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ONLY SERIES: VOLUME THREE

 

CRISTIN HARBER

CHAPTER ONE

 

Emma

 

“Mommy!” There’s a clatter of noise that only a two-year-old can make coming from the back door.

I’m frozen with ice-cold panic as Grayson rips on his pants. Two seconds ago, I was in a euphoric lull. 

“Emma,” he hisses at me. “Clothes.”

Right. Shit. Shoot. Oh my effin’ God. Clothes. I grab my oversized T-shirt and pull it on. My heart is in my throat, trying to escape. Every bit of me wants to run out the door and give myself a chance to think. Just as Gray wasn’t supposed to find out the way he did, Cally is not supposed to learn about her dad this way. I hop into my flannel pajama bottoms, and my hands search for the drawstrings. But they’re on backward. Shit.

Cherry’s voice calls out, “Emma. Hon, you awake? Where you at, babe?”

“Breathe, Ems.” Grayson hovers over me. I can almost see his pulse pounding in his neck. There’s a nervous tension in the air that neither of us knows how to react to.

Cally’s footsteps head in the opposite direction of the living room, away from us. “My bedwroom's back here. I wanna show you, Aunt Chwerry.”

“I’m breathing,” I say to him breathlessly, confirming that I most certainly am not.

His eyes are on the floor. Where’s his shirt? Oh, this is not going well.

“Emma?” Cherry’s voice fades as she heads after Cally toward the bedrooms.

“You should leave.” I bite my lip. “No, you shouldn’t.” My eyes sink shut, and I’m lost. I can’t kick him out the front door. I don’t want to kick him out the front door.

“Seriously. Take a breath, Emma. It's not how we planned, but it’s going to be okay.”

Not how we planned? We haven’t come up for air long enough to plan. I need to stall or redirect or—

Cherry and Cally laugh loudly on the other side of the small house. My eyes shoot in their direction then back to Grayson. His face is calm, his eyes bright. A curious, almost excited smile plays on his full lips, and I try to understand the magnitude of what he might be feeling.

Gray takes a step forward and cups my chin, letting his thumb softly stroke my cheek. “It’ll be okay.”

I nod, listening to an excited Cally drag Cherry down the back hall.

“It’ll be okay,” I repeat as if it’s a calming mantra that might save me.

“You want me to head out?” His throat bobs. “I’m dying here. I need to stay. You get that?” His eyes glance over my shoulder. “You’re scared. I’m… freakin’ out. But I can’t leave.” He gulps again.

God love him for giving me the option. How hard does it have to be for him? I shake my head and realize that my hands are trembling. I cross my arms and tuck them in tight. “No.”

Cherry and Cally make their way closer. They giggle over a lost doll that has been found—the one I put in the center of all of Cally’s toys, lined up on her bed.

I need to focus. Time feels as if it’s moving slowly, as though I’m swimming through sludge. I try to think. Okay. Grayson’s staying. “Hey, Cherry, hang on. Hang tight. Be in the kitchen in a sec—”

“We were just—” Cherry falters at the mouth of the hallway and clings to the wall. Her face pales, and her mouth drops open as if she can’t understand what’s before her. “Um—whoa.”

I cringe. Her eyeballs bulge, bouncing between a no-shirted Grayson and me guiltily smoothing my T-shirt.

What am I supposed to say? You remember Grayson? Ahh—what the shiznittle do I say?

“You’re… here.” Though I can tell she almost said “alive.”

He nods. “I am.”

“Gray’s back, Cherry.” Nervously, I twist my fingers in the hem of my ginormous shirt.

“You cannot be serious.” Her hand juts to the wall as if she has to hold herself up.

Not the reaction I would’ve dreamed up. But it’s not unexpected. “Cherry—”

Cally is babbling behind her, my guess talking to her doll about hugs and sunshine. Then she bypasses my sister and runs into the room, a smiling blur of blondeness. “Mommy!”

My heart’s in my throat, and I have no idea what to do. “Cally, honey, snugglebug, hi.”

I sit down on the couch. So does Gray. Cally grips an overly loved doll tightly in her hand, and her eyes are curiously on Grayson as she slinks onto my lap. “Hi, mama.”

“Hi, baby,” I nervously repeat.

She shifts her weight, hugging me, then concentrates on her doll, apparently deciding that a shirtless Grayson doesn’t deserve more than a second glance. My eyes rocket to his awestruck green ones as I watch him see his daughter for the first time.

A lump slowly works its way down his throat. Emotional restraint is visible in his corded neck, and his hard jaw flexes. He rolls his lips together as though he’s stifling his words, and his gaze is dancing, mesmerized by the pint-sized explosion who's hugging me and holding a doll.

His reaction is… beautiful. I didn’t know a man that sexy, that hard, maybe even that dark and wounded could personify love. But there it is. And it’s amazing.

My heart pitter-patters, and my eyes flood, brimming with a happiness that I will remember always.

His gaze moves from studying her to locking onto me. “Oh… my… God,” he whispers.

My chest hitches as my breaths stall. Warmth that I can’t explain fills my blood. I nod to Gray as Cally pushes back to interrupt my gaze.

“Aunt Chwerry gave me p’cakes.”

Other than her brief look, Cally hasn’t acknowledged Grayson. This isn’t how I wanted an introduction to go, if there ever even was one, but now that it’s happening, I try to breathe evenly and focus on her. “Yum, pancakes. You’re having a good time?”

Her face brightens as though she’s ready to tell a secret. “We had hot chocwolate.”

“We have plans to go to the park,” Cherry adds, staring at Grayson with unhidden shock. “But we needed a different doll.”

Cally shakes her doll for us all to see then turns around to take in Grayson again. They’re nearly identical, with the golden hair and the emerald eyes and even the same perfect, pink smile.

“Hi.” She shakes her doll at him.

Grayson shifts on the couch as though he wants to inch forward but is unsure. “Hey, sweetheart.”

She tilts her head. “Who’s dat?”

I cough. Or choke. “He’s my friend, snugglebug.”

Grayson’s smile falters for a brief second, but he rebounds and nods. Cally nods back, mimicking him with a huge smile.

“My name’s Gray.”

“My name is Cally Kingsley.” Her proud, drawn-out cadence warms my heart, and watching her introduce herself to her daddy is the most monumental moment of my life. I’m ready to bawl, and I’m certain Grayson’s choked up. His voice sounds tight, and there’s emotion straining in his jaw and neck, even when he smiles.

But Cally hasn’t noticed a vibe from any of the adults. “Aunt Chwerry lemme have p’cakes for bekfast. Sooo good.”

Gray leans forward and drops more to her height, propping his elbows on his knees. “That good, huh?”

“Sywup, too. Lots of it.” Her grin reaches ear to ear.

And, God, so does his grin. “Yeah?”

Cherry grumbles playfully, softening for what she surely sees as an important thing playing out before our eyes. “It was a weak moment. She’s too cute. Can’t say no to her.”

Cally jumps off my lap and lands on the couch between Grayson and me, keeping eyes on him. “Have you been to da pwark?”

He shakes his head. “Not this park.”

“Like pwaying outswide?” Her little brow furrows as though she’s sizing up his answers.

“I love playing outside.” He rolls his bottom lip into his mouth. “Guess you come by it naturally.”

She has no idea what that means, but she agrees. “You’re weally big.” Her little head goes up and down, assessing. “You could do the mun-key bars. But you have to wear a shirt.”

Grayson lets out a huge belly laugh. I’m hot from head to toe, absolutely sure I’m going to fall over and die from embarrassment. Cherry presses her fingers over her mouth, trying to hide any reaction that’s not part of her confusion and concern.

But Gray doesn’t miss a beat. “Bet I could handle the monkey bars, Miss Cally Kingsley.”

“Bwing him?” She eyes me, urging me on like a little girl playing matchmaker. “And da swings, too.”

“Maybe she’ll bring me one day.”

“Today? Pwease.”

He shakes his head. “Probably not today.”

“Okay.” Cally jumps up, finished with her investigation and invitation. “Weddy for da pwark, Aunt Chwerry!” A second later, she’s off to the kitchen. I’ve childproofed everything in there except for her special drawer, which is filled with things like juice boxes and coloring books.

Before Cherry can get a word out, I shake my head and cut her off. “Cherry. Chill.”

Her long, cold stare ruins the moment. “Ryan know about this?”

I assume that Grayson hasn’t informed my brother he is alive and in town. Because if he had, I would have heard about it; there would’ve been a fistfight in my front yard—the soldier versus the cop.

“Prick.” Cherry’s eyes narrow at Grayson. “So, you’re alive. Got it. That just reminds me you’re a son of a bitch.”

“Stop.” I’m losing all the warm fuzzies from moments before.

“No way.” My sister the ice queen cocks her hip and rests her hand on it. “When I thought you died, I felt awful for them. I hurt for my baby sister and her daughter. Maybe even for you since you missed out on this—”

“Maybe”—he pulls closer to me, an unsaid challenge to Cherry to back off—“that’s what I’m here to make up for.” His voice is deep and authoritative.

The tension compounds. I hate conflict already, and this antagonism is so deep that I don’t even know how to describe it. “Please let it be. I need to go talk to Cally.”

“She’ll be fine. We didn’t see anything other than Grayson’s not having his damn shirt on.”

“I’m her mother. I’ll judge how she is.” God, I want to strangle Cherry right now. “You know what? You have no right to act like this.”

“I have no right? I pull shifts so you can work and go to school. We all do. You sleep—what? Like, three hours a night? You are killing yourself, and he just waltzes in, and you spread—”

“Don’t finish that.” Grayson stands, stepping in front of me, a protective growl coming from him. “You’ll regret it. There’s enough fucking regret standing in this room. We don't need any more of it.”

I stand behind him, my palms flat on his back. “Gray…”

Cherry’s eyes drop to the wound at his side then back up again. “You ruined her life.”

My frustration multiplies, and I expect better from her than to pull that. “Nothing about my life is ruined. It has its hiccups, it certainly isn’t what I planned, but it’s mine, and I love it.”

Her brow pinches. “Em—”

“I get to say if my life’s been ruined,” I hiss. Then I look over my shoulder as Cally clangs and bangs a few feet away, singing about her water bottle and a milk box from her Cally-drawer. I don’t know how to ensure that permanent damage hasn’t been done, but I’m positive that the anger rolling in the room is bad for my girl. “Look—enough. None of this is a conversation for right now. Cally can stay home with me, and Grayson, you can go. You too, Cherry.”

The singing comes closer as Cally wanders back into the room, all her attention on her hands as she tries unsuccessfully to tear into her milk box with her doll and a water bottle tucked under her arms. “My milk’s not listening.”

“Snugglebug, why don’t you stay home with me. Cherry and Grayson were just leaving.” I take the box and pop the straw into it, handing it back after she has propped her doll on the couch with the water.

Sudden tears spring in her eyes. “I wanna go to the pwark. Aunt Chwerry pwomised.”

Shit, shoot, shit. I don’t know what to do right now.

“Pwease.” Her little bottom lip pops out.

I close my eyes and rub my temples for a minute. I hear Cherry take a step, and I sigh, turning toward her. We lock eyes. She’s sorry, I’m sorry—it’s just that this moment is unplanned.

Cherry grins though I know it’s forced. “If you’d like, Emma, we can stick with the Cally-Cherry day of fun. It’s my fault we swung by. I forgot to pack her dolly. Lord knows I wasn’t going to survive the day without it.”

“Pwease, Mommy.”

I want to make sure Cally’s okay. We’ve never had this much time apart, and then she walks into a shirtless Grayson. Is she confused? Clueless? I don’t remember this chapter in any of the “how to survive teenage single motherhood” books I devoured. I’m sure scenarios like this were included, though not with all the drama. I just never thought I’d love anyone else—and I was right.

Hesitantly, I eye Cherry and give Cally a hug. “Okay. Have fun, baby.”

She squeals out of my arms and runs towards the back door. “C’mon, Aunt Chwerry!”

“Coming, honey.” My sister turns but watches me. I’ve had more time than her to process Grayson. I can tell she’s struggling with knowing the right thing to say. “Emma… you okay?”

“Yeah.” Better than okay. I’m on a high from watching Grayson fall in love with Cally.

“You have to call Ryan. He’ll find out. He’s about as good with surprises as you are.”

I cringe. “I will.”

“I will first,” Grayson says.

“Right,” Cherry shoots back, shaking her head. “Details later, Emma.” She casts a protective glance at me, shifting it to a challenging glare as she turns to Grayson. Seconds struggle by, but she relents. “Guess you two have a lot to catch up on.”

“Aunt Chwerry!”

“Coming, honey. For real this time.” She gives us one last hard look. “Bye.”

My sister leaves us standing amid tension, conflict, and her judgement. She and Cally giggle in the kitchen as the back door opens.

