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Note to Readers

Please keep in mind that there are places I’m unable to conduct research for my books. As I have never been inside the Brig at Camp Pendleton (the brig is the jail on a military base), I have no first-hand knowledge of the ins and outs of their daily routines. I have done extensive research and hope I give the Prison Services Unit justice.

Also, I’ve changed the names of military staff, but not the name of the base. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale, or organizations is entirely coincidental and not based on any live or existing person, place, or situation.


Synopsis

I was the golden child. The one all the Cerberus guys looked up to. I was on my way to becoming the next career Marine.

But after my last deployment to Syria, being a Marine was no longer an option.

Unfortunately, my not so honorable discharge from the Corps didn’t get rid of the demons created while I was enlisted.

Not even my childhood friend can save me. I’ll destroy her just like I destroyed everything else I touched.

 


Prologue

Griffin

“Marine!” my lieutenant bellows from the safety of the north-facing wall, the pitch of his voice causes a shudder to race down my spine. It takes all I have not to pull the mic from my ear. “Do you understand your mission?”

My mission?

We’re supposed to be fighting for the good of the country. We’re here in this God awful sandpit to protect the people of this village. We’re here to make their lives better, not to cause them more pain. Genocide wasn’t on my list of things to do today when I rolled out of my rack, back on base.

“There are civilians, Lieutenant,” I pant into my mic, my pulse increasing, becoming the only thing I can hear.

He can’t see the two families, but I can.

“They aren’t civilians,” he spits. The venom in his voice is so thick I can almost feel his words land on my overheated skin even though he’s twenty yards away. “They’re Haji, and it’s your job to arrange their meeting with Allah.”

“Children, Lieutenant.” I straighten my spine, blaming the sand swirling around us for the burn in my eyes. “At least a half dozen of them.”

“You have your orders.”

Looking over my shoulder, I wonder where Bird, Killer, and Wooch went. They’d have my back, and four against one is way better than the shit I’m facing right now. 

“Just you and me, asshole.”

“I can’t.” I beg him with my eyes even though I know he doesn’t give a shit. 

How the son of Morrison “Shadow” Griggs ended up with a commanding officer without an ounce of integrity and a broken moral compass, I’ll never know.

“Squirt told me no once.” I don’t miss the warning in his voice. 

He’s just confirmed what I’ve suspected for the last month and a half.

I fight for bravery, hands trembling as I stall for time, and I come up empty.

“You have thirty fucking seconds, Griggs, or Long Shot will solve both my problems.”

Risking another glance, I stare in the direction I know our sniper is planted. I can’t see him of course, and by the time anyone knows where Long Shot is, their brains are splattered on the ground. 

I’m a fucking coward — a selfish piece of shit.

Those are the thoughts that echo in my head as I compress the trigger and screams ring out around me.

The tears now streaming down my face don’t hinder me at all. Long Shot isn’t the only one true in his aim.

 


Chapter 1

Griffin

“This food sucks,” the guy beside me in the mess hall complains as he pushes his tray away. 

The hard plastic screeches on the stainless steel table, but I don’t give the asshole any attention. He’s as green as they come, probably picked up a charge for punching his drill instructor in the face because he couldn’t handle the first week of basic training. He doesn’t have a damn clue what it’s really like in the Corps. If he thinks the food sucks here, he’s better off being discharged. He’ll never make it out in the field.

“Griggs!”

I turn to look in the direction my name has been called, to find one of the correctional officers skimming the room trying to find me. Although I’m in the brig at Camp Pendleton, I respond the way I’ve been trained. I stand the way I’ve been taught, and I walk toward him with my head held high like I’ve been instructed even though I’m filled with more shame than anyone could imagine.

The guard turns without a word, knowing I’ll follow him. My feet move of their own volition, but we don’t leave the facility as I expected. Instead, I’m escorted to an office near the reception area, and it seems I’m the last to arrive. Both Diego and Dominic Anderson are in the small waiting area with displeasure marking their faces. I avoid eye contact with them, not surprised my own father couldn’t make it. I’m actually glad he’s not here, but my shame is renewed knowing that Dominic is the substitute. He spent twenty years in service to our country, gave me tons of advice prior to my enlistment, and here I am in trouble for selling drugs on base.

The door to one of the inner offices opens, and I’m slow to look up. I react on instinct when both Diego and Dominic snap to attention. I’m already in proper formation when my eyes actually communicate with my brain. Before me is Brigadier General P.A. Holstead, the highest-ranking man on base. Surely this man isn’t the one who handles mundane cases like my own. He’s in command of nearly two hundred square miles with just this base alone.

“Dom,” the general says, holding out his hand after he snaps his return salute.

“General,” Dominic responds with a quick grin on his face. “Get that out of here.”

To my surprise, Dominic slaps the general’s proffered hand away and wraps the officer in a hug. I wait for the guard who escorted me here to lay my mentor out flat, but it never happens. Like old friends, they slap each other on the back before they untangle themselves from each other. General Holstead next offers his hand to Diego, whereas I merely get a quick nod. 

“Let’s head back to the office for a little privacy,” the general offers.

A private reprimand is also different. Not once in my four years in the Corps has a superior bothered to care where they ripped into a Marine’s ass before.

As we head to another office, I’m the last in the line of Marines, the one who shouldn’t even be considered a serviceman for the humiliation I’ve not only brought to the Corps but also to the Corpsmen in my family.

 “I didn’t get much from the MP on the phone,” Diego says as he takes one of the chairs across from the desk the general is settling behind. 

Dominic takes the other chair, and I stand off to the side since I’ve been given no direct instruction.

“Sergeant Griggs was caught selling marijuana outside of the PX two days ago,” General Holstead says, reading directly from a file in front of him. “He’s facing discharge.”

“Any chance at the Correctional Custody Unit?” Dominic asks.

General Holstead is shaking his head before the question is finished. “That’s for Junior Enlisted only.”

I keep my eyes trained above Holstead’s head, the whiteboard behind him attracting all of my interest.

“He also spit in the MP’s face when he was being detained,” General Holstead says as he continues to read from the report.

I feel rather than see Diego’s and Dominic’s eyes turn toward me, but I keep mine straight ahead.

“That’s conduct unbecoming.”

“Paul,” Dominic almost begs, but I don’t miss the resignation in his voice either. “He’s a non-commissioned officer.”

“Officer nonetheless.”

“He’s given four good years. Awarded several meritorious promotions. He’s a solid Marine.” A lump forms in my throat hearing Diego go to bat for me. I don’t deserve it, and more importantly, I don’t want them to fight for me. My actions have a purpose even though no one in this room will ever know why I’ve done what I’ve done.

The general sighs as he closes the thin folder in front of him. “Listen, I can try for no court-martial. Possibly cut him loose with an other than honorable discharge rather than a bad conduct discharge. It’s the best I can do.”

“And what does this mean for his VA benefits?”

I just want to get out of here. I need these men to stop talking as if I’m not in the room. I should be transported to Fort Leavenworth, where I would wait to be sentenced to death for the things I’ve done.

“His VA benefits are going to be void no matter which outcome,” the general reports.

My eyes burn with the news. A complete separation. A disgrace to every man and woman who has ever laced up their boots to fight for our country.

Dominic sighs, running a hand over his head of gray hair. “What’s next?”

“Take him home. I can take care of everything in his absence.” General Holstead doesn’t even look me in the eye when he stands and leaves the room.

The next twenty minutes are blanketed by fog. I’m offered a set of nondescript sweats and required to hand over my utilities. I don’t even get to keep my dog tags, and I’m anxious knowing I won’t feel the metal under my shirt. I’m told that my holding cell has been cleared of my personal belongings and that my possessions from my apartment have been recovered. I try not to flinch when I’m informed that all evidence of Marine Corps life has been removed from my belongings. One lonely duffel tossed without a care on the sidewalk is all I have to show for the last four years of dedicated service to my country.

I’m seconds away from spinning around, tracking down the general, and explaining what is actually going on but as luck would have it, my eyes snag on the man I never thought I’d see again. The very man responsible for my nightmares and the tremble in my hands.

To an outsider, my brief eye contact with Lieutenant Bradley Novo would go unnoticed, but every atom in my being is well aware of his proximity.

“Captain,” Novo says with a nod in Dominic’s direction. Dominic returns his nod, a small grin on his face. He’s not alarmed. Every Marine is a little narcissistic, even more so a man who spent the first twenty years of his adult life in the Corps. Dom doesn’t think anything of it because deep down he kind of expects people on base to know who he is even though he’s in civvies, but I’m well aware of the warning Novo just issued. He’s letting me know that he can reach me no matter where I go. Even my discharge won’t keep him from getting to me if I open my mouth.

“Let’s go,” Diego urges as he tosses my bag in the back of the SUV. “We have to swing by SDSU and grab Cannon.”

“Great,” I mumble as I climb inside. My little brother bugging the shit out of me while we drive twelve hours back home is just what I need after being fired from the only job I ever wanted.


Chapter 2

Ivy

“What do you think?” I twirl in front of my roommate and close friend Melissa, trying my hardest not to knock anything over in the limited space of our apartment. The flare of my skirt catches on my bedside table, and I grumble as I free the fabric.

“I think John is going to jizz in his jeans at the sight of you,” she answers.

My nose crinkles at the crude answer, but my lips still turn up in a smile. I love the way the lace overlay hangs just an inch or so lower than the dress shell underneath. The brush of the soft fabric on my legs feels amazing, mildly erotic, even if I let my mind wander in that direction.

“You think he’ll like it?”

“Of course he will,” she assures me.

Melissa is always the boost to my self-esteem I can’t seem to manage on my own.

“The man is a second-year law student. He didn’t even know women existed until you poured soup in his lap three weeks ago.”

She has taunted me relentlessly since I accidentally bumped into his table while we were out to lunch. His bowl of soup somehow managed to land in his lap. Being the helpful person I am, I freaked out and tried to help him clean it up. Apparently, swiping paper napkins on the groin area of a virile man complicates things more than it helps.

“I can still see his red cheeks,” Melissa says with a loud laugh as she falls back on my bed. “I think he was close to—”

“Enough,” I warn without venom in my voice. 

She’s teased me numerous times about how two virgins are going to fumble through every first together. She finds it humorous. I’m honestly terrified. I don’t know that he’s a virgin for a fact, but it’s clear from the conversations we’ve had that he’s been focused on school since he was in junior high. He hasn’t allowed for much else in his life. It makes me feel special that I’m the one he noticed, the one he pauses his studying to chat with.

“What exactly are the plans tomorrow?” she asks as she lifts her hands to inspect her fingernails.

“Dinner and a movie, I think.” Since the semester is over, we both have a little more free time, and we have the ability to see each other in person rather than quick texts and late-night video chats.

“Lame,” she responds, before she has a burst of energy that has her flipping over and staring back at me. “I say you go for it.”

“Go for it?”

“You’re heading into your senior year of college. It’s time to pop the cherry.”

“It’s way too soon for that,” I argue.

“It’s been three years.” I know she’s referring to college, but Melissa and I don’t have similar goals in life.

“I’ve only known him a few weeks.”

“It’s just sex.”

“And have you forgotten what happened when my sister had sex the first time?” 

I’ve only been back on campus for a week and a half, having spent the time prior, back home with Gigi and the baby.

“So be smart and use protection.” She rolls her eyes before flopping back over on her back.

“I’m not ready for that.” I frown and turn back to the mirror. “Do you think he expects that from me?”

“John?” She chuckles. “Probably not, but he’s not like any other warm-blooded male. He’d probably wait until your wedding night.”

I grin at the possibility before catching myself. I’m not thinking of marrying John. I hardly know the man, but the prospect of being a wife is thrilling to me. Call me old-fashioned, but I’d love nothing more than to keep a home and take care of my husband after a long day’s work.

“You’re doing it again.”

“What?” I feign confusion as I watch her in the reflection of the mirror.

“That thing where you disappear into the 1950s.” She grins back at me. “Life isn’t like that these days. Men suck. They’re too fickle and want instant gratification. Men aren’t made for the long-haul anymore. Wanting perfection is only going to lead to heartache.”

“So what are you suggesting? Should I just be alone for the rest of my life?”

“You’d probably be better off dating women.” She says it with a smile on her face, but I know deep down she believes it. Melissa, however, didn’t grow up in a loving home surrounded by other couples dedicated to their spouses. Devotion is all I know, whereas, heartache and pain are all she’s experienced. Our world views are completely different.

I laugh at her blasé response. “There are still good men out there.”

“Like Griffin?” 

My fingers stop their path through my hair, and I turn to glare at my friend.

“Why would you bring him up right now?”

She knows I’ve struggled with my unrequited feelings for my childhood friend. She also knows how hard it was for me to take a step back and accept that things will never be more than they always have been with him. Even opening myself up to the possibility of dating John and not shoving him in the friend zone as I’ve done with every other boy who has spoken to me has been difficult.

“Look,” her face falls as she shifts her body, so she’s sitting up on the edge of my bed, “I didn’t mean anything by it. I just know you’re pining for him, and I don’t want your obsession with the hot Marine to interfere with you possibly having a good thing with John.”

Confusion draws my brow in. “You just told me I’m better off dating women. Now you’re telling me John may be good for me?”

“I think putting yourself out there is great.” She clasps my hand in hers. “John seems like a great guy. He’ll—”

A knock at the door interrupts our conversation, and honestly, I’m grateful for the intrusion. Sometimes Melissa’s negative outlook on life frustrates me, and I know she feels the same way about my positive view of lasting relationships.

“Look at you,” Delilah says with a wide grin after I pull open the door.

I would spin and show off a little for my oldest friend, but her fiancé Lawson is right behind her, and I’ve never been completely comfortable around members of the opposite sex. I want to do nothing more than turn right around to Melissa and point in his direction, showing her a good man that will do anything to make his woman happy for the rest of her life, but I refrain. Bringing outsiders into our argument won’t help in the long run.

“What’s up?” I sweep my arm toward the living room, urging them inside the tiny apartment. “You usually call before showing up.”

Tension tightens my muscles when I see Delilah twisting her fingers before she speaks.

“What’s wrong?” My mind immediately runs down the list of bad things that could’ve happened to the ones I love. I know this has to do with the family. Even though we’ve been in Providence for three years, we’ve mainly just stuck to each other. I only recently branched out in the last year because Delilah moved in with Lawson after they got engaged, and I had to find a new roommate.

“It’s Griffin.”

Mentally I’m an immediate wreck. A lump so big I’m certain it will never dislodge forms in my throat, and my muscles seem to lose their ability to hold me up. On the outside, I’m stoic and resigned. I always knew this could be a possibility. Fighting our nation’s enemies is a dangerous job. The United States loses soldiers every day in battle.

“Have they recovered his body?” I also know that in deep fighting sometimes it takes a while for remains to be collected and sent back to the states.

“What?” As if she’s just now following my train of thought, Delilah’s eyes widen, and she lunges for me. “No! He hasn’t been killed.”

My head shakes, my hands tremble uncontrollably. Even though I should feel relief at her words, my body isn’t as readily able to shut down the path it was already traveling.

“Gigi called me. Griffin got into trouble on the base in San Diego. Your dad and uncle went to go get him.”

“Get him? That makes no sense. You don’t just show up on base and take someone home. What did he do?”

Delilah looks back at Lawson before turning her sad eyes back at me. “He was selling drugs.”

As if slapped in the face, I take two steps away from her. It’s all the space I’m allowed before my back slaps against the wall. “Drugs? That’s impossible. He’d never even use drugs, much less sell them.”

“I’m just telling you what Gigi told me. They left two days ago to get him.”

“Two days?” I screech. “Why am I just now hearing about it?”

She shrugs. “I came as soon as she called, but she’s got the baby and Hound just made it back. She’s been distracted.”

“I have to pack.” I turn away from her and head toward my bedroom.

“I thought you were going home next month,” Melissa says as I pass her. 

“I have to go now.” I pause a second before turning back to Melissa, Delilah, and Lawson. “Why don’t we all go?”

I plead with my eyes, knowing I need a buffer where Griffin is concerned. Delilah has always been a great one, and I know she won’t travel without her man.

“You’ve always wanted to visit,” I remind Melissa before turning back to Delilah and Lawson. “And you guys were just talking about a trip out there to see the baby.”

Sad smiles cross Melissa’s and Delilah’s faces, but they both nod in agreement.

“I need a little time to make arrangements at the shop, but I bet I can swing a long weekend,” Lawson says as he looks down at his woman for confirmation that this is actually what she wants to do.

“I think a long weekend is exactly what we all need,” I agree. I head into my room to pack, knowing I won’t be back to Rhode Island for a while.

The text I send to John to cancel our date is short, explaining I have a family emergency and don’t know when I’ll be back.  


Chapter 3

Griffin

“Can you keep my shit until I find a place to stay?”

Cannon slowly blinks at me but nods eventually.

“Dad is going to want to see you.” His tone is hopeful, and I know he wants to hang out. We haven’t spent much time together in the last four years.

More importantly, he wants to ask the millions of questions swarming around in his head that he didn’t ask on the trip back from San Diego. At least he’s mature enough now to hold that shit in until we’re alone. Unfortunately for him, I have no damn desire to ever speak about what has happened in the last six months.

“Where do you plan to go?” I watch Dominic and Kincaid as they climb out of the SUV. “You have your room here at the house.”

Ignoring his second statement, I palm my keys and head toward my bike. “I need a drink.”

The roar of my bike and the fresh New Mexico air on my face doesn’t bring the calm it always has in the past. I’m nearly thirteen hours away from the base, a lifetime for some people, and yet the tension in my muscles is still there.

Jake’s is a welcome sight, and I can’t get my bike parked soon enough. The hole-in-the-wall bar has been around forever, and my parents used to come here to drink decades ago. Thankfully, they tend to stay closer to home these days.

As I make my way to the front door, I observe that there are only a few cars and no bikes in the lot. 

“Thank God for small favors,” I mutter as I tug open the heavy wooden door.

No one turns my way or yells my name when I step inside. They don’t pause their conversations to include my arrival back home in whatever they’re celebrating tonight. Not one person stands from their stool to ask why I’m here, or to interrogate me on what happened back on base. Yet, shame and contempt for every one of my choices weigh heavily on me as I cross the floor to the stool on the far side.

I don’t recognize the middle-aged bartender, and he doesn’t recognize me as I order a beer. Whiskey would work better, but as much as I hate where my life is right now, I’d never cause my parents more grief by wrapping my bike around a telephone pole. The disgrace I’ve already brought to my family is enough to last a man a lifetime.

“I’ll have what he’s having.”

“Fuck,” I hiss just as I feel a friendly slap on my back.

“You come into town and don’t even call me?”

I give my oldest friend the best smile I can manage and turn to shake his hand.

“You know better than that.” He shoves my hand away and wraps his arms around me for a hug. I tolerate the embrace, grateful he releases me after only a few seconds.

“Hey, man. I was going to call you,” I lie.

James rolls his eyes as he takes the empty stool beside me. His attention stays on me as if he’s trying to read my mood even when the bartender slides his beer across to him.

“How long are you back this time?” 

My beer bottle holds all of my attention, my fingers working on a loose corner of the label as I decide whether to lie or tell him a partial truth. 

“I’m back for good,” I say without further explanation. 

I could’ve easily told him a few weeks and then made plans to move away, but just the thought of leaving my hometown crushes my soul. I’ve already given up so much already, and pure selfishness will keep me here.

“What happened?” he asks with a huge smile on his face. “Decide taking orders wasn’t what you wanted after all?”

He’ll never know how true those words actually are, but he also doesn’t know that it’s not the screaming of commands in my face and the motivational yelling in boot camp I have trouble with.

“Something like that,” I mumble as I turn up my beer bottle and wish it was something ten times stronger. “What are you doing these days?”

Hoping the classic diversion technique works, I plaster on another fake smile and try to seem interested in his civilian life.

“I’m engaged, believe it or not. Ava and I are getting hitched.”

“Ava Richfield?” I ask with honest surprise. “The girl you dated through high school?”

He grins, that sparkle in his eye the same as when he tried to convince me in junior high that the girl of his dreams just walked into his life. At the time Ava wasn’t much to look at, but by the time we graduated high school she was absolutely gorgeous.

He smiles around the mouth of his beer bottle and gives me a wink. “The very same.”

“That’s great, man.” I offer my hand in congratulations, and thankfully, he takes it this time rather than wrapping me in another friendly hug.

“Since you’re back in town, you have to be there. Bachelor party was last week. We had a hell of a time. Hate that you missed it.”

 “Yeah, sorry.” Why I apologize for missing something I knew nothing about, I don’t know. “I’ll be at the wedding.”

Common courtesy forces those words out of my mouth, but my brain is already working on excuses as to why I’ll miss it.

“How are things at the compound? I bet your family is glad to have you back home safe and sound.”

“The clubhouse,” I correct for the millionth time. My friends all throughout school had a fascination with the Cerberus MC. No matter how involved the guys were in our school and the community, some parents were still leery of letting their kids associate with dirty bikers, assuming the club was some sort of cult or haven for miscreants. 

James is one of the few people I ever invited to come hang out at my house. I never felt like I had to worry about him running his mouth or saying something ignorant around the guys.

“I don’t think I’ll be staying at the clubhouse or my parents’,” I explain. I normally wouldn’t even bring this up to him, but James is one of those hometown boys. He knows everyone and everything that’s happening.

“So you’re looking for a place to stay? Westridge just opened up three new buildings.”

And this is why I mentioned it to him. Finding a place, not on my parents’ property, is going to be easier than I’d hoped.

“I need something a little more secluded. Preferably someplace I don’t have to sign a lease. I don’t know what my future looks like.”

I also don’t want my parents to have to settle or clear my messes if I end up leaving town, but I don’t express this information to him.

“Last week at the bachelor party, Jared was asking if any of the guys wanted to stay at his grandparents’ place. I don’t think he wanted to ask much for rent. Said he needed someone to stay out there more as a deterrent to looters since it’s so secluded.”

“Jared Franklin?” 

James nods. “His granddad died last year, but he’s under contract with his company and stuck in Santa Fe for the next two years.”

“Here.” James flags down the bartender and asks for a pen before jotting a number down on a napkin. “This is his number if you need it. Let me text him right now. It’ll be easier.”

“Thanks, man. I’ll be right back.” 

While James bends his head down over his phone, I head to the bathroom. I knew coming to Jake’s ran the risk of running into someone I know, but my best friend from high school, the guy I used to tell all of my secrets to is a little too close to home.

I’ve been to war, and my childhood friend is a homebody and only ever leaves town for vacations. He’s probably one of those people who thinks there isn’t any fighting going on, and that I’ve spent the last four years scrubbing toilets with my toothbrush like he’s seen in military movies. He has no idea how lucky he is to not have experienced the shit I have.

I sigh in relief when I step into the restroom to find it empty. The last thing I need is a chatty drunk, especially after the brief trip down memory lane I just took. After splashing my face with cold water, I look in the mirror, focusing on the new lines around my eyes and at the corners of my mouth. I look much older than my twenty-three years, and I feel damn near geriatric. War takes its toll on a person, but more than the constant moving and the lack of sleep, it’s the carnage soldiers leave behind that ages them so quickly. We have a job to do, and even on a good day when a rogue lieutenant isn’t forcing your cowardly hand, the things we do in the name of our country weigh us down.

Blue eyes look back at me, almost identical replicas of my father’s, and just the realization makes me sick. I’m not my father. If he had been given the same choice I was three months ago, he would’ve bled out in the Syrian sand. It would’ve been one of the easiest decisions in his life.

The restroom door is shoved open, and I pull my face back from the mirror, watching the drunk guy as I run water over my hands as he disappears into one of the stalls. When I make it back to the bar, James is talking with the bartender.

“This is the address.” He shoves another napkin in my direction. “Jared said the key is under the mat. The only thing he asks is that you sleep in the guest bedroom. Said it’s too weird to imagine anyone sleeping in his grandparents’ bed.”

“Perfect.” I shove the napkin in my front pocket without looking at the address. We went fishing on Jared’s family’s property when we were teenagers, and I’ve always had a good memory, so I know exactly where I’m heading.

“No one’s been out there for the last couple of months, so he said to let him know if anything is wrong with the house.”

“Sure thing,” I agree.

I don’t bother sitting down. If I get out of here quickly, I can make it to the liquor store and be one step closer to passing out drunk tonight. I hold a twenty out for the bartender to take for my beer, but he waves me away.

“Veterans drink for free.” He gives me a quick smile, one that turns my stomach and walks away to help someone else.

“If that isn’t enough reason to do a couple of years in the military, I don’t know what is.”

I nod in what I hope looks like agreement before shoving the twenty-dollar bill in the tip jar. I’d like to wave the guy back down and force him to take my money, but that would only cause a scene and raise suspicion, neither things I want to fuck with right now.

I say my goodbyes to James, reassure him one more time that I will be at his wedding in a couple of weeks and leave the bar.

Farmington may be too crowded to stay after all.


Chapter 4

Ivy

“If we had gotten my dad to pick us up, we’d be home right now,” I complain, my eyes drilling into Lawson’s back at the counter like doing so will make things move faster.

“We needed a car,” Delilah says with a grin I can tell she’s faking. Patience with her isn’t always strong.

“There are half a dozen vehicles at the clubhouse you could use,” I remind her. “Heck, you could’ve taken the Ford Focus they offered.”

“Have you ever tried to—?” Delilah’s eyes widen as if she’s just now realizing who she’s talking to and her statement ends abruptly.

“They’re not comfortable getting kinky in a vehicle owned by someone they’ll have to face,” Melissa says with a huge grin on her face. My friend doesn’t even know Delilah well, and she’s already figured out what was going to be said.

“I think your dads know you’re having sex. You’ve been living together for almost a year. You don’t need a car to do…that.”

“Vehicles are…sort of our thing,” she says with a mischievous grin.

My nose crinkles with the thought that someone could’ve had sex in the vehicle we’re waiting to rent.

The side door of the tiny rental place we’re in opens, pulling all of our attention. Lawson’s smile is genuine even though we’ve already been delayed for an hour because they didn’t have the full-sized SUV he wanted. This man is nothing like the angry teenager that showed up at the Cerberus clubhouse five years ago. He’s matured beyond anything I would’ve expected, and I’m so happy for my best friend. That she’s not only found the love of her life, but also found someone her parents love beyond measure as well. Their relationship also gives me hope that if something ever happened between Griffin and me, we wouldn’t be cast out with claims that the family bonds are too close for something like that.

“Are you ladies ready?” Lawson asks as the manager hands him a set of keys.

“Have you thought of what you’re going to say to him?” Melissa whispers as we stand and gather our bags.

“Who?” I feign innocence as we cross the parking lot to a Tahoe.

“Maybe Ivy should drive,” Delilah suggests. 

