, and I exist for you, for us.” I hold my breath and watch her silence. “You’ve got to know there’s no more important thing I can do than to take you as my wife and Cally as our daughter.” My chest hurts; my lungs burn. My throat is tight as I choke on the decades’ worth of sentiment. “I love both of you so deeply that my survival, my sanity, would be gone if I couldn’t be yours.”

My voice cracks, and her lips find mine. It’s a soft kiss but packs a powerful punch. She whispers, “We’re yours forever.”

 

Emma

 

I never believed that Grayson wanted me when we were in high school until he said almost those exact words and kissed me so sweetly that years later, I still get the shivers thinking about that day in my bedroom. But tonight, I believe every word that pours from his sweet mouth.

“Come on, baby.” I stand up and press against his chest. “Let’s go get married.”

He slides his arm around me as I pick up my bouquet, and we head outside.

My dad is by the back door, and as my eyes settle on him, warmth bleeds through me. He nods to Grayson then shakes his hand. “I’d say she’s the best thing I have to give away, but she’s always been with you. Guard them with your life, son.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I have no doubt.”

Dad kisses my cheek and leaves us as I see my Mom—who I left when I detoured to see Grayson—send Cally our way. 

“Look at my dress,” Cally says as she spins. The skirt fluffs out until she slows and grabs my hand. “I look like a princess!”

“Absolutely.” Gray crouches down. “You remember what to do?”

She nods enthusiastically, pointing to the side of the wraparound deck that feeds into the backyard where our guests have gathered. “Walk over there and stand near Aunt Cherry.”

“Exactly.” They exchange fist bumps, then he kisses her cheek. 

This isn’t a typical wedding. No one is seated in rows. There’s not even an aisle. Instead, a semi-circled group of all kinds of people awaits us—a nod to how we want to live. The guys from the Delta team—the men Gray refers to as his brothers—wear dark suits. Then there are the other Titan families we’ve grown close to. My family is interspersed with a few close friends. I’m sure Ryan has his arm around Sarah, Cherry has caught the eye of a few of Gray’s buddies, and Mazie is drooling over the groomsman lineup. 

As Gray and I walk out together, I find that my assumptions were correct. Even my boss, Jeremy, is here—with our secretary—and, yeah, this all works for me because it carves into stone what we want: an all-inclusive family.

The ceremony was planned to be casual, and there are kids running around in the grass, most of the girls wearing princess tiaras with ribbons that fly around their heads when they move. Everything about this is perfect for us.

As Gray leads me into the center, our crowd quiets, and my parents’ minister says his bit. I don’t focus on the words. Instead, I watch Grayson, memorizing how his blond hair is mussed perfectly and his bright-green eyes dance as they watch me. Then he says his vows, a heartfelt summary of what he just professed to me in the kitchen.

Now it’s my turn. Every face fades away except for his. My hands are locked in his protective grasp, and he pulls me closer.

Before I open my mouth to pledge my life to him, a memory surfaces and trumps what I’d planned to recite. “I remember the first day I realized you were my friend, not just my brother’s. We were at recess, and some kid pushed me off the swings.”

“Jerk,” he whispers, grinning.

 I laugh quietly. “You chased him away, picked me up, and set me back on the swing. I think you even gave me a little push. Then you ran off to play. But you looked back… that was the day I fell in love with you.” I smile and take a deep breath. “There’s this saying: stars can’t shine unless they’re cloaked in darkness. I’m not sure that’s true. They’re always there, always shining. It just depends on whether we can see them. And that’s us.”

He squeezes my hands, his thumbs running across my skin.

“Our love has always been there. You said storms, but I say life, and Grayson, I will walk through a hurricane with you, no matter what challenges come our way, because I love you. I’m yours as much as you’re mine, and I want to be the family that holds you, that picks you up and cheers you on. I want to be Mrs. Emma Ford.”

“God, Ems.” He shakes his head as though he can’t believe he’s here listening to all that I’ve said. He pulls me close and kisses me deep. Somewhere along that kiss he dips me back. It’s one spectacular kiss.

I’m sure the ceremony carried on, and that his Delta boys gave him hell, but I’m lost to the rest of it, and he never lets go. I love this man. He gave me the fairy tale, but God, he’s given me so much more. Cheers to our forever love.

 

 

The End
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