“Bye, Mommy,” Cally shouts then the door slaps shut.

An overwhelming silence coats the room. So much just happened in the last fifteen minutes—just as so much has happened between Grayson and me over the last twenty-four hours. I take a deep breath and collapse on the couch. Grayson drops down next to me. One heavy arm wraps around me as the other hand takes my hand. There are so many thoughts running in my head that I’m not sure where one starts and another stops. What I do know is… I fell in love today. Twice. With the same man who has always had my heart.

He squeezes my hand tight and clears his throat. “I’m… without words.”

Know the feeling. Cherry honks twice as she pulls away. My heart is still in my throat, and I’m drifting down from my adrenaline high. “Cally’s amazing, right?”

His perfect face and chiseled jaw tilt toward me, but his fierce green eyes remain on the path our daughter took on her way out. “Ems… she’s perfect.”

I just witnessed a man meet his greatest weakness—and his truest love—and embrace it without thought of complication or fear. He’s always been her father, but now I’m sure she’ll have a daddy.

“Sweet little perfection,” he mumbles.

I can’t take any more, and I bury my head into his neck. “What do we do after something like that happens?”

“I don’t know. Sit here and think…”

I nod into his strong hold. His soapy scent and abounding confidence make me calm. “That’s not how I thought a daddy-daughter introduction would go.”

He leans into me as though I’m holding him up. “You’ve thought about it?”

“Of course.” I’ve thought about our life as if he never left and was there when I delivered. I imagined that he was deployed and came back to our happy little family—as if he hadn’t abandoned us. We’d have little flags to wave and maybe paint a welcome-home poster.

He presses his lips to my hair. “Might not be what either of us had planned, but that was one of the best moments… ever.”

True. One for the record books.

His cell phone rings, and I sigh. “You need to get that?”

“Not mine. Oh—shit. Yeah. That’s me.” He reaches to his back pocket and digs out a phone, swiping the screen to accept the call. “Hello?”

He listens, and I watch, curious about who is calling him on a Saturday morning when I didn’t think anyone knew he was back.

Grayson pulls himself off the couch and paces. “When?”

More silence, and his brow furrows. “Can do. Thanks.” He ends the calls and pockets the phone then crosses his arms over his chest and stares out the window.

“Who was that?” I ask. There’s something on his face that I can’t read. An uncertainty. Or maybe apprehension. But there’s also a determination. It flexes in his jaw and his neck and burns brightly in his eyes as he casts his gaze out onto my little front yard.

He’s standing at an angle that makes me appreciate how huge he’s become—taller and broader than in high school. Everything about him is masculine and magnetic. It’s a curious feeling—not having anyone to love or to stare at and then finding some combination of model and action hero who wants to play house with me. And he wants to do more than just pretend.

When he turns to face me head-on, there’s hesitant vagueness hanging on his sculpted face. “I think… it was a job interview.”

“What?” I’m surprised—I don’t know why. He said he was staying, so that means work and a home and… I haven’t thought about how any of this will pan out. Do we date? Do we… what? And what about the Army? Does he have to go back?

I feel myself growing flustered, thinking about the bevy of unknown factors. The internal questions blur and ring in my ears. The pressure of the future suddenly feels oppressive as though answers and decisions need to be made right now.

“Hey, hey—easy there.” Grayson’s at my side, swallowing me in his arms and chest.

I’m not sure I’ve ever noticed my heart as much as since he’s been home. Right now, it’s beating against my ribs as I’m surrounded by his muscles, hidden from the world. 

He strokes the back of my head. “What just happened there? Why’re you freaking out?”

“I don’t know,” I mumble, too afraid to voice hopes and concerns. Our relationship-out-of-nowhere seems steady yet so fragile. I’m worried that if I blink wrong, I’ll somehow jinx that magic.

“Don’t hide from me, Ems.”

“A job and… you said you wouldn’t leave, wouldn’t hurt me. But you’re really staying here?”

He nods against me, and I move with him as his body shifts. “Anywhere you are, I swear I’ll be there.”

“Really?”

He tears me from his chest and levels me with a stare so solemn I’m dizzy over whatever he’s about to promise.

“I said I was laying claim to you, Emma, and I want the same thing for Cally. You’re the only family I’ve ever had, and I want that back.”

Cally… family… don’t blink. Don’t wake up.

“Believe me?” His eyes darken in a way that commands my complete attention. “I’ve done nothing for you to give me that trust, but I need you to anyway.”

I’m not pressed against his chest anymore. The warmth that encapsulated me moments ago is gone, but I feel different. Life’s shifted—I’ve been hanging on this roller coaster for years, and now it’s as if we’re cautiously slipping toward smooth sailing. The lump in my throat eases, and my eyelids lift, my gaze falling on the most handsome man I’ve ever seen.

“What do you say?” He inches closer.

“I love you, Grayson.” Deep breath. “When it comes to us, I’m all in.”

He wraps me tight and kisses my temple. “Love you, too. You’re the only one for me.”

CHAPTER TWO

 

Grayson

 

As job interviews go, this beats out all others. There’s a million dollars’ worth of weapons in this war room—I’m sure of it. The table is long and sleek. The room is low lit and ice cold. The two men sitting across from me are Titan, but only one of them gave me a name. Parker Black. He’s been my phone contact and was the man behind the truck and cash. The other one… I don’t know whether he’s sizing me up or waiting to share, but we sit here in an intense standoff.

“You’re looking for a job.” The unnamed man leans forward, his shirt sleeves loose and rolled, exposing colorful tattoos and a thick tactical watch that nearly matches mine. He personifies Special Forces.

I was a grunt and good at what I did. I have the honors and medal that show I mean something to someone. But I’m a risk—even if I don’t know what position they’re interviewing for. My medical chart is filled with PTSD. My unit can’t vouch for me because they’re all dead.

“A job? Maybe.”

His eyes cut to Parker’s before snapping back to me. “How old are you?”

“Not sure why that matters.”

“You’re Army.”

I shift in the cold chair. “Was. Yeah.”

“And now you’re not.”

My tongue runs over my teeth as I try not to react to what he must already know. “I was Army. Now I’m not.”

He leans back. There’s a thickness hanging in the air. This guy doesn’t want me here? Fine. Fuck it. Don’t care. I’ll work the fry basket for minimum wage and work my way up till I own the goddamn joint. I need income, stability, and whatever else it takes to prove I’m solid ground for Emma. So, all of that means I don’t give a shit about unnamed tattoo man’s evil eye. “What is this? Job interview, waste of my time, or what?”

Parker’s lips pinch, but there’s a laugh in his eyes.

I growl. “You want the truck back? Take it. You interviewing for a job? Interview me.”

The man pushes forward in his chair. His eyebrows pinch. The guy wasn’t relaxed before, but now he’s a wall of resolution. “You’re a young-buck hard-ass. Not what we need around here.”

“You know my name. I know his name.” I lift my chin toward Parker. I’m done with this. He either talks to me or doesn’t. “But who are you?”

“Brock Gamble.”

“And how long have you worked at Titan, Brock Gamble?” This will either make progress or hurry up my exit.

“Since I was your age.”

“And what the fuck did someone say to you when you walked in for an interview?”

Brock leans forward, a growl coming from his chest. “Didn’t interview.”

Thought so. I slap the table. “Seems about right. Like you guys didn’t know everything about me before I walked in the door.”

A hard smile cracks on Parker’s face.

“If you’re interested, let me know. Otherwise, I’ve got a shit list a mile long, and I don’t have time for BS.” I watch Brock’s face then give him a nod. “Peace.”

No reaction on either guy’s face. I push out of my chair. They’re going to want the truck back, and I’m not going to have a set of wheels. That’s a predicament when I’m trying to prove to this fucked-up county I’m not a runaway dick, but I can work through it.

“Thanks for your time.” I turn for the door.

Brock’s chair echoes in the war room as he stands. “There’s a job. Local.”

Local? Now that’s interesting. I wouldn’t expect Titan to run an op this close to home. I turn back. “What do you guys have going on around here?”

His jaw works back and forth. “Traffickers working their way up and down the coast.”

“What kind of trafficking?”

“The kind that brings in Titan.”

Not great news. That kind of crime is nothing I want near my family. Family… something I’ve never really had before and suddenly want with shocking clarity. I grew up under the thumb of an evil man, so the bad in the world is not lost on me—I knew about it even before I went to war. But all I can picture is blond curls of a little girl who will one day, somehow, bear my name. I swallow away the life-changing realization and nod. “What do you want from me?”

“I need a couple guys. Just show up for a bachelor’s party.”

My brow pinches. “Excuse me?”

“Runners use Interstate 95. They start south and stick near the highway for easy access and quick getaway. Establishments, not truck stops. I want them taken down, but I want their network even more.”

“In Summerland?”

“Next county over but might as well be Summerland.”

Anger boils in my blood. I thought he meant drug trafficking. But… this is more dangerous. “If I agree, I’d do what?”

“Simple—it’s just a bachelor party. Make friends. Keep your eyes open. Blend in, and keep mental notes. You can do that?”

“Yeah, I can do that.”

The door slams open. A mean-faced man the size of a tank rolls in and stares only at Brock. “Yes or no.”

It doesn’t sound like a question, but Brock raises a thumbs-up.

The man nods and stares at Parker, who nods. Then he looks at me. “Welcome to Titan.”

“Now, that’s done.” Brock follows the other man as they blow out of the room.

Parker lingers. “Nicely played.”

“Wasn’t playing.”

“That’s why you have the job, kid.”

Well… fuck me. Sweet.

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Grayson

 

Ground zero. I’m here. At Pops’s home—a place I'd like to watch burn down to its weed-infested plot. But I couldn’t stay away. It was a rust-bucket shithole when I was last here, but years have weathered it to the point I’m surprised it can still stand.

Even with the summer night’s breeze swaying the high grass around me, I can’t kick the apprehension that has an ironclad hold on my lungs. This trailer is poison. The man inside is my hell. I’m the one who ruined his life. But I still can’t fathom how a man can hate his son.

I blow out a harsh, uneasy breath. Since the second I left Titan Group’s headquarters, I’d wanted to call Emma. But I also want all my shit in check before I do that. After I confront my demon and get that in order, I’ll head her way and prove that I’m every bit of the future she deserves.

I square my shoulders back and climb the rickety, rotten steps. They sway under my weight, and when I knock on the door, it swings open. The stench of cheap liquor and stale pot is overwhelming. There’s a cigarette smoldering in an overfilled makeshift ashtray, and Pops is passed out on the couch.

Damn. He looks like an old man rotting away from the inside out who just suffered through a barroom brawl. His wrinkled skin is checked with gray stubble. His sunken eyes are black, and scratches color his skin. His split lip is yellow and nicotine stained as is the hand wrapped around a generic-looking beer can.

On the coffee table are several empty and semi-crushed cigarette packs, a can of dip next to an empty soda bottle used for spitting, and an almost empty pack of papers. I shake my head. Pot seeds and stems are in a sandwich bag, and there are enough fast food wrappers on the floor to give me cholesterol.

“You’re a fuckin’ mess,” I whisper under my breath.

“And you’re not welcome in my home.” He coughs, swollen eyes not opening. “Out, ’fer I call the cops.”

“Right.” I pass him and wander to my bedroom. It’s the same as when I left it three years ago. Backpack on the floor, unmade bed. An old wallet is next to my backpack, opened, with its contents strewn about. A couple of drawers in my dresser are pulled out. Guess Pops didn’t care that I was gone, but he sure wanted to know if I left any cash behind.

My head hurts from a combination of the stink and the memories, and I swipe my bag off the floor and drop to my bed. The bag is open, but there’s nothing in it that Pops could want—nothing but a couple notebooks that are worn. One makes my pulse pound. I grab it and crack it open.

A lump grows in my throat as I page through each scrawled and stopped note. My heart hurts, and I flip through the sheets of lined paper.

 

Hey Ems,

We need to talk. Last night went bad, and I need to see you.

X, Gray

 

Pages later.

 

Emma,

I’m not sure how many times I can try to say this, so here it is. I enlisted—like in the Army. I’m leaving Summerland in a few weeks, and what happened after Sadie Hawkins, it wasn’t supposed to happen like that.

 

That one note had a giant X through it, and I vividly remember sitting in senior English, contemplating whether she’d think that “wasn’t meant to happen” part was about us hooking up or about Pops walking in. I didn’t finish that note, and when I walked out of class that day and saw her, I went the opposite direction. I’m a fuckin’ moron.

 

I skip through the pages and can see my eighteen-year-old self trying to describe why I was running and why I couldn’t tell her I was leaving.

 

Finally, I’m on the last written page in the notebook.