I’m seconds away from refusing because I catch the suggestive waggle of her eyebrows as she speaks to Lawson, but he takes care of it for me.

“Not a chance,” he chastises her, easing the sting of the refusal with a quick peck to her forehead. “I’ll drive.”

We load our luggage into the back, and I can feel Melissa’s eyes on the side of my head. She’s well aware that I didn’t answer her question. Yes, I’m avoiding it, but I also have no dang clue what I’ll say to him. The crush I’ve had on him for years has forced me into silence around him. I can’t think straight, and when I do gain the courage to speak, it’s mostly small talk. Getting picked up for dealing drugs on base isn’t small talk material.

Not one hundred percent sure about what can be said in mixed company, Melissa doesn’t hound me on the forty-minute drive to Farmington. As we draw closer, the more nervous I get about being on the same property as Griffin. Delilah convinces Lawson to take us to lunch, citing that it’s rude to show up starving, but I wouldn’t put it past her to create a delay just to get on my nerves.

As we eat, the roar of a motorcycle pulls everyone’s eyes toward the café window. The man that flies past isn’t wearing a Cerberus cut nor is it Griffin, but the possibility that it could’ve been makes my anxiety soar even higher.

“What do I say to him?” I blurt out to everyone at the table.

Melissa shrugs, and I narrow my eyes at her. For someone who was super interested in my plans, I find it annoying that she can’t even give me a little advice right now.

“Tell him that you’re there for him, and if he ever needs anything, you’re the girl to call.” Delilah waggles her eyebrows, much the same way she did back at the rental car place, as she talks. The woman has turned into a nympho since her and Lawson reconnected.

“Don’t do that,” Lawson counters, side-eying his fiancée for giving shoddy advice. “Not the last part at least.”

“She’s going to have to give it up eventually.” 

Melissa nods in agreement with Delilah. I can feel my cheeks heat with embarrassment for them speaking this way in his presence.

“Stop,” Lawson chides the two women before turning his eyes back to me. “He won’t respect you if he thinks you’re a booty call. Men don’t work that way. Easy isn’t always best.”

A swarm of emotions rushes my body, anticipation at the mere thought of Griffin wanting me in any way and disappointment at the same time that something serious may never cross his mind.

“I treated you like a booty call when we met up in Providence,” Delilah argues.

“That was different. I was madly in love with you.” Lawson grins at his declaration, but Delilah playfully shoves him anyway.

“Griffin could love Ivy,” Melissa argues.

“More likely he still has the hots for Gigi.” Delilah slaps her hand over her mouth, and even Lawson looks a little disappointed in her at the moment.

“Sorry,” she whispers after a long silence.

“It’s fine,” I tell her because she’s probably right. 

I may have always been watching Griffin’s every move, but his eyes gravitated in Gigi’s direction. Even during visits while Gigi was missing, he didn’t go out of his way to speak with me. After he joined the Marines, his attention was more on the other guys who had served. I don’t know why I hope things will be different this time. Precedence says he’ll chat with the guys and occasionally nod in my direction out of common courtesy.

“Maybe we should take her to a salon and do a whole makeover on her. Sex her up a ton. He’d never be able to resist her then,” Melissa suggests.

Delilah’s eyes light up, her smile almost enough for me to consider the idea.

“No,” Lawson grunts then scrapes his hand over the top of his head. “This isn’t a teen movie. Makeovers don’t make men fall in love. There has to be a connection, some sort of need he can only find in you. If he isn’t breathless when you walk into a room; if the air in your lungs isn’t what he requires to live, then there is no bond. You can’t force something like that.”

“Wow,” Melissa pants as she watches the couple on the other side of the booth.

I grin at my friends. Lawson’s explanation somehow turned into a declaration to Delilah, and the sight of them so in love is almost enough to alleviate the pain from realizing I’ll never have with Griffin what these two have in spades.

***

It’s been less than two weeks since I stood in front of the Cerberus clubhouse, but with the way I linger in the parking lot, one would think I hadn’t been here for years.

“Are you going to stand there and stare or are you going to say hello?”

The deepness in his voice and the sun at his back is almost enough to convince me that the man standing in front of me with his arms wide is the man I’ve dreamed of for eternity.

“Come on. I haven’t seen you in forever.” Cannon flexes his fingers, encouraging me to step into his embrace, so I do. Shamefully, I let my mind imagine that it’s his brother snuggling his nose into my neck for a brief second before I return the hug.

“You smell amazing.” Just the sound of his deep inhalation so close to my ear sends a wave of shivers down my back. Noticing the tremble, Cannon holds me closer. The only thing that is different than the million other hugs we’ve shared is the slight grip of his fingers low on my hips. It’s more personal than it’s ever been before.

Suddenly uneasy, I release him and urge him to step back with my palms on his chest. The tightness of his muscles under my palms does nothing to rid the moment of its awkwardness.

“Me next,” Delilah says before I’m moved aside and she takes my place.

“He didn’t do that one arm side hug with you,” Melissa whispers. “Is that Griffin? Now I know why you’ve been hung up on him. The man is smoking hot.”

“That’s his—”

“I’m Cannon.” My friend holds his hand out for Melissa to take. “Welcome to New Mexico.”

Like a sly dog, Cannon lifts Melissa’s hand and presses a slow kiss to the back. In awe of his brazenness, she grins up at him. Poor Cannon doesn’t have a clue that Melissa will be the one to chew him up and spit him out, not the other way around.

Cannon releases Melissa’s hand with a wink before reaching out to welcome Lawson. 

“When did Can turn into a sly little dog?” Delilah asks as the guys turn back to the SUV to gather the bags.

“I have no clue,” I respond, hopeful that whatever little show of affection we just shared is soon forgotten.

“Where’s Griffin?” Melissa asks as we follow the guys around the clubhouse to the individual houses behind it.

Cannon looks over his shoulder, eyes locking with mine before he answers, “He left as soon as we got back from San Diego. He’s not staying here.”

“Do you know where he’s at?” my relentless friend purrs.

Cannon shrugs, and my mood falls. Not seeing him is ten times worse than the emotions I was struggling with from the anticipation of actually speaking to him.

“He had me meet him at Jake’s last night to get his stuff, but he wouldn’t tell me where he was staying.” That’s a clue. “He doesn’t seem like he wants to see anyone.”

That news crushes me.


Chapter 5

Griffin

Coming to Jake’s in the evening the last couple of nights has proved to be the wrong method, that’s why at two in the afternoon, I’m already here. I can start my drinking earlier and have enough time to sober up enough to drive before the bar closes.

I had the same plan last night; only I missed the step where I was supposed to stop drinking. I’m sure I would’ve been fine, but the bartender insisted on driving me home. I came back today to grab my bike. The seven-mile walk was just as rough in the New Mexico heat as it was in the Middle East. The lure of cold beer was too much for me to resist, so here I sit.

Some high school state baseball championship plays on the old TV in the corner, but no one is paying attention. I, along with the five other people in the bar, aren’t here to watch a ball game. No, if you’re in a bar to drink before happy hour, you’re not exactly interested in anything other than drowning whatever issue brought you here in the first place.

The front door opens, and instinctively my eyes peer up to determine the threat level, but the slender woman backlit by the afternoon sun isn’t enough to draw any more attention than the cursory glance. My half-empty beer is of more concern for me.

“Hey,” a delicate feminine voice says as long slender legs come into view near my pub-top table.

My bad attitude makes me want to bark at her to leave me alone. Doesn’t she know the rules about day drinking? My usually hidden libido, however, perks up. The sight of her pink toenails in dainty sandals is a sight for sore eyes. On base, all I ever saw were female soldiers, and they were usually wearing the same clunky combat boots that adorned my own feet. 

“Griffin?” Now that voice is familiar.

My head snaps up faster than I’d intended, almost causing me to fall off the stool. Her arms, warm from the midday sun, wrap around my body to steady me. Her pert breasts are against my chest, and the sweet scent of her hair fills my nose.

“Georgia?” My nose trails up the soft column of her neck, something I’ve never done.

She freezes for a quick second before taking a step back. The second my eyes can fully focus on her, I realize my mistake. The brunette standing in front of me isn’t sexy little vixen Gigi, but her more homely sister— “Genevieve.”

Her face falls for a fraction of a second before she manages a small smile. I never call her by her full name. No one does, but I’m hoping that the formality will keep her from trying to get personal.

“Hey.” Sadness laces her tone, but her judgment isn’t something I need right now.

“What are you doing here?” I raise my hand to signal the bartender for another beer. 

“The semester is over, so I’m home for the summer.”

“Anything for you, miss?” Mike asks when he drops my beer off.

“She’s not stay—”

“I’ll take a Diet Coke, please,” she interrupts.

I’d tell her she just sounded like her sister, but I don’t imagine that would go over very well. I don’t want her here, but being rude isn’t something I can manage either. If my mother got wind of it, she’d pull me out of this bar by the ear, and that’s not even a fraction of the grief I’d catch from my dad.

Without invitation, Ivy sits down on the stool across from me.

“I meant, what are you doing at Jake’s?” I correct from my earlier question.

“Cannon says you aren’t staying on Cerberus property.”

“Cannon needs to mind his own damn business.” The bartender drops off Ivy’s drink, but I grab him before he can leave. “Two shots of Jack.”

“ID?” the guy asks Ivy.

“Oh,” Ivy says with a small chuckle, “I’m not drinking.”

“They’re both for me,” I snarl. “Make them doubles.”

The bartender, clearly accustomed to angry patrons, rolls his eyes before walking away to fill my order.

“Did my parents send you?”

“No.” Ivy narrows her eyes at me. “Is there a reason you’re being a complete jerk?”

“I was just sitting here having a drink. You’re the one who came in here expecting a trip down memory lane.”

“I expect nothing from you,” she hisses, and the ire in her voice is almost enough to make me back off, but what fun is there in that?

“Who sent you?” I ask again.

“No one.”

“Bullshit,” I spit with enough acrimony that the bartender drops off my doubles and spins away without another word. “We’re not friends. We barely even talk to each other when we’re both home. Why are you here?”

Regret fills her eyes as they begin to shimmer with tears. So much for not trying to catch grief from my family. If this girl goes back and tells anyone I was mean to her, it’ll be more trouble than it’s worth, but I can’t seem to stop antagonizing her. I’m not oblivious. Maybe in high school I was unaware of her little crush on me, but I had already spent two and a half years in the Corps when I’d seen her last. I felt her eyes on me every second I was within her sight. She couldn’t have been more obvious short of walking over and sitting on my lap. I wouldn’t have allowed it back then, but everything is different now. Pretending she’s Gigi, the twin that always got my dick hard when she walked into a room, won’t be much of a hardship. They’re mostly identical, and the liquor helps with the subtle differences.

The decent part of me cringes at the thought of using Ivy for any form of sexual satisfaction, not because I think she wouldn’t want it, but because I know she wants more. Hoping the last couple of years that Cannon somehow catches her eye as a consolation to keep me from breaking her heart when she finally gets brave enough to put it all out there doesn’t seem like it’s going to happen.

“I wanted to see how you were doing.”

“What?” My brows draw in, half in confusion, half from the burn of the first glass of whiskey I tossed back. I throw back the second glass in an effort to ease the burn from the first.

Ivy’s nose turns up in disgust when I wipe residual whiskey off my chin with the back of my hand.

“I’m here because I wanted to see how you’re doing.”

“I’m fine,” I grunt.

“Clearly,” she says with a snideness I never knew her to have before.

Unlike every other time I’ve made eye contact with her, she stares directly into my eyes instead of diverting her gaze. When did she grow a backbone? The brazenness is both encouraging and making me uneasy. The last thing I need or want is someone concerned about my well-being. I’m happy and quite content to drink myself into an early grave alone.

She huffs, an indignant sound that brings back insecurities from years ago, and I glare at her. “Something on your mind?”

I have no clue why I ask. I don’t really give a shit about her answer.

“I heard you were in trouble.” Her white teeth dig into her lower lip as if she’s trying to figure out what to say next. “Have you always been this hateful? I’m sure I’d remember if you were. I can’t believe I spent all these years—”

Her jaw snaps shut, and she breaks our eye contact. The quiver in her chin makes me feel like the biggest asshole in the world.

Getting her to stop looking at me with stars in her eyes was my goal, but now that they’re gone, I miss them.

“I should go.” She slides off the stool, and reaches into her pocket for money to pay for her drink.

“I got it,” I insist, standing up too swiftly. My head spins, but I somehow manage to place my hand over hers to stop her from throwing her money down. “Listen.”

Her head shakes slightly, and I know she wants nothing more than to run away from me, but her good manners won’t let her.

“I’m sorry I’m an asshole. I’m sorry I want to be alone. I’m sorry I’m not the man you’ve imagined all of these years.”

Ivy’s head snaps back, and something akin to annoyance fills her features.

“Fuck,” I grunt. “Just… I’m fine. Tell everyone at the clubhouse I’m fine.”

I turn to leave because I know she’s likely to stand there as long as I allow it, but my boots don’t get the memo. They tangle in each other and refuse to work as I fall toward the ground.

The rush of the floor hitting me in the chest takes my breath away, and Ivy’s alarmed gasp barely registers in my ears.

I do the only thing I can while lying on the dirty floor in a bar, I laugh.

“You’re cut off,” the bartender says, standing over me and not bothering to give me a hand.

“It’s the middle of the afternoon,” I argue.

“And yet you’re still drunk on the floor.”

“I didn’t trip because I’ve been drinking. My feet stuck to your nasty ass floor,” I hiss, embarrassment settling in when I realize the other patrons are all staring in my direction. Even the old man who’s always here before and after me shakes his head in disappointment.

“Let me help you.” Ivy reaches her hand down, but I refuse it.

“I’m fine,” I grunt as I get my feet under me. I pull a fifty dollar bill from my pocket and slam it on the table. “I’m out of here.”

The June air is suffocating outside the bar, but I know the breeze on my face will make me feel incrementally better once I can get my bike moving.

“You kick one leg over that bike, and I’m calling your dad.”

My body freezes mid-step with the threat.


Chapter 6

Ivy

“I need to run into that store.”

I roll my eyes in disbelief when I follow the point of his finger.

Griffin reluctantly climbed into my borrowed car after I threatened to get his dad involved, but he hasn’t said a word to me since we were inside Jake’s. It’s not very different than how things normally are. We always just exist in the same space without much between us. 

“The liquor store?” I clarify.

“Quit riding my ass.”

My jaw snaps shut. I attempted tough love or whatever it would be called earlier in the bar. I shoved down all my fear and the feelings I had for him all this time to really try to be there for him, and he treated me like trash. Gigi would tell me to spit in his face and walk away, well the old Gigi would anyway. She’s different now. My gut is telling me that no matter how much he pushes me away, now is when he needs someone the most. I refuse to allow the truth that although he needs someone, that someone very possibly isn’t me.

He doesn’t say anything when he climbs out of the car. The niceties I’d expect from a guy raised in the club, the common courtesy I know he possesses is nowhere to be found. I watch the window of the busy liquor store until he reemerges. I don’t know why I expected him to walk out with a single bottle, but the sight of his arms straining under the weight of a heavy brown paper bag is shocking.

He clambers back into the front seat after settling the bag in the back.

“Nope.” I point to the bottle of amber liquor in his lap. “You can wait until you get to wherever it is I’m taking you.”

“I’m not driving.”

“You’re not drinking while I’m driving either.”

He glares at me for long moments, and I give him the exact same in return. 

“I’m not going to risk getting pulled over and get into trouble for an open container violation,” I say.

He grumbles several cuss words under his breath, but eventually, he slides the bottle into the back with the others.

I remain silent as he snaps his seatbelt in place.

“What now?” he hisses when I make no move to leave the parking space.

“You haven’t told me where I’m taking you. Are we going back to the clubhouse?”

“Fuck no,” he grumbles but looks around as if he’s trying to orient himself with our location. “Where are we?”

“On the north side,” I mutter without looking in his direction. Even drunk and angry, he’s still so very handsome, and I’m trying not to forget the way he has spoken to me today. The last thing I want is to forgive his horrific behavior. Crush or not, I’m not one to stand up and ask for more when I’ve been knocked down. I’m trying to force my brain to remember the lesson learned and move on, but it’s a struggle.

“Do you know Old Man Franklin?” I shake my head. “Jared Franklin’s granddad?”

He sighs too hard to be considered polite and shakes his head in frustration.

“Want me to just take you to the clubhouse. Once you’re sober, you can come back and get your bike.”

“No chance. He lives off of East Main. Drive that direction.”

Without a word, I back out of the parking lot and head toward the part of town he’s talking about. He doesn’t make a move to speak, so I turn up the radio and hum along to the country song playing on my favorite station. I also ignore him through the next one, and the one after that.

“Where to next?” I look over to find him staring at me. “What?”

God, if I have something stuck to my face right now, I’d probably die. His embarrassing spill at the bar didn’t seem to affect him, but even a rogue eyelash stuck to my cheek right now would be too much to handle. It’s already going to take days to get over what happened in the bar, and I may never get over the hateful way he’s treated me today.

“I didn’t know you could sing.”

“What?” My hand flies up to my throat. “I can’t.”

“Says the girl who just belted out Reba like she had possessed your body.”

I swallow, the lump always in my throat when he’s around choosing now to double in size. His soft smile seems genuine, but what’s done is done.

“Sorry,” I finally manage. “I didn’t mean to… I thought I was only humming.”

“Don’t apologize.” He offers a soft smile. “I enjoyed it. You should sing again for me sometime.”

The corner of my right eye begins to twitch like always when I’m shocked.

“Wh-where to next?”

“Take Browning Parkway,” he says without looking away from me.

Nodding, I urge my focus back on the road. We’re less than a mile down the road when he speaks up.

“The road up here on the left.”

“There’s nothing back here,” I comment more to myself as I slow the car down to a crawl on the gravel road. “There are no houses—”

Before I can finish the statement, a quaint little farm cottage springs up out of nowhere.

“Wow, that’s cute.”

“It’s quiet,” Griffin corrects, and I suddenly realize his reason for not staying back at his parents’ house.

“It seems lonely,” I argue as I pull into the driveway and put the car in park.

“Quiet,” he repeats. Surprisingly, he doesn’t immediately jump out of the car and make a dive toward the liquor he was so adamant about getting earlier. “Listen, Ivy.”

My ears are perked up, waiting for him to continue, but he just stares out the passenger window at nothing. I anticipate an apology. The man I know Griffin to be would’ve never treated me the way he did. Even if my crush was more about his looks and proximity, I never once saw him talk down or treat someone poorly.

“Don’t tell anyone where I’m staying.” Not exactly what I was expecting from him, but at least he isn’t yelling at me any longer. “I just don’t want people bothering me. I have some shit to work through—”

“I’m here if you need someone to talk to,” I offer.

He dips his head in acknowledgment, but I don’t miss the twitch in his cheek telling me he’s agitated.

“I have to work things out on my own,” he says gently even though I know he’s angry.

“Do you need help getting inside?” 

The twitch in his cheek intensifies. “I can manage.”

With no goodbye or thank you for getting him home safely, he climbs out of the car and pulls his bag of liquor from the back.

I watch as he makes his way to the front porch, each step less sure than the one before it. He catches himself on the porch post before he topples over. I should drive off and let him deal with his state of intoxication with some pride, but after watching him drop the keys to the door twice, I climb out and head in his direction.

He doesn’t say a word when I gently pull the keyring from his hand and insert the single key into the lock. I step inside, and he walks past to place his bag on a nearby table. The oddly furnished home is nothing I’d consider his style, but then again it’s probably furnished by the owners since he’s only been home a couple of days.

“Here you go.” I offer the keyring to him when he turns back in my direction.

“Thanks,” he mumbles, but when his hand meets mine, he locks his fingers with mine rather than pulling the keys free.

“What—” is all I can manage before his lips are covering mine.

My pulse skyrockets, and my brain misfires. There is no way this is happening right now. Things like my lifetime crush kissing me doesn’t happen to me. Yet, his tongue gains entrance to my mouth when I gasp in shock. I do what every girl would do in my situation; I kiss him back, clumsily.

It isn’t until his hands fist my butt that I’m brought back to reality.

“Not like this,” I gasp and pull my mouth away from his. “Not while you’re drunk.”

His eyes narrow and a sinister sneer turns his once handsome mouth into an ugly slice across his face. “I want to fuck.”

I cringe harder at the filthy words. Maybe to some, hell maybe even in the right circumstances those words would draw a different reaction from me, but right now they’re crude and tainted with his despicable behavior from earlier.

“Put out or get out,” he snaps when I just blink at him in shock.

“Nice,” I mutter. “It’s so very good to see you after all this time. If this is how you were acting on base, no wonder they kicked you out.”

It’s a low blow, and right now I mean every syllable of it.

“Clearly, you weren’t cut out to be a Marine in the first place.”

To the best of my ability, I ignore the horrible things he says about me and the kiss we shared as I make my way out of the house, down the front porch stairs, and to the car. When I packed a bag and forced my friends to catch a red-eye out of Rhode Island, so sure I would be able to lend some sort of supporting hand to Griffin. All I was wanting was some form of closure. I either wanted him to confess to having feelings for me as well or to tell me it was never going to happen. The limbo was what has been killing me, and now I finally know how he feels.

Shouldn’t I be happy or feel some sense of resolve as I drive away from him? All I feel is a hole deep in my stomach and tears burning my eyes. This isn’t exactly the outcome I was hoping for.


Chapter 7

Griffin

Regret hits me in the chest like a mortar shell the second Ivy climbs in her car and drives away. Both my words and my actions around her are despicable. We’ve said more words to each other today than I think we’ve shared in our entire lives, and leave it up to me to be an asshole and ruin whatever positive spin she might have had on my character.

I guess her knowing the truth is better than some false impression she dreamed up while watching me from afar all these years.

My lip turns up in a snarl when I think back to how easy things were before the military. Life was perfect. I had two parents who adored me, a brother who envied me so much he wanted to be me, and I could hold my head high with the dream of becoming one of the servicemen who was tasked with defending this amazing country.

Now, I’m stuck in a hell so many people suffer from, yet no one really talks about. Lt. Novo is an evil man, but my guilt comes from being a coward, choosing to sacrifice innocent lives rather than end my own. It’s unforgivable. Ivy wants to be my friend, wants to offer support for something she’ll never understand. Thankfully, she’ll never have to. I don’t wish this knowledge on anybody. It’s better off for people to think real life is what’s depicted in movies that don’t usually come close to the trauma soldiers go through. So what if my suffering is only lessened with a few drinks.

Just the thought of alcohol has me walking away from the front door in search of the bottle I wasn’t able to fully drain last night before passing out. I take comfort in the fact that it is exactly where I left it, as it calms some of my growing paranoia. 

I don’t even feel the burn as I gulp the golden liquid. It makes things easier today, but it’s also a warning for how bad things will be tomorrow.

I don’t bother going into the kitchen. The house has been empty for months and months, so there’s no food. I haven’t gone to the store for groceries. Hell, I don’t think I’ve eaten anything except for a cheeseburger at the bar a couple of days ago.

“Who needs food?” I ask the empty room as I fall onto the surprisingly comfortable floral print couch.

The TV is nothing to celebrate and the fact that it doesn’t have satellite sucks, but at least the evening news fills the silence surrounding me. Noise is the only thing that silences the voices in my head. It’s the only reason I go to the bar. Being around people is the last thing I want, but I’d like to think I’m not so far gone that I’m working on becoming a hermit.

It sure is easier to drink here, I think as I take another long pull on the bottle.

“RIP brothers,” I say, holding the bottle of whiskey toward the TV when the news anchor announces the deaths of two soldiers.

It doesn’t take long for me to find the bottom of the bottle I started on last night, and with each sip, the pain and regret for my choices dilute even more.

Heavy eyes and shitty TV force me into slumber even though I fight it. I know I won’t get a reprieve, even in my dreams.

***

Repetitive yet familiar loud cracks force my eyes open, but I’m already on the floor keeping my body low before my brain has time to assess the situation. Survival is second nature, and even the whiskey still coursing through my veins won’t rid me of my training. 

There’s no broken glass or fractured wood chips near the front door. None of the windows lining the two visible walls has been broken. For a split second, relief washes over me as I convince myself that it was just another dream, but then the acrid smell of gunpowder fills my nose.

Using the power of my arms, I army crawl across the floor until I’m in the master bedroom. I haven’t breached this space, wanting to give Jared the privacy he wanted for his grandfather’s things, but I know any old man worth his weight is going to have firearms. Hopeful that Jared hasn’t removed them from the property, I take another moment to look at the walls and windows. Everything seems to be intact, but I don’t spring to my feet and go searching. I allow my eyes to adjust to the dim light coming in from the window, praying all the while that the person or persons outside don’t have infrared before moving into further action.

There isn’t a closet in this old room, and from what I can tell, there isn’t a gun safe either. I’m on my way out of the room when my gaze falls between the night table and the bed. As if sent from heaven, the butt of an old shotgun seems to glow in the tiny space.

Making my way to it, I sigh in relief when I realize it’s loaded and ready to go. My first thought is to stand tall and face my unknown enemy, but that would be idiotic. I have a couple of shells in a gun so old it’s likely to misfire the first time I pull the trigger, and I have no clue who or what I’m facing.

I crawl back into the living room, and everything seems to be just as I left it, but that doesn’t bring any relief. One thing I learned in the Marines is that sometimes waiting out an enemy is the best tactic, and that’s fitting for myself as well as anyone outside. Silence right now doesn’t necessarily equate to safety.

Still on my stomach, I dig through my bag until I wrap my fingers around my phone. It’s dead, which I anticipated since I haven’t charged it in over a week. I find the charging cable next, having enough wherewithal to click the sound off and hold it to my chest to block the screen when I unplug the lamp and plug my phone in.

Even if the phone was fully charged, I’m not sure who I’d call. I’d rather die alone in this cabin without anyone I love knowing why Bradley Novo is possibly outside ready to arrange my meeting with my maker.

Calming breaths eventually lower my racing heart rate, and not another sound is heard outside. Even as my brain tries to convince me that there’s no threat, I stay on the floor with the shotgun ready for action. After what seems like hours, the sight of the brown paper bag I carried in earlier taunts me with its contents. Risking injury, I leave the shotgun and make my way to the table. Before long, I have the bag cradled and am able to get back to a more secure position.

Uncaring now about threats that may or may not be waiting for me outside, I twist the top off a bottle of Jack Daniels and tilt it to my lips. I drink until I forget why I’m on the floor in the first place. When the sun comes up, I’ve convinced myself what happened last night was all in my head.


Chapter 8

Ivy

My vow to not let him affect me didn’t make it very far. By the time I got home last night, my face was drenched with tears. I managed to avoid everyone on the way to my room, but then the tears started anew and with such force, I had to bury my face in my pillows so no one would hear my heartbreak.