 

Ems, I love you. One day I hope you understand. Yours forever, Gray

 

I slap the notebook shut and shove it in the bag. There’s nothing else that I need. My space in this shithouse is a stark contrast to the rest of the trailer. Other than what Pops went through, everything is orderly. There are athletic awards and trophies on the walls and equipment in the corner—football pads, baseball bats, and a collection of balls. Taped to the mirror are two pictures. One is a family portrait of the Kinglseys, except I’m in there, too. We were at a lake picnic, and I remember dreaming that they were my family.

The other is Emma. She’s not looking at the camera, and she’s wearing a shirt I’m positive she made herself. A camera is slung over her shoulder, and she’s midturn to me. I snapped it with my phone.

 

“What’d you do that for?”

My arm drops to my side, phone in hand. I'm not sure that I even grabbed a good shot of her. But she’s staring at me, and I just want to say, “I love you.”

“Gray?”

“Yeah?”

“The picture? Don’t do that. I look terrible.”

She looks like mine. She looks like the one I want under my arm, her hand in my hand. I want to kiss her, claim her, do so much with her… to her. 

“Prettiest girl I know, Ems.” I turn around as she laughs, but I can feel her eyes burning into my back. I walk from her, shoving my phone and fists into my pockets because if I don’t, I will ruin everything this family, this girl, has given me.

 

Short, haggard breaths steal my attention from my memories. I take both pictures from the mirror and put them in my bag before I turn to face off with a heavy-breathing, probably dying Pops.

Standing up, he looks even worse. His skin is jaundiced. His greasy hair sticks up from his time on the couch. The beater he’s wearing is stained, and his jeans look foul.

He sneers. “That’s my shit. Don’t touch.”

“Right.” Such an asshole. I move to the closet to check for any clothes that might be worth taking.

“Said don’t touch, boy.”

Screw it. I turn to him. “You knew Emma had my baby.”

He laughs. “She tracked you down, too. Little tart showing up here, asking about you—”

Rage fills me. “She what?” I’m blinded by hatred and heartache.

Pops shrugs. “If you were interested in her, ’sume you would’ve told ’er where you were.”

Guilt floods every muscle as my body tenses. I step forward, wanting to take it out on him. “You knew?”

Shrugs again. “Nothing either of us have that’d be good for a Kinglsey baby.”

“I am good for that baby.”

He laughs, and his lungs crackle, full of crap. “Boy, yer not good for shit.”

My hands ball into fists. I’m seconds away from obliterating him. I take another step closer, and a fight he’s wanted his whole life is coming his way.

No. I shudder. Not his whole life. Only after losing my mother.

My head tilts, and I study his drunk, drugged, sad existence. The truth hits me hard. I’ve always been his burden, but… I’m not his kid.

Randall Ford isn’t my father? The idea rockets in my thoughts, clanging and bouncing over every missed father-son moment, every hatred-filled snipe. Pops doesn’t understand my intense feelings about the time I’ve lost with Cally. He never cared about me… for me. There’s no biological connection like I have with my daughter.

My boiling hatred slows to a simmer as I process our missing genetic connection. “All this time, you never said a word.”

Confusion makes his black eyes cloud. “What da fuck’s yer problem now?”

“But I was the only thing you had left of her.” The realization is mind-blowing. Slowly, I shake my head. Pieces of my life click into place. I’m… not… Randall Ford’s son. “You couldn’t let me go, and you hated that—” And just as clearly, I understand that I didn’t kill my mother. I’d known she overdosed, but I always placed the blame on myself. “She killed herself.”

“Shut up!”

“Fuck me,” I whisper, trying to handle my thoughts. Whatever pills my mom took, however she got her hands on them, it was her fault. In kindergarten, I couldn’t understand her addictions, her problems. I was taught sure as the Earth was round that I caused my mom to die. But almost twenty years later… I’ve had her problems in my head for so long, and now the truth seems so simple. But I couldn’t comprehend until I walked away and came back. Guilt thaws off my shoulders. “I’m done with the shames and sins you’ve put on me.”

The same as I’m done with my plan to ruin him, leaving him dead to rot in these shambles.

“You ruined my life, you mother-killing, stupid-ass—”

“No,” I growl into his face. “All these years I thought I deserved it.” My anger returns, and I could crush his skull. The pounding in my chest pushes me. I want to end him. Adrenaline’s choking me. But Emma and Cally’s faces pop into my mind. They save me, and I rasp out a deep breath, trying to calm my itch to fight. “You’re not worth it.”

Pops sways. “Son of a bitch, you—”

“I’m done.” I pull back, and with my bag in hand, I stride past him, knowing I’ll never be back again. I’m not going to touch him, not going to hurt him. I want nothing to do with Pops—no, Randall—ever again.

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Emma

 

A million boxes surround me, and I want them magically unpacked. I pivot and stare at each label, trying to decide if any one of them calls for my attention. Nope—not really. My Prince Charming had to run out for the kind of job interview that didn’t require more than a quick shower and re-dressing in the same jeans and shirt. We haven’t had time to specifically talk about the future, but it feels as if the future is here, and Grayson will be by my side. So… does he move in? And how do I explain him to Cally? Slowly. Carefully.

One call, one night can change everything. I bite my lip, nodding to myself. Whatever plan I make, it’s with Cally in mind. I want Grayson to work, but it has to be a relationship—nothing forced out of guilt and regret.

The closest box catches my attention, and I grab it, ripping the cardboard flaps open. “So, we love each other. But are we still in love?”

The box doesn’t talk back. Great news: my exhaustion hasn’t caused hallucinations.

After last night and this morning, I’d say yes—I'm still crazy in love with the hot guy who rolled through my door and surprised me. I tear through the box, pulling out framed pictures that need to be hung. I lay them in the corner after removing their bubble wrap then sit beside them, popping bubble after plastic bubble. What happens if the feelings go away when the surprise factor fades? Does eighteen years of friendship make up for the three years I spent hurt and alone?

Knock, knock, knock.

My heart jumps, and my eyes shoot to the front door. Surprises have been my friends lately, even if I hate them, so I don’t feel the usual annoyance at having an unexpected visitor. I put down the bubble wrap and push off the floor as the knob turns, and Ryan and Cherry burst in.

“Cherry!”

Her lack of eye contact and her walk filled with too much bravado screams busybody. Couple that with my brother scowling as he’s pulled in tow, and I’m pissed.

“What?” Her guilty smile falters as she twists to acknowledge our brother. “I had to say something.”

“No. You didn’t. You’re overstepping.” I knot my fingers together. “Where’s Cally?” Cherry knows I hate changes in my plans, but she still pulls this stunt, using her status as my older sister as if she’s somehow wiser and knows better than I do. It drives me batty.

Cherry shrugs. “With Mom, picking out your birthday present.”

“Mom knows?” My eyes bulge. “You roped in Ryan and Mom. Nice, Cherry. Think you’re overstepping the line?”

“Not really. I didn’t even know he was in town.”

“I didn’t have a chance to tell you! It’s not like Grayson’s a secret.”

“So, he shows up, and bam.”

“Don’t be a bitch,” I hiss, trying to remember that I love her, appreciate her. But… God. “You have no idea. Don’t judge.”

Ryan’s out of uniform and brushes by me as though he’s going to do some cop search. As much as I long for independence, I have to rely on my family. It gives them an all-access pass to my life, though—one of the many reasons they come through the door whenever the urge hits.

Cherry and I both watch Ryan head toward the back of the house as if I’m hiding Grayson in a hall closet. “I had to tell Mom because this is some kind of family-related emergency intervention.”

“You’re creating drama where there is none.”

She opens a box marked LIVING RM but doesn’t unpack any of the contents. “This is a big deal.”

A big deal? Yeah. But not because of how they’re acting. Grayson is home. He’s back again like a prodigal son or something. I want to scream. My pulse thumps in my neck. “Unpack a box, or go.”

Still, she doesn’t unpack but just waits for Ryan. I’m ninety-nine percent sure I remember an episode of Sesame Street telling me to expel frustration with tummy breathing. There was even a song. I can’t remember it, but I do know I should do something before I have an aneurysm.

I take a deep break in and blow it out.

Hm. Kind of works. Until my brother comes back into the living room, obviously not fruitful in his boyfriend-back-from-the-dead search. The patronizing, overly protective stares of my siblings lock onto me, and no amount of tummy breathing is going to help this moment. “You two are being ridiculous.”

Cherry shakes her head. “He destroyed you, Emma. You think we don’t want to protect you guys?”

“You haven’t given him a chance.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Cally is his daughter!”

“I don’t care.” She throws her arms out. “You are so close to doing everything on your own. Look at you. You don’t need him!”

“My God, Cherry, give the feminist theatrics a rest.” Tummy breath. “I don’t need anyone. I could do this without you and Mom, but I don’t want to.” Tummy breath. “I want him here. Just like I want, appreciate, and need you all.”

Ryan still hasn’t said anything, and that says a lot. Adequately done snooping, he sits on the couch and pats the cushion. “Sit down with me.”

I’m at a loss. I'd rather unpack every box in this place, get a million cardboard cuts, and tear up my hands than get a big-brother lecture from him. Seriously, he’s acting as if he’s a wise old man, when I know that the entire time he was in the police academy he partied like a frat boy. His job is responsible, but he’s no old man. “Cut it out, Ry.”

“Come on. Sit.” He nudges his head. “Cherry, go get a water or something.”

She scowls but slowly wanders from the living room toward the kitchen. Very slowly.

Grayson and Ryan were close. When Grayson left me, he left Ryan, too. When Ryan found out I was pregnant, and no one could find Grayson, my brother was homicidal. I can’t remember how long that took to pass. Maybe it didn’t. Right now, he’s silent, his face unreadable—not ready for premeditated homicide but potentially still as deadly. That’s not good, considering a rookie cop can’t make a mistake like murdering an old buddy. The county police frown upon that, and I need Ryan to remember there’s no need to defend his baby sister’s honor.

“Can’t believe she has you caught up in this,” I murmur, settling on the couch next to him.

Ryan’s jaw is set. His eyes are hard. A vibrating animosity that could rival an arctic freeze emanates from him. Shit, shoot, shit. Not the greatest vibe to deal with when trying to talk sense to him.

“Where is he?” Ryan finally asks, not looking at me. He leans forward, his elbows on his knees, fingers locked. One by one, he cracks his knuckles. “Or did he get what he wanted?”

Jesus Jones on a cracker—my family is all about the dramatics today. “Don’t be an ass. He’s out.”

“And he’s coming back this time?”

“Seriously, stop the jerk routine.” So, Cherry told Ryan about Gray showing up on the couch—and that she saw him without a shirt. Now she and I are really going to have it out. What happened to my wild, carefree older sister who actually suggested I become a stripper—at the place where she used to strip? God! Where’s the girl who knows I’m not a moron and who cried alongside me when we thought Grayson had died? When all this calms down, I’m going to have words with her about sisterly loyalty. “If you two are going to interrogate me, Cherry can stop hovering in the corner. She’s going to break her neck trying to listen.”

A heartbeat later, she’s back in the room, playing like she wasn’t climbing the wall to listen. “Hey.”

“I’m not a crying teenager knocked up and left alone.”

Ryan growls. “Not anymore.”

“Cut the attitude, Ry.”

His gaze slices through me. It’s frigid and meant to change my mind about… who knows what, exactly? The entire idea of a relationship? Giving Grayson a chance and having too much fun with him once I finally have alone time? It doesn’t matter. None of this is their business.

Ryan cracks another knuckle. “He shows up, and you erase the past.”

“Maybe.”

“Shit.” Disappointment rolls off of him. “And where the fuck is he anyway?”

She nods as if Grayson not being here is breaking some rule. Once back, he can never leave? I consciously do not tummy breathe—I hold on to my aggravation. “Like you’re the shining symbol of modesty and appropriate behavior.”

“I’m not the—”

I shake my head. “Don’t say whatever you're about to. Really. I’m done with this, and that goes for both of you. I might be the youngest, but I’ve got years on you both.”

Silence.

“You know it, too. Slumber parties with pancakes and a shiny rookie badge have nothing on being a single mom. Nothing.”

Ryan’s jaw works back and forth. The tendons in his neck pop as though he’s physically restraining himself. Cherry jumps up and paces, wearing a hole in my hardwood floor. We’re all silent, and the energy in the room is toxic.

“Now that we’ve crossed that awkward moment, what else you guys got?” I’m done with their judgment. “Anything? No? Then let’s start over.”

“No one wants to see you get hurt,” Ryan says. “He shows up after leaving for no good—”

“God!” I push off the couch. “You don’t know that.”

“He skipped town after he—”

“Ryan Kingsley, don’t you dare finish that sentence.”

“Emma.” Patronizing me, he follows me and rubs my shoulder. “When a guy walks away after—”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about. He was your best friend, Ry. Do you really think that Grayson screwed me, got his jollies off, and walked out like I was some high school checklist? You don’t think that anything else could’ve been at play?” I snap at him. “We’ve avoided this conversation for years now. So, here it is. Let’s have it out.”