My headache is well-earned, but a hindrance this morning. I took two Tylenol twenty minutes ago without even bothering to get out of bed, but I know the longer I lie here, the higher the chances of someone coming up to check on me. I’ve never been one to hang out alone in my room or even sleep late. I’m always downstairs chatting and getting an early start to my day. Anything but socializing sounds good right now.

My quick shower helps to take the edge off of my headache, but it doesn’t even touch the puffiness under my eyes. Deciding to blame it on jetlag, I dress quickly and head downstairs.

My body needs coffee like my emotions need a vacation, but I stop short of the threshold when I hear Misty’s voice.

“He needs his family, not solitude.” His mom is talking about Griffin, and I know she’s here to interrogate me since I’m one of the few people who have seen him since he got home. I wonder if Cannon sat around and answered questions after he met up with him at the bar to give him his belongings earlier this week?

“The man needs to sort through his problems as he sees fit,” Morrison counters, and I groan knowing that I’m about to get ambushed by both of his parents.

“My son—” Misty begins.

“Is a grown man,” her husband interrupts.

Deciding there’s no good time to show my face, I walk into the kitchen. Misty’s hopeful eyes dart in my direction, and Morrison stands tall beside her. My parents also look at me like I hold all of the answers. Any one of them could’ve just as easily gone to see Griffin, and after how he treated me yesterday, I’m regretting that I actually did.

“Any coffee?” I ask sheepishly as I walk toward the pot.

“It’s after eleven,” my father states, and I don’t miss the small reprimand in his voice. He’s never been big on lazy days. Never do nothing when you can always do something runs through my head like he actually says the words out loud. He’s used that phrase for everything in my life growing up. It’s drilled into my subconscious.

“I’ll make another pot,” my mother offers before busying herself.

I wish she hadn’t taken my only means to keep my hands and eyes busy.

“Good morning,” I tell the Griggs as they continue to stare in my direction.

I’ve never felt uncomfortable around them. I’ve never shied away from a conversation or wondered what they thought of me, but after the colorful things their son said to me last night, I can’t help but feel a little out of place. Can they tell just by looking at me that seconds into the kiss I shared with Griffin, I was willing to give him everything he wanted from me? I still don’t know how I had the strength to push him away. Many of the tears cried last night were from regret and wondering if giving myself to him was what holds the power to pull him from the darkness he’s so intent on staying in.

“Where is he staying?” For all the bravado Morrison spoke to his wife with just moments ago, it surprises me that he’s the first one to address me.

Giving him a sympathetic look, I don’t respond.

“He doesn’t want us to know?” Misty’s voice quavers when she speaks. “Why wouldn’t he want to see us?”

He’s angry, embarrassed, pissed, self-destructive, drunk…take your pick.

“I can easily find out where he’s at,” Griffin’s dad warns.

I know he can. He can track my phone and see where I was yesterday, easily. I’m surprised he hasn’t already.

“I know,” I tell him as my mother places a steaming cup of coffee in front of me on the bar. “He asked me not to tell.”

The explanation is in my tone. If he wants to find his son, he’ll have to do the dirty work himself. The information isn’t going to come from my lips. I don’t know why I’m protecting him or keeping the promise I made. He doesn’t have an ounce of loyalty to our friendship or even the common courtesy to treat me with respect, but I can’t bring myself to stoop to his level of betrayal.

At the same time, I feel ridiculous. Can I hate him for wanting something I wasn’t willing to give? I know I have a right to be sad that we want different things from each other, but getting upset that he doesn’t see us having a future together is on me. That’s not his concern.

“He’s fine,” I assure Misty even though drunk and out of his mind isn’t what I would ever want someone to consider fine. “He’ll come see you guys soon.”

Misty nods, giving me a weak smile at the assurance I’m not certain will ever come to fruition. 

“Where is everyone else?” I ask my mom.

I avoid making eye contact with my dad because he seems to have something on his mind, and if I don’t get out of here soon, I know he’s going to expect me to stick around and discuss whatever it is that’s bothering him. If I had to guess it would be to warn me away from Griffin if he’s self-destructing because even as much as he loves Griffin’s mom and dad and the man himself, he loves his daughters more.

“Melissa, Cannon, Lawson, and Delilah are out by the pool.” She places her arm around my dad before continuing, “You should change into your swimsuit and join them.”

My dad narrows his eyes for a split second, and I realize my suspicions were correct. He has something to say, and my mother just thwarted those plans for now. Hoping to avoid the situation but knowing I’ll only get amnesty for a short period, I excuse myself and fly up the stairs to my room.

Once my suit is on and my cover-up is in place, I make my way down the stairs and use the side door to head out to the pool as a means to avoid the people in the kitchen. I’m not in the mood to swim or even socialize, but I also refuse to leave my friend alone for another second. She came to New Mexico to hang out, and I took off yesterday, not bothering to seek her out when I got back last night.

We stopped using the indoor pool two years ago. The powers that be decided we were old enough to mingle with the Cerberus guys in the outdoor pool, and we never looked back. The Cerberus guys, however, don’t usually spend much time swimming because they’re always working. 

That doesn’t seem to be the case today.

I feel uneasy as I walk to the gate and let myself in as several pairs of eyes turn in my direction. Melissa squeals out a hello just before Cannon picks her up and tosses her into the deep end. Ignoring everyone else, I slide onto a sun lounger next to Delilah.

“How is he?” she asks as soon as I settle.

“Angry,” I tell her. “He’s so hateful. He’s not the same man we grew up with.”

Tears burn my eyes because I’d like to believe that Griffin isn’t happy with who he has become and maybe his quest to be alone has more to do with him needing to find his old self than hating anything and everyone around him.

“I’m sorry.” She grasps my hand and squeezes it between hers while Lawson gives me a sad smile. “What are you going to do now?”

“Go home?” I shrug. “What else can I do?”

“I know you were planning to be here later this summer,” she reminds me.

“Just the thought of being here right now while he’s hurting is unbearable. If I go back over there, he’s going to be a jerk again,” I explain. “I think going back to Rhode Island is best for everyone.”

Delilah nods her understanding just as another squeal draws our attention. Melissa is clinging to Cannon like a monkey as he tickles her sides.

“When did he get so buff?” I ask no one in particular. Not only is his boyish build gone, but he also has tattooed script down his side that I’m secretly interested in getting a closer look at.

“Right?” Delilah says with a giggle. Lawson clears his throat in annoyance. “Oh, hush. He doesn’t have anything on you, babe.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he grumbles, but I catch the playful twitch of his lips.

“Really?” I ask just to annoy him. “What about compared to those guys?”

We all turn our heads to look at Scooter, Rocker, and a guy I haven’t met yet as they chat and drink beer on the other end of the pool.

“Now those guys…” Delilah lowers her sunglasses down her nose in exaggerated observation. “Those guys may be competition.”

“Really?” Lawson says before jumping up from his lounger. He scoops Delilah in his arms and beelines for the pool. She screeches as he plunges both of them into the water.

I’m staring in shock, but they’re both laughing when they resurface. Delilah wraps herself around her man, and they kiss so long I have to turn my head in embarrassment.

Melissa winks at me as she lunges off the side of the pool at Cannon’s back. He turns and catches her as if the move was choreographed. Their lips are close to touching, but they pull away right before it happens.

“Having fun?” I snap my head up to see my sister and Jameson entering the pool.

“Loads,” I answer. “Where’s the baby?”

“Down for a nap. Mom is listening for her.” Gigi strips her wrap off before crawling up the lounger Delilah was just snatched out of. If it weren’t for the size of her breasts, I wouldn’t even know she’d had a baby. Her hips are slightly rounder, but she looks absolutely amazing. I’m not the only one who notices either. I don’t miss the eyes of some of the Cerberus guys as they take in the show she’s obviously putting on.

Jameson snags her hair in his fist and leans low to her ear. “I’ll spank your ass if you’re not careful.”

I cringe, suddenly wondering if my sister has gotten in too deep with a man who hurts her. Only she doesn’t cower away from him. Instead, a devilish smile tugs up both sides of her mouth.

“Can’t wait,” she whispers back before their mouths crash together.

I’m surrounded by a bunch of sex addicts.


Chapter 9

Griffin

“Fuck my life,” I mutter, attempting to roll over without emptying the contents of my stomach.

My face touches cold metal, and after a long, unfocused look, I realize I’m not only on the hardwood floor, but I’m using a rusty shotgun as a pillow.

I can’t help but chuckle. Amazingly enough, I’ve had weirder nights.

Still managing a death grip on a bottle of whiskey, I carefully sit up without spilling a drop as I look around for the cap. Once the liquid is safe and ready for later, I shove myself up off the floor, grab the full brown paper sack and place it back on the table near the door.

Like a statue, albeit a leaning one, I look around the room to assess any damage that may have occurred last night. Everything seems to be intact. There is no broken furniture or fragments of decorative items littering the room.

A quick look on the small front porch renders the same. Everything seems to be in functioning order, except for my brain, anyway. Short snippets from last night filter through my head, but worrying about the gunfire that may or may not have happened is pointless. 

How I treated Ivy? That’s a different story. I’m surprised her father isn’t here with his own arsenal of weapons and a warning to leave his damn daughter alone. Just the thought of a challenge coming from the President of the Cerberus MC makes me want to seek her out again.

For the first time since showing up at this house, I take a moment to familiarize myself with the layout. Jared wanted me to sleep in a guest bedroom, but I haven’t made it further than the couch. Most mornings, I wake up on the hard floor, exactly like I did this morning.

Not finding any other weapons, I close the door to the master bedroom and head for the shower. The warm water cascading down on me just makes me realize how cold I am in my bones. The warmth of the liquor beckons me from the table in the living room as I towel off and grab a new set of clothes from my bag.

As big a draw as the numbness the alcohol will provide is, the tears brimming on Ivy’s eyelashes yesterday is enough for me to resist, for now at least.

Grabbing my now fully charged phone from the floor, I settle on the sofa and turn the TV on to some church sermon, thinking it couldn’t hurt to have a little Jesus talk filling the room. I don’t listen to it though because the volume is all the way down.

Calling my brother’s phone from memory, I pray he hasn’t gotten a new number. I’ve distanced myself from everyone over the past couple of months, and that included getting a new phone and a new number.

He doesn’t pick up, but the smart ass voice message verifies that it’s his. I hang up and shoot him a text message instead, sure he’s one of the types that doesn’t use his phone for actual calls.

Me: Give me Ivy’s phone number.

Not expecting him to answer soon or even at all, I open the internet browser and look for a restaurant that delivers. My bike is still at Jake’s unless they had it towed after my less than gentlemanly exit from the bar yesterday.

My phone vibrates with a text while I’m on the phone with the only place in town that delivers to my area, so I ignore it until I’m done placing my order for pizza.

Cannon: Don’t call her. Come by. We’re all having fun in the pool.

“Fun,” I mutter. “I wouldn’t even know what that looks like.”

Fun is for people without cares, for those that don’t have a black cloud hanging over their head every second of the day.

Me: Not gonna happen.

If things were different, then fun in the pool would be a great way to spend a hot June day, but things aren’t different. Going over there would only lead to questions from everyone, and facing disappointment in my mentors’ eyes.

Cannon: Why not? Mom is making ribs and twice-baked potatoes.

“Ridiculous,” I pant, but it doesn’t keep my mouth from watering. My mother is an amazing cook, and her homecooked meals are something I used to dream about when I was away from home.

Cannon: Hot babes, too.

This text is accompanied by a sly photo taken of four girls talking poolside with grins on their faces. I recognize Delilah and the twins, but the fourth girl is a mystery.

Cannon: The one in the red bikini is mine. Don’t get any ideas.

Me: New girlfriend?

I don’t know why I continue to engage him. I only texted to get a phone number not to make summer plans with the guy. The guy flailing his arms on the TV draws my eyes, but my mind is elsewhere wondering what it would be like to just let go and spend some time by the pool.

I want nothing more than to forget about the last six months and move on with my damn life, but the pull of my crimes seems determined to drag me under.

Cannon: Ivy’s friend from RI. But she’ll be mine until she goes back home.

The thought of Ivy leaving New Mexico without an apology makes my chest ache, and the fact that I care makes me want to reach for the bottles of whiskey near the door. Maybe it’s because I always imagined her obsession with me being resilient enough to forgive anything, or maybe because hurting her serves no purpose to me. It didn’t make me feel better or help me justify anything. My aggression and spitefulness was pointless. Lashing out at her just because she was the only one to show up and speak to me was ridiculous.

Cannon: Actually, Ivy is the only chick available.

He punctuates the text with a shrugging emoji.

Me: Really? Isn’t that Gigi beside her?

The three little dots appear and disappear several times before his next text comes through. Only it isn’t words but a picture of some huge guy that looks to be at least a decade older than me and meaner than a damn snake.

Me: Who in the world is that?

He looks like Cerberus, and I know there’s no chance in hell Kincaid would ever allow one of his girls to get tangled up with one of his guys in the club.

Cannon: Jameson “Hound” Rawley. He’s Cerberus and Gigi’s baby daddy.

I sputter and blink down at the bullshit my brother just sent me.

“No fucking way,” I hiss as I type out another message.

Me: Gigi is pregnant? Kincaid hasn’t murdered that dude yet?

Cannon: Dude, where have you been?

I know he’s asking sarcastically, but it doesn’t keep me from muttering, “hell, obviously.”

Cannon: She already had the baby. A cute little girl. Kincaid wasn’t happy at first, but he seems like a great guy and perfect for her. She’s back home and settled as much as Gigi can possibly settle.

A baby? I can’t even imagine what it would be like to have that kind of responsibility. Gigi never seemed like the motherly type before, but what the hell do I know about people’s abilities? I wasn’t a cold-blooded murderer until a couple of months ago, so who am I to judge?

Me: Does she seem mad?

Cannon: Gigi? No, she’s smiling and giving her guy a hard time.

I almost don’t correct him. Wouldn’t it be considered rude to spy on Ivy? I know I wouldn’t want anyone doing it to me.

Me: Not Gigi, Ivy.

Cannon: She doesn’t seem as chipper as she normally is. Maybe her last semester at school was tough?

Me: Give me her cell number.

For a guy shooting off texts like his fingers are flying over the screen on his phone, it sure does take him a long time to send the contact information. I thank him because it’s the polite thing to do, and then spend the next hour staring down at the number, terrified to use it.


Chapter 10

Ivy

The sun is near setting for the night, but the day hasn’t given up on the heat yet. We’re all still out by the pool, waiting for Misty and my mom to yell that dinner is ready. It’s been a stress-free day, but the tension from dealing with and worrying about Griffin hasn’t been completely erased from my body.

The call for dinner comes at the perfect time, and like the gentlemen they were trained to be, Jameson, Lawson, Cannon, and a couple of Cerberus guys left by the pool allow us girls to make our plates first.

Misty’s slow-cooked ribs are to die for, and my mom makes the best fruit salad I’ve ever tasted. My mouth is watering by the time I take a seat at one of the picnic tables outside of the pool’s gated perimeter. We’ve spent so much time here growing up, the atmosphere is almost familiar enough to imagine a time when things were easier, when our families were whole, and Griffin wasn’t across town hell-bent on drinking himself to death.

“You left this by the pool,” Melissa says with a quick wink before sauntering off toward the buffet of food.

Looking down at my phone, I understand why she gave a saucy little look before walking away. I don’t have face recognition on my phone, so anyone can light the screen up and see what notifications I have.

Unknown Number: I need you.

My throat turns into a sandpit at the sight of the three words. At first, I think of one of my friends back home, but a quick look on the internet confirms that it’s a California area code.

It’s from Griffin. It has to be, but why on earth would he text me or need me for that matter?

Regardless of why, I know that him asking for help even before he went into the military would’ve been hard for him to do. With calmness I don’t feel in my gut, I stand up from the table, gather my plate, and walk back inside. Everyone is so busy talking and socializing, no one stops me or questions what I’m doing as I wrap my food in tinfoil, grab my keys, and head out the front door.

I’m nervous and jumpy by the time I pull into the driveway at Griffin’s. The sun has finally given up its place in the sky, but the glare from the dusk is nearly blinding off of the front windows of the small cottage.

A split second after I knock, the door is pulled open. I try for a fake smile, but instead of a greeting from Griffin, I’m faced with the business end of a shotgun.

“Griffin!” I yell and nearly drop the plate of food. 

I’ve been around guns my whole life. It’s a given when you’re raised by a military man who runs an MC tasked with SWAT-like missions all over the world, but I’ve never had one shoved in my face. Even as kids, the boys were taught that you never point unless you’re willing to shoot. That knowledge damn near makes my knees bang together in fear.

“Griffin?” I say softer when the weapon isn’t pulled from my face.

“Come in.” He doesn’t open the door and offer me safe passage, rather he grips my upper arms and drags me inside before giving the front yard another once over before shutting and locking the deadbolt on the door.

“What’s going on?” I ask, not sure that I want the answer.

Is this like the movies I’ve seen where he’s somehow stuck in combat mode, and is struggling with knowing what’s real and what’s just leftover from his time at war? Am I safe here? Why didn’t I let anyone know where I was going?

My brain tries to remind me that Griffin would never hurt me. He’s been raised to protect the innocent, but just as fast, I remember the way he spoke to me and treated me yesterday, and suddenly I’m not as comfortable around him as I have been in the past.

Breathing heavily, he just stands at the door and stares at me.

“Where is your bike?” I ask when he doesn’t answer. “Do you need a ride? Is that why you texted?”

His throat works on a swallow, and it takes a long time before he seems even marginally aware of what’s going on around him.

“Are you drunk?” I think about adding again at the end of that question, but agitating an already nervous man with a gun could be a suicide mission.

“They know where I am,” he whispers before turning around and looking into the night through the small window beside the door. 

“I didn’t tell them,” I insist when he turns back to look at me. “Have you been drinking?”

“Not much.” He shakes his head violently back and forth, but he doesn’t stagger when he walks toward me. Unsure, I take a couple of steps back. “Were you followed?”

My brow furrows at the question. “Does the thought of seeing your parents bother you so much that you open the door and shove a gun in your visitor’s face? What do you think your dad would do if I had been your mother?”

“My mom?” He looks from me to the gun while rubbing his forehead with his hand. “My dad?”

The one psychology class I took my freshman year is not helping right now, and since I have no idea how to act, I opt for pretending everything is normal. “Have you eaten? I brought you a plate.”

I hold the dish in front of me. When he doesn’t make a move to put the gun down and take the plate, I peel the foil from the top.

“I didn’t have a chance to grab dessert for you, but I know you won’t eat the fruit salad, anyway.”

Griffin hates pineapple, but I don’t offer up the knowledge that I know about him.

“My mom made this?” He swallows, this time from the smell of the food that’s already begun to fill the air. “Did you eat yet?”

This is the man I know. Just like every guy back home, he won’t eat, no matter how hungry he is, if he thinks there’s a woman or a child who would benefit from it more.

“I’ve eaten,” I lie to him as I turn with the plate toward the kitchen.

After dropping off the food on the small kitchenette table, I root around in the drawers until I find a fork. The condition of the house isn’t dirty, but the mustiness clinging to the air makes it clear it hasn’t been lived in for a while. I quickly wash the fork, drying it on the bottom of my cover-up before handing it to him.

Suddenly, after realizing I’m only in a swimsuit and a translucent shift, I become extremely embarrassed.

“Sit. Eat,” I urge, hoping his focus on food will take any focus off me. As he settles at the table, I look around the small house, something I didn’t have the opportunity to do the last time I was here. “Did you already eat?”

I point to the pizza box on the living room table.

“I think they poisoned it,” he states with a simplicity that raises my eyebrows.

Poison? They found me?

What in the world is going on?

“Does it have pineapple on it?” I ask with a small laugh. He despises the fruit so much I can see him equating a mistake as poisoning.

Frowning when I flip the lid and see that it’s only pepperoni and beef, I turn back toward him. He’s got his head nearly buried in the plate of food as he leans in and shovels the side dishes into his mouth. Once those are cleared he works on the ribs like a man starved.

When he’s done, he wipes his mouth and fingers on a paper napkin from the holder at the center of the table before picking up the plate and the shotgun and walking to the sink. The gun is propped against the cabinet as he soaps down the plate. His eyes squint and focus out the window.

“You texted that you needed me,” I remind him once he’s finished drying the plate on a dishtowel he pulls from one of the drawers.

“Are you anxious to get away from me?” 

There isn’t any irritability in his voice, but that does nothing to calm my nerves. One second he was kissing me yesterday and the next he was growling obscenities. Fool me once and all that.

“No,” I answer truthfully and don’t offer him anything else.

“I was hoping you’d like to hang out.” The simplicity of his words and the casual shrug of his shoulders is suspicious, especially with his recent behavior.

“Hang out?” I ask. “We’ve never hung out before.”

“Sure we have.” With the shotgun angled down, he places the clean plate on the table near the door and walks to the couch. “I’ve known you all my life. We’ve hung out before.”

I don’t correct him or remind him that we may have been in the vicinity of each other before, but I wouldn’t call it hanging out together. We didn’t exactly associate with the same people. He tended to stay close to his guy friends, and I was terrified of boys. Still am, if anyone is wondering.

“I promise not to touch you,” he says, patting a spot on the couch beside him.

I don’t know if that is a good thing or not.

“Are you drinking more?” 

At this, his eyes narrow as if I’m challenging him.

“I don’t mind watching a little TV, but I can’t handle the guy from yesterday.”

Shame marks his face before he can school it to be impassive. Instead, he opts for a brilliant smile.

“Not even the kissing part?” His words don’t get me on the couch, but the wink he tossed my way does.


Chapter 11

Griffin

“Thank you,” I tell her after she sits on the couch and places her hands in her lap primly. “After yesterday, you could’ve easily told me to fuck off and left.”

She cringes at my profanity, and I want to kick myself. I was taught differently, as she’s well aware. Cussing in front of her, or treating her like she’s one of the guys is unacceptable.

“I’m sorry for the way I acted.” It’s a simple apology, encompassing yesterday as well as the verbal slip up just now, and it’s the best I can do. Hopefully, she’ll forgive and forget, and we can move past it.

 A quick dip of her head is all I get as her eyes stay laser-focused on the TV. She must be anxious because the antibacterial soap commercial playing on the screen isn’t exactly interesting on any level, but she can’t seem to look away. I keep my eyes on the side of her face as the regular programming continues. I know she can see me watching her in her periphery, but she never turns her head to acknowledge me. 

While she feigns interest in the decade-old western, I don’t hide the fact that my interest is in her. How have I never actually looked at her before? Of course, I knew both she and her twin sister were pretty. It’s hard to come from such great stock as Kincaid and Emmalyn Anderson and end up the ugly duckling, but she’s much more than merely pretty. Hell, just the curve of her bottom lip is enough to make my jeans tighten uncomfortably. 

Texting her, effectively taking the chance of putting her in possible danger took all damn day, but the longer the sun stayed in the sky, the easier it was to believe nothing really happened last night. It wouldn’t be the first time I was awakened by gunfire only for someone in my company to insist it was a nightmare, but it was the first time it’s ever happened while I was alone. She wouldn’t be here if I thought she was actually in danger. My fall from glory has been swift and traumatic, but even still, I wouldn’t do anything to hurt her or anyone for that matter.

I jolt when a shootout begins on the TV, and like the angel her parents know she is, she simply grabs the remote and turns the channel. She doesn’t look at me or grill me about my reaction. She just takes away the issue. One simple action and suddenly I see her in a whole other light. She’s no longer the little girl sitting quietly in the corner, observing everyone’s every move. She’s no longer the scrawny teen in her twin’s shadow. She’s amazing, and this realization hits me in the chest like a wrecking ball. She’s a giver and a nurturer. It’s second nature for her to step in and take care of others, and I’m asshole enough to take that knowledge and run with it. It won’t be completely intentional on my part, but eventually, I’ll use her up. I’ll ruin every good thing about her, because good girls like her could never love or forgive the evil things I’ve done, no matter how much I beg for forgiveness.

“I love this show,” she whispers as if the confession shouldn’t be shared with anyone.

Looking over at the screen, I expect to find something ridiculous like the OC or Vampire Diaries, but instead, the screen is filled with an old lady holding up the ugliest lamp I’ve ever seen.

“Is this—?”

“The Antique Roadshow,” she says with a sparkle in her eyes. She only gives me the briefest of looks before turning her attention back to the screen. “I always wanted to go into that old, condemned motel off of Highway 180 when I was a kid. I was certain I’d find tons of treasures.”

Her cheeks pink, and I love that her simple confession makes her blush.

“That’s dangerous,” I warn her, even though I’m certain as an adult she’s less tempted because she realizes it wouldn’t have anything but cheap junk someone would stock a crappy motel like that with. 

“Daddy always said, ‘don’t even think about it, baby girl. It’s a felony to go into someplace you don’t own.’’”

I grin as she lowers her voice to sound more masculine. She doesn’t even get within a mile of her dad’s booming voice, though.

“It’s filled with vagrants. A lot of crime happens out there. They should just burn the place down,” I tell her.

Her smile falls. “Or fix it up and use it as a homeless shelter.”

“Fixing it up isn’t going to cure the addictions of the people that squat there.”

Her face turns even further down in dissatisfaction, but instead of arguing or giving me another opinion, she merely turns her face back to the TV.

“How is school going?” Crap. I wasn’t trying to make her mad, but I guess I wouldn’t want to be talked to like a child either.

“Fine.” Her clipped answer confirms what I had already suspected. 

Rather than question her and risk making her so mad she leaves, I settle into the sofa and watch old people price prized possessions.

My eyes are growing heavy when I feel her shift her body weight on the couch. I reach out to stop her, only seconds away from begging her not to leave when I look over and realize she’s just trying to get more comfortable. Her sandals hit the floor, and she draws her legs up and tucks them in close to her body.

“Here.” 

I offer her the decorative pillow from behind my back and tug down the afghan folded on the back of the couch. If they’re musty or scratchy, she doesn’t let on, rather accepting them both with a whispered ‘thank you’ before she tucks her hands under her chin and blinks slowly at the television.

I wish her knees weren’t pulled in so tight to her body. It makes her feet harder to reach, and since I have no reason to touch her, all I can do is hope that as she grows sleepier, she also relaxes enough to stretch out. I didn’t realize how much I missed something as basic as human touch until she pressed against me in an attempt to keep me from falling off the barstool yesterday.

By the time midnight rolls around, she’s softly snoring on her end of the sofa. After stretching, all the while trying not to disturb her, I realize she’s sleeping where I’ve slept since I got back to New Mexico. Indecision is running through my head, fighting between sliding in behind her or finding somewhere else to crash when the hunger that had disappeared while she was awake comes roaring back to life.

My eyes dart to the brown paper bag on the table near the door. I was able to resist it all day, and I swore to her I wouldn’t drink if she stayed, but she’s asleep now. Without her distraction, the need to drink is like a physical tormentor right in front of me. Telling myself, I’ll just take a few sips to take the edge off, I quietly get up from the couch and grab a bottle out of the bag. If I thought for a second she wouldn’t freak out if I lined myself up against her and held her to my chest, I’d do that in a heartbeat, but we don’t know each other like that. The low whimper deep in her throat with just the sweep of my tongue in her mouth was enough to let me know just how inexperienced she is.

The crack of the seal as I twist the cap brings so much anticipation, my hand is trembling with need by the time the bottle reaches my mouth. I take two deep gulps of the bourbon before turning back to look at her tiny figure on the couch. The sight of her fragile body on what I’ve considered my bed for days, makes me think things I have no business thinking. That alone leads to more gulps of the burning liquid, and as the warmth spreads through my body so does the fear that I asked her to come here and it’s only going to lead to her getting hurt somehow. Deep down, I know that her pain will be inflicted by me, but as the alcohol takes its hold on my thoughts, I allow the insidious anxiety from last night to creep back in.

I situate myself with my back against the couch, the shotgun near my thigh, and dare anything to hurt her. The familiar sound of a motorcycle infiltrates my haze, and it’s comforting until I realize I’m not at the clubhouse. I’m on Jared’s property, and the only thing that can sound that close is someone on his land.

“Griffin?”

My head snaps in Ivy’s direction as she lifts her head from the arm of the sofa and rubs gingerly at her eyes. 

“Someone is coming,” I hiss. “Go lock yourself in the bathroom, and don’t come out until I give the all-clear.”

Her brows crease down the center of her forehead, and she makes no move to get off the couch.

 “Please,” I beg. “I don’t want them to hurt you.” 

The bike engine is killed right in front of the cottage.

“That’s your bike,” she mutters as she stands from the sofa and slips her feet into her sandals. How is she so sure? How would she know the sound of my bike when I don’t recognize it myself?

“Where are you going?” She walks past me, too fast for me to grab her slender body, and swings open the front door. “Don’t—”

I stop dead in my tracks when I make it to the door and look outside. My brother is grinning from the front seat of an SUV as my dad climbs off of my bike. Both of their focus is on Ivy. Hell, so is mine when the nearly translucent fabric of her bathing suit cover-up whips around her legs from the night wind.

“Hey.” I hear her say.

My dad mumbles something else before looking in my direction. I shift the stock of the shotgun behind my leg, but from the frown on his face, I’m certain I wasn’t quick enough.

I only get bits and pieces of the conversation, but hearing my dad use words like ‘unsafe here’ and ‘you should come home’ makes me cringe. After my dad has said his piece, he looks up at me one more time before he climbs into the passenger seat of the SUV. We both watch, Ivy standing in the middle of the driveway, as they pull away.

“What did he say?” I ask as she walks back onto the tiny wooden porch.

She stills, her eyes widening as she glares at my face, more specifically my mouth. “Have you been drinking?”

I swallow but don’t answer. She’s too close to lie to, and I know she already smelled the bourbon on my breath from my earlier question.

“Unbelievable.” She walks inside, just long enough to grab her keys.

She’s pissed, and as I much as I want to beg her to stay, the sight of the bottle of bourbon beside the couch holds more appeal than a beautiful, angry girl.


Chapter 12

Ivy

“Go away,” I groan as I cover my head with my pillow. I tossed and turned all night after leaving Griffin, and now two nights in a row with cruddy sleep I want to hibernate for a month. My ringing phone doesn’t listen to my pleading, and when it begins to ring again, I’m forced to sit up in bed and answer it.

“Hello?” I don’t bother looking at the ID to see who is calling.

“Genevieve?” I stiffen at hearing my full first name. “Is this Genevieve Anderson?”

“Y-yes,” I reply before pulling the phone away from my head to look at the number. It’s local to Farmington, and familiar, but I can’t place it.

“Hi. This is Principal Lee at the high school. I had a conversation with Leslie last week, and I—”

“Leslie?” I interrupt.

“Mrs. Keele,” she clarifies, and the mention of my favorite English teacher brings a smile to my tired face.

I don’t know Ms. Lee personally, as she only took over the position last year.

“Ah,” I respond.

“Les—Mrs. Keele told me you might be in town this summer.”

“I am,” I tell her even though I have no idea why she would call me.

“We had a couple of teachers…” She clears her throat as if she’s agitated with whatever news it is she’s delivering. “We have a few vacancies.”

“I still have a year left in school. I haven’t even begun to prepare for my state tests.”

“Oh no, dear,” she says sweetly. “We don’t need you for next year. We need you right now.”

“Now?” I ask. “It’s summertime.”

“Hence, the need for summer-school teachers.” Desperation fills her tone. “Mrs. Keele said you might be interested, and before you turn me down, we need warm bodies with some basic knowledge of teaching, not necessarily certified teachers. You’ll be more like a full-time tutor for kids needing a little help to gain credits.”

“I haven’t done any observation yet. Did you say high school? My focus has been on early childhood. I wouldn’t have a clue about how to deal with high school students.”

“It’s not rocket science, dear. Surely you haven’t forgotten what high school was like. It wasn’t, but a few years ago, you were roaming these halls yourself. Mrs. Keele said you were an excellent tutor.”

Remembering high school doesn’t help her bid to get me back up there. I didn’t have a horrible time. My dad running the MC stopped most people from teasing me, and Gigi brought enough attention to herself, but I was shy and stayed to myself.

“Genevieve?” 

“I’m here,” I whisper. 

Is this something I want? Is this something I can handle? All the way back from that isolated cottage last night I vowed to return to Rhode Island, but right now, faced with an excuse to stay, I’m wavering. The terrified look in Griffin’s eyes last night at just hearing the roar of his own bike makes the decision for me. There’s something going on with him, and I wouldn’t be the person I’ve always prided myself in being if I walked away from him now.

“When would I need to start?”

“Tomorrow,” Ms. Lee says without missing a beat. “Eight sharp.”

“I’ll be there,” I agree.

We spend the next couple of minutes discussing which classes I’ll be responsible for and what I’ll be earning before hanging up. Freshman math and life science are nothing close to the basic alphabet and the bathroom rules I have concerned myself with learning to teach, but I vow to do my best. 

As anxious as I am to return to my old high school, I’m also excited for my first paid teaching job. After running a brush through my hair and getting dressed, I head out to find my mom. She’ll be ecstatic with the news.

“Whoops,” Melissa says as she opens the door to Gigi’s room as I’m stepping out into the hall.

“Mmm,” Cannon says as he runs into her back. His hands go to her hips to steady her, his face leaned down like he’s smelling her hair before he notices me.

“Stop.” Melissa jabs him in the stomach with her elbow to get his attention.

“Oh. Hey, Ivy.” Cannon doesn’t bother to release my friend as we all stand awkwardly in the hallway at the top of the stairs. “Sleep well?”

Melissa giggles with his question like they share a secret, and I feel odd being on the outside. Cannon isn’t the first guy I’ve seen her with, but usually back in Rhode Island, I’m able to hide in my room until I know her guests have left to avoid weird situations like this.

“See ya later,” Cannon says after pressing a brief kiss to my friend’s lips.

We both watch his back as he practically skips down the stairs. Wondering how he’s going to explain his presence to my parents, I turn to look at my friend.

“You and Cannon, huh?”

She shrugs, but the grin on her face is contagious.

“Just having a little fun,” she says after he clears the bottom step with an excited bounce.

“So you guys aren’t, like, together now?”

She grunts a quick laugh. “No, Ivy. I’m leaving in a week, and he said something about transferring to a college in Denver. This is a little fun, not a fairy tale in the making.”

“He stayed the night with you,” I counter. “Did you see that smile on his face? He looks jubilant.”

“Jubilant?” My friend sweeps her arm into the crook of my elbow and tries to steer me toward the stairs, but I don’t budge. “We had a great night, but that’s all that it was. Now, I want to know why you didn’t get home until super late last night. Did you and the elusive Griffin have a little fun, too?”

“What did you hear?”

My friend gives me a sly little smile. 

“Cannon told me you looked… what was the word he used last night when he got back?” She taps her finger on her lower lip for emphasis. “Tired? No, that wasn’t it. Satiated, yeah I think that’s the word he used.”

“I was asleep when they got to the cottage,” I assure her. “We weren’t doing anything that would end in me being satiated.”

Her laugh echoes off the walls, so I pinch her arm to get her to be quiet. “You were over there for hours.” 

I just blink at her.

“Hours, Ivy. He didn’t try to make a move?”

“Nope.” Even after the wink that made my knees weak and the reference to the kiss we shared, Griffin didn’t try a single thing. I don’t know if he was just being a gentleman, or if he doesn’t see me that way when he’s sober.

I still haven’t told her about the kiss we’d shared two days ago. I’d die from embarrassment if anyone ever found out about the way he spoke to me. 

“We watched TV, and I fell asleep on his couch.”

“Lame,” my friend says as she finally manages to get me moving down the stairs. “You need a little excitement in your life. We need to go out on the town and have a good time.”

“There isn’t much of a night-life in Farmington,” I mutter as we make our way toward the kitchen.

“Cannon said there’s a bar that’s pretty busy on the weekend.”

“I’d rather you spend time at Jake’s if you’re going to be going anywhere,” my dad says as we round the corner into the family room.

“He’s everywhere,” my friend whispers in my ear.

“I still have excellent hearing, as well,” my dad says with a quick smile on his face as he walks in our direction. He presses a kiss to my forehead before looking at my friend. “No boys upstairs.”

My friend nods in agreement.

“That’s all?” I watch his back as he retreats back to his bedroom. “I was sure he’d have Cannon down here by the throat.”

“Is he gone?” Cannon asks as soon as we step into the kitchen. His eyes are darting past us to make sure my dad doesn’t follow us into the kitchen. “Did you tell him I was with Melissa and not in your room?”

He says your room like he’d never even considered the idea. Seems to be the theme with my life these days.

“Hey.” Melissa unlinks her arm from mine and sweeps her hands down Cannon’s chest. They kiss, only having eyes for each other, and I shamelessly watch. How can things seem so intimate between them if they are only having a little fun?

“I was just telling Ivy that we need to go out and have a good time. What was the name of that bar you were telling me about?”

“I can’t go out tonight,” I tell her as I walk to the coffee pot. “I’m starting a new job at the high school tomorrow.”

“Work?” Her face screws up like she smells something funny. “Summertime is for sleeping in and getting drunk, not working. Why would you agree to that?”

“Because she’s Ivy,” Cannon says with laughter in his voice.

I know he doesn’t mean it in a derogatory way, but that still doesn’t keep it from sounding like an insult.


Chapter 13

Griffin

Staring at my phone doesn’t make it ring. 

Tapping my finger on it doesn’t make a text from Ivy appear. 

She left in such a huff last night I figured she’d get home and send something to make her feel better. The phone has been silent for the last twelve hours. The demons were happy to fill in the cracks.

I’ve walked the perimeter, chopped away the tree branches that taunted me from the back porch last night, and secured the door on the shed, but nothing holds all of my attention.

The bar is calling my name, not necessarily for the liquor, although that does hold its own appeal. No, I need to be around people. I need to be reminded that no matter how hellish things are in my head, there are still people out there living normal lives. It gives me hope, albeit a quickly fading belief, that I will one day not have to look over my shoulder or drink to the point of blacking out.

The roar of my bike doesn’t serve as a calming existence, rather the noise only makes my pounding headache worse. My bones ache from the angle I slept last night, and there’s a pain in my wrist from the grip I had on the shotgun. It makes it difficult to rev my bike, so I just mostly coast it to the bar.

Since I was up with the sun this morning, I find myself waiting outside of the bar for it to open at noon.

“Want to explain what happened here a couple of days ago?” Jake, the old guy who owns the bar, frowns as he climbs out of his truck.

“Your bartender got shitty with me because the floors were filthy.” Jake huffs his disbelief. He takes such pride in this bar, he knows as well as I do that the floors aren’t dirty. “I could sue. My shoulder still hurts from the fall.”

Jake narrows his eyes as I lift my shoulder and cup my rotator cuff in exaggeration. 

“You’re full of shit,” he spits without malice.

I follow him as he opens the bar and begins flicking on the lights. Despite his effort to keep things clean, this place is a bar that serves fried foods, and the smell of grease sticks to the air.

“Can’t serve you for another—” he looks down at his watch. “Twelve minutes.”

“I can wait,” I assure him even though my mouth is watering at the sight of the liquor bottles lining the wall behind the bar.

I’m contemplating trying to convince him to let me buy a bottle to take home when the front door swings open.

“Well hey there, stranger.”

“Cara?” I squint my eyes as if I don’t recognize her in the dim light, but it’s actually because I think she caught the cringe on my face when I realized who was walking in.

“The one and only,” she purrs as she walks right into my personal space. Her arms are around my neck, and her tits are squished into my chest, and all I can think is that the action pales in comparison to when Ivy was pressed against me.

“So good to see you,” I lie as I lean back to get away from her.

“More of me these days.” Her eyes dart down to her overflowing cleavage. My eyes instinctively follow. “You like?”

“I bet they’re amazing,” I tell her with a weak smile. One, I’m a man and honestly, I bet her tits do look amazing. Two, who cares if she dumped me after senior prom because I wasn’t interested in the new group of friends she was hanging out with from out of town. They were nothing but trouble, and I was on my way to living my dream as a Marine.

“How’s Phil?” Jake says as he slams a high ball glass of whiskey on the bar in front of me.

“He’s fine,” she answers through gritted teeth.

Jake frowns and turns to walk away.

Cara taps her long fingernails on the bar to grab his attention before he can walk off. The rock on her left hand keeps me from having to guess who Phil is.

“Can I get a rum and coke?” 

Jake grunts before turning back to make her drink, and I have to choose between throwing back this one drink and getting out of here or suffering through her visit.

“I heard you were back in town,” Cara says as she takes the stool beside me. “Tara said she saw you the other night, but you left before she could come say hi.”

My glass is empty by the time she finishes her sentence, and I tap the bar to let Jake know I want another when he drops off her drink.

“How is your sister doing?” I ask, knowing small talk will be necessary even though I’d rather slink into a corner and drink in silence.

“She’s good.” Her fingernail traces down my arm. “Said you’re still as gorgeous as you ever were. I can see her vision is still good.”

I give her a polite smile, my knuckles tapping lightly on the bar as I watch Jake putter around before making my drink. It’s as if he’s stalling, hoping I’ll forget the reason I’m here.

“I have a little free time,” Cara whispers, and I realize just how close she’s leaning into me. “What do you say we get out of here and find a place to have a little fun? For old times’ sake?”

“What would Phil say about that?” I ask while looking right into her eyes. Aggressive women aren’t really my thing. I don’t mind someone being forward, but she’s taking things a little too far. Add in the fact that she’s willing to cheat on her husband and the thought of messing with her makes me ill.

I hope for anger, and for her to toss back her drink and leave, but she just grins wider as her tongue licks at her plump bottom lip.

“Phil doesn’t have to know.”

“Really?” She grins even wider. “And when he comes after me for fucking his wife? How would you feel if I had to kill him?”

Most women would be angry at the mention of her husband’s death. Cara just shrugs. “I’d have a lot of fun with his life insurance money.”

“Hard pass,” I mutter as Jake finally gets around to bringing me my drink.

Cara chuckles as if she wasn’t just rejected, and continues to talk about mundane things, each and every sentence laced with innuendo. All I can think at first is that I dodged a bullet when she broke up with me, but after a few more drinks, her suggestions start to become easier to stomach. By drink six or seven, I can’t think of a better way to spend the afternoon than getting lost between her thighs.

“Whataya say we get out of here?” Her words are drawn out, slowed by the amount of alcohol she’s imbibed.

“Let me hit the head first.” She practically squeals in delight when I concede.

The escape to the bathroom offers the results I was hoping for. The condom machine on the wall takes bills, so I grab a couple before heading back out.

“I’ll follow you,” she purrs as I slap some money on the bar top. Jake is in the back, and I’m glad to be sneaking out without his judgmental eyes on me.

How I make it home without either laying my bike over, getting arrested, or wrapping myself around a telephone pole, I’ll never know. Cara seems only slightly buzzed by the time she climbs out of her ancient Corolla.

“Is that the same car you drove in high school?”

She nods. “Phil keeps saying he’ll get me a new one, but we never seem to have the money.”

“He’ll need to do it soon,” I tell her as I climb off my bike and head for the front door. “That loud squeal when you pulled in doesn’t sound very good.”

I don’t bother mentioning the expense of her implants, or the apparent injections she’s had to make her lips so full, rather I focus on what she can do for me and how those silicone-filled lips are going to feel wrapped around my cock. I’m praying that she has more skill now than she did in high school. Simple eagerness isn’t going to work too well this go around.

My hand is around a liquor bottle a second after I step inside the cottage. Just the sight of her in this space so soon after Ivy was here last night makes my stomach turn. The alcohol easily tells my brain to shut up, and that her being here is the best idea ever.

“Bedroom?” she coos as she pulls the bottle from my hand and places it on the coffee table.

I agree, pointing down the hall to one of the rooms. I know bringing her here was a mistake the second I pulled up, but that doesn’t stop me from disappearing into the darkness with her. Maybe getting lost in her for a few hours is exactly what I need to get everything back on track, at least that’s what the whiskey tells me as she closes the door to the bedroom.


Chapter 14

Ivy

“Where exactly are you?”

I keep quiet even though I’m in the car by myself.

“Driving,” I eventually tell Melissa.

“I know you’re driving, Ivy. Where are you going?”

“I just got off work.”

“And you’re still dodging the question. Are you going to see him?”

Him, I know is referring to Griffin, so I don’t bother to ask her who she’s talking about.

“He hasn’t texted or called since I was over there the other night.”

“You mean since you watched TV and nothing happened?” Mirth fills her tone, but she doesn’t know what a weird place Griffin has been in lately. All she’s told me is that if he isn’t interested that I need to move on. Chasing after any man is beneath me, and there are tons of interested guys out there. Anyone worth his weight would be groveling at my feet, not hiding in some cottage in the woods, anticipating that I’ll come to him.

“Nothing happened,” I repeat. The words have been on replay for the last thirty-six hours.

“How was work?” 

I narrow my eyes even though she can’t see me through the Bluetooth system in the car.

“It was day two. High school guys are still just as annoying as they were when I was going.”

“Anyone hot for teacher?”

I snort a laugh. I could easily tell her about the group of guys who seem to have some sort of bet going to see who can make me blush the most, but for some reason, I’m not as keen to share my personal life with her since we got to New Mexico. It’s weird that she’s involved with one of my childhood friends, and even stranger that in less than a week they’ll part ways without so much as a look back for either of them. I just can’t reconcile that, which is ridiculous because it’s their lives, not mine.

“There’s one kid who just cannot comprehend variables, so I showed him—”

“That is not what I meant.” Melissa sighs with a chuckle into the phone. “When are you coming home? Cannon and I were planning to go grab a bite to eat. We’ll wait until you get here if you want.”

I put the car in park outside of the little cottage Griffin has been calling his and stare at the front door. His bike is in the drive, but I’m still not one hundred percent sure he’s even here.

“You guys go ahead. I don’t know how long I’ll be. I’ll grab something on the way home.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. Chat later.” I press the end button on the dash screen, but I don’t immediately move to get out of the car. He hasn’t texted or called since I left him the other night. His silence isn’t unusual since we don’t have a close relationship. The only thing that pulls me out of the car is the silence and the sinking feeling in my gut. The unease strengthens when I knock on the door only for it to slowly open from the force of my hand.

The door not being locked is weird, but I slowly step inside. Remembering the shotgun, I call out his name, talking the entire time as I walk through the house. The TV is on, but there isn’t anyone in the living room. The shotgun he kept so close by the other night is propped against the couch, but the sight of it doesn’t bring relief. He could have more than one, so I continue to announce myself as I walk through the house.

“Griffin? It’s Ivy. I just stopped by to see how you’re doing.”

I still don’t get an answer, so the next place I check is the room with the open door. My senses are heightened, and my hands are trembling when I push the door open further. A tangy scent fills my nose, and I can’t place the scent. I’m only grateful there isn’t a pool of blood as far as I can tell.

I see used condoms littering the floor on the side of the bed, and I can’t help scrunching my nose up in disgust. I’m so appalled, now understanding what the humid scent in the air is, I can’t even freak out when I look at the bed and find Griffin buck naked and face down on top of the disheveled blankets. Thankfully, he’s alone, but the knowledge that he’s recently been with someone pulls more of my focus than the sight of his leanly muscled back and round butt cheeks.

“Wake up.” I kick the mattress with my foot, but he doesn’t budge.

If he weren’t breathing so heavily, I’d wonder if he was dead.

“Griffin.” I shake the mattress with my foot, refusing to lean in and touch blankets he’s made love to someone on. I’m surely not going to touch his naked flesh. “Griffin.”

He grumbles something, but only stirs slightly.

I should leave him, but there’s no satisfaction in walking out of here without him knowing that I’ve been by to see him. I head to the kitchen and fill a glass of water to the brim before returning to his bedside.

“Griffin!” I holler as I toss the cold water on his back.

I expect him to scream and cuss, but instead, he’s off the bed and grabbing me by the arms. I’m flat on my back on the bed. Wetness seeps into my clothes, and I pray it’s only the water I’ve tossed on him. The alternative makes bile rise in my throat.

“Get off of me!” I yell. “Don’t touch me!”

Tears stream down my face when I finally open my eyes to look up at him.

“Ivy?” Confusion forms two lines between his eyes. “What are you doing here?”

“Pl-please get off of me.”

He releases me immediately, and I’m off the bed the next second. I’m almost to the front door when his hand clamps on my wrist.

“Don’t leave,” he begs, and the pain in his voice makes me sad down to my soul.

“I can’t stay here while y-you’re—” I wave my arm up and down, indicating his naked body, but I don’t look at him.

“Let me get dressed.”

I don’t know why I wait, but it’s only a minute or so before he’s back in the main room fully dressed.

“Why did you throw water on me?”

The begging tone from earlier is gone, and in its place now is agitation.

“You wouldn’t wake up.” He huffs as if I’ve just managed to ruin his life. “Why are you pissed at me?”

I face him head on, and he turns, accepting my challenging stance and raises the bet by clenching his fists.

“I don’t like being ignored,” he seethes.

“I haven’t been ignoring you. I’ve taken a job at the school for the summer. Plus,” I jab my finger close to his chest without actually touching him, “the phone works both ways.”

This has to be the weirdest conversation I’ve ever had.

“I needed you.” The words are a perfect reenactment of the fantasies I’ve pictured in my head for years, but the anger in his voice isn’t the emotion I’ve always imagined.

“Seems you found a replacement. For your sake, I’m glad you at least used protection.”

I try to slide past him toward the front door, but he blocks my path.

“Of course, I used protection. I don’t fuck without it.” A slick sneer tilts his lip on one side. “Are you jealous?”

“Jealous?” I huff.

I wouldn’t call what I’m feeling jealousy. To be jealous would mean that I would prefer that whoever spent time in his bed was me instead. I can’t imagine that sort of thing with Griffin because I don’t have everything from him that I’d need for that to happen. 

He doesn’t care for me. 

He hasn’t promised to put my feelings first. 

Nor, has he vowed to love me for the rest of my life. 

All components key to getting me to fall into bed with any man.

“I’m not jealous. I’m leaving.” I try to pull my arm from his grasp, but his grip is unrelenting. “You’re going to bruise me.”

His warm fingers release me.

“Ivy, I—”

“I came by to get your mom’s plate,” I lie after seeing the dish right where he left it on the table by the door.

“She wasn’t…” He pauses, his hand swiping over the top of his head. “It didn’t mean anything.”

“You don’t owe me anything,” I remind him, but I’m reluctant to walk out and leave him.

If I’m being honest with myself, just the sight of the used condoms on the floor breaks my heart, but hearing him talk about someone else just reaffirms how different we are and how I should give up on any hope of there ever being anything between us.

“Okay, well, have a good night.”

“Stay.” The one word stops me in my tracks, and he doesn’t even have to put his hands on me this time.


Chapter 15

Griffin

“If you plan on drinking, I won’t stay.”

My eye twitches with the ultimatum, and it takes a serious moment of reflection for me to choose.

“I won’t drink,” I promise. “We can order a pizza or something. Watch some more Antique Roadshow like we did last night.”

“Three nights ago,” she says.

“Huh?” My mind is already distracted, wondering how I can slip out and clean the used rubbers off the floor in the bedroom.

“It was three nights ago, Griffin. I was here on Sunday. It’s Wednesday.”

“Really?” The question comes out before I can hide my confusion.

I know I brought Cara back here on Monday, but I have no idea where Tuesday went. “What time is it?”

Ivy looks at the screen of her phone. “It’s almost four.”

“In the afternoon?” She nods. “Grab a seat. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Praying she doesn’t leave, I grab a change of clothes and the used condoms off the floor and head to the bathroom. I flush my shame down the toilet and jump under the scalding water.

What reason does she have to stay? Why are things easier when she’s around? What the hell did I do to lose over twenty-four hours?

Just the missing part of my life is enough to make me rethink the amount of alcohol I’ve been drinking.

The soap and hot water wash the feel of Cara’s lips from my body, but the shame deep in my gut only grows more as I towel off and dress.

“I ordered a pizza,” Ivy says as I reenter the living area.

The TV is on, the volume low as she looks up at me.

“Awesome.”

“Are you going to finish getting dressed?”

“Do I make you uncomfortable?” I rub my hand down my pecs, ignoring how much muscle mass I’ve actually lost recently.

“Those do.” She points at my stomach, and I grin as I look down, sure she’s talking about the ripple of my abs. I flex as much as I can with limited time to prepare.

“Fuck.”

My stomach is covered in red and purple hickeys. My shower was so mechanical, I didn’t even bother to look down when I was soaping myself up earlier.

“Shit.” I turn back toward the bedroom to grab a shirt. “I’m sorry.”

“You don’t owe me an apology.” It’s the second time she’s said as much today, but there’s a hint of pain in her voice. There’s nothing I can do to reassure her, so I ignore the emotion.

“What kind of pizza did you order?” I ask as I make my way back into the room. The hickeys are covered, and I’m choosing to ignore any and all awkwardness.

“Pepperoni and beef,” she answers with relief in her voice. Seems she wants to forget it all as well. “I made them promise not to get close to it with pineapple.”

I grin like she expects me to, but the memory of thinking the pizza was poisoned the other night is as real now as it was then.

“What are we watching?” I sit beside her on the couch. I’m not touching her, but I’m also not crowding the arm of the sofa either

“There isn’t anything on but the news,” she says with a sigh and hands me the remote. “Feel free to pick.”