“He left. That’s all that matters.” Ryan goes back to the couch. “Poof! And the asshole was gone. You were alone at the beach. I’ll never forget. Fuckin’ never forgive myself.”

“Enough with that. I’m so sick of you acting like you have something hanging over your shoulders. Like you—”

“I wasn’t sick.” His head drops. Hell, his whole body slumps.

I don’t understand. “What?”

Ryan rubs his temples, and even Cherry steps forward, curious. A ragged growl pushes from his lips. “I wasn’t sick the day you and Gray went to the beach. I wanted you two to work your shit out. So, I bagged on the ride to the shore. You two made up or whatever, job well done on my part. So I thought.”

Holy. Effin’. Shit. “Oh…”

“Holy crap, Ryan.” Cherry drops to the other side of him on the couch.

Still rubbing his temples, he barely lifts his head. “See? I played a part in this mess.”

Now I understand the years of anger and his constant sense of guilt. I sit down and lean my weight against him and then hug him. “Gray and I…. we would’ve ended up at the same spot. The same… situation.”

He shakes his head. “I pushed it.”

“No,” I whisper. “We had to work through something that happened before.”

Cherry hugs Ryan from the other side. “They did have… a before.”

I know she remembers the details from after the Sadie Hawkins dance, from when I came this close to losing my virginity.

“Grayson and I were still crazy about each other.” I tuck my chin on the edge of his shoulder, appraising the barren room and boxes and briefly wondering how life would be if I traipsed off to college. “I loved him way before I was pregnant. He loved me, too.”

Ryan pushes away from Cherry and me. “Guys will say anything to get what they want. You do know that. You’re not stupid.”

A calm lands over me. “I have no doubt that Grayson Ford still loves me as much as he did the day I first kissed him. None.”

Ryan’s jaw drops.

Cherry tucks her legs under her as she repositions on the couch. “But he still left.”

I nod. “But this is the thing: he was gone way before the beach. I just didn’t know it, and he couldn’t figure out how to share it.”

Her head tilts. “Meaning?”

I’m just repeating myself at this point, and I don’t know what I expect from them. “This isn’t going anywhere. If you can let me be, I have things I want to do.” Like find Grayson because I need a hug.

Ryan crosses his arms and leans against the window. He makes an imposing impression, and I’m half-sure he’s doing it to warn my new neighbors that I have an enormous older brother standing watch. “Emma—”

“I need to call Mom and have a potentially awkward conversation with Dad. If you want to unpack boxes, have at it. Otherwise, I love you, but go.”

“Okay. Fine.” Cherry’s eyes flash to Ryan, and she fidgets. It’s a telltale sign that she’s up to something. Besides, that was way too easy. Something’s off.

“What?” I ask. Ryan's expression betrays nothing, but Cherry’s plans are always on her face. Warning bells are ringing. She’s up to no good. “What now, guys?”

“Hm? Nothing.” She smoothes her pants while gracefully heading for the front door.

Crap.

Ryan clears his throat. “We were going to go see him, too. But maybe we won’t.”

“What!”

He shrugs.

Cherry stops tugging at her clothes. “Pays to have a cop brother.”

“I don’t even know where he’s staying.”

“Grand Hotel on Main.” Ryan’s jaw ticks, as if he’s holding back an explosion of alpha-male big-brother impulses. “But maybe we’ll hold tight for now.”

“Yeah, maybe you should,” I grumble. “At least you came here first.”

Cherry rolls her eyes. “It was a toss-up for who was first: you or him. You won. You always win. Because we love you.”

I drop my head back on the couch. “I want this to work, and for that to happen, you two have to back off.”

Ryan does his best cop walk, each footstep sounding heavy. After a few paces, he gives me a tight nod of agreement. “You do what you feel is best, Emma. He fucks up though? No amount of your pleas will hold me back.”

“Ryan…”

He shakes his head. His eyes are harsh, and his normal smile is a thin line that speaks volumes to the fight brewing inside him. “Baby sister, it’s like you forgot what he did to you.”

I swallow past the lump in my throat. “He gave me the best thing I have in the entire world.”

A long moment of silence hangs heavy.

“Cally’s the best.” Ryan rubs his hand in his hair. “But sometimes, you need a second opinion. And don’t just rely on Cherry. I do not like her crazy thoughts and rationales, about which we are going to talk later.”

My eyes shoot to my sister. For one terrifying second, I think she’s completely lost her mind and told Ryan that she introduced me to Bruno. That Ryan knows I’m stripping. But she shakes her head almost imperceptibly.

His phone rings, and he turns to answer it, giving Cherry and me a moment to glare at each other over whatever Ryan was talking about. 

He struts back around, nodding, phone still to his ear. “Got it.” A moment later, he hangs up. His forehead furrows, and the corners of his eyes show the start of stress lines. “Cherry, let’s go.”

I watch their interactions. “What, are you guys partners now? Jeesh. Stay and unpack a box.”

Cherry uses her hands to make fake guns and shoots them in the air as if she’s Wile E. Coyote. After her Lone-Ranger moves, she blows the imaginary smoke from each and slips them into imaginary holsters.

Ryan harshly chuckles. “Just remember, mine are real, Emma. As is the badge. Anything hurts you, I hurt back.”

I smile as they leave then lock the door behind them, sliding down to the floor. Could have gone worse. I hit my head on my knees. But it could’ve gone a lot better.

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Emma

 

I’m really proud of all I’ve accomplished. My cuticles are messed to hell, my fingers scratched and dry. I’ve unpacked our clothes and Cally’s toys, decorated as much as I can without using a hammer to hang up pictures, and I am freakin’ exhausted. But… I look around. This house looks like a home. A real home, all mine.

Cally is asleep in her bed with every single stuffed animal that I unpacked. It’s almost impossible to find the kid buried in all the plush, but she’s there, softly breathing, with a smile on her face.

My phone rings, pulling me out of space. Grayson’s number lights the screen, and the first thing I’m going to do after we end this call is program his name. “Hey.”

“Hey, pretty mama.”

God, I love that. “How’d today go?”

He groans.

“That good, huh?”

“The job interview, that was fine.”

“That’s good.” A job. Stability. I can’t help but be nervous that it all might flit away.

“Some other stuff I had to deal with. Basically—” He blows out into the phone. “Ya know, Pops is a piece of shit.”

A lump surfaces in my throat. “Yeah. You talk to him?”

“Something like that—so you’ve talked to him.”

I bite my bottom lip. Every interaction I had with his father was rough. “He wasn’t super conversational.”

“I bet. God, I hate that fucker.”

“So, why’d you go see him?”

“I don’t know.” His voice is strained.

“I’m sorry…” I want him to come over. I need him to. But I have work, and I don’t know the ground rules for what’s too much, what’s too needy. He could take a look at all the responsibility my life’s laden with and run his hot butt away. With the tightness in his words, I’m not sure what to say. “So…”

“You care if I call you later? I’ve got a shit ton on my mind.”

“Yeah, no. Of course.”

“Alright, Ems. Thanks for letting me figure this out.”

Whatever “this” is. “Sure.”

A quick goodbye, he’s gone, and I’m even lonelier. Doesn’t matter. My mom should be here in an hour, so I can head to the diner. I toss my phone onto the couch then go into the kitchen for a granola bar.

Working the night shift sucks, but for the first time, I’m struck by three thoughts. The first is about how Grayson—after he and Cally are more than adequately comfortable together—could be here when I have to head to work, so my family isn’t constantly helping me. Second—my cheeks heat, and my stomach somersaults—what if Cally and I were more like Cally, Grayson, and I? Like, a mommy and a daddy with their baby?

But my third thought quickly cools the others because Gray has no idea that I’ve been working like this. He’s going to feel awful, and I may never tell him about Emerald’s. Stripping allowed me to move out from my parents’ house, go to school, and save. I would work more nights there, but Bruno has a theory: I’ll make more money as a once-a-week special than an everyday treat. Compared to the other girls’ take, he’s right, and I refuse to regret the decision to dance, even if I don’t enjoy it. 

There’s a quick knock and slide of a key, then the front door knob twists, and Mom walks in.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Hi, sweetie.”

We share a long moment, but there’s little time for a major mother-daughter powwow. Instead, I offer what’s in my hand. “Want a granola bar?”

“No.” She shakes her head. “I’m exhausted. No idea how you do this.”

She’s wearing the yoga pants and a baggy T-shirt that she’ll sleep in. Everyone helping out is a huge burden. I grew up with a picture-perfect family, and she and Dad don’t have a ton of money they can throw my way. We came to an understanding when Cally was born. I work my booty off, sometimes literally—though Mom’s not privy to the details—I’ll also get my degree, and they will help. If I want to raise Cally in any way comparable to how I grew up, having their assistance is the only option.

“I love you, Mom.”

She wraps me in a hug. “I know, honey.”

There’s a lump in my throat because I’m hopeful everything will change and terrified at the same time. “You know he’s home.”

Her arms squeeze. “Yes.”

“I really want it to be okay.”

Mom gives a deep sigh and a harder squeeze. “And I want you and Cally to be happy and loved.” She lets me go and holds me out in front of her. I hope she’s assessing and not judging.

I bite my lip. “Are you mad at me?”

“Mad?” Her eyebrows bite together. “No. Nervous? Yes.”

“Me too.”

We share a quiet look. “Alright, get to work.”

“You’re early.” I toss the remains of the granola bar and smooth my uniform shirt.

“So, take your time. Hit Mickey D's for an ice cream. Read a book. You can have a life on your own. You know that, right?”

I shrug.

“This is life, Emma. Enjoy it.” Her face is soft. Nothing fazes her. If there’s one person on earth who would understand love, it’s my mom. She loves love.

“Thanks.” I peck her cheek and head for my purse.

“Oh, and I told Cherry that she and Ryan were far past the line. I expect you’ll hear an apology before your birthday party tomorrow.” She clears her throat. “Bring anyone you like.”

A lump surges in my throat. “Really?”

“Might as well start somewhere. Doesn’t hurt that there will be cake and ice cream to help mend fences.”

CHAPTER SIX

 

Emma

 

It's pointless trying to decide which I crave more: a good book or ice cream. Reading always wins, and I can sit at the counter before my shift and chat with Jan. But the conversation with Grayson from earlier preoccupies me. I slow to the longest red light in Summerland and pull my phone out of my purse. I could call him again and check on him. Make sure what’s weighing heavy on his mind isn’t killing him.

Or… I could surprise him right now. Like, in person. The Grand Hotel on Main Street is quaint, nice, and on the way to the Delightful Diner. It’s one of three hotels in Summerland, and out of those, it’s the best. Though that isn’t saying much since the worst charges by the hour.

If he can surprise me, I can do the same to him and maybe see if he wants to have a midnight dinner while I work. It might ease his mind. Or maybe I can just make him smile.

My stomach twists. Everything in my life is scripted—one of the reasons I loathe surprises—and that worked well until he showed up. But Grayson has been a game changer.

The light changes, and I drive three blocks up instead of two blocks over. There it is, the hotel Ryan said Grayson was staying at. Nervous excitement makes me jittery, but I’m going to do it. It’ll be fun. Or a disaster. What if he’s sleeping? What if he thinks I’m high maintenance?

Calm down.

I park my car on the street as adrenaline ticks through my blood. The hairs on my arm stand up, and I stifle an excited squeal. My heart skips, and my perma-smile isn’t going away. I was far from miserable before he came home, but now I’m floating on stupid, fluffy love clouds over my… boyfriend?

Whatever his title is, I get out of my car and wander down the street. Grand Hotel’s doors have oversized handles, and everything on the inside is the same as it has always been—shiny hardwood floors and richly colored cushions on monstrous couches. The walls are polished wood, and there’s bold wallpaper. It smells like lemons, but just a hint, a very clean-citrus scent, not heavy, artificially fragrant cleaner.

So… now what?

Heading to the check-in desk, it becomes clear my plan isn’t well thought out. The hotel is just going to tell me his room number?

Hi, where’s Grayson staying at?

Hi, I’m his… girlfriend. I swear. Room number, please?

The front-desk girl turns around, making me groan. Jessie Spikes—like a blast from the past, it’s everyone’s favorite cheerleader from high school. I used to hate this girl and, in my head, had all kinds of bad thoughts about her whenever she was under Grayson’s attention. Petty high school BS. Karma gave it back to me hard. When I was pregnant and alone, Jessie was a relentless gossip.

“Emma.” Jessie draws out my name, convincing me that as soon as I leave the room, she will be on the phone to blather.

“Hi, Jessie. I was, um, hoping that you could point me to—”

“Grayson Ford?” The bubbling exuberance in her voice can’t be contained.

My cheeks heat, and my knotting fingers fidget. I rub my sides, suddenly aware of sweaty palms. “Yes, please.”