“I need to see about getting satellite out here or something.” I leave the TV on the news, and she doesn’t argue.

“We have hundreds of channels back home. We could be watching Jack Reacher or some equally badass show on Netflix right now.”

She flashes me a quick grin before turning her head back toward the TV.

“But we wouldn’t be alone.” She freezes at my words but doesn’t say anything.

A hard knock echoes through the room, and I stiffen, more in shock that I wasn’t paying attention enough to notice someone coming close.

“Relax,” Ivy says standing. She squeezes my hand, and I’m reluctant to let her go when she goes to move past me to the door. “It’s only the pizza.”

I can’t see the delivery person, but I don’t miss the hint of appreciation in his voice that has nothing to do with the five-dollar tip she gives him. Lucky for him, she doesn’t engage any more than she has to in order to make the exchange.

“This smells amazing.” Ivy sets the pizza down on the table. “I’ll grab some plates.”

As she walks to the kitchen, I notice the length of her khaki shorts. Mid-thigh doesn’t seem seductive, especially compared to the amount of flesh Cara was showing the other day, but damn if my fingers don’t itch to trace her thigh down to her knee to see if she’s ticklish there.

Oblivious to my perusal and naughty thoughts, Ivy sits back down beside me, this time with her thigh touching mine as she flips open the lid on the box.

“Look at all of that cheese.”

“Looks delicious,” I tell her, but the only thing I see is her tongue skating over her bottom lip. The pizza doesn’t even register.

“One slice or two?”

“I want both of them.” My eyes never leave her lips, and suddenly, my mouth runs dry with the need to taste her.

“Griffin? Here.” I look down to see a plate with two gooey pieces of pizza piled on it.

“Perfect. Thanks.” I take the plate from her hand and settle it in my lap.

“I had pizza from twenty different places back at college before I actually found one that has sauce even remotely close to Luigi’s,” she says with a quick laugh. Enthralled by her every motion, I watch as she lifts the slice to her mouth. The groan that escapes her throat arrows straight to my cock.

“It’s delicious,” she whispers after swallowing.

“I bet it’s the best thing I’ll ever taste.”

She grins over at me and winks. “And no pineapple.”

“Right.” My thoughts somehow get dragged out of the gutter and back into this living room where two very platonic friends are enjoying a couple of slices of pizza. As much as I’d like, this isn’t some form of foreplay. She doesn’t have a clue about the innuendo lacing every word I’ve spoken since the pizza arrived.

“What was the name of the pizza place you liked back home?”

“Rhode Island.”

“What?”

“You said back home. New Mexico will always be my home.”

My heart beats faster because no matter how many countries I’ve traveled to or how many exotic places I’ve been, I’ve never considered settling anyplace but here.

“Mario’s, actually.”

My eyes squint. I have absolutely no idea what she’s talking about.

“The pizza place called Mario’s.”

“That’s funny. Mario and Luigi.”

She grins wide before opening her mouth for another bite.

I mimic her actions, choosing to focus on her throat working on swallows rather than the voice in the back of my head trying to convince me that the food we’re eating will kill us.

She manages a slice and a half before she complains of being too full. I’ve put away half of the pie in that same amount of time.

“Thanks for ordering,” I tell her as she leans back on the couch holding her stomach.

“Anytime,” she says, and I can tell she means it. 

This woman owes me nothing, yet here she is spending time with me with no expectations. She hasn’t asked for an explanation as to what happened back in California. She hasn’t questioned my racing thoughts and paranoia. The only thing that she’s asked is that I don’t drink around her. What she doesn’t know is that when she’s here, I don’t need the alcohol. She’s the only thing that has been enough of a distraction to make me forget about it.

“You really do need satellite,” she says with a yawn. It comes on too fast to block with her hand, and her cheeks turn pink. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. Here.” She tenses when I lean against her to grab the pillow on the other end of the sofa. I place the pillow in my lap and pat it with my hand. “Take a load off.”

Her eyes widen, and she seems indecisive for a long moment before she gives in and settles her head on my lap.

“Tell me about working at the high school. I bet the boys can’t keep their eyes off of you.”

She chuckles but doesn’t confirm my suspicions. “There’s a new principal. She’s really nice, just incredibly frustrated with the politics that goes with trying to run a school.”

She continues to talk about her classes, and some of the students she’s encountered, yawning off and on until sleep finally takes over. I don’t run my fingers through her silky brown hair until her breathing evens out. 

Even the warmth of her body and the rhythmic cadence of her breath isn’t enough to keep the demons at bay once the sun sets. With the bottle of whiskey on the floor beside the couch, it’s way too easy to break my promise to her once again.


Chapter 16

Ivy

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” I apologize to Ms. Lee when she intercepts me in the hallway.

“You’re late,” she says as she looks down at her watch.

“It’ll never happen again. I swear.”

“Make sure of it.” She walks away without a backward glance. Most people would be fired on the spot, but I know she’s in a tight spot with the student to teacher ratio for summer sessions this year. I hate that I’ve added to her stress this morning.

Waking up on Griffin’s couch when my phone alarm went off was disorienting. I still had to run home and change, refusing to come back to school today in the same clothes I left in yesterday.

He was nowhere to be found this morning, although I didn’t go looking either.

I’m raking my fingers through my still-damp hair as I walk into the classroom. Most students have their heads bent over laptops and textbooks, but the person at the desk still manages to look extremely put out with my tardiness.

“Sorry,” I tell the guy, but he just walks right past me and out the door without a word.

“Don’t take offense,” a girl whispers beside me. “Coach Roy is like that with everyone.”

“What can I help you with?” I ask the student rather than gossiping with her about another teacher.

She explains her confusion, and I busy myself with helping her figure out the equation that’s tripping her up. 

I spend the rest of the extended class period helping students and sitting at the desk during the downtimes. By the time the bell chimes, calling an end to the first half of the day, my eyes are heavy. The kids close textbooks and the tops to their computers and begin to pack their things away. I haven’t been instructed on what to do during the class change, but I do what my teachers did and stand in the hall as students transition. Many are going home, but some are stuck for the second half, needing to get more than one grade up to promote in the fall.

“Hey, Ivy,” one boy says as he walks up, leading a pack of four more boys.

“It’s Ms. Anderson,” I correct sternly. I wonder if he can tell how nervous they make me. This group of boys has bothered me all three days so far.

“You know,” the leader says as he leans in too close to be comfortable. “I’ve always had a thing for older women.”

I scoff. Older? I’m not even twenty-one yet, but I understand where he’s coming from.

“Sadly, I’ve never had a thing for little boys.” I cringe at my words the second they’re out of my mouth.

The other guys laugh loudly at their friend’s expense. I expect some show of violence, a way for this guy to get the upper hand, but he just leans in closer, effectively trapping me against my open classroom door. The hall has emptied since the next summer school session doesn’t start until after a forty-five-minute lunch break.

“Boy?” he grunts as he tugs up his jeans suggestively. “Why don’t you give it a go, and then call me a boy?”

“This isn’t appropriate.” My words come out on a rush with absolutely no authority. I hate how small I am. These guys, even at sixteen and seventeen, are already inches taller than I am.

“Hey! The fuck are you shits doing?”

All of our eyes snap in the direction of the voice. Relief washes over me as I see Griffin barreling toward us.

“Get the fuck away from her.” He’d strike fear in them if he didn't have to walk with a lean against the row of lockers on his way to us.

“Is he drunk?” one of the guys wonders out loud.

“Go to lunch,” I insist as I step out from behind the leader.

“Get away from her,” Griffin insists again. “Unless you want your ass kicked.”

“Ass kicked?” The guy that was in my face takes a step forward. “And your drunk ass is going to do that?”

Before I can get control of the situation, Griffin grasps the front of the guy's shirt, but he seems more reliant on holding him to stay upright than in a threatening manner.

“Don’t,” the guy grunts and easily pulls Griffin’s grip off his shirt. 

Without his hold, Griffin stumbles, and as if in slow motion, much the way he did in the bar last week, he topples to the floor.

The guys laugh harder at the sight of him sprawled on the floor than they did when I insulted his friend earlier.

“Let me help you,” I offer as I reach down.

“Get away from me,” Griffin growls. 

“Some fucking hero,” one of the boys hisses with another laugh.

I watch in horror as Griffin manages to climb back to his feet. I expect him to storm off, but instead, he squares up with one of the boys. When the kid doesn’t back down, Griffin reaches back his arm and slams it toward the kid’s face. His level of inebriation slows him too much, and the kid easily avoids getting hit. Griffin nearly lands on the floor again, and if it wasn’t for the wall catching him, that’s exactly where he would’ve ended up. 

“Get the fuck away from her,” Griffin spits when he turns around to see us all standing on the same side of the hallway and staring at him. 

“What’s going on down there?” I cringe when I turn my head and see Coach Roy heading our direction.

“Has been,” the leader spits as he turns to walk away. His posse follows him.

The boys are gone before Coach Roy makes it up to us.

“Anderson?” he questions as he looks over at Griffin who is staring at me like I created this entire mess. “What the hell is going on?”

“Don’t talk to her that way, Coach.” Griffin stands to his full height, but he’s only capable of holding the position for a few seconds before his feet skitter a little.

It’s clear he’s drunk, but Coach Roy doesn’t manhandle him or raise his voice. If anything, the older gentleman looks a little disappointed as he watches Griffin try to stand without wobbling.

“Griffin Griggs, what in the hell are you doing showing up here drunk?”

“She just left this morning. Didn’t even say goodbye.” His hand splays across his chest as he addresses a man he clearly knows from his days as a student here. “That really hurt my feelings.”

Hurt his feelings? Who is this guy?

“Jesus,” Coach mumbles before walking to Griffin and urging him to walk across the hallway into an empty room. “You can’t bring your lover’s quarrels up here, kid. You’ll get this girl fired. You already made her late this morning.”

I cringe in mortification with their conversation, clearly, one that Coach put together with Griffin’s drunken declaration and my tardiness a couple of hours ago. Nonetheless, I follow them into the classroom and close us inside.

“You have fifteen minutes until the next bell. Take care of it quickly. I won’t watch your class again today,” Coach Roy says to me after he gets Griffin into a desk. Then he turns back to his former student. “No girl appreciates a drunken declaration, especially while she’s at work. Get your shit together, Griggs.”

He’s mumbling something about the fall of society and idiocy when he leaves us alone in the classroom.

“Listen, Ivy.” Griffin reaches for me, but I’m too damn angry to listen to a word he has to say.

“Shut. Your. Mouth,” I hiss. “How did you get here?”

The high school is on the other side of town to where he’s been staying.

“Did you ride your bike?”

Just the thought of the danger he’s putting himself in makes me so angry I could pull my own hair out.

He doesn’t answer me, but it doesn’t stop me from holding my hand out. “Give me your keys.”

He chuckles, his head snapping back like I’ve lost my mind.

“Fine,” he hisses before struggling to get his keys out of his pocket. Even though he’s mad, he doesn’t slam them into my hand. When he places them in my palm, he tries to connect our fingers, but I won’t allow it.

“Why are you drinking?”

“Because you were gone.” The answer is immediate, and I know it’s the truth.

“You know I had to work.”

“You didn’t say goodbye.”

“Goodbye? I was late. I didn’t think you needed a friend to say goodbye.”

“Friend?” I swallow as he watches my face. “Right.”

“Just…” I look back at the door when the bell rings. “Just stay here. Do you understand?”

He blinks up at me. “You’re cute when you’re all authoritative.”

“Griffin,” I growl in frustration.

“Sorry.” He holds his arms up near his head in mock surrender. “I’ll stay. Promise.”

“You also promised you wouldn’t drink,” I mutter as I walk and leave him alone.

If he thinks he’s pissed right now, wait until his dad shows up. Like an angry teen, I get the only vindication I can, and that comes in the form of a very angry biker named Shadow. I’ve been supportive and insistent that he get it together, but that hasn’t worked thus far. Endangering not only his life but the lives of everyone else on the roads while driving drunk means I have no choice but to call in reinforcements. He can hate me all he wants, but at least I know he’ll be safe.


Chapter 17

Griffin

A loud bang jolts me from wherever I let my mind wander, and I’m crouched on the floor trying to get my brain online and assess the situation.

“Damn it, sorry.” I look through the legs of a student desk to see my father standing near the door of the classroom Coach Roy helped lead me into earlier.

“She called you?” I don’t bother to hide the anger in my voice as I lift the hem of my shirt to wipe drool off the side of my face.

“Do you want to talk about that reaction you just had?”

“Not a chance,” I mutter before standing. Dizziness hits me hard, so I opt to sit back in the desk rather than ending up sprawled on the floor like a fucking idiot in front of my dad. “Where’s Ivy?”

“Listen.” My dad holds his finger up, and silence fills the room. Sure enough, I can hear Ivy explaining some math equation to students in the room next door. “She’s fine.”

I don’t know how he knew I needed to be reassured, but I’m grateful for it.

“Why are you here?”

“The best way to get over that paranoia that’s crippling you is never to leave it.” His statement makes absolutely no sense to me, but that’s not even the point I focus on.

“I’m not paranoid,” I argue. Paranoid is being afraid of things that don’t exist. My demons are very real. “Besides, I got the boot remember? Going back isn’t an option.”

“Discharge or not, you still meet qualifications for Cerberus.”

“No fucking way,” I say, rejecting the offer immediately.

“You have more experience in the field than two of our other guys. Hell, just the time you spent in Syria alone—”

I slam my hands down on the desk to get his attention and shut him up. “I’m not talking about Syria.”

“What are your plans then?”

Silence fills the room, and I stare at the wall separating us from Ivy’s classroom until I hear her speak again.

“What’s going on with her?” He hitches his thumb over his shoulder to indicate the woman on the other side of the wall. My jaw snaps closed. “Why are you up here drunk making a scene?”

My hands suddenly become extremely interesting as I avoid his questions. If I wanted to have this conversation, I would’ve come to him. I don’t care that I’ve made an ass of myself in a place that once filled me with pride; I won’t be forced into a discussion with him.

“Your mother and I will help you in any way you need.”

“I don’t need your help,” I tell him. I do my best to keep the anger out of my voice. He doesn’t deserve anything but my respect.

“I understand being an asshole, son.” I huff at his words. He may have been a little tough on Cannon and me, but he would’ve never acted the way I have in the last six months. “Just ask your mother.”

His chuckle draws my eyes back up to him.

“Story for another time,” he says with a wave of his hand when I wait for him to explain. “The point is, if you need counseling, medication, treatment for alcoholism, whatever it is, we can help you. I know you’re a man and asking for help would be hard even if you did have veterans’ benefits, but I want you to know the offer is always there.”

I nearly crumble. I’m almost to my breaking point, and the little boy, the son in me, wants my dad to fix the things I’ve broken, but wishing for that is just a child’s idea of protection. The things I did in Syria are actionable. Those murders are serious war crimes, illegal according to the Uniform Code of Military Justice, and there’s nothing that my father can do to protect me from the fallout of that, no matter how much he’d like to. Hell, he’d probably disown me if he ever found out. Cerberus would never look at me the same, and he’s dodging a bullet by me turning down the offer to work for that organization.

“Why aren’t you asking me about the drugs?”

My father gives me a sad smile. “Because I know you’ll talk about that when you’re ready. Just like I know you’ll tell me what‘s really going on eventually. I just pray that it doesn’t eat you from the inside out before you realize that no matter what the issue is, we can face it together.”

God, how I wish that was true.

“In the meantime,” he claps his hands together, “I will not tolerate you behaving this way in public. Ivy doesn’t deserve to be chased down and embarrassed by a drunk guy. I don’t know what’s going on between you two, but you have to keep some things private. Your mother would be beyond embarrassed if she found out how you acted at the school today.”

“You’re not going to tell her?”

“Not if I can help it,” he mutters. “You can’t go to Jake’s and act an ass either.”

He takes a step closer, and just the imposing nature of his body makes me look him in the eye like a man about to get his ass handed to him.

“And if I ever hear about you riding that fucking bike after you’ve been drinking, I’ll wring your damn neck myself.”

“Yes, sir,” I mutter. I don’t bother trying to explain why I thought something bad had happened to Ivy, or why even after seeing her car in the parking lot, that I knew I couldn’t believe she was okay until I saw her with my very own eyes. Just the memory of coming into the school and seeing that group of guys surrounding her sets my blood to boiling again.

“We have built too much trust in this community for you to ruin all of that by plowing down some family on their way to youth group. Do you understand me?” He’s referring to Cerberus and everything they’ve done to help make the community better. Some still don’t trust them simply because they’re bikers.

“Yes, sir.” 

“Now let’s get out of here.”

“What now?” I ask as I follow him out of the classroom.

He pauses outside of Ivy’s classroom like he knows I have to set eyes on her before I walk out. She doesn’t see me standing there, but I watch her bend over a desk to help a student. My fist clenches when he turns his head and then angles it, trying to look down the front of her shirt. I jolt when my dad places his hand on my shoulder.

“Let’s go. I’m already going to have to send Coach Roy a box of cigars for keeping the administration from finding out what you did today. The last thing I need is you trying to fight some teenage boy off of your girlfriend.”

“Where are we going?” I ask, instead of correcting his statement.

“I’m taking you home. Cannon has already grabbed your bike.”

“I’m not going to Cerberus,” I tell him when we step outside.

“That’s where your bike is going, Griffin. If you want to go back to the Franklin property that’s fine.”

“Why can’t he take the bike back to my house?”

“Can you be trusted not to ride it while intoxicated?”

“I agreed that I wouldn’t, didn’t I?”

My dad stops in his tracks at the hood of his SUV and turns back to look at me. The warning is clear in his eyes, and I know that stoic, no-shit look has earned him a great amount of respect, both while he was in the Marines and while he has served under Kincaid as the Cerberus VP. It also leaves no room for argument, and thinking of countering his warning would no doubt lead to more than just the loss of riding privileges.

“I know you’re a grown man,” he says when we both settle inside the SUV. “I know you’ve seen things, experienced things that lots of people should never have to deal with, but the disrespect ends today. I’m not just talking about that look in your eye a minute ago. You have got to stop disrespecting your own body, the people in the community, and most importantly, you have to stop disrespecting Ivy. She deserves better than what you’re offering her right now.”

I bite my tongue until I taste blood, and I don’t know if it’s the new me and my insubordinate demeanor, or the fact that the little nap in the classroom wasn’t nearly enough time to sleep off the alcohol, but I refuse to let him speak of things he knows nothing about with me not saying anything about it.

“There is absolutely nothing going on between Ivy and me,” I spit.

“If you honestly believe that, Griffin, you have a much further way to go than I thought.”

The rest of the ride back to the tiny cottage in the woods is spent in silence.


Chapter 18

Ivy

I’m hit with déjà vu when I drive up to the cottage. Griffin’s bike isn’t in the driveway, but that’s expected. Cannon sent a text shortly after I left Griffin in the empty classroom to let me know he was instructed to drive it back to the clubhouse. His text was a warning about how ‘growly’—his word not mine—his brother was going to be when he found out that he had to come home if he wanted his bike.

Honestly, I don’t care how growly Griffin is. It will have nothing on the anger that’s rushing through my veins. He has a lot of dang nerve showing up at the school. Top it off with the fact that he was drunk, and I’m glad to know he’s got a shotgun. He’s going to need it.

“Griffin!” I holler as I pound my fist on the door. I only wait a few seconds with no answer before I turn the doorknob and enter the house. “Griffin!”

Once again the living room is empty, only the TV isn’t on this time. My bravado falters when I see the door to the bedroom he was in yesterday is closed. What if he has a woman in there with him? What right do I even have to be here or to get angry for imagining him with someone else?

I’m reminded that my anger is from the way he acted today, not what he has done in his spare time. It’s encroaching on me and risking my job that angers me so much.

She just left this morning. Didn’t even say goodbye. That really hurt my feelings.

“I bet,” I huff as I push open the bedroom door.

Relief I won’t acknowledge right now rushes over me so fast my hands begin to tremble.

He’s once again face down on the bed, but he’s alone and wearing clothes this time. A quick look around the floor doesn’t reveal any used condoms. I almost smile. Almost.

The empty bottle of whiskey on the floor just below his dangling hand makes me see red, reminding me of the way he acted earlier.

With silent footsteps, I grab the bottle and leave the bedroom, closing the door behind me. I make quick work of finding the full bottles of alcohol and head to the sink with an armful. One by one, I pour them all down the drain. He doesn’t have a bike, but I’d be a fool to think it will be impossible for him to get a ride to get more. What I’m doing is simply making it more difficult for him, and trying to prove a point. Maybe if he has to exert effort to find more alcohol that will give him the few moments he needs to make a different choice. Neither one of us was raised around people who got black-out drunk. Even the Cerberus guys either reeled it in or behaved that way in private.

While I’m at it, I head to the living room, finding the pizza box from last night still sitting on the table. I grumble to myself and complain about Griffin’s messiness, but deep down I hope that a cleaner house will be close to a fresh start for him.

With plans to wake him and force him to go grocery shopping with me after finding the fridge empty, I fill another glass of water and carry it back to the bedroom.

Griffin hasn’t moved an inch. It’s been close to five hours since his outburst at the school, and he would be sober now if he didn’t come home and keep drinking. I don’t bother with kicking the bed and trying to rouse him that way this time. I simply turn the cup over right on top of his head.

He doesn’t bolt out of bed like he did the other day. He grumbles, rolling over to look up at me. The twitch of his top lip looks like a vicious dog getting ready to attack, but I stand my ground.

“I’m getting really sick of your shit,” he spits as he lifts his hand to wipe away the water running down his face.

“Same,” I hiss back.

He blinks up at me as if he’s shocked that I’d return his aggression. I run with it.

“Acting this way, getting drunk out of your mind and coming to my place of employment is ridiculous.”

“You left!” he screams as he climbs off the bed to get a better advantage. It doesn’t take much. I’m just a hair over five feet tall, and he’s several inches over six feet.

“I had to go to work,” I repeat my explanation from earlier at the school. I’ve lost most of my bluster with him so close and towering over me. “Plus, I don’t freaking answer to you!”

He blinks down at me, and I can’t help but watch the slow and methodical flutter of his eyelashes. His perfect lips part, a ragged breath draws in, and something changes in the air, or maybe I’m just imagining—

His lips crash against mine, his tongue demanding entrance, which is granted when I gasp in shock at his brazenness and aggression. I stand there for seconds or a lifetime; I can’t be too sure which before he pulls me to his chest and lowers me to the bed. He’s hard everywhere, the plains of his stomach, his thighs as he parts my legs, even the thickness in his jeans. 

Oh, God.

Once again it’s the wetness at my back that snaps me out of the moment he’s somehow managed to make me get lost in.

“Griffin,” I pant when he allows me to come up for air, “nothing has changed.”

“Everything has changed,” he counters before angling his mouth back over mine. His hips roll, and that tiny amount of friction fries my brain for a second.

It’s heaven and hell all wrapped into one, the warm brush of his talented tongue versus the awful hint of alcohol still clinging to his breath.

“Get up,” I urge with my palms against his chest.

Pulling my mouth from his only makes him relocate his lips. Goosebumps race down my arms when he nips at the delicate flesh below my ear. Who knew that little spot had a direct connection to the area behind my belly button?

“Griffin, don’t.” These words come out on a whimper as a harsh hand grips my right breast to the point of pain. “Stop!”

I shove him harder as terror that my childhood friend is going to do something terrible, or worse that I’ll cave and let him washes over me.

“What’s wrong?” The sleepy look in his eyes when he releases me and pulls his mouth back makes guilt swim in my stomach. I know he wasn’t trying to hurt me. Maybe aggressive is how he likes things, but that doesn’t stop me from scurrying off of the bed. “Where are you going?”

The husky gravel in his voice is intoxicating, but getting drunk on him when he can’t offer me what I need is the equivalent of him getting drunk to avoid his own problems.

“We can’t,” I say and turn to leave the room.

He’s too fast, and his hands are clasping my shoulders before I can make it to the front door. We’re both breathing heavily, and my lips sting from the harsh rub of his stubble on my sensitive skin.

“Why do you keep running from me?”

“What you’re wanting isn’t going to fix anything.”

“How would you know? Are you drawing on all of your experience?” His voice is bitter, laced with insult because of my rejection.

“We’ve already talked about this.”

“And that,” he points over my shoulder toward the bedroom, “is all I can give.”

“Then, once again, I’m not interested.”

“You expect too much from people.” He releases me, only to start pacing frantically as he pulls at his hair.

“And you don’t expect enough.” He huffs, a disrespectful blow of air from his mouth. “Talk to me. I can help you.”

I reach for him but pull my fingers back just shy of touching him. It’s clear he’s agitated, and I’m not sure if seeking out physical contact so soon after rejecting him is a good idea. He makes the decision for me, reaching for me and pulling me against him.

“Please,” he begs against my lips. “This is what will help me.”

I focus on his throat and the heavy pulse point pounding there. I don’t answer him or make a move to pull away, hoping it forces him to think about what he’s asking of me.

“Fine.” When he releases me and steps back, I feel abandoned, not just by his proximity but all the way around. The temperature in the house cools several degrees, and so does the look in his eye. “You should go.”

I stand stock-still as I watch him look around the living room. Not finding what he’s looking for, he heads to the kitchen.

“What have you done?” he roars from the other room, and I picture him seeing the empty liquor bottles lined up on the counter.

“You can’t keep living this way,” I tell him when he comes back to the living room to face me. “I can’t just watch you drink yourself to death. After what happened today at the sch—”

“I’m done chasing you,” he spits.

Chasing me? Is that how he sees things? 

He wants to sleep with me, maybe get lost in my company for a little bit, but there’s no real effort. Showing up at the school was driven by his messed up idea that I somehow disrespected him by leaving without saying goodbye, not because he missed me or needed something other than self-satisfaction from what he imagines I can give him.

“I won’t bother you again. What I do with my life is none of your damn business.”

“It is my business. You have to face the things you’re struggling with. They don’t go away because you get drunk and ignore them. They’re right there waiting for you when you sober up.”

A maniacal laugh filters from his throat. “It’s the only thing that brings me silence.”

“Maybe silence isn’t what you need?”

“I definitely don’t deserve it,” he mutters as if talking to himself.

“You deserve peace,” I argue.

“I don’t.” He lifts his eyes to mine. They’re bloodshot and edged with unshed tears. He looks so exhausted, as if he’s run a thousand miles only to face the responsibility of running a thousand more. “I killed them, and now they’re haunting me.”


Chapter 19

Griffin

The look in her eyes is nothing like I’d expected to see. She isn’t glaring at me with disgust. She’s not turning her back on me to run away.

She looks sad as her lower lip quivers. That tiny quake makes the first tear roll down my cheek.

“Oh, Griffin.”

Her voice, laced with emotion is what sets off the torrent. Fat, hot tears chase each other down my cheeks, and even though my first instinct is to man up, my knees grow weak. Thankfully she doesn’t try to catch me as I sink to the floor because I’d crush her, but she’s right there with me a second later. Her arms encircle me, and she pulls me to her chest.

“Shh,” she purrs in my ear. 

I don’t say a word. I don’t tell her all of the things blackening my soul. I couldn’t bear to have her or anyone I respect look at me the way those confessions would cause.

Crying only causes my burden to weigh me down even more. The last time tears fell from my eyes was the day I wrapped my finger around that trigger and pulled. There’s no catharsis to accompany my weeping; it only serves as a reminder of the vile, evil things I’ve done.

“Talk to me,” Ivy urges, and her arms around me strengthen. The warmth of her body and the slightly perfumed scent of her skin is comforting. 

She’s one hundred percent correct in acknowledging that I can’t give her what she wants or what she needs, but at the same time, I know I can find respite in her. The sexual need she could fulfill isn’t the only thing I seek. Just her presence makes the voices quieter. She makes the clouds lift, and the pain seem not so acute.

“Ivy,” I whisper as my tears run dry.

What I want and what’s best are so far opposite of each other, I struggle with indecision. 

I want to get lost in her, to use her as a distraction, yet I need to make her leave so she isn’t a part of my self-destruction or caught in the crossfire when Novo decides he’s done playing with me and it’s time to put me down.

“Talk to me,” she says again.

“I can’t,” I tell her honestly.

Sadness fills her eyes, tears staining her own cheeks when I lift my head to look at her. Her lips look softer, even more supple after her weeping. They are my only focus. Even after the double rejection, both today and the one a few days ago, I can’t imagine going another moment without them pressed against me.

Her perfect white teeth dig into the lower curve of her lip, and my mouth is suddenly a desert, and in my soul, I know she’s the only one that can quench my thirst.

“Don’t, Griffin.” Her warning echoes in my head, bouncing around for long seconds as I lean closer to her. “Please don’t.”

“Ivy.” Her name on my lips is an invocation, a two-syllable prayer, a pleading I feel down to my tired bones.

“Look at me.” Her small hands cup my jaw and urge my face upward as if she’s well aware of the trance her lips have put me under.

I give her a soft smile even though the third rejection burns like the fires of hell inside of me.

“That doesn’t fix anything.” Her eyes dart to my lips as if she herself is reconsidering her position. “It won’t fix anything.”

“I know,” I admit. “I’m sorry.”

She does her best to put a smile on her face, but I can tell the action is difficult.

“I wish…” She pauses, shaking her head as her throat works on a swallow.

“You wish what?” It’s my turn to palm her soft cheek. 

Her blue eyes flutter, and in that very moment I know that I can tell her what she wants to hear, and she’ll give me whatever I need. One simple lie and she’d be putty in my hands. With that realization, my hands ache to feel her, and my muscles burn with my resistance. 

I wish I could say I toss the thought out as soon as it hits me, but the temptation makes me pause much longer than it should take a gentleman. 

“I wish I’d brought my reusable grocery bags.”

“Wait. What?”

“You need groceries,” she says with a forced smile as she pulls away from me and stands. “I don’t have my reusable bags, but we can grab some more at the market. Let’s go.”

She holds her hand out to me as if I need her help to stand on my own two feet. I take it just to appease her. I’ve hurt her enough over the last week.

“I don’t really cook,” I mumble as she waits for me to lace up my boots.

“We can get things that are super easy to make.”

“Like microwave stuff?” My nose scrunches at the thought of eating nothing but processed foods. I blame my mother for my expectations. She has always cooked from scratch, and I can admit I’m spoiled.

“Gross. No. Like one-pan dishes and stuff.”

“Or you could just cook for me,” I offer in jest, grateful that she isn’t focusing on my little breakdown from a few moments ago. I’m embarrassed about it as it is.

From the look in her eyes, I can tell she’d love nothing more, but cooking for me is one of the benefits from the package I have no interest in picking.

“So like sloppy joes?” I ask as we exit the house. I take my time making sure the door is secure and keep my eyes moving all over the yard as we make our way to her car.

I don’t offer to drive because I know she wouldn’t let me, and being reminded that I drink too much would be one too many hits to my ego today.

“I was thinking more like stir fry,” Ivy says as she hits the key fob to unlock the doors.

“That actually sounds amazing, but I can promise you it’s still out of my range of cooking.”

“It’s super easy,” she assures me as she backs down the drive.

Silence fills the car, only interrupted by the low hum of the radio. I’d turn the volume up with the hope of hearing her sing again, but I’d much rather listen to her voice if she decides to speak.

We get halfway to the market, and I can no longer take the silence.

“Since you work all week, does that mean you have time to come over after work tomorrow to teach me how to make a stir fry?”

She worries her teeth over her bottom lip before speaking. “I’m actually going out tomorrow night.”

“A date?” I ask before I can catch myself.

“Not a date,” she assures me. “My friend is here from Rhode Island and wanted a night on the town before she goes back on Monday.”

This must be the same girl Cannon was so interested in hooking up with. I feel like a total asshole knowing I’ve taken so much of her time during her friend’s visit. 

“You’re not going back so soon, are you?”

“No, not until summer school is over. They still have a couple more weeks.”

“There isn’t much of a nightlife in Farmington,” I remind her.

The smile on her face spreads. “I told Melissa that, but Cannon suggested Jake’s. So we’ll probably end up there.”

“She considers Jake’s a night out?”

Ivy’s laugh is musical. “It’s like she thinks we’re foreigners or something. She’s convinced that we do things differently from anyone else.”

“Why in the world would she think that?” I find myself smiling back at her for no good reason. This girl just lifts my spirits. She’s better than any drug or shot of whiskey I could want.

“She has her own opinions about the club, and then there’s Lawson and Delilah. She doesn’t understand people being okay with their relationship.” I frown at her words. “She doesn’t have a problem with it, but she’s floored that Jaxon and Rob have given them their blessing.”

“What does she think the MC is like?” This is the part I focus on the most. Our dads have worked their asses off to make the club what it is, and just the mention of her friend possibly thinking ill of it gets my hackles up.

“Well.” She worries her lip between her teeth once again, and I have to look away. I can’t seem to look at her without watching her mouth. “I think she was hoping the clubhouse was full of guys looking to—”

I grin when I realize she can’t even say it. Her friend is looking to dick down with a bunch of bikers, and sometimes the clubhouse is like that, but the guys work so much these days that they spread out around town and get pleasure where and when they can. Not much of that goes on at the clubhouse these days.

“So she’s been disappointed with her visit.”

“Hardly,” she says with a chuckle. “Cannon has made sure she isn’t lonely. Although I do feel bad for leaving her at the house so much.”

“I’d apologize, but it’s been nice seeing you.”

She gives me a soft grin as she puts her car in park outside of the market.

“She’ll get to see me all the time when I go back to school, and she knows you’re a friend I haven’t seen in a while.”

I don’t know what crushes my spirit more, the fact that she just slammed me into the friend-zone or knowing that she won’t be a permanent person in my life.

“Are you ready to grocery shop?”

I cringe for effect but follow her inside. I almost cave and sneak off to the liquor aisle, but I bargain with myself that I won’t need the alcohol if I could somehow convince her to stay the night again.


Chapter 20

Ivy

“Why are you nervous?”

My eyes dart to the front of the vehicle, but Jameson and Gigi only have eyes for each other and don’t seem to be paying any attention to us. I can say the same for Lawson on the other side of Delilah. He’s still holding her hand, but his eyes are focused outside of the vehicle.

“Ivy,” Delilah says with a whispered hiss, and I realize I didn’t answer her question.

How do I tell her that I’m a total cliché? I’m going out with friends and family, and I want to have a good time, but on the other hand, I’d rather be in front of the TV sitting close to Griffin. No, I don’t want to sit next to him. I want him to cradle me in his arms while we argue over what items are worth on the Antique Roadshow. That’s my idea of a good time rather than the one I’m facing.

I wonder if he wanted the same thing when he begged me not to leave last night. The pain in his voice when I told him I couldn’t stay kept me awake half of the night. All day I convinced myself that we’re friends. It’s all we’ll ever be, and I need to be okay with that.

“I’m not nervous,” I assure her with a quick grin that I hope she can’t tell is fake.

I’m not fine. I’m overcome with guilt. I’ve yelled at Griffin more than once for drinking excessively, yet here we are heading to a bar. Granted, I’m not old enough to drink, and I have no desire to do so, just the atmosphere leads to that very thing. It’s almost hypocritical of me.

“I want you to have a good time tonight,” Gigi says as she turns in her seat to look at me. “Let loose, dance with some boys, and maybe sneak a drink or two.”

Jameson clears his throat from the driver’s seat, but Gigi just rolls her eyes at the warning.

“I’m not drinking,” I assure her. “I don’t even think dancing is a good idea.”

“It’s just Jake’s, Ivy.” Her tone is very similar to the way she used to speak to me, and it makes me wonder if she has actually changed. “It’s not like you’re walking into The Hale-ish Retreat and Spa.”

“Georgia Leigh!” Jameson snaps, and his tone sounds so similar to my father’s that goosebumps race down my arms.

Gigi simply bites her lip to hide a smile and turns back around. Her eyes are glued to the side of Jameson’s face, and they seem to be talking to each other without even using words. Man, what would it be like to have that with someone?

“What’s the Hale-ish Retreat and Spa?” Delilah asks, and I’m grateful for her question because I’m curious too.

“It’s a—”

“Gigi,” Jameson warns again, but my sister doesn’t listen to him.

“It’s a place owned by Garrett Hale in Denver.” This doesn’t even come close to answering the question, but something in her tone makes me believe it’s more than just a spa.

“Caleb’s friend?” I ask.

Our second cousin and our dad grew up together, and we try to spend as much time as we can with that side of our family. If I’m not mistaken Cannon recently did some sort of internship with Garrett’s cousin Ian up there this last year.

“Yep,” Gigi answers.

“A place? That’s all we get?” 

Lawson chuckles at his girlfriend, and her eyes widen. She may understand, but I’m still stuck in the dark.

“Jameson took me there. We had an amazing time.”

“Like with couples massages?” I ask since no one seems to want to explain fully.

They all laugh, and my cheeks turn pink. I hate being the only one confused.

“What’s so funny? It’s a spa, right?”

“Bless—”

My eyes snap to my sister as I interrupt her. “If you bless your heart me, I’ll kick you.”

“Ivy.” Delilah rests her hand on top of mine. “It’s a sex club.”

I choke nearly swallowing my tongue, and the heat filling my face is hot enough to set the SUV on fire.

Gigi winks at me, and I turn to stare at my oldest friend. “Wh-what?”

It wasn’t long ago that Delilah wouldn’t have a clue, but things have changed drastically over the last two years. I know she and Lawson do everything together, and she’s caught herself telling me things I have no business knowing, but surely she hasn’t been to places like that.

“The entire way there, I had a plug in my—”

“Enough,” Jameson hisses with so much authority that we all stare at him. “Why don’t you guys go ahead and go in while Gigi and I have a little talk.”

“Gigi?” I look at my twin, checking her face and the position of her body for terror.

“Just go,” she whispers, out of breath as if she’s just finished a grueling workout.

“Is he going to hurt her?” I ask Delilah as we walk toward the entrance to Jake’s.

“Probably going to spank her ass,” Lawson mutters.

“Stop.” Delilah swats his chest, but her mouth is turned up in a grin.

“He beats her?” Delilah catches me before I can make it all the way back to the SUV.

“He doesn’t beat her,” Delilah assures me. “Look.”

I listen to her, but I regret it instantly. The windows have already begun to fog up, but the sight of my sister’s head bobbing up and down with Jameson’s fist in her hair is as clear as day.

“What are they—” I squint my eyes to get a better look. “Oh my God!”

Delilah can barely hold back her laughter as she clutches my arm tighter and directs me toward the front door.

“Seems they have a thing for cars, too,” Lawson mumbles.

Delilah hits Lawson in the chest for a second time, but the look in her eye tells a different story.

My phone buzzes in my pocket, and as Lawson leads us to find an empty table, I pull it out to read the text message Melissa sent.

Melissa: We just pulled up, and you wouldn’t believe what your sister is doing in the parking lot.

Me: We’re heading for the far right corner. Hurry. I want to dance.

Why I’ve changed my mind so quickly, I’ll never understand, but sitting around and waiting for my sister and Jameson to walk in will only be more awkward than looking like a fool on the dance floor.

By the time Cannon and Melissa make it to our table, they have several people with them. Cannon introduces all of us to the guys, but it’s a guy named Jared that can’t seem to take his eyes off me. He looks vaguely familiar. He probably graduated a few years before me.

“Can I get you a drink?” A charming smile crosses his handsome face, but it’s not a skeevy look.

“A Diet Coke would be nice,” I tell him to be polite.

“Just a Diet Coke?” I nod and reach into the back pocket of my blue jean skirt. He clasps a hand on my hip, and I freeze. “I got it.”

He winks before he walks away. I find my eyes following the back of his jeans until he disappears into the crowd.

“Well, he’s hot,” Melissa says close to my ear. “I bet he’ll dance with you.”

She’s right, of course. Jared does want to dance with me. He asks only a moment after he hands over my drink, and I notice he’s sipping from a bottle of water.

“You’re not drinking tonight?” I toy with the straw in my Diet Coke, but I know better than to take a drink. My dad would kill me for breaking one of his cardinal rules.

“Nope.” He grins, and the dimple on his cheek mesmerizes me. “I don’t need alcohol to have a good time.”

“You can actually drink that if you’re thirsty.” I turn my head to find Cannon leaning in close to my ear. “Jared’s a good guy. He’s not going to drug you.”

I nod at Cannon, and even though I let my lips toy with the top of the straw, I don’t drink from the glass. I have no intentions of breaking my rules now.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Jared says as he steps in closer so I can hear him over the raucous crowd.

“Come on,” Melissa says, making my mind up for me. “Let’s dance.”

I have just enough time to put my glass down on the table before I’m dragged to the center of the dance floor.

Just the energy in the air surrounding us is intoxicating. My heart begins to beat to the tempo of the music just as Jared steps in closer to me.

“I love this song,” he tells me when the fast beat transitions into something a little slower, a little more seductive in nature. Of course, it does. Niall Horan’s Slow Hands swarms us, cocoons us, and Jared moves his hips in perfect harmony to the beat.

Our upper bodies brush against each other, but he keeps his hips a safe distance from mine. As the song begins to fade into one another, Jared never lets me go. I can’t believe how natural this feels, to be in someone’s arms and not have to try to defend my honor. I can just let loose and have a good time.

“Thirsty?” he asks when I lick my lips for the millionth time tonight. I answer with a quick dip of my head. “I’ll be right back.”

I grab his hand before he walks away. “I’m going back to the table to try to cool off.”

He acknowledges me and heads toward the bar.

The area around the table is empty, having been deserted by everyone from our group. Seems they couldn’t deny the draw of the dance floor either. My smile is wide when I see Gigi clinging to Jameson. In this unguarded moment, I finally see the way he looks at my sister, and I feel guilty for thinking for a second he’d ever hurt her.

I wish I had someone in my life that looked at me that way. I’m lost in my own thoughts when a bottle of water appears before my face.

“Thanks,” I tell Jared as I accept the bottle.

“Figured this is better to rehydrate than soda.” My eyes, of their own volition, scrape down his body, and I can tell you the man knows what he’s talking about.

He watches my mouth as I bring my lips to the bottle, and the look on his face is very similar to the way Griffin was watching me yesterday. The similarities are great, but it’s the differences that make my head spin. Jared isn’t trying to push himself on me. He isn’t saying filthy things or pressing his luck.

“Are you having fun?” I lift my hand and fix the collar of his shirt. This gives him the opportunity to clasp my fingers in his own hand. “Want to go dance some more?”

“Not really.” I see his lips move more with the words than actually hearing it over the pounding music.

Unexplainably, I’m drawn to him.

“Wh-what else did you have in mind?” It isn’t until my back presses against the wall that I realize we’ve been slowly moving deeper into the shadows.

“This.” 

Slowly, as if he’s afraid to spook me, Jared leans in and brushes his lips over mine. The softness of his touch, along with the lack of aggression, throws my brain for a loop. When he presses a little harder the next time, I find myself wanting just a little more.


Chapter 21

Griffin

I’ve done exactly what she wanted, and yet she’s not here. My hands tremble as they’ve been doing since I woke up this morning. I’m sober, not having drunk anything since before Ivy showed up and poured water on me yesterday, and I hate everything about it.

Ignoring the text from Jared about being in town this weekend, afraid he’s going to want to stay here, I shoot off a text to James.

I refused to go crawling back to Cerberus property today to beg to have my bike back, knowing if I left this house, I’d head toward the Quik Stop liquor store rather than the road leading to my family’s land.

James: We’re heading to Jake’s. Want us to swing by on the way?

My foot taps on the floor with indecision. Going to the bar right now is the very last thing I need, but I remember Ivy saying that’s where they were going tonight. Maybe being in a bar wouldn’t be hard if she’s there?

When my entire leg starts shaking, I fire off an affirmation to James.

Even with my raging headache, I try to make myself presentable by changing into clean clothes and running a comb through my hair. The house is locked up, and I’m waiting for my friend on the front porch by the time he pulls up.

Noticing Ava, James’ fiancé, in the front seat, I tug the back door of the small SUV open and climb inside.

“Thanks,” I tell James as I snap my seat belt in place. “Good to see you, Ava.”

She tells me hello, but doesn’t make an effort to draw me into small talk. I appreciate it. I’m not so lucky where James is concerned. 

“Where’s your bike, man?”

“In the shop,” I lie. I’m not even going to go into everything that has gone down since I last saw him, especially with his girl sitting in the car with us.

“Jared is in town this weekend. We’re meeting him and some of the other guys at the bar tonight,” James advises.

“But we aren’t staying long,” Ava says in a tone that makes me believe they’ve already had this conversation, and she thinks James needs the reminder. “We have plans tomorrow.”

“I wouldn’t forget my own wedding.” Ava smiles at her man.

Fuck. I picked the wrong night to text him.

“It’s at two tomorrow. At First Baptist,” James says as we pull into Jake’s. “I expect you to be there.”

I’m out of the car, pulling open Ava’s door like a gentleman in order to avoid confirming with my oldest friend. With the way things are going, I’ll be curled in a damn ball on the bathroom floor at two tomorrow. Not drinking seems to be worse for me than the actual drinking.

Before entering, James stands outside of his vehicle and fires off a text. “It’s so crowded; I figured I’d find out exactly where they are inside.”

I’ve already spotted Cannon’s truck in the lot, and that’s all I need to know to draw me inside, but I hang back, not wanting to be rude to the guy who was gracious enough to give me a ride up here.

“He’s not responding,” James says, looking down at his phone with a frown. “Probably too loud.”

“We should just head inside,” I urge. “He won’t be too hard to find.”

Ava frowns like she doesn’t want to be here at all, but she allows James to guide her to the front door. With a hand pressed to her lower back, James urges his woman inside, and I can’t help but be a little jealous of what they have.

Humid heat hits me in the face the second we step inside. Jake’s tends to be busy on the weekend, but I’ve never seen the place like this. Things sure have changed since I left for the Corps. There are lines at the bar, lines in the back for the restrooms, and the dance floor is a sea of people. A gunshot could go off on one side of this building, and the people on the other side wouldn’t have a clue there was any danger.

That knowledge makes my heart rate spike, and my need to seek Ivy out multiplies tenfold. I don’t even give James the courtesy of telling him where I’m going before I’m heading to the dance floor. I’ll work in a spiral pattern, moving out until I make it either to the outer edges or find Ivy.

I spot Gigi dancing against the guy I recognize as her baby’s father from the picture Cannon sent me. She doesn’t look like she’s recently had a baby, but for the first time, my eyes don’t linger on her lithe form. The dude holding her against his body is huge, but that doesn’t stop me from interrupting.

“Where’s your sister?” I yell in her ear as I pull her away from her dance partner.

“The fuck, dude?” A hard hand shoves me in the chest, and in a split second, I’m ready to murder someone. “Get your hands off my girl.”

Rage fills his eyes, and his breath is already coming out in harsh pants. I may be ready to fight, but so is he.

“Stop.” I watch in awe as he calms immediately after five foot nothing Georgia Leigh Anderson presses a soft hand to his stomach. “This is Griffin.”

He nods, but it’s the only acknowledgment I get, and from the rage that filled his eyes only seconds before, I think I’m lucky to have gotten even that.

“Where’s Ivy?” I ask again. As much fun as this little get-together is, I’m a man on a mission.

“She was out here dancing a few minutes ago.” Gigi looks around, but her view is even more limited than mine seeing as she’s over a foot closer to the floor.

I turn away, looking for another familiar face when I see my brother. He grins when I walk up, pulling one arm from the back of a beautiful girl to shake my hand.

“I haven’t seen her in a few minutes,” he answers when I ask the same question I asked Gigi. “Maybe she’s back over at the table.”

He turns his dance partner so he can use his free arm to indicate where the group posted up at. I head that way immediately, clasping Lawson’s hand as I walk past him.

“Where ya going?” Lawson says without releasing my hand.

“I’m looking for Ivy.”

“Ugh. I think she’s out on the dance floor.” His eyes dart toward the table before he looks directly at me. 

For most people, they’d believe him. Lawson has been through enough shit to be one of the best liars I’ve met, but his time with Delilah has softened him a bit.

I drop his hand like it burned me, and arrow toward the table. Ivy told me yesterday it wasn’t a date, but maybe she was lying to spare my feelings?

The table is empty, but before relief can fill my blood, I notice a couple leaning against the wall in an embrace. Seeing people making out in Jake’s isn’t something new, but the sandals flexed as the girl reaches up to kiss the guy are familiar. So familiar, if I close my eyes, I can see them fall from Ivy’s feet and hit the floor of the cottage as she got comfortable the other night.

Confusion hits me hard. There’s no way it’s her. A longer look confirms her long dark hair, but it’s the clench of her pink-tipped nails gripping the guy’s shirt that wakes me from my numb state. By the time I get close enough, I see red at the sight of this fucker’s hand on the outside of her thigh. He’s not exactly between her legs, but the tips of his fingers are hidden by the fabric of her skirt.

“Get the fuck off her!” I roar as I pull him back and shove him away.

Ivy is my initial concern. She’s wide-eyed and looking terrified when I grasp her face and look into her eyes. 

“What did he give you?”

“What? Griffin, I don’t kn—”

The confusion in her voice is all it takes for me to turn and slam my fist in the guy’s face. The second before I make contact it registers that the guy feeling her up is Jared, the very same guy letting me live in his place for free. I put more force behind the blow than I’d originally planned.

I get three more hits in before someone tries to pull me off him.

“What are you doing?” My brother shoves me against the wall, but it takes Lawson and Gigi’s guy to keep me there.

“He fucking drugged her. Did you see the way he was all over her?” 

“He didn’t,” Ivy sobs as she rushes to the asshole’s side.

Jared is clutching his nose, but it doesn’t seem to staunch the flow of blood at all.

“He was assaulting you!” She glares at me, and the ire in her face makes everything clear. “You were letting him touch you like that? But when I… You wouldn’t let… Are you kidding me?”

“Griffin.” Her lower lip trembles, much the way it did yesterday at seeing me so upset. The sight of tears pooling in her eyes is my breaking point. 

“Let me go,” I seethe, fighting against the trio of men holding me back. “It’s done. Over. She’s not worth it.”

Her tears begin to fall, and I can’t acknowledge the burn in the back of my own throat as I speak these terrible words to her.

“Don’t bother going back to my fucking house,” Jared spits as I shove past everyone.

Just when I thought I’d already hit rock bottom, the blows keep coming.


Chapter 22

Ivy

“Here,” Delilah whispers. My eyes are swollen and irritated from crying, but the blur of a wet wipe fills my vision.  “Use this to get the blood off your hands.”

I do as I’m instructed, but Jared’s nose bleed was so bad, the blood isn’t just relegated to my hands. My forearms, shirt, and even my skirt have specks of red on them.

“Calm down,” Delilah urges when I turn frantic to get his blood off me.

“Did you see the look in his eyes?” I ask without pulling my eyes from the wipe in my hands. “He was crazy.”

“He was probably drunk,” Lawson mutters. He must have spoken with either Morrison or Cannon. They’ve been involved both times in retrieving his bike because he was too intoxicated to get it himself.

“He wasn’t.” I shake my head because that fact confuses me even more. “I didn’t smell it on his breath.”

“I’d be ready to kill if I caught my girl up against the wall making out with some other guy,” Jameson murmurs. 

Gigi tears into him for his comment, but I don’t have the energy to pay her any mind.

“I’m not his girlfriend.” 

Delilah looks at me with sympathy, but it’s the look in Jameson’s eyes when they meet mine in the rearview mirror that crushes my soul. It’s so similar to the way my dad looked at Gigi when she was acting out. Disappointment drags my shoulders forward, and I have to break the eye contact.

“Where are we going?” I ask when the lights of the town begin to fade.

“Home,” Jameson answers.

“Please, no,” I beg. “I can’t go home like this.”

My hands start to shake again.

“We can get a hotel room,” Gigi offers.

“No,” Jameson grunts, rejecting her idea immediately.

“No? It’s a perfect idea,” Gigi argues.

“Two big guys heading into a hotel room with three young girls?” Lawson snorts. “More like the worst idea ever.”

Jameson grunts his agreement.

“Oh, please.” Gigi pouts. “We can drop those three off at a hotel. Now that I think about it, I hate the idea of being away from Amelia for an entire night.”

“It’s only ten,” Lawson says as the light on his watch fills the back of the SUV. “We can head down to the park and chill for a little before heading back to the clubhouse.”

Jameson must accept this idea because he pulls into a driveway before backing out and turning to head back into town.

I remain silent in the back, my sobs periodically making my shoulders shake. I don’t care where we end up so long as it’s not the clubhouse. My mental state, along with the condition of my smeared makeup, would raise too many questions if we go back there now.

Jameson and Gigi don’t make a move to get out of the vehicle when we pull up to the park, but Delilah clasps my hand and leads me away from them. I don’t know where he goes, but Lawson doesn’t join us on the picnic table.

“Where’s Melissa?” I ask, feeling like an awful friend for only now thinking about her.

“She’s with Cannon. They were going to look for Griffin.”

Just the mention of his name makes my arms cover in gooseflesh, but I blame the cool breeze floating around us. 

It’s done. Over. She’s not worth it.

There was resignation in his voice when he spit those words at me.

“Poor Jared,” I mutter after a long moment.