“Room two oh two.” She points toward the double spiral staircase that drips in old-timey opulence.

Well… that was easy. I would have expected a blood-sacrifice requirement for that kind of info. “Thanks. Nice to see you.”

I head toward the stairs as Jessie waves her hand, wiggling her fingers as if she’s doing some kind of peppy cheerleader send-off.

“Good luck,” she says.

Good luck? How pathetic. She must think I’m here to try and win him back.

“Right. Thanks.” I can’t shake off the years of not-so-behind-my-back chatter. Okay. No need to get all in my head. I focus on my newest favorite memory—the look on his face when he met Cally. Screw the haters.

Room two oh two. I have no need to hide how vulnerable I am and my excitement about the future. I draw in a breath then knock.

No answer.

Well… I didn’t take into account he wouldn’t be here. I drop my head against the door. So anti-climactic—

The door cracks open, and I stumble headfirst, flailing and falling like a moron into his room and landing on my hands and knees. Graceful much? Ugh. Good thing the guy already loves me. My gaze shifts from hotel-room carpet to a pair of shoes.

Women’s shoes. The nice kind that people don’t wear to work at a diner or when they’re carting a two-year-old around all day. My heart freezes, but my eyes drift to the long legs they’re attached to.

Oh, God. 

There’s a woman in perfectly hip-hugging pants, insanely impractical heels, and a shirt that is a blessing to her already gorgeous body—and those breasts have never had a baby nursing on them. They are perfect, and they are in Grayson’s hotel room.

I’m going to puke.

“Hey, down there—you okay?” she asks with a phone pressed to her ear. She lifts a finger, wordlessly asking me to give her a minute.

I jump up, fumbling, spin to the door, check that it’s the right number—it is—and turn back on shaking legs.

She’s pretty. Kind of gorgeous. But she isn’t talking to anyone. The one-minute finger points to her cell and she mouths voicemail. Then she says, “Hey, I’m here to surprise you! See ya. Love ya. Bye.” She expels an exasperated breath, spins around in an outfit I can only describe as date-worthy, and smiles. “Come in, please—”

“I’m sorry, I have the wrong room.” I back up until I stumble against the wall then numbly reach for the door as though exiting this nightmare might help.

“Nope, right room. I’m the one that keeps calling housekeeping.” Her accent screams Southern belle, and she tosses her hand as if she’s throwing out casual information. She smiles perfectly glossy lips. “I called before, but nothing changed, so I had to call again.”

“What…?” Me, housekeeping? I have no idea what’s going on. But I glance at my waitressing clothes, and they could totally be taken for a housekeeping uniform.

“The air conditioner stinks like sulfur or something, and trust me, that’s a smell Grayson can’t handle. Plus, I don’t think I could sleep with it.” She leans forward as if she’s telling a secret. “It’s a bit overwhelming.”

I’m dizzy. My words won’t come. She knows things I don’t know. She leaves messages I’m too timid to leave. I love you.

“Can’t you smell it? It might just be near the bed.” She walks away from me.

Unsteadily and stupidly, I take a step forward toward a king-sized bed. A military green duffel bag and a small pink suitcase sit by the bathroom door. “You can’t…”

“He has a condition. Sulfur really doesn’t help. The bed doesn’t even look slept in. I don’t think he even stayed here last night.”

My stomach lurches. “How do you know him?”

“What?” Her eyebrows pinch. “He’s my fiancé.”

“Oh, God.” Why did I assume all this time had passed, and he hadn’t been in a relationship? Even if I’d thought of that, it never would have occurred to me he’d still be in one.

“I’m sorry.” Her face tightens, confused. “Are you okay?”

Behind me there’s a click-click of the door unlocking. My legs are stuck like columns of cement. I can’t bend my knees, can’t run away. Somehow I pivot. Grayson’s face is dark and brooding, and his eyes aren’t on me. They go straight to her. My mouth goes dry, and my hands tremble.

“Gray!” she squeals.

Gray? My dream of the future shatters a million times over.

She throws her arms out. “Surprise!”

“Shit, Mazie,” he growls.

Confirmation. He knows her. That’s all I need. My legs come back, and even if my mind’s reeling, I can run. I push pass Grayson, sprinting down the hall, skipping down the stairs.

“Emma! Wait!”

But I don’t. I can hear Grayson continue to call after me.

At the base of the stairs, Jessie giggles, only increasing my shame. “Have a good night, Emma.”

Devastated tears streak down my cheeks, and I’m thankful I didn’t park at the hotel. I skip behind the building so no one can find me then weave to my car, which is parked on the street.

Finally, I reach the safety of my Jeep and climb into the driver’s seat. Tears blur my vision, and I reach to the center console for tissues. Coming up without, I do find a drawing Cally made last week. The scribbles and scrawl are supposed to be our new house with two stick figures that hold hands—a mommy and daughter clinging to each other. I can hardly make it out but know her intent. The mommy’s outstretched hand reaches off the page. There’s no one else there for them. That’s how we’ll always be: alone. Even the pictures Cally drew said that was true.

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Grayson

 

I’m standing at the corner of Fuck Me and Screwed after running through the hotel’s parking lot and then up the damn block. My fingers are locked behind my head as I scan the empty streets and ignore the pain surging in my side. Blood pulses around the edges of the almost-healed gunshot wound. None of this is important, though. It’s only a distraction in my hunt for her. But no matter where I go, no Emma.

I shake out my arms and stretch out the pain. Again, I hit her number in my phone. Immediate voicemail. 

Fuck me. I took my eyes off her for one second to say “What the hell?” to Mazie. That was all it took for Emma to melt into the night, a ghost of a shadow that I could not track down. She’s not answering her phone—no, she’s rejecting my calls—and I don’t know my next move. I’m without allies and completely friendless in this battle zone.

“Damn it,” I shout on the street corner and pace a tight circle.

I try her cell phone again, and shit—I hate leaving messages. But this time, after the beep, I’m ready to plead. “Please call me back. It’s not what you think.”

God, am I the king of “it’s not what you think”? I shove the phone in my back pocket and storm back to the hotel. When I bust into the lobby, there’s fuckin’ crazy Mazie having a heartfelt discussion with Jessie the desk girl. Fuck me. Summerland County gossip hags are going to love this shit.

“What did you think you were doing?”

Mazie twists her fingers into a knot. “I was trying to get your AC fixed. Stupid, I know. Can’t keep my own shit together, so I jump in yours.”

“I didn’t mention where I was just to have you show up.” I feel eyes on me and pivot. Jessie is staring with rapt attention. I growl at her, and she waves at me with googly eyes. I can’t handle this place sometimes. “Let’s go, Maze.” Sure to fire up the grapevine, I hook an arm around Mazie and guide her to the stairs.

“That was her, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah, that was her.” Quickly, I push open the door and take in the room, trying to see what Emma saw. It’s not hard to picture a bad outlook. There’s Mazie’s suitcase next to one bed. And, God, the horror on Emma’s face. “Damn it, Mazie. Couldn’t you have mentioned the pullout couch? Or that you weren’t staying with me?”

She squeezes her eyes shut. “I thought I was helping. I was worried after you blew everyone off at the hospital. Really, I’m sorry.”

My head hurts. Why isn’t Emma at home with Cally? Is she working? Where? I've come too far, and I have too much on the line to lose her—lose them. I turn to Mazie. “I have a daughter.”

Her head jerks back, then her mouth opens once, twice. “Whoa.”

“I can’t lose them.” My turmoil is brutal, as though the devil’s making waves with my soul, causing a hurricane with my heart. I want to scream, want to explode. There are so many things that I want to do—like rip the hotel room apart and beg in Emma’s voicemail for a chance to explain. But this volcano of emotion is not a PTSD attack. It’s something bigger.

“So, go over there.” Mazie’s gaze is fierce. She has a million flaws, but she’s a steadfast friend who I never doubt wants what’s best for me. “I mean, that’s what you should do, right? Find her and explain.”

“Go where? Her home? She wouldn’t leave our daughter by herself. Obviously somebody’s with Cally—”

“Cally? That’s beautiful.”

A lump surfaces in my throat. “I know.” I swallow it away. “So, Emma’s… out. Work?”

“It’s super late.”

If she’s only now heading to work… I have to wonder again how hard she’s had it while I’ve been gone.

“You have a daughter.” Numbly, Mazie trudges toward the couch and collapses. “That’s amazing.”

My phone rings. Caller ID: Emma Kinglsey. I don’t even give her a chance to say hello. “Let me explain.”

Mazie pops up and points toward the door before showing herself out.

“Explain.” Em’s voice is sad and quiet and mistrusting.

“Where are you, Emma?”

“At work.”

Damn it. I knew it. “Where’s that?”

She hesitates. “Why?”

“Because I am coming for you, baby.”

“Grayson, this… you and me. I had some time to think, and I believe in us. I want us. And I have to trust you to get that. Your voicemail said you’d explain, and I’m scared whatever you have to say isn’t enough.”

“It is.” I need to say something that proves she can trust me. That she can give herself to me. Again. Forever. In the middle of my hotel room, I fall to my knees, terrified that what I need to say won’t come to me. I close my eyes and—thank fuck—I can see her face.

“She’s your fiancé?”

Crazie Mazie and her fuckin’ fiancé line. “No. Not at all. It’s not like that. I’ll put her on the phone—”

“Were you engaged to her?”

“No. She’s only a friend. Just like one of the guys. I swear.”

“Gray?” Her mistrusting voice sounds broken. “I’m… I—”

My heart’s pounding. “I was yours the day we met. Before I knew how deep I loved you, I knew you were my friend. My… person. The face I was supposed to see every day. The voice I was supposed to hear every night. If there’s one thing that you need to know it’s… Ems, I was made for you.”

I die waiting as each second passes.

“I’m waitressing at the Delightful Diner. On till four in the morning.” She sniffles. “This is hard, figuring us out.”

On until four in the morning? My insides are strung tight. “I swear I thought you were in college. I thought it. Believed it.” My words break. “That everything was perfect for you without me. College, classes, fun, parties. Far away from the hell that I was living every day.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I didn’t know you were killing yourself with work. I didn’t know you're raising our daughter. So help me God, had I known, there is no military force on earth that would’ve kept me from you.”

She sniffles, and I would absorb her pain if I could. I’d do anything to make this right for her.

“Grayson,” she whispers. “I still want the fairytale.”

“Good. Because it’s coming for you.”

 

 

Emma

 

Delightful Diner’s door chimes, and I turn around, knowing it’s Grayson. There’s something about his presence that, even before I see him, makes me react to him. It’s as if the air shimmers, and the pressure increases. My skin tingles, and my nerves fire.

Our eyes lock as the diner lulls. Every eye is on him. Everyone in this stinking county thinks they know our story. He ignores them, and his fiery emerald eyes focus on me like lasers, pinning me with a fierce hunger and desire, with alpha possession and domination. It’s so real and so palpable I’m not sure how I’m still standing.

“Hi,” I whisper though there are twenty feet between us, and bacon and eggs are sizzling in the background.

Grayson’s boots echo on the floor. The confidence in his stride makes my mouth drop. With each step forward, I think he’ll slow down, that he’ll stop this… charge. But no.

His arm wraps around me. Hard. The other hand tangles in my hair, threading fingers into the tight bun. He pulls me to his mouth, holding me to his chest. His full lips take mine as though he’s underwater, and I’m his oxygen.

Instantly, I’m drowning in need for him, moaning into his mouth. His fingers tighten against my scalp, and the arm supporting my weight has me off my feet and onto a counter barstool.

He tears back, his breathing harsh as mine. His lips hover close to mine, his green eyes brighter than I can remember ever seeing, and he growls, “I love you.”

My breaths stutter past my lips, which tickle against his, and I nod because there aren’t words to express how much I love him.

His possessive hold doesn’t care that eyes are on us. “And I’m sorry for this, what I’ve put you through. Middle of the night waitressing and raising our baby alone.”

Our baby. I want to die hearing that, but I only melt closer to him. “Gray…”

“Ask me anything.”

“Are you sleeping with her?”

He shakes his head. “Mazie’s a friend. A close friend who’s crazy, and it’s her thing. She says she’s my fiancé. It gets her in places. She knows about you. That’s just her. Crazy fuckin’ Mazie. I’ve got no secrets from you.”

Oh, boy. I have a doozy for him that involves a stage name and six-inch heels. “I—uh—”

“Forget about her,” he says.

“Okay. Trying to forget.”

“You can quit this job right now if you want. I’m going to make this right by you. Starting with you not working nights.”

I’m exhausted. I want to go home, crawl into bed, maybe even with him. But that would leave Jan in a lurch. “I can’t walk out on a shift.”

“Fine. But you don’t have to come in like this again.” His face is so serious, so solemn that I almost believe that our fairytale might one day come true.