“Do you like him?” Delilah asks, and I can tell she’s trying to be diplomatic. She’s the kind of woman who thinks people should make their own choices rather than friends and family trying to exert their opinions on matters that don’t directly affect them.

“I don’t even know him,” I answer honestly. “He wasn’t drinking. He didn’t get aggressive or kiss me without permission. He didn’t make a move until I gave him a clue that I might be interested.”

“And that’s different from how Griffin has acted?”

Of course, she would deduce that all of this has to do with Griffin.

I release a huff of air before I recall that I haven’t been as open with her about what has happened since we returned to New Mexico.

“I know about the drinking,” she prods. “Lawson told me what Cannon told him.”

“Guys gossip more than women do.” I chuckle lightly even though I don’t find anything about tonight or the way Griffin has been acting funny at all.

“He’s torturing himself about what he had to do at war. It’s eating him alive, so he drowns his problems with booze.”

“Has he hurt you?” I shake my head, but my reaction is stilted. “Ivy, you’re my best friend. Please talk to me. Don’t leave me in the dark on this.”

I stay silent, but she’s not going to give up.

“I’m not asking you to spill his secrets, but it’s clear you have some things to work through.”

“I don’t even know where to start.”

“The beginning is always good.”

A weak smile tugs at the corner of my mouth as I worry my hands in my lap.

“He was angry at me when I first found him in Jake’s. Well, maybe not me specifically. I think he’s angry at the world. He kissed me that first day.” 

I inwardly wish that things were different, that I could reflect back on that long-awaited kiss as a good thing, but his filthy mouth and unemotional aggression will taint it forever. 

“H-he wanted to go further. Wanted me to go inside and h-have sex with him.”

“Oh, God. Please tell me you didn’t?”

“You’re supposed to be the supportive one.” I roll my eyes. “I did not sleep with him. Not that time or the next time he wanted me to, or even the time after that. I know I’ve dodged a bullet, but he’s so broken.”

“That doesn’t mean he’s yours to fix,” she whispers, and the truth of that slams into me like a runaway train.

“I know.” My words are soft even though I’m raging inside.

“I’m not trying to give you mixed signals, but that man was a lunatic over you tonight. You said he wasn’t drunk, but sober men don’t act like that unless there’s something there.” She grabs my hands and separates them so I can’t keep toying with my peeling cuticles. “His eyes don’t skate past you anymore. I think he’s finally noticed you, and he likes what he sees.”

“That may be the case, but he’s made it very clear that he’s only interested in a physical relationship. He may not even want that after what happened tonight.”

“Do you plan to date Jared?”

My brows furrow because the questions come out from left field. “No. Why would you ask that?”

“Sometimes, competition makes a man realize what he’s missing.”

“I don’t think that’s great advice.” I shake my head. “I’m not trying to manipulate him. If he doesn’t want me—”

“Oh, he wants you,” she interrupts.

“If he doesn’t want me for more than a play toy,” I amend, “then I’m not interested.”

“What if he needs your help?”

“Then I’ll offer him all of the friendship he can handle.”

“Even better,” she says with a sly smile on her face. “The friend-zone is even more frustrating to men than having to beat competition off.”

“We need to get back to the clubhouse,” Jameson says as he walks across the grass toward the picnic table. “Gigi misses the baby.”

“Okay,” I agree, climbing off the top of the picnic table and wiping my hands over the back of my skirt.

“Any word?” Delilah asks Lawson as he walks up and clasps her hand in his.

“They haven’t found him yet.”

Delilah’s advice rumbles around in my head the entire ride back to the clubhouse. The only wrinkle is whether or not Griffin even wants to be my friend. I hope he does because I don’t have a Plan B.


Chapter 23

Griffin

His lips on hers.

His hands on her skin.

Each step I take away from Jake’s the angrier I get. I have half a mind to turn back around and pummel that piece of shit until the coroner can’t identify his body. I don’t care about going to jail or the blood coating my hands. 

The only thing that concerns me is why she has pushed me away numerous times if she was just going to mess around with someone else. All of this bullshit about needing more than I can give her. 

Fucking lies.

I’m arrowing toward the other bar in town since the liquor stores are closed down for the night. Beer just isn’t going to cut it. Cars pass by, thankfully none of them stopping. I tuck into the shadows when a motorcycle turns down the street. The last thing I want is to be found. When it drives past without slowing, I resume my trek for relief.

My head is so fucked up, and even though I’m aware enough to know that Ivy doesn’t answer to me, it doesn’t ease the burn raging through my gut from her picking Jared fucking Franklin over me.

Like a halo of neon lights, the sign above The River Run Tavern calls to me from two blocks away. My mouth waters with anticipation, and my feet move me along a little faster.

“Do you seriously think this is the right path to take?”

My hand freezes before it even makes contact with the door handle.

“You need to go home,” I mutter without even turning around to face my brother.

“I’m not leaving without you.”

“I need to get drunk,” I counter and grab the handle of the door. “Feel free to stick around.”

“You can’t come home drunk. You know the rules.”

“I don’t plan on going home.” Even though I’m in Farmington, home was never my intent. I just knew I couldn’t be across the country. At least here I have an edge.

“You have nowhere else to go. Do you really want to make Mom worry more than you already have?”

That’s a low fucking blow. Our mom is an amazing woman, and staying away since I got home was so I didn’t hurt her more.

”I don’t want to hurt anyone anymore.” The truth of my words echo in my head and settle in my stomach, but at the same time easing everyone else’s pain does nothing to alleviate my own.

“Then let’s go home.” Cannon pulls my hand free from the door handle, but honestly, I wasn’t holding on to it very tight. Stupidly, I hope going back to my childhood home will make things better because what I’ve been doing hasn’t worked so far.

Home meant Ivy was near, and no matter how pissed at her I am, I can’t ignore the draw. She makes everything better, soothes me down to my soul.

Cannon doesn’t crowd me as we walk across the parking lot, but I can tell he’s guarded either waiting for me to bolt or rear back and punch him in the nose. I consider the former when I notice the girl from the bar in the front seat of his SUV. The last thing I need is an audience for my shit-show of a life.

“This is Melissa,” Cannon says as we climb inside. “Ivy’s friend from school.”

I give her a quick nod, not expecting much in return, but the girl swivels in her seat and stares me down like she hates me. Ignoring her, I keep my eyes out the window, counting down the minutes until I can be alone in my bedroom back at my parents’ house.

“Why are we going in this direction?” I ask when it looks like we’re headed toward Browning Parkway.

“We have to go get your stuff from Jared’s.”

I grunt but don’t argue. Literally, everything I own is in the cottage, and as pissed as I am at Jared for putting his hands and mouth on Ivy, I need my shit.

“Stay in the car,” Cannon commands when we pull up. “Jared doesn’t want you tearing shit up inside.”

I snort a humorless laugh, having no desire to tear anything up but his damn face. 

“What?” I ask when he opens the back door and holds his hand out.

“Can’t get inside without the key.”

I slide the piece of metal into his hand, feeling like a child in trouble by his parents. I fucking hate it. I hate everything about tonight.

“You need to get your shit together or stay away from her.”

My eyebrows hit the roof of the car when Ivy’s friend speaks. Who the hell does she think she is?

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me, Griffin Griggs.” The sneer on her face is even more defined now that my brother isn’t in the vehicle to monitor her. “Either be with her or leave her the hell alone.”

My mouth opens and closes, but no sounds come out. 

“What has she told you?” I finally manage.

“What we discuss is none of your damn business,” she snaps back.

“If you’re discussing me, I’d say it is my business.” Just the possibility that Ivy talks about me with her friend gives me hope.

“You don’t get to pull the shit that happened tonight. You don’t get to act mad if she moves on when you won’t pick her.”

“Pick her? What the fuck are you talking about? She wants more than I can give right now.”

“Right now?” It’s Melissa’s turn to huff. “So what? She’s supposed to be sitting at home waiting for you to decide if she’s worthy enough of more than just a roll in your borrowed sheets?”

I’m thankful for the center console because this chick is so fired up, I’m afraid she may try to climb over the seat.

“This has nothing to do with her worth,” I seethe. “I’m not worthy of her. She deserves better.”

I hit my fist against my chest for emphasis, and each strike feels like a death blow. Even as many times as I‘ve thought that very thing, I’ve never said the words out loud. 

Six months ago, before Syria, I could hold my head up high. I was a fucking catch. I was a man her parents would welcome with open arms. A man her mom would be thrilled to plan a wedding for her daughter.

I’m no longer that man. That man died in the sand with those children and their innocent parents. That man has no business attempting happiness with an amazing woman like Ivy.

“She seems to think differently.” Melissa’s tone has transitioned from anger to sympathy, and it isn’t until wetness drips onto my forearm that I realize I’m crying.

I don’t even bother to dash the tears away with my hand. I’m too broken to even care at this point.

The SUV shakes, the rear hatch opening up, and I suddenly feel like a fool crying in front of a woman I don’t even know. Marines don’t cry. They bottle that shit and use it on the battlefield.

“Just the one bag?” my brother asks from the back.

“Yeah,” I grunt, my eyes still not pulling from Melissa’s.

The hatch closes, and Cannon walks around to the driver’s seat.

“Don’t hurt her,” Melissa begs just before Cannon opens the door and slides inside.

I can’t answer her, or make a promise I’m terrified I won’t be able to keep. I don’t deserve Ivy. She does deserve better, but at the same time, she’s the only one who calms the demons in my head, and I’m selfish. I’m the biggest asshole that walks the earth because I know that I’ll cling to her with everything I have simply to get a little peace.

“We’re here.” I jolt at the sound of my brother’s voice, and inwardly chastise myself for dozing off around other people. What would my brother or Ivy’s friend think if I woke up terrorized and thinking someone was trying to kill me? I bet Melissa wouldn’t be begging me to protect Ivy’s heart. She’d be too concerned trying to keep me away from her.

I climb out of the SUV, heading to the back to grab my bag, but the front of the clubhouse stops me in my tracks. This place has always been home, the place I felt the safest, but now that I’m back on the property, my muscles tense. I no longer belong here. If they knew what I’ve done, I wouldn’t even be welcome. I’d be shown the door with the expectation of never coming back.

“Get out of your head, man.” Cannon claps his hand on my back and shoves the strap to my bag in my own fist. “Mom waited up for you.”

“She shouldn’t have,” I grumble as we walk around the clubhouse to one of the two-story homes in the back.

“Yeah, well, you can’t tell her that.” Cannon pauses, and like a coward, I stop too, needing him as a buffer when I walk into the house after being gone so long. I give him as much privacy as I can while he says goodnight to his girl. “Meet me in like twenty minutes?”

I don’t hear her answer but instead hear a breathy moan as her agreement. I don’t bother looking. I’m too busy wondering when I became jealous of my brother and his easy life. He can have any girl he wants, and I’m certain the man isn’t going through any dry spells.

“She seems nice,” I say with humor in my voice as we watch her walk toward Ivy’s house. I’ll never discuss the conversation I had with the girl in the car. I should hate her for getting in my business, but I’m grateful Ivy has someone like her in her corner.

“She’s pretty amazing, but she’s leaving on Monday. Have to get it while I can.” He bumps my shoulder like we’re just two friends gabbing about chicks.

“Nothing serious?”

“Dude?” My brother stops, holding onto my arm so I can’t walk past him. “I’ve known her for a week. Just a little fun.”

“So you’re using her?”

He snorts. “More like the other way around. Come on. Quit stalling.”

I keep my eyes straight ahead as we enter my parents’ house. Looking over at Ivy’s house again won’t help.

“Son,” my dad says as a greeting when I walk inside. 

His lips are turned down, no doubt having already heard what happened at Jake’s. I wouldn’t be surprised if old man Jake hasn’t already issued a criminal trespass so I can’t ever step on the property again. Dad grabs my bag just in time for my mom to step forward and wrap her arms around me. She’s much shorter, her head barely reaching my shoulder, but I hold her against my chest until my throat burns.

“Just need to get some sleep,” I mumble when she steps back. I choose to ignore the tears pooling in her eyes.

“Of course, dear. We can catch up in the morning.”

That’s enough of a warning for me to consider crawling out of my bedroom window and disappearing into the night.


Chapter 24

Ivy

“Get up,” Melissa insists for the third time as she jostles my shoulder. “It’s Saturday.”

“Every day is Saturday for you,” I grumble. “Let me sleep.”

“Griffin came home with us last night.” Her mouth is so close to my head, I feel the heat of her breath and smell her minty toothpaste. I jolt under her hands. “I knew that would get your attention.”

“Yesterday, you told me to move on.” I shove her off me so I can lie flat on my back.

“We chatted last night, and let’s just say I know now why you have a thing for him.”

My hackles go up. I don’t think Melissa would try anything with him, but I refuse to remain ignorant to the possibility. She doesn’t value relationships the same as other people. I just hope her girl-code is strong enough not to betray me.

“What did you do?” There’s no way to disguise the anger in my voice.

“Calm down.” She climbs off the bed and begins digging through my dresser. “Where’s that turquoise bikini you wore last summer.”

“Back at the apartment. I can’t wear things like that here.” Heck, I didn’t even want to wear it last year, but Melissa talked me into it. “Tell me what happened last night.”

“We talked.” I narrow my eyes at her when she turns back in my direction. “He’s so sad, like a lost little puppy. I just wanted to cuddle him and tell him everything is going to be okay.”

“Was he drunk when you guys found him?”

“Nope.” She holds out my black bathing suit. “We found him heading into another bar, but I don’t think he’d been drinking. Get up. We can talk more about it down by the pool.”

“I don’t feel li—”

“Hush,” she interrupts. “Be downstairs in five minutes, or I’ll come back and drag you out. I only have two more days to visit with you before I have to go back home.”

“Make it ten, and you have a deal,” I concede, knowing I need to spend more time with her. Keeping busy and trying not to think about Griffin was my game plan anyway. How I’m going to do that knowing Griffin is here on the property is beyond me.

It actually takes me fifteen minutes to get down to the pool, but from the looks of Melissa and the way she’s wrapped around Cannon in the deep end, my friend had no real intentions of dragging me down here.

“Nope,” my friend hollers just as I’m about to settle on a sun lounger. “In the pool. Not beside the pool.”

“Delilah and Lawson aren’t in the pool.” I point toward my friend and her man like a petulant child.

“We were just getting ready to head in,” Delilah says. Lawson stands, but from the look on his face, I can see he didn’t have any plans to get in the pool.

I grunt and grumble as I throw off my cover-up and head toward the stairs leading into the pool. The splash from Lawson and Delilah as they jump in hits me on the legs. I freeze, a shiver working over my body from the cold water.

“How is it so cold?” I hiss. It’s hot all day every day. It should feel like climbing into a warm bath, not getting thrown into a freezing ocean.

“Don’t be a wuss,” Cannon calls.

I dart my eyes in his direction, suspicious when he releases my friend and lazily begins to swim in my direction.

“If you grab me, I’ll get out and go back inside.”

“He wouldn’t be able to see you then.” 

I don’t have to follow his eyes when he looks up at his house. I’m all too aware that Griffin’s bedroom overlooks the pool. I also know that the lounger I was planning to sit on is under the eave enough that it’s hidden from the viewpoint of that window. 

“Why are you looking at me that way?” His soft gaze and the brush of his tongue on his lower lip is just…well… weird.

“I don’t understand him.” I know he’s talking about Griffin, so I don’t bother to waste either of our time by asking him to specify. “If I had a woman as beautiful as you throwing herself at me, I’d grab hold of you and give you the ride of your life.”

“That’s disgusting, Cannon.” I look over at my friend, grateful she’s far enough away not to hear what he’s saying. “You and Melissa—”

“I’m not hitting on you.” As I walk further into the pool, he swims a circle around me, lazily but with enough movement that his muscles bunch and relax just under the water’s surface. The man was made to go shirtless. “I’m just stating a fact. My brother is a fool, but give him time. He’ll realize what’s right in front of him.”

“What are you guys talking about?” Melissa glides through the water until she’s close enough for Cannon to reach. She squeals like a damsel in distress, and I can’t help but roll my eyes at the obviousness of her demand for attention. People confuse me so much it’s unreal.

“I was just telling this gorgeous friend of yours that my brother is an idiot for letting her slip through his fingers.”

“He’ll come around,” Melissa says without so much as a wince as the man she’s clinging to calls me gorgeous. Maybe she really is only hooking up with him out of convenience? “Ivy’s a total catch. He’d be an idiot not to realize it.”

“See?” Cannon points to my friend. “Exactly like I was saying.”

“How about we chicken fight?” Delilah asks as she climbs up Lawson’s back in the middle of the pool.

“I’m in,” Melissa agrees as she reaches for Cannon.

“Where are you going?” Delilah asks as I turn back around to climb out of the pool.

“I don’t—” My words catch in my throat. How pitiful is it to feel left out right now?

“I’ve got you.” My eyes jerk up, wishing it were Griffin standing on the edge of the pool and jerking his shirt off, but it’s one of the Cerberus guys. “I mean, if you want to play.”

He’s younger than most of the other guys who work for Cerberus, but the Semper Fi tattoo on his chest is evidence that he qualifies for the job.

“You aren’t afraid of my Dad?”

His grin is wide. “Kincaid? Err, I mean Diego? The man scares the shit out of me, but I’m just trying to help out his daughter so she can play with her friends, not hit on you and get killed.”

“Oh, he’s delicious,” Melissa says from behind me.

“That makes more sense,” Cannon says right before I hear a splash. “Ivy come here.”

When I look back, I see Melissa swimming toward the Cerberus guy, and Cannon has his hands out, offering me help to climb on his back.

“Tug,” the handsome guy answers after Melissa asks him his name.

“That sounds like a story I need to hear later,” my friend coos as her new friend sinks lower in the pool so she can climb on his back.

“That doesn’t upset you?”

“Why should it?” Cannon answers with a shrug. “I told you. We’re both free agents.”

“Being grown is so confusing,” I mutter as Cannon holds onto my thighs near the edge of the pool as Delilah and Melissa line up to try to knock each other off their guy’s shoulders.

“You and Melissa aren’t the same,” Cannon begins. “Stop looking at other people to determine what you think you should be doing, especially when it comes to relationships. If you feel like you need to focus on others, pick women like Delilah and the new Gigi. They’re going to give you the best example of how your life will look once you find love.”

His fingers dig into my thighs, and I can tell it’s a form of comfort he’s offering. Even with all of the things he said earlier, he’s not the type to mess with a girl he knows is still hung up on his brother.

“Best two out of three,” Delilah hisses, spitting water out of her mouth after having landed in the pool.

Watching them play and have a good time, I can’t help but let my eyes drift up to Griffin’s bedroom window. The blinds are drawn, and it’s only another metaphor for how closed off he is to me right now.

Knowing he didn’t drink last night makes me feel better, like things aren’t as bad as they could be. It also makes me feel horrible for kissing Jared. The longer the kiss took place, the easier it was to realize there was no connection there. Even as his tongue swept into my mouth and there was no amount of sizzle, I let it continue thinking eventually I’d feel an ounce of the chemistry I feel when I’m near Griffin. 

It never came.


Chapter 25

Griffin

“Fucking traitor,” I hiss when Cannon dips into the water, giving Ivy the ability to climb up on his shoulders. 

When his hands grip her thighs to keep her on him, I see red. The bottle of water in my fist crinkles when I squeeze, making the sound echo all around the room. I hate the distance between the pool and my second-story window.

The same anger I felt for Jared last night steamrolls me again, the force so strong I physically have to plant my feet heavier on the floor to keep from moving. I shove the consequences away, ready to pummel my brother, but when I turn, I find my dad standing in my doorway, and I know he won’t just wait idly by while I beat the hell out of his other son. 

I stiffen when he crosses the room and looks down at the pool. He’s always had a keen eye, so I have no doubt he knows exactly what has me riled up. It’s not the first time I’ve been this mad in front of him recently, but for some reason, I don’t have as strong of a handle on it today. Honestly, I don’t feel in control of anything right now.

The plastic bottle crackles in my hand once again.

“It may be best if you weren’t torturing yourself like this.”

My teeth grind at the childish recommendation, as if I’m not man enough to handle the sight of my brother touching her.

“Dad.” My tone is a warning, one I’ve never had the balls to direct at him before.

“How long has it been since you drank?”

“I’m a grown fucking man,” I hiss.

With an assessing gaze, my father looks down at the tremble in my fisted hands before meeting my eyes.

“I ask because it looks like you’re in withdrawals. I’d like to calculate how long until you’re in the clear.” He angles his head down at my hands when I reject his assumption with a huff. “Would you do that any other day?”

He has a point, but I don’t have the ability to concede, so I snap my mouth shut.

“I know this isn’t the best time to discuss this, but from that look of fire in your eye, I can tell you want to do something stupid. You know I can’t allow that.” 

My eyes stray back to the people laughing and playing in the pool. I’m bitter down to my bones with how they can be happy and so carefree, but my brain reminds me that this is exactly why I, along with thousands of others, joined the service to begin with. We fight and die so people can be blissfully ignorant to what really goes on. We worry, so they don’t have to.

“Griffin,” my dad prods.

“I’m not gonna do anything,” I promise, but the words sound just as empty out loud as they feel deep inside.

I’m not an idiot. I can tell Cannon is just having fun. From the looks of it, Ivy on his shoulders is the better choice since his flavor of the week is on some other guy’s shoulders. I’d murder that guy if he touched her.

“You’ve already gotten stupid with two other men this week over her,” he reminds me. “Cannon isn’t going after your girl, so let’s not make it three.”

“Did you need something?” I spit when he just continues to stand beside me.

“I let you skate by without talking last night, but you’re not going to get off that easy today.”

“I’m not talking about Syria or Camp Pendleton.”

“Fair enough. Let’s talk about what happened at the school the other day.”

“We already did.”

Just the memories from that day, walking in and seeing Ivy pinned against the wall with the threat of that guy touching her makes my blood begin to boil all over again.

“How about last night? How do you go from being close enough to Jared Franklin to stay on his family’s property to beating him up at the bar?”

I know he’s not going to leave me alone until we have this conversation, but at the same time, I feel like he’s forcing my hand and that’s barely tolerable.

“I thought she was drugged,” I confess.

He stiffens beside me, the protective side of him flaring to life. “Was she?”

I shake my head, unable to verbalize just how wrong I was.

“Why would you think that?”

“She was kissing him. I didn’t think she’d kiss anyone so quickly after—”

“After what?” he prods, but I can tell by his tone that he’s wondering if he even should’ve asked the question, as if the answer would be too personal to share with him.

“I thought she was mine.” I swallow when an emotion other than anger bubbles in my throat. “I thought she wanted only me.”

The bottle crinkles in my hand as I grip it in frustration. Cannon is smiling down at Ivy, wiping water from her face since she just got knocked off his shoulders by Delilah. They both look so happy, so… normal.

“Did she tell you as much?” I don’t answer. “Did she tell you she loved you?”

“No,” I grunt.

“And if she did?”

“I told her I have nothing to give her.”

“We both know that’s not true.” He and mom both have always been our biggest advocates, supportive, yet making us understand we sometimes have to fight hard for what we want. Self-depreciation is never allowed either. Having a defeatist attitude around my dad is the equivalent of already giving up, and Griggs don’t give up.

“She’s a beautiful woman.” I smile at his confession, not worried about my dad’s opinion in the least. As far as attraction, the man doesn’t see anyone but my mother. “Surely you don’t expect that to go unnoticed by the men around her. If you told her she doesn’t have a chance with you, it’s unfair to expect her not to move on.”

His words are an echo of what Melissa said to me last night. I couldn’t argue then, and today I don’t have a leg to stand on either.

“You can’t keep attacking men for taking notice.”

“Maybe I should leave.” It’s not a threat, but a realization that just hit me in the chest. I can’t hang around and watch her with other people. I’m physically not capable, but at the same time, the tremble in my hands returns with the thought of being away from her.

“You don’t need to go anywhere.” I appreciate him saying it. “She’s only here for the summer.”

My world implodes with the second half of his statement. I knew this. Deep in my gut, I knew she wasn’t planning on staying here. She has a full year of college left, and I’m not the type of man to ask her to stay. My eye twitches with his words. Combine that with the sight of the new guy swimming toward her with a lascivious grin on his mouth makes me realize that maybe I wasn’t the type of man to ask her to stay, but I’m not so sure I’m that man now.

“She deserves better than me,” I say out loud, cringing at the confession when my dad sighs beside me.

“You’re a good man, Griffin.”

His hand lifts, as if he’s going to grasp my arm or clap me on the back in solidarity, but instead of touching me, he lets it fall back to his side. I’m grateful that he didn’t touch me, but disheartened that he questions his ability to treat me the same as he would’ve years ago.

“I’m not,” I argue. His reaction to me proves that.

Stepping away from the window, I begin to pace around the room. All of it is too much. It’s not just Ivy. It’s the secrets and the truth no one knows but me. It’s staying in this house when I’m an impersonator of the man they think is here.

My forehead beads in sweat even though I can feel the cool air from the A/C on my arms. My heart hammers in my chest, and the discomfort I feel walking around my room and being unable to see her forces me back to the window.

“Your moth—” Dad begins.

His words halt when I tense again. It’s not the sight in the pool this time that draws my eye. It’s the shadow that moves along the edge of the indoor pool, just outside of the gate, a mere twenty feet from where Ivy is.

“They’re going to hurt her!”

I push past my dad so fast I don’t even know if he tries to stop me. There’s nothing that can stop me from protecting her.


Chapter 26

Ivy

“You’re not giving up are you?” Tug asks as he sways his body through the water rather than moving with his feet even though we’re in the shallower end of the pool. From the easy effort, I bet he’s as fast in the water as he is on land.

“They’re…umm—” I point behind him, so I don’t have to actually say the words. “They aren’t exactly playing anymore.”

He glances over his shoulder, and a huge smile spreads his face when he looks at the paired-off couples making out. “Yeah. I guess they aren’t. Wanna get out and grab a drink?”

“I’m not…I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I respond awkwardly.

“Getting a drink isn’t a good idea?” He frowns. “We’ve been swimming for over an hour, and people dehydrate if they don’t drink. Most people assume since they’re in water that they don’t need to drin—”

I hold my hand up to quiet him. “Sorry. I misread—never mind. Let’s grab some water.”

“You thought I was flirting with you?” There’s laughter in his tone, and I hate when the joke is on me.

“No. That’s not what I thought.” I climb out of the pool first. He chuckles, and I cringe at the thought that he finds it funny that I’d think he was into me somehow. “Can we just forget about it?”

“Look.” 

He stops me in my tracks, catching me at the bend of my elbow and urging me to turn back around to face him. His dark brown eyes peer down at me, and I can tell he wasn’t making fun of me. 