“I have to work, Gray. Bills pile up fast. Faster than I can keep up with them, even with help.”

“Not like this you don’t.”

“If you really want us, you have to know my reality. Forget our chemistry and the… the…” I don’t know how to describe what I feel between us.

He tucks close to my ear. “The need to take you to bed? To have you right this goddamn second?”

If I was hot and bothered before, call me primed and ready. Heat crawls up my neck, and I nod. “If you want more than that, I’ll break it down for you, explain what responsibility means and then—”

“Fuck that. I accept. Sign me up. All of it. I want you. Both.”

I can’t breathe. “You’re so certain?”

“No doubt.” The conviction pouring off him is intense. His eyes are deep, his voice low.

I swallow against the emotion tightening my throat. “Is this really happening?”

“Not sure why you have to ask after last night. But yeah, baby. We’re a go. Put a ring on it. Count me as yours. Tell me that we’re together. No worries over outsiders, no questions from family. It’s you and me and Cally.”

My heart seizes. Every bit of me hurts for wanting this so badly. “How do you know this will work?”

He smiles. “You’re not saying no. So, how do you know?”

Easy answer. “Because I had you with me every day you were gone. I lived for you. I danced for you. I breathed and dreamed so that one day when you came back, it’d be like you never left.”

His mouth skirts up to my ear. “You danced for me?”

Shit. Shoot. Shit. I’ve said too much. But the truth just pours out. “I have something to tell you—”

“Emma, honey.” Jan snaps from behind the counter. “Reunions are great, but the tables are stacking up.”

I take a deep breath and look around. No way are tables stacking up. No one’s taken a bite—they’re all watching the Emma-Grayson show. But tips will suffer if tables don’t order and turn over, so Jan’s point isn’t lost on me. “Right. Okay.” I inch back. “Want some pancakes or something?”

He tilts his head. “I’ll take off. But I can pick you up after your shift?”

“No. Don’t do that. But…” I bite my lip and remember the promise not to care about my questioning, doubting family. “My birthday’s tomorrow.”

He smiles. “Well aware.”

“Would you come over with me? Mom and Dad are having a little get-together.”

His eyes bounce, hesitant for a second. “Absolutely.”

“Cool. Alright. Okay.”

Grayson kisses my cheek. “Better get back to work. And don’t think I’ll forget that you’re going to dance for me.”

Oh, baby. Don’t think I will forget that, either.

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Grayson

 

Armed with a birthday-paper-wrapped notebook and a stuffed animal with a big bow, I shake my nerves and park my truck on the street in front of Emma’s house. My fingers drum on the steering wheel, and I take another huge swig of Mountain Dew, trying to alleviate my tension. Mega caffeine probably won’t help, but it can’t hurt. Nothing I’ve done—walked away from my home, walked into war—has prepared me to hang out with my daughter.

I Googled two-year-olds all night long and found out several things. Kids aren’t the easy fun they look like on TV commercials. There are message boards and websites dedicated to kids who won’t eat, who won’t talk, who have two parents, one parent, same-sex parents, who were conceived accidentally or brought into this world with the help of implantation—a word that didn’t mean what I thought it meant. There are mommy “wars,” a term that bugs the shit out of me, and parenting styles: attachment, helicopter, free range, tiger…

So basically, I’m terrified of a two-foot-tall dream come true. Hell—I’m more worried about what she thinks about me than I’ve been concerned over anything else in my entire life.

Crap. I take another gulp of soda and fail to ignore my clammy palms.

I pick up the purple stuffed dog and glare at it. “I can do this.”

Go time. I breathe out and try to hide my giddy smile. Grabbing the wrapped notebook, I jump out of the truck and head for the door, my pulse jumping faster with each step. 

The door flies open as I raise my hand to knock. Emma has Cally perched on her hip. God, they are beautiful. Both girls have sweet grins that make me feel like more of a man than I’ve ever been. Then Cally quickly loses interest and mumbles something about TV. A nibbling self-doubt surfaces. I need to be what they need, but I’m not sure how to do it. Hence, the Googling.

Emma redirects the squirming girl. “Cally, honey. No more right now.”

“Hey.” I don’t know how to greet them. If it were just Emma, it’d be a hug and a kiss. But I’m sure there’s a line that I’m nowhere near when it comes to hugging Cally. My heart squeezes as disappointment settles in. I want to hug her. I want that connection so much it hurts.

Emma sidles up to me and throws her arm around my neck, pecking my cheek. “Hey, you.”

“I brought presents.” As Emma steps back, I hold up the stuffed animal and the wrapped notebook.

Cally’s eyes light. “I ’member you.”

“I remember you, too.” At her innocent reaction, an easy calm runs through me. “I brought this for you.”

Her little head turns to Emma, asking permission without saying a word. After she receives a nod, I hold the purple dog closer. Cally tentatively reaches for it, and when her fingers grasp it, she snakes it to her cheek, curls it into her neck, and cuddles the ever-lovin’ stuffing out of it.

“Guess she likes it.” And that feels pretty damn good.

Emma tilts her head to watch. “It’s perfect.”

“You ready?” Because I’m not. I’m not hiding, but I’m sure not gung-ho to head into the Kingsley-family hate-Grayson zone. When I called Ryan the other day, there was no answer. I didn’t know what to say, so my voicemail message consisted of “I’m in town, bro. Call me.” No return call. As expected.

“Let’s go.” She sets Cally down, and we both watch her run to Emma’s Jeep. “Mine has a car seat.” She places her keys into my palm but doesn’t take her hand away. “Maybe we ditch and go out to eat.”

Hooah, I’d love that. But I shake my head. “Nope. Not ditching your birthday party, pretty mama. Move boots.”

With her hand in mine, I lead the way then watch Emma as she straps Cally into the car seat. It basically looks like a standard five-point harness. Not that dissimilar to a jumpsuit and pack. I could totally figure that out.

“Easy peasy,” she says to me.

“Right.” I hold the passenger door open and let Emma slip in then angle to her side as she buckles. I push back the hair that covers her cheek. All my anxiety slips away when I touch her. “Happy birthday, baby. I’ll make up for all the ones I missed.”

She leans over and kisses me, making Cally giggle and sing words that don’t make sense.

“Now, are we ready?” She bites her lip, looking as if she’s nowhere near ready to end that kiss.

Neither am I. I glance into the back seat and watch Cally snuggle against the purple dog. “Absolutely.” But I can’t stop myself, and I lean over to kiss her lips.

When I pull back, her cheeks are pink and her eyes dreamy. Her hand catches my shirt. “We should totally find five minutes alone.”

The words go straight south, turning me on more than the two not-so-chaste kisses. “Five minutes?”

She giggles. “Five minutes all alone…”

I brush her ear with my lips. “The things I could do to you in five minutes.”

Her breath sucks in quietly, and as I stand up and head for my seat, it’s not lost on me that her pink cheeks and dreamy, soft brown eyes are now rabidly hungry.

Her blue Jeep is a boxy older model but impeccably well cared for. There’s a dream catcher hanging from the mirror and a photo of her and Cally on the center console. I slide into my seat, push my chair back, and reposition the mirrors. A sense of making myself comfortable in her life settles over me.

Emma’s fiddling with the radio, and I back out the driveway and head for her parents’ house. The wrapped notebook is stashed between the center console and me, and I catch her glancing at it.

“You didn’t have to get me anything.”

I take her hand and wish I could fulfill every hope she’s ever dared dream. “It’s really not much.” But it’s everything to me. “Something I should have given you long ago.”

“Oh.” She raises an eyebrow. “Any hints?”

How to explain what’s in that notebook? “No words to describe what’s in there.”

 

Emma

 

The drive’s a short one. Grayson pulls into my folks’ driveway as if he does it every day, and then he jumps out to unbuckle Cally. It’s enough to make my ovaries scream “Oh my God.” Seriously. He’s this gorgeous, massive beauty of a man, and now he’s talking gibberish with my—our—daughter.

“There you go.” He pats her on the back, and I can tell he took that moment to give her a hug. The loopy look on his face makes my insides go mushy.

She makes her stuffed puppy say “thank you” and runs off up to my parents’ front door. He turns to watch, his green eyes glowing with unsaid emotion, and I’m melting all over the place. There’s nothing sexier than a hot guy and a cute kid. Nothing. So, to watch the man that I adore hug our daughter for the first time… it transcends all other sentiments I’ve felt for him. It’s epic.

Grayson beams and throws his arm around my shoulder. “Gave my girl a hug. Nothing else matters today.”

“She hugged you back.” My throat catches, and I lean into him. Cally has never known a father, but there is a connection between the two of them already.

“Ready?”

My gaze falls on the house, a place I think of as Cally’s fun house. There’s a room dedicated to her with a rocking horse and cowgirl hat, a mini-slide, dolls, and games. It pretty much looks like a toy store threw up in there. But this is where I grew up, where Grayson was by my side almost every day. I fell in love with him in that house; we shared our first kiss in my room.

“Gamma!” Cally slaps the door. “Gamma. Hwello.”

We follow behind, slowly walking up the sidewalk. Gray’s hand takes mine as I think about how I like him in my driver’s seat, how I like him unbuckling Cally, how I like him being part of everyday life. Knowing where we’re probably going, together in a forever kind of relationship, gives me the tingles. Even though I’ve only had days to take in this new reality, I know it’s the future.

But despite all that, nervous butterflies tornado in my belly. I have no idea what will happen between Ryan, my dad, and Grayson. Oh, God… “I’m gonna puke.”

He chuckles low and squeezes my hand. A rush of goose bumps erupts over my shoulders, shooting down my spine.

“Don’t do that.” His voice is so calm, so steadfast that I actually take a semi-normal breath.

His thumb slides over my knuckles as I hang on to him with everything I’ve got. “Grayson, wait.”

We stop midway up the sidewalk. “I have so much to tell you before we walk in there.”

A playful half grin curls on his face. “Right now?”

I nod, adamant that he has to hear how I feel. I have to arm him with the knowledge of how deeply I care before we go in there.

“Okay. Shoot, baby.”

“You’re not just my best friend, not just the father of my daughter. You’re the love of my life.” My thoughts are rushed, and I want them to sound perfect. “I haven’t explained that to you since you came home.” The pulse in my neck rushes. “I can’t seem to get the words to come out right. What’s in my head isn’t what I’ve said.” I take a deep breath and plunge forward. “I need to say I love you. But what I mean is I love you—in a way that defies definition and exists only in a world that you and I are in. I’m in deep for you, and I just need you to know that before we go in there.”

His eyes fire, and their intensity makes me feel as if I have angel wings, as if I can do no wrong though I’m not sure I’ve ever been able to pull off even semi-okay.

Thick arms wrap me into a muscled hug so consuming tears spring into my eyes. His lips press against the top of my head, and he breathes in deep. “You smell like sunshine.”

“Please don’t let me go.” I squeeze him tighter, positive that if I’m hurting his side he will never tell me. “I love us.”

“Ems, baby.” He loosens his hold and lets one hand cup my cheek, tracing my jawbone. “We’re okay. No matter what.”

I nod.

His laughter surprises me. “You’re expecting awfulness in there. A war zone?”

I bite my lip. “Maybe.”

“Good thing I’ve been through that particular kind of hell once before. Nothing thrown my way will change a thing about us.”

“Promise?”

He shrugs a shoulder, and his confidence is almost contagious. “Don’t need to promise.”

“Why?”

“Don’t worry about it.” He winks. “I’ve got your back. Into battle we go.”

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Grayson

 

Talk of battles and war zones before walking in wasn’t the best move. It forces me to remember my team that I lost, and then I look around at my two girls I abandoned. The stress that accompanies both lines of thought itches for attention, but I ignore it. I told Emma I had her back, and I’ll cover her always. Still, I have no idea what to expect behind that door and am prepared for the worst from Ryan and her dad.

Mrs. Kingsley opens the front door as Cally squeals and jumps into her arms. The tension in my chest expands, my nerves quickening the beat of my pulse.

“Gamma!”

“Hi, buttercup.”

“Wook!” She shoves the stuffed animal in the older but familiar face of Emma’s mom. Somehow, I always thought the two women were similar, even though her mom looks as if she walked out of a clothing catalog, and Emma is wearing a shirt she probably designed herself.

“That’s very nice.” Cally wiggles out of Mrs. Kingsley’s hold and runs inside, leaving her mom to turn toward us. “Happy birthday, Emma. Nice to see you, Grayson.”

I’m strong for Emma and controlling my apprehension, but my knees try to lock up, and my breath staggers. I know this house better than the one I grew up in. Each step farther inside is like pushing through desert sand with a seventy-five-pound rucksack and no sleep for days. My throat tightens as the heaviness of her disapproval hangs over me even though she’s done nothing but smile.

Emma’s hand slips free from mine, and I’m suddenly on my own. Fuck me. She thought I was supporting her? No way—she was holding me together.

“Hey, Mom. Thanks for doing this.”

“Of course.” Her eyes move to me. “Welcome home, Grayson.”

I can’t swallow, can’t take a breath. I nod. “Thanks.” Disappointment will be my death, abandonment my curse. Once upon a time, I wanted this woman to be my mother as much as I wanted to live in this family rather than my own. Being twenty-one doesn’t take away childhood memories. “I’m sorry.”

She moves from Emma and wraps me into a maternal hug. Tears I won’t let show sting my eyes and throat.

Her hand pats my pack. “I mean it, Grayson. I’m thrilled you’re back.”

I pull away and need her to understand. “I didn’t know. I thought I left her in a better place without me.”

She hugs me again and then again pats my back as if I’m still part of her Kingsley clan. “Alright, you two. Cally’s probably already in the cake, which I haven’t finished yet, so let’s go.”

Emma takes my hand again, and we follow her mom. My heart rate is sporadic, and my feelings are scattered. Coming home from war alone was hard. Injury made it worse. Walking into their familiar home, with all its same smells and sounds, is heartbreaking.

Cally and Cherry are screaming and laughing in a back room. Mr. Kingsley stops on his way from the kitchen with platter full of hot dogs and hamburgers. There’s a hardness in his posture that’s impossible to miss. It’s a mistrust that he doesn’t need to explain. We stare, locked for a long second, until Emma breaks free to hug him.

“Hi, Dad.”

“Happy birthday, Emma.”

After they hug, he goes back to his assessment of me. It’s awkward, the way we all are. Ems doesn’t seem to know what to say. Her mom is behind me, hovering. Finally, Mr. Kingsley nods and extends his hand. “Welcome home.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“A lot has changed.”

I gulp. “Yes, sir. It has.”

His eyes narrow a fraction, studying me. I’m not sure whether he’s going to throw me out of his house or try to kick my ass. “You plan on sticking around?”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

Mrs. Kingsley passes by and tucks herself against his arm. “I think we’re past all the Mr. and Mrs. stuff. Certainly no need for sir. George and Laura, okay, Grayson?”

I nod. “Yes, ma’am.”

She smiles. “Alright then. Like I said, I have a cake to finish. My helper bee yesterday wasn’t too keen on putting the icing on the cake.”

“Where’s Ryan?” asks Emma.

Laura tilts her head toward the stairs. “He was in his old room. Some work call he had to take.”

Cally hollers for her grandparents, and George nods. “That’s us.”

“I’ll catch you in a minute.” I kiss Emma’s cheek. “Something I have to do.”

She grabs onto me. “No, you don’t. Ryan’s being an ass.”

“Gotta do it, baby.”

“I guess.” She rolls her eyes but heads toward the sound of Cherry and Cally. I turn for the stairs, taking two at a time, and it’s not lost on me how comfortable I am here yet how much tension I’m carrying in my shoulders. The first room is Emma’s old bedroom—a place that taunted me all through high school—and then Ryan’s. The door’s cracked, the light is on, and I’m ready to talk this shit out.

I knock once and nudge it open with my boot. He’s sitting on his bed, phone in hand. When his face turns, I’m caught off guard by how different he looks since the last time we hung out. His face says the same thing about me.

“Hey.” I walk in.

Ryan stands, pocketing his phone in his jeans. “Heard you were back.”

“Back. For good.”

“Right.” He scoffs. “When you hurt her again, I’m going to fuck your world up, Ford.”

Ford. “We were tight like brothers, and that’s how it’s going to be? I didn’t know that, Kingsley.”

“You just peaced out. And no one heard from you again? Shady.”

I shake my head. “If I couldn’t talk to her, no one else in Summerland mattered.”

“She’s my baby sister.” His brows pinch tight. The harsh lines around his eyes are stressed.

“She’s my world.”

Ryan’s mouth opens, but he shakes his head.

I take a step forward. “Not that it’s your damn business, but I thought I was doing what was best for her. She didn’t need to be tied down to some stupid piece of trailer trash like me that wasn’t getting out of this county unless Uncle Sam paid for it. I thought she was partying it up, doing college shit, taking pictures, and doing normal-life stuff. I didn’t know.”

“You never called her. Never came back. Surely your sorry ass got leave, got—”

“Shut up, Ryan.” Emma’s firm voice surprises me as it bleeds through the room. He and I both missed her hovering at the door. “I made Grayson promise he’d never tell me goodbye. And again, Ry, this isn’t your business to butt into.”

Ryan starts, “It’s—”

“But since you need to hear it again, I told Grayson never to tell me goodbye. Right after I told him exactly what I wanted from him. You get no further explanation from me or him, Ryan. Okay? Make up, and get over it. It’s my birthday, and I swear I’m not going to deal with this from you.”

“Emma—” Ryan and I both say.

She snuggles under my arm, and I latch on to her, lines clearly drawn.

“I don’t need you fighting my battles.” She leans into me. “Certainly not with my brother.”

I could say the same thing about Ryan. “This isn’t just about you, Ems. It’s about us. I’m done with anyone thinking it was a one-sided situation.”

Ryan focuses on her. “I want what’s best for you.”

Cally flies into the room. “Unc Ry-ry!”

Emma snakes her arm around Cally in one deft move, lifting her on to her hip. “How do you not see that this is what’s best for me?”

Ryan’s gaze moves from Emma to Cally and lands on me. “Hurt her again and—” His phone buzzes, and he quickly flips it open, reads the screen, and replaces it. “Hurt anyone again, and we’re going to have problems.”

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Emma

 

“Well. Now that that’s settled…” I shut Ryan’s door behind us, but my frustration level is sky-high, choking all my rationality. I should go back and shake my brother. At least that would help me get out all my pent-up aggravation. “God. He’s being a jerk.”

Grayson’s arms wraps around me as we head down the hall. “Let it go.”

Cally tugs at the hem of my shorts. “Yur mad at Unc Ry-ry?”

I take another not-very-helpful calming breath. “No, honey.”

“Cally-bug bear! Where are you?” Cherry calls from downstairs.

Cally scoots from my arms and hovers at the top of the stairs then turns with her cute face begging for permission. 

I nod. “Careful.”

She drops to her bottom and half scoots, half clings to the railing as she takes the stairs slowly. We stand, watching her, and when she gets to the last step, Cherry whooshes in, scooping Cally in a fit of giggles, and runs off. If there’s one thing that my sister does well, it’s acting like a fun aunt.

Grayson’s arm grabs me tighter, and I’m suddenly aware that we’re in a full house but very alone at the moment. My senses tingle. He leans over and pushes me against the wall. “Don’t say a word.”

My mouth hinges open, but I obey. His body shifts as he reaches for my old room’s door handle. His hot breath burns against my neck, and the knob twists open. Its click echoes in my ears. 

“Stay quiet, pretty mama.”

Holy tummy flips. I mouth “trying” while he drags his teeth down my neck. Other than the sound of my needy gasps, we silently slip into the dark room. The lights are off, but the blinds aren’t completely shut. Shadows and traces of light are cast across the room, and it feels like a secret enclave.

My eyes shut as his mouth finds mine, his tongue lashing sweet velvet perfection, and all I can do is moan.

He breaks harshly. “Promised you five minutes.”

My aggravation melts away, my body hums for his touch, and in between my legs, I’m aching. There’s no time for “Should we? Shouldn’t we?” Cally’s gone with my sister. My mom’s finishing the cake, and Dad is manning the grill. I don’t give a hoot about Ryan at this point. Thank God I’m on the pill because I would die to get Grayson’s hands under my clothes.

Judging by the rough way he’s pulling at my shirt and the button on my shorts, we’re on the same page. His mouth attacks my neck, and his hands slide down the back of my shorts, slipping under my panties, and he grabs my cheeks in a way that almost hurts and almost makes me orgasm on the spot. I fumble for his belt, purposefully leaning against the erection bulging in his pants. This is totally forbidden. Crazy hot. I’m craving him in me more than I want to breathe.

I shimmy down my loosened shorts, tangling in my underwear as I pull loose his belt and pants. His hands abandon me long enough that he frees himself. My mind stills for that split-second as I take him in. Grayson Ford is masculine perfection. His body, his mouth, the size and girth of him, and that focus on his face when he’s hungry for me—it’s absolutely impossible to avoid falling in love with him all over again.

He walks backward toward my bed and sits, pulling me on top of him as though I weigh nothing. Our eyes lock, and this is different. This is him taking something fast and hormone-driven and making it beautiful, making it all about me.

“You’re in charge, baby.”

The control over what I want and what I can give is an aphrodisiac. I move my sex over him, teasing myself. God. My pulse jumps, and my heart clamors. This is power, and he’s giving it to me. Crazy, how incapable I’ve felt, as if I were drowning. But now, a thousand realizations click into place, the most important one being that I can do anything I want—with or without permission.

“You’ve always been wild,” he breathes.

“Only for you.” On stage, everything’s an act. It looks out of control, but it’s scripted and choreographed. Taking him like this, that’s wild.

My breath catches as I settle against the crown of his blunt head. I’m aroused, and my body’s ready. I press against him, and my mind stills. His shaft is thick, and Grayson groans as my jaw drops. I’m consumed from the inside out. The fullness is overwhelming, and our passion chokes me. God. This was supposed to be a fast fuck, but it’s always more with us.

“Christ.” He gives a low growl through gritted teeth. My arms latch around his strong neck, and his grip digs into my hips. He shifts, holding me down as he surges up. “Baby…” 

“I…” I’m panting, gasping. “I love this.”

“Your turn.” His voice is soft, but it’s firm. “Ride me.”

Heat hits my cheeks. I want to be embarrassed. It’s vulgar and direct. I’m embarrassingly inexperienced, but I don’t care. I love how he makes me feel, how he empowers what I want. This is about me, and even if I fumble my way, I don’t think he’ll care.

Grayson’s teeth nip at my earlobe. “Take what you need, pretty mama.”

Driven by the danger of getting caught and the starving need that I can’t rid myself of in any other way, I try to embrace what comes naturally, what’s instinctual. Because apart from strutting my stuff on stage, I have no freakin’ clue what to do.

“What do you want?” He encourages as his hips flex, a subtle and spectacular reminder that pulls me from a cloud of self-doubt.

“You.” I lift up from him. Hot streaks of amazing sensation cascade through me. “Shit…” I gasp. “Shoot…”

“Damn, look at you.”

I ease down and feel the fullness and stretching all over again. I take a breath and lift myself, using my knees to push up, my forearms glued to his shoulder for balance. He curses under his breath, and I open my eyes to see his squeezed shut.

It’s addictive, and I need more. With a ragged, needy gasp, I repeat the motions. Faster, stronger, surer, I ride him as he asked me to. It’s heaven, and the more control I have, the more confident I am. It’s like breathing fire into my senses.

Grayson flexes around me. His fingers bite into my skin. This is harder and hotter than I thought possible—more than I imagined my body could take and his could give.

I kiss his mouth, bite his lip, and embrace the cataclysmic slide as my climax builds. He smells like soap and tastes sweet. I bury every moan and gasp in a kiss until I can’t breathe. My muscles clench, my body rocks. Fireworks sizzle behind my closed eyelids as I come for him, as he pumps and groans just as hard into the kiss.

He flips us over. My back hits the bed, and he pumps into me as he comes. His climax is guttural and delicious. It reignites mine, and in a fury of passion, we’re clinging together with our clothes half on, gasping into each other’s mouths and riding the wave of insane pleasure.

“I love you.” My chest heaves, and I scrape my teeth against his bottom lip.

“Emma.” He returns the bite then kisses me just as hard. “Yours forever.”

I nod against his neck. “Quickies are nice.”

“Quickies are just a promise of what will come,” he rasps as we untangle ourselves.

I look around for anything that might help clean up, but this room isn’t lived in. There are no real-life creature comforts. “I need to run to the bathroom—” His grin is wicked, and it makes me hot all over again. “What?”

“That was pretty much high school fantasy numero uno.”

I blush, absolutely sure that my face is several shades past scarlet. “Same.”

He laughs and kisses my neck until I’m giggling and shooing him away. For a split second, all of this feels too good to be true. We quickly dress, and he takes my hand and pulls me out of my room. Playfully, Gray swats my butt as I duck into the hall bathroom.

“See you in a minute.” I close the door, leaning against it, hugging myself, with an ear-to-ear smile in place. But as soon as the post-orgasm brain fog begins to fade, I realize I sent him to fend for himself amongst the Kingsley pack of wolves—even though most are behaving—and he went without complaint. After what just happened and the conversation with Ryan, I think Grayson’s still a true believer that no one can bring us down. All I want to shout is “Hell yeah, amen.”

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Grayson

 

Night has fallen, bringing with it serenity. Emma’s house makes me calm, and after a day with her family—with everyone justifiably looking for a reason to throw their jabs—I need this quiet. She put Cally to bed, and I’ve continued unpacking boxes, sorting through her things, which look so very Emma. The decorations are often handmade and a little funky. They're reminders of the artsy girl I grew up with. So much is personalized, and her house looks the way I would have pictured it. I work my jaw back and forth, thinking that it also looks as if it could work for us.

Cally seems to be taking me in stride, too. We have a connection that makes me believe I’ll be a million times the dad Pops was to me. As each hour ticked by today, the kid grew more comfortable hanging on me, which made me fall that much more in love with her.

And her mama. Emma flat-out kills at this mom thing. She really does an amazing job—wiping Cally’s face, wiping her tears, laughing at a joke that no one else seems to understand, and communicating fluently in two-year-old speak. She rolls on the ground with Cally and lets her ride her like a horse. The entire time, Emma smiles, as though she hasn’t been struggling to make Cally’s life perfect while giving up her own.

“Hey, you.” Emma pads in wearing a loose T-shirt and pajama pants that swallow her up. Her face is scrubbed shiny clean, and that wild blond hair of hers is tied into a messy knot on the top of her head. Nothing is trying too hard, and everything about her is gorgeous. She steals my breath when she's not even trying.

“Cally asleep?”

She nods. Then her gaze lands on the notebook I decided against giving her today. It’s still wrapped, though the paper is starting to show wear on the edges. “I get to open it yet?”

My gut jumps. I don’t know why. It’s nothing she doesn’t already know. But still, I’m anxious. “If you want. Not a big deal either way.”

She giggles and grabs it then jumps on the couch, snuggling into me before I can convince her it's just a silly gift. But it’s not, so even as Emma rips the paper to shreds, I bite my lip and wait for her reaction.

Her eyebrows pull up. “You got me a used notebook?”

I chuckle. “Something like that.”

“Should I open it?” Her fingers trail over the metal spiral binding. 

A long sigh slips through my lips. “No idea.”

After holding my gaze, she stares at the notebook then carefully pulls back the cover and leafs through the pages. Not every page is dedicated to an explanation of enlisting. There are rambling notes from Trig and World History, plus some random notes that have nothing to do with right now. I thought about tearing those pages out but decided it would ruin the authenticity of the whole thing. I want her to experience remembering just as I did.

And it’s working. Her face softens, and her eyes are laser focused. Her head tilts as she slips back to high school—where we danced around what we felt and where I paid attention to every girl but the one I wanted while she thought the crackling air around us was one-sided. I can almost taste the nervousness of crossing the line, of telling her I was done ignoring us.

Nostalgia hangs over us both as she pages through the notebook.

“I hated Mrs. Rough’s World History,” she mumbles.

I nod. Emma senses something, probably reacting to my anticipation, and her fingers fidget.

“She wanted me to sit still in class and take notes like this.” Her fingers tap on the page. “But I had too much energy to be contained like that. Unlike you, Mr. Perfect Notes Guy.”

“Ha. I think I was trying to cover up for something worse at home.”

Her face falls. “Wish I’d known more than I did. Or earlier.”

“Not a big deal.”

She shrugs, blowing off my downplaying of Pops’s tendency to beat the crap out of me. I don’t want her guilt right now. “Can’t corral the creative type with lessons about random medieval battles. Right? You needed to… be dancing or something.”

A brief panic crosses her face.

“What?” I’m failing to get her to focus on the notebook.

“Nothing.” She shifts before whispering, “What if you came back and hated me?”

“Not possible.”

“What if you came back, and I disappointed you?”

“You couldn’t.”

“But what if I did?”

The earnest pleading in her eyes levels me. “Then I’d hate myself for being that way, and I’d deal with it.” I scoot closer to her and nod toward the notebook. “Keep going.”

Her wary eyes relax, and after a long glance, she continues flipping the pages.

There. Her eyebrows furrow as she realizes the notes are to her and what they’re about. Then her eyes go wet and shiny. I can almost recite verbatim my many attempts to explain that I’d enlisted, that I didn’t want to go, that I’d signed a contract with zero loopholes. Her heavy tear drips onto a page, and her finger traces the side of the loose-leaf notebook.

“Grayson…” She turns page after page, reading my attempt after miserable attempt, giving me nothing now except for an occasional sniffle. But other than that, she’s completely silent and lost in her thoughts.

There’s a knot in my throat that won’t go away. Maybe this wasn’t the right birthday present. Maybe—

“You tried to tell me. That night. And this…”

“I wasn’t…” Crushing pain in my chest chokes me. “Strong enough to risk losing you.”

She closes the notebook and holds it to her chest. Her eyes are bloodshot, her nose red at the tip.

“Maybe this wasn’t a great idea for a present.”

Another tear slips down her cheek. “It’s perfect.”

“It’s making you cry. Damn sure there’s a rule about making your girl tear up on her birthday.”

“It’s helping me understand. And I’m pretty sure the no-cry rule has exceptions.”

“Not likely.”

“This”—she hugs the notebook—“makes me feel love down to the very threads of my existence.” She burrows closer to me on the couch. “I choose you, Gray, like you’ve come home to me. Like I chose you then and want us now. What tore us apart had to have happened for whatever reason, and now I’m in your arms forever.”

Hugging her to me, I’m not sure we can ever get close enough. “I feel like I have it all.”

“Me too.”

“What do you think life will hand us next?”

“You should move in here.” There’s a casual certainty in her voice.

An unnerving calmness runs deep. “Move in here?”

“Fast… but maybe…” She smiles. “You’re good with that?”

“Hell yeah, I’m good with that.” We’re hopping over major relationship steps, but it feels right, almost easy. “First, I told you about that job interview?”

“Yeah.”

“I want to be up-front with you. The interview was good, but it gave way to a job… test, for lack of a better word. The folks I’d work with, it’s not a desk job, and I can’t talk about much.”

She rests her chin on my chest. “A job you can’t talk about?”

“Yeah.”

“Like you need a clearance?”

“It’s more hands-on than that.”

Concern scrunches her forehead. “Is it dangerous?”

I press my lips together, my eyes narrowing, as I try to word what I think might be a truthful answer in my head. “They haven’t exactly told me what the job entails. But, who they are—”

“What is it? Like, a security firm?”

“Yeah. They’ve helped me out since I was discharged from Walter Reed.”

“Is that where your truck came from? It doesn’t look like you drove it off a showroom lot.”

I have to laugh at that. The big, blacked-out, chromed-out fuel guzzler doesn’t look very standard. “Yes. It belongs to Titan.”

She gnaws on her lip. “So, you’d be in danger?”

“Maybe.”

“Like, risk your life every day type danger or… I don’t know, something less scary-sounding?”

“If it’s what I think it is, there’d be risks.”

“You’re going to come home from war and just to jump into a job like that?”

“Not if you don’t want me to.”

She turns her face away and burrows into my arm. “Is it what you want to do, Gray?”

I hold onto her, praying this isn’t a deal breaker. I want to provide for her, and working for Titan would do that—very, very well. I miss the camaraderie of a military team, the brotherhood I can’t explain and yet still crave. “This is the only thing I know how to do well.”

She lies against me quietly as time drifts by. “Anything else you can tell me?”

“There’s probably travel.”

“How much?” she asks.

“Honestly, I have no idea. And most likely, you wouldn’t know where I was going.”

Humming against my chest, she sounds as if she’s considering the idea. “But you want this?”

“Better than bartending at Seven’s or—”

“I hate that place.” She studies my face. “But seriously, after everything that you dealt with… over there, you want whatever this job is?”

“Good question.” My hands smooth over her back. “I have some baggage to deal with.”

“Over your team?”

My dead team. “Yeah.”

“Think you can manage it?”

All of the therapy, the brochures, the stupid pieces of paper where some therapist asked me to circle my emotions that day… there weren’t enough options on the page for me even to begin. But in this little house, with my two girls nearby, I know I can face my demons. “I think I can manage it.”

“Then I can, too.”

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Grayson

 

Boys’ night out. Job-interview night. I look as if I totally fit in with this group of guys, but it’s all for show, and I couldn’t feel more out of place than in this bachelor party group. The guys are fine—they’re all part of Titan’s Delta team and know each other really well. They seem like the kind of guys I’d chill with, throw back a couple beers, and talk about whatever game is on the tube. But since I’ve been back, readjusting hasn’t been easy, and running with this team makes me miss my team.

My chest has been tight all day. I left Emma’s this morning after breakfast with her and Cally. But the tingle of anticipation has had me pulling at my collar, taking deeper breaths than are needed. Seriously. This isn’t something I need to sweat. We’re a bunch of guys going to a titty bar, albeit apparently a high-class one, and I’m just gonna sit back and zone out.

I didn’t get into details with Emma. Maybe I should have. Hell, I’m not trying to fuck up already. But it’s a job. I’m not headed here to have some stripper grind on my shit.

I hate strippers. They remind me of Pops. His taste in women after my mom died was skank. Cheap vanilla perfume and clear, plastic-heeled shoes. I hate this, and we’re not even inside yet. Hell, I’m more likely to have a PTSD meltdown from walking around in Pops’s slutty world than hanging with a group of men similar to my dead teammates.

Fuck me. I need to take a breath.

“Doing okay, bro?”

I nod at the guy named Ryder. He’s Aussie. Says he’s a sniper. Acts like it too—cocky dude. I chuckle good-humoredly. The other guys are a fun time, too. Brock, Titan team leader for Delta, is here. There’s a guy named Trace who looks too young to have a gold band wrapped around his left finger. Then again, I’m too young to have a woman and a daughter waiting at home for me.

Home. 

God, I haven’t had one of those in… ever.

I make conversation with a guy named Colin about whether the other dude Javier is getting any pussy tonight. With his face busted up the way it is and the angry scowl every time he looks toward the front door, my vote is no. But I’m the only one voting that way.

The guy to my right, Luke, laughs, shaking his head. “Between the accent, the tats, and the street fighting, Javier found the winning combination for panty dropping.”

Right. We cross the parking lot of Emerald’s Gentleman’s Club. I doubt too much effort is needed for the panty dropping to start.

I take a breath and focus. This is supposed to be fun and games, but it’s also a job interview of some kind. Plus, this place isn’t far from where I grew up, and Cally and Emma live too close to anywhere suspected of selling women. Sex-trade fuckers. I stifle a growl as a hand claps down on my back. It ricochets, and a dull stab of pain hits where my weeks-old wound is still healing.

“Ready?” Brock acts as if we’re boys, and I suppose he’s reading the vibes rolling off me that aren’t very bachelor-party friendly.

“I’m good.” We bump fists right before the blacked-out door opens, and a heavy bass thunders from inside.

Into the belly of the beast we go. I can almost taste the cheap perfume and the itch of glitter. Our goals are simple: size up the staff. Connect them later to any known traffickers. If there’s a lead, follow it for information. If there’s a chance to build a relationship, milk it. Easy enough.

En masse, we move through the high-roller crowd. It’s not as skanked up as I would’ve guessed, but I still don’t like it. There’s a general shift as we make our way through. We’re big, muscled up, the kind of group that takes no shit. I can feel the eyes on us: strippers sizing up our wallets and security assessing our risk factor. Everyone else just readies to watch a show.

Colin is the groom-to-be, mostly because there were rumblings Brock wouldn’t take off his wedding band, that Ryder and Luke would never be able to act off-the-market, and Javier’s a no-go because he wants to be here as much as I do. Process of elimination—Colin’s our man. We’re quickly ushered into a VIP section where a brunette nearly drools over our team as she takes drink orders.

This is all higher class than Pops, but still, it’s an in-my-face reminder of how I grew up. I run my hands over my face and into my hair. I want this job badly, and I’m only at a strip club on a random Wednesday night because it means I could bring in a stable income. That’s reason enough that I kissed Emma goodbye this morning and told her I’d be back in tomorrow.

All day long, we briefed on who Titan thought the runners were and how they were connected. The intel was good, but it had holes that only real life interactions could fill. Delta team is hungry for action, and I have a sense that this job is personal for one of them, but I can’t put my finger on it.

Still, I yank at my collar and say thanks when the waitress arrives with the VIP bottle service, placing top-shelf bourbon and vodka within reach. An announcer’s salesman voice bleeds through the music. There’s the promise of dream-come-true bullshit, like any of these girls would walk off stage and into a guy’s lap. The music shifts, blending with it a drumroll beat. The announcer starts in again. Blah, blah, blah. It’s the main feature. The busiest night of the week for the best Emerald’s has to offer. I take a sip of the bourbon, wondering how slowly this night will pass.

The announcer’s baritone echoes as my eyes fall on stage to the prettiest, sweetest girl I’ve ever known. “Welcome to the stage, Ginger Raine!”
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