“You’re absolutely gorgeous, but working here is the chance of a lifetime. If I thought I could date you and still be a part of Cerberus, I’d try it in a heartbeat.” His eyes dart over my shoulder. “Something tells me you wouldn’t be open to the possibility, though.”

“Ivy!”

Tug is forgotten about the second I turn around and see Griffin barreling toward me. He isn’t angry at the sight of me standing near another guy. The look on his face is nothing like it was last night with Jared. He’s terrified, and he’s focused past the pool near the back of the patio leading into the indoor swimming pool.

“What’s going o—” Griffin grabs me by the arm with ten times more force than the Cerberus member used just moments ago. “Ouch.”

Even knowing he’s causing me pain, Griffin doesn’t ease up on his hold as he pulls me to his chest. “We have to get out of here. It isn’t safe.”

“What are you talking about?”

Even though he’s acting crazed, I let him guide me toward the gate he left swinging open when he rushed in here.

“Not now, Dad,” Griffin hisses when he sees Morrison walking toward us. “I have to get her to safety.”

“She’s safe, son. I promise. Nothing can hurt either of you here.” His dad holds his hands up, as if he’s trying to talk a suicidal man off a ledge. I’ve seen Morrison get a handle on chaotic situations before, and it didn’t look like this. He looks almost nervous like he doesn’t know what the outcome is going to be. That realization makes me shake. It means Morrison isn’t in control of this situation.

“They’re coming for me,” Griffin hisses. “They’ll use her to get to me. I won’t have it.”

He holds me tighter, and I let my body ease into his. Fighting his strength would be ineffectual right now. If I go by the pounding of his heart, his adrenaline is up, and I won’t win if I try to out-force him.

“It’s just us, son.” Morrison’s words are muffled by Griffin’s arm around my head. “You’re safe.”

Over and over he tries to soothe his son, but the more he talks, the more Griffin gets agitated. I can feel it in his hold on me and the tension in his muscles.

“Dad, please move. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will to keep her safe.”

Everyone goes silent, and just when I think it’s over, and his dad was able to talk some sense into him, I’m spun around, still cradled against Griffin’s chest. There seems to be an altercation, but his grip never relents

“Grab him before he takes her down with him!” I hear someone yell, and I think about how ridiculous that is. Griffin wouldn’t do anything to put me in real harm. He’s been beating guys up just for touching me. He wouldn’t go to all of that trouble just to hurt me himself.

“Get the fuck off me!” Griffin roars and the force of his voice rumbling from his chest right against my ear is jarring. I’ve never known any of the men in my life to speak this way, certainly not Griffin and especially not to his father.

Suddenly, every muscle in his body goes lax, and I can feel myself being dragged to the ground with him.

“There you go,” an unfamiliar voice says as I’m pulled from Griffin’s embrace.

I push against my new handler’s chest, desperate to know what happened to Griffin. When I look over, I see Jameson standing off to the side with an uncapped needle in his hand.

“Let them handle this,” the guy says, and I realize it’s Tug when I turn to see who still has a hold on me. “He could’ve hurt you.”

“He wouldn’t,” I counter as several guys crowd around Griffin. His head just lolls to the side, and the sight of it makes my stomach turn. “What did you do to him?”

They all seem too calm for him to be dead or seriously hurt, but that doesn’t keep my hands from trembling when I reach for his hand.

“It’s a sedative,” Jameson answers. “We have to use them sometimes when a victim’s behavior is compromising a mission.”

“Enough,” my dad says as he steps into the pool area.

Jameson’s jaw snaps shut, and I feel Tug stiffen beside me.

“Can we leave his integrity intact, please? Let’s get him inside. His room is best. He’ll need something familiar when he wakes up. It’ll ease the paranoia.” My dad directs the guys with the skill of a man leading an entire army of soldiers. They move as one, the weight of Griffin doesn’t even cause them to strain at the effort.

“Where are you going, young lady?” My dad’s voice stops me in my tracks before I can follow the men carrying Griffin into his parents’ home.

When I turn to face my father, I can tell he isn’t angry, but he isn’t happy with my line of thinking either.

“You just said he needs something familiar.” I press my palm to my sternum. “I’m familiar to him. If I’m there when he wakes up, it’ll be better for him.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. He’s hallucinating, and he’s dangero—”

“I’m not asking,” I interrupt. My teeth dig into my lower lip when my dad’s head snaps back like I’ve slapped him. I’ve never spoken to my father in that tone, but I won’t back down. “You wouldn’t walk away from mom if she were in this situation, and you know she wouldn’t leave you alone.”

“The difference is that we lov—”

I hold my hand up to interrupt again. “There is no difference.”

He seems even more shocked now, his eyes going wide as they look from my face to the door where the men disappeared with Griffin, and I realize I all but told my dad I love Griffin Griggs.

“Ivy.” His head shakes back and forth, and I can’t tell if he’s rejecting my claim or trying to come to terms with it.

”Daddy, please,” I beg. “He needs me.”

A small frown plays at his lips, but then his head dips in agreement. I don’t stick around and wait for him to change his mind. I don’t bother to knock on the back door when I enter the Griggs’s home either.

“Ivy.” The sad voice of Griffin’s mother does force me to pause, however.

“Misty?” When I turn, I find her shoving things in a canvas bag. 

“Shadow said you'd need these.” I grin as she hands me the strap to the bag. I love that even though everyone calls him by his first name, many people still slip and call him by his club name. It’s the same with my dad and the other guys around here, a reminder that even though they’re older and now parents, they hold other roles as well.

“How did he know I was going to insist on being up there?” I was ready to argue for my place by his side. This all seems too easy.

She gives me a soft, knowing grin. “He’s detoxing from the liquor. It’s making him angry and paranoid. We heard him throwing up almost all night, but there could still be a few days of this. There’re snacks, bottled water, and Tylenol for the headache he’s sure to have when he wakes up. I won’t be surprised if he refuses to let you leave, so be prepared for that.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She touches my hand gently. “I always hoped it would be you.”

I don’t argue with her, but she seems to think she knows more about this situation than even I do, so I just give her a quick grin before heading up the stairs and right into the room I haven’t been in for years. The only time I did sneak in here was right after Griffin left for the Corps, and I was missing him terribly.

Griffin is situated on the bed as best as the guys could get him, but the angle of his body still looks awkward.

“He’ll be out for a couple of hours,” Morrison says when he notices me hovering in the doorway. “Let’s go guys.”

“Wait,” I hold them off with an upheld hand. “Straighten him out. He’ll be in pain if he lays like that for any period of time.”

Morrison chuckles at my command, but he turns and urges the guys to straighten his son out. Once he’s straighter, they all exit.

“He’s lucky to have you,” his dad says before he walks out of the room, closing the door behind him.


Chapter 27

Griffin

I’m cocooned in warmth, the scent of Ivy’s skin the only thing I can smell when I wake. Her warm body rests against mine, half on top of me, half on the bed, and I want nothing more than for her to blanket me with every inch possible. Tugging her leg by the back of her thigh, I urge her closer.

“Shh,” she coos, and just the softness of her voice settles me enough to drag me back under.

The next time my eyes flutter, darkness fills the room, and my angel is no longer within my grasp.

I find I’m unreasonably agitated with her absence.

“I’m here,” she assures me, the softness of her hand caressing my cheek until my nerves settle once again. “I’m here.”

Too heavy to stay open, my eyes close once again. Even though exhaustion weighs down every bone in my body, I make every effort to pull her closer. Her melodic chuckle as she climbs in bed beside me is all it takes for my nerves to calm enough to return to sleep.

“You smell so good,” I whisper when I wake refreshed. It’s still dark outside, and I have no idea how much time has passed, but the brush of her body against mine is more than I have a right to ask for.

“I need you to drink some water,” she says, making me realize her lips are in direct contact with my chest. The moist heat of her breath washes over my skin, and I pray that she doesn’t notice what it does to me below.

“Your dad figured you’d have a headache,” she continues.

“I’m fine.” It’s a lie. My throat is on fire, my mouth is a desert, and I feel like a ten-piece band is performing in my skull. “Just lay with me for a while.”

“We’ve been in here for the last day and a half.”

I should be shocked at the loss of time, but it isn’t the first time I blacked out and lost a day. My body feels the truth in her words because I’m stiff, achy, and my stomach is either turning from lack of food or too much alcohol.

The latter is more likely, or a combination of the two.

“Your dad must be wondering where you are.” I smile and press my lips to the top of her head. “I wish I could remember being with you. Getting my ass kicked for something I have no memory of doesn’t seem fair.”

“Do you really think I’d sleep with you while you were unconscious?”

“What? No, but I—”

“You don’t remember any of it?”

Oh shit. What did I say? What did I do? It couldn’t have been too bad if she’s still here with me, still pressed against my chest and feeling ten kinds of amazing.

Squeezing my eyes tight, I try my best to remember what happened, but I’m only getting flashes. Even those tiny snippets seem hazed in fear and distrust. Heaven help me if I’m imagining her laying here with me. I hold her tighter on the off chance that she may slip away.

“What happened?” I ask the question, but I don’t know if I’m ready for the answer.

She must notice my distress because her hand swipes back and forth over my chest.

“I was swimming.”

“You were with another guy,” I recall.

“I was with a lot of people,” she clarifies. “You came outside and thought I was in danger. The guys dosed you with something to knock you out.”

I stiffen under her — just the thought of being helpless freaks me out. Anything could happen, and there wouldn’t be a thing I could do about it.

“You’re detoxing,” she continues. “I think you’re through the worst of it.”

Refusing to release my hold on her, I use my free hand to scrub down my face. “I don’t know what’s real and what isn’t.”

It’s her turn to hold me tighter, and I can’t imagine being anywhere else. I know I don’t deserve her kindness. Not after the hateful things I’ve said and the way I’ve acted toward her since I’ve been home, but as always, she’s proving to be a much better person than I am.

“We’ll just stay in here until your mind is clear then.”

My mouth opens to tell her that it may never happen, that I’m haunted by my choices, but I snap it shut again. She wouldn’t be against me, letting me soak up everything good inside of her if she knew the truth. It kills me that I may only have her in my arms for a little while. Waking up with her here has made me realize this is exactly what I want for the rest of my life. Man, there is nothing like the affection of a good woman.

“Here,” she says, pushing against my chest so she can sit up on the edge of the bed. “You need to drink.”

“I’m not thirsty.” I can’t tell her how I suspect that the water has been poisoned, but when I see her grab an unopened bottle and let me twist the top off, I can see she’s more prepared than I gave her credit for.

“Your dad has already threatened to put an IV in if I can’t get you to drink.”

Happily, I take a long gulp. The water backs up in my throat from going so long without something to drink, and I nearly choke on it before it decides to go down correctly.

“And here.” She hands me a packet of pain relievers, the kind you’d get individually from a convenience store.

With a quick thank you, I take the packet, ripping the top and dumping them in my mouth.

“I also have snacks.”

As I continue to drink the bottle of water, she lays out numerous packs of chips, candy bars, and beef jerky. I scoop up the jerky because I know I need the protein while she grabs a dark chocolate almond bar.

“You still eat those?” It’s a dumb question because it’s clear she does, but it’s also the safest thing I can discuss right now. Mentioning her mouth and those perfect lips of hers may alienate her, and that’s the last damn thing I want.

“I treat myself every once in a while. Melissa told me months ago that eating tons of candy will eventually make me fat, so I’ve cut back a lot.”

“You’re perfect.” I punctuate my statement by running my hand up her bare leg. Goosebumps chase the trail of my fingers, and my teeth dig into my lower lip. “So perfect.”

“Griffin?” She’s breathless, and when I look up at her face, I see she’s hyper-focused on my fingers as they toy with the hem of her blue jean shorts.

“You’re the only one that cares about me,” I confess, my fingers still against her skin, trembling with the need to go higher, but afraid of scaring her off.

“That’s not true.” My hands flex, and from the whimper leaving her lips, I don’t think it’s painful to her.

“You’re the only one who has been around since I got back.” I move my hand another inch under the edge of her shorts.

“Y-you can’t g-get mad when people do exactly what you told them to. You didn’t want them around, and they respected your wishes.”

“You didn’t. You were there. No matter how crazy I got, you were there. You’re the only one here.” My eyes seek hers, and I’m lost. There’s no one else but this amazing woman. “You’ve been right in front of my eyes this entire time.”

I feel like a fool as the realization hits me. It’s like the biggest ah-ha moment of my life, and just my damn luck that it’s happening while we’re practically quarantined because I’ve spent the last couple of weeks drinking myself into permanent liver damage.

“Griffin.” 

Her delicate throat works on a swallow, and it makes me wonder if she can feel the electricity jolting between us right now. She’s probably said my name hundreds of times, but just now it’s as if it’s backed by the choir of a thousand angels.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t see you.”

Her eyes glisten, tears pooling on her lower lashes as I reach for her. My fingers tease the hairs that have escaped from her disheveled ponytail at the base of her neck.

“I don’t know what’s happening right now.” There’s a dose of pain I’m sure I deserve in her voice. I have no idea how to calm her fears. I don’t want to make promises I may not be able to keep; promises she may not even want to hold me accountable for when she hears my truth. 

“Just follow my lead,” I whisper as I lean in closer.

Her hand grasps my shoulder, but rather than pushing me away, I feel her fingers dig into my flesh and tug me closer. My lips skate along the column of her neck since I’m all too aware I’ve been laying in this bed for a day and a half, and I’m in desperate need of a shower.

“Jesus, you smell amazing.” My cock throbs, but I do my best to ignore the urge to relocate her hand from my shoulder to a few feet further south. I need her in the worst way, but moving too fast would only ruin things.

“I sh-showered while you were asleep.”

I groan when my dick likes the idea of her being naked in my bathroom. As a teenager, I fantasized about dozens of women alone with me in this room, but she’s the only one who has actually been in here. My parents would’ve had a coronary if I ever attempted to bring a chick up here.

“Don’t tell me things like that, Ivy,” I chastise. “My body can’t handle the thought of you naked in my room.”

“Naked?” Her chuckle turns into a moan when my teeth nip the softness of her earlobe. “Who said anything about being naked? Maybe I kept my bra and panties on?”

“That’s worse,” I admit, loving the way panties sounds so innocent and new coming from her lips. “Come here.”

Surprisingly, she follows without protest when I lean back against the headboard and pull her on top of me. Even though she’s straddling my hips, she remains virtuous by resting her weight on her knees.

“Afraid to touch me?” I ask, my mouth once again finding that spot just below her ear that made her whimper just a moment ago.

“Oh God,” she pants. “I don’t know what to do.”

I swear my cock jolts toward the heat radiating from between her thighs. “Just do what feels natural.”

With a hand on her lower back, I apply pressure, urging her to settle on top of me.

“Are you sure we shou—” Her own moan interrupts her question when I flex my hips, sliding my length along the seam of her body.

“Do you really want to stop?”


Chapter 28

Ivy

No, I don’t want to stop. I don’t speak these words out loud, however. 

I don’t tell him that there’s an unfamiliar throbbing need low in my stomach that seems to be making my decisions for me right now. That tug, the one that seems to be somehow connected from my bellybutton to my sex, has a faint familiarity to it, but this is nothing like the urges I got when I watched that super sensual neck kissing video on social media a few years ago. It’s even stronger than the times I’ve touched myself.

My cheeks flush in embarrassment just thinking about the handful of times when I was alone in the apartment, and I gave in to that voice in my head by meeting the need my body was demanding of me.

“I can feel how hot you are through our clothes.” His teeth nip at my chin, but he only moves his mouth down the other side of my neck. 

Maybe kissing is too intimate for what he has planned?

Maybe he was only saying those thing moments ago to get me in a position like I am now: stupid with need and unable to turn him down when he once again offers me his body instead of his heart.

“Get out of your head, baby.”

His breath is right against my ear, and I both hate and love that he seems to have direct access to my thoughts. On one side it’s incredibly intrusive, but on the other at least he can read me well enough that I don’t always have to say embarrassing things out loud.

“I just need a shower and a toothbrush. As much as I want to lick every single inch of your body, it won’t be as pleasurable an experience for you until I’m clean.” He flexes his hips under me once again, and I see stars. 

“I don’t mind,” I tell him, somehow gaining bravery I’ve never felt before. I rotate my body from my navel to my thighs, brushing up and down the length of him.

“Fuck,” he grunts, his hands once again finding my hips. “You need to quit that.”

I open my mouth to argue, but one second I’m on his lap preparing to move against him once more and the next I’m flat on my back on his bed. I grin up at him, anticipating him covering my body with his, much like I dreamed about last night while he was still asleep, but he doesn’t do what I expect. Rather, he climbs off the bed and looks down at me.

“I’ve never been more tempted to climb back into a bed in all my life.”

I don’t know what his expectations of saying that were, but his eyes narrow when my lips turn down in a frown. Maybe it’s the rejection or the hint of him climbing into other women’s beds, possibly a combination of the two, but he doesn’t get the reaction from me he expects.

“Hey.” His voice softens as he leans over me, but I refuse to meet his eyes.

“You make me crazy,” I admit. “Like stupid and possessive, and pouty. I’m not a pouty girl, but there’s just something about you that makes me—”

His lips cover mine before I can finish. The brush of his tongue against mine and the grip of his fingers on my thigh as he settles on top of me make my brain shut down. I’m a whimpering mess by the time he pulls away only to look down at me with mirth.

“I feel exactly the same way. I saw red when I walked into Jake’s to find Jared with his mouth and hands on you.” He squeezes his eyes shut, head shaking back and forth as if he’s trying to break up the vision in his mind. “I could’ve killed him for touching what belongs to me.”

“Belongs to you?” I don’t even recognize the huskiness in my voice.

“Your mouth.” He presses his lips against mine once again. “Your skin. Your curves. Every first. All of it belongs to me.”

“Please,” I beg, trying to ignore the voice in the back of my head telling me all of this is only going to lead to heartache. He’ll drink again, or have one of his moods, and this Griffin won’t be the same man who gets angry so easily. Giving everything to him only for him to turn around and toss me out like trash would be unbearable. That voice, the warning, and the pain I know I’m going to face later are somehow overridden by the growing need to accept whatever he’s offering and deal with the consequences later.

His mouth leaves my skin as he presses his forehead to my neck. “We can’t do this. There’s so much I need to tell you. I won’t put you in this situation while you’re uninformed.”

“Do you have a wife or a girlfriend I don’t know about?” Being a home-wrecker is about the only thing capable of stopping this train, and I’m certain I would know those huge things about him if he did have one or the other.

“I wish it were that simple.” His lips find my ear once again. “I’m going to tell you everything, but will you shower with me first?”

“Shower?” I chirp, my voice cracking at the end. “Together?”

“No pressure,” he says, but it’s the hard flex of his hips that makes the decision for me. Contact, even with clothes on, makes me delirious.

I want nothing more than the opportunity to see suds running down the length of his abs, but we have to have some ground rules.

“I’m not having sex with you in the shower.”

“I know.” His tone is marked with sincerity, so when he climbs off me and offers me his hand, I take it and follow him into the shower.

With the way my whole body trembles as he turns on the water, you’d think we were planning on going all the way.

“Hey.” I don’t even notice that he’s stepped so close until his knuckle urges my head up. “You don’t have to. I don’t want you to feel pressured. I can shower alone.”

“I want to.”

“You sure?” The second I nod my agreement, his hands skate over my body to the hem of my t-shirt. “May I?”

All I can manage is another nod, and he lifts my shirt. The backs of his hands feel like ice on my skin as he raises the shirt until I’m forced to lift my arms for it to be pulled over my head. My first instinct is to cover up, but he clasps one hand in his preventing me from doing it. 

“You’re beautiful,” he says, trailing his finger down my side.

My shaking is renewed when his free hand reaches behind me to unclasp my bra.

“I’ve never been naked in front of a guy before.”

“I know.” When the straps of my bra slide down my arms, his eyes focus on my breasts as they’re revealed. “I love being the only man to see you like this.”

After my bra falls at our feet, his hands find the button and zipper on my shorts.

“Are you still sure?”

Brazenly, I push down my own shorts but leave my panties up.

“Your skin is perfect.” I could say the same thing about his bare chest, but I seem to have lost the ability to speak as his fingers trace the top band of my underwear. Muscles I didn’t realize I have jump under his touch and that tug is back low in my belly.

“I can’t seem to stop touching you.” 

“I l-like your hands on me.”

As if I’ve given him permission, his hand traces around my bellybutton and work its way up higher.

“So soft,” he praises as he draws closer to my breasts.

Shamefully, my nipples tighten even in the damp heat surrounding us from the shower running. 

“I don’t know what to do,” I confess once again when his palm tests the weight of one breast.

“Just tell me to stop if I go too far.”

Just like he took my mouth earlier without pause, he bends and wraps his lips around one puckered nipple. We both groan, and if he hadn’t wrapped his arms around my back, I’d be sprawled out on the floor from the intensity of his lips.

The air turns cold around that breast when he releases it with a pop only to wrap his mouth around my other one. I’m a mess in his arms as he laps at my skin. My panties are around my calves before I even realize he has tugged the fabric down.

His lips release my breast, but his mouth doesn’t stop as he licks and nips the skin on my stomach. When I feel his breath over my thighs, I’m back to shaking like crazy.

“Shhh,” he soothes, and I can feel the rush of air on my most private flesh.

Just the thought of him touching me there makes my thighs move a few inches apart in invitation. My eyes are clamped closed, but when he speaks again, I can’t help but look down.

“Jesus, Ivy. Look at you.” I watch him as he stares a hole into my core. He seems enthralled, bordering on obsession as his thumbs dig into the flesh where my thighs meet the rest of my body. “So pretty. Can I touch you here?” 

I whimper my response.

“Can I taste you?” 

How filthy does that sound? I can’t wait.

“Please.”

He barely waits a breath before he leans in closer, as if he’s afraid I’ll change my mind if he waits too long.

The first swipe of his tongue is like a cattle prod to my spine, like I’ve been electrocuted and no longer have any control over my entire body. I grip the top of his head to steady myself, but this only seems to urge him on even more.

His breaths are coming out in pants, but his tongue never stops moving. The grip of his hands on my hips strengthens to the point of near pain, but it all somehow seems to work together. When he lifts one of my legs, throwing it over his shoulder so he can work me deeper, I’m done for. Or at least I think it can’t get any better, but then his fingers find my opening, and although he doesn’t go deep, just circling around has me convulsing against his mouth.

“I’m-I’m-I’m,” I stutter. He must understand more than me what’s happening because he doubles his efforts, and it leaves me seeing stars as every muscle seizes before I begin to pulse against his mouth.

He doesn’t stop, though. He licks, nips, and sucks until I’m so sensitive, I have to shove against his shoulders to make him stop.

“That was amazing,” he says after one final long, slow lick up my center.

I know why it was amazing for me, but I’m incredibly happy if he enjoyed it too.

Once again, he kisses up my body, nuzzling against my neck. His arousal, even more prominent now than when we were on the bed, digs into my stomach. I want to return the favor, but I know nothing about what it takes to send a man over the edge. I mean, I have a working knowledge. It’s impossible to grow up in today’s age without learning things from TV, friends, and social media, but I have no hands-on experience. The thought of touching him and him not liking it keeps my hands firmly planted on his chest rather than wandering down.

“Let’s shower,” he says against my mouth, and the tangy sweetness from my own body marks his lips.

I swipe my tongue against his mouth, and there’s something about the action that makes him moan again.

“See how sweet you taste?” He sweeps his tongue over mine again. “I think I’m already addicted to you.”

“Mmm,” I pant against his mouth, bereft when he pulls away.

“Shower,” he insists again as he steps back and drops his sweats to the floor.

I’m awestruck at the sight of him completely naked. The tight muscles on his stomach, pointing down in a perfect angle toward his groin, draws all of my attention. The tingle returns when he clasps himself in his hand, stroking his length in slow, measured movements.

“Your eyes on me make me crazy,” he confesses. “Your hands on me would send me to the moon.”


Chapter 29

Griffin

“C-can I touch you?” Her eyes never leave my cock, and I nearly come right then.

“Shower,” I grunt again. It’s the best I can manage without confessing that a single touch from her would have the ability to make me blow my load immediately.

Watching her ass as she steps over the edge of the tub, I grip my cock just below the head to the point of pain and beg it not to embarrass me. By the time I step in with her, she’s already lathering up a sponge.

“Where did that come from?” Distraction seems to be my best bet right now until I’m able to calm down some.

“My mom brought some things over for me.”

“Does your dad know you’re here with me?” The thought of Kincaid barreling in here while I’ve got his little girl naked in a shower is just what I need to calm my libido enough to function. My cock doesn’t soften. There’s no way that can happen at the sight of Ivy’s perfect tits jiggling as she continues to lather the soap, but I feel like I’m in a more manageable position. That all flies out the window when she presses the sponge to my chest and works it over my muscles.

When I freeze at her touch, her mouth turns down.

“You don’t want me to touch you?”

I can tell I hurt her feelings, but she’s reading this all wrong. I go for broke and tug the sponge out of her hand. She stares as it drops to the bottom of the tub.

“Just your hands.” Gripping her hand, I urge her to continue soaping my chest.

“Wow,” she mutters, and I smile thinking she’s enjoying the feel of her skin against mine as much as I am, but when I look down at her, I notice her eyes are much further south than my chest and abs.

“You’re good for my ego, baby.”

Her hands drift further, and I don’t have the ability to tell her that what I did standing in the bathroom doesn’t have to be reciprocated in any way.

“Show me what you like.” Her eyes meet mine briefly, and I can’t tell if the pink in her cheeks is from the hot water cascading down on us or if she’s embarrassed.

Holding her hand in mine, I have her wrap her tiny hand around me as best she can. I groan uncontrollably when she squeezes me.

“Did that hurt?” The worry in her voice is unfounded.

“No. It feels perfect,” I praise. I urge her hand up and down the length of me. “Like this.”

Her hand continues when I pull mine away. 

“I can’t believe that it’s somehow soft and yet so hard.”

My cock kicks in her hand. If I thought her touching me was enough to make me blow, adding in her innocent words nearly makes me lose it.

“So big,” she breathes.

Yep, I’m about done for.

It’s all over when I reach up and palm one of her breasts.

“Don’t stop,” I manage when my release races down my spine. My nuts draw up, and without warning, I paint her stomach with my orgasm. 

I can tell she stops breathing as we both watch my cock kick over and over in her hand.

“That was—”

“Sorry. I should’ve warned you.”

“I was going to say amazing.” 

Her eyes find mine, water droplets clinging to her lashes. She’s the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen.

“Is it always so hard?” 

I don’t even have to look down to know what she’s talking about. I’ve barely flagged even after the earth-shattering release.

“Only around you,” I confess

She huffs. “Don’t start lying to me now.”

Instead of explaining that it’s taken more than a little work to get me to the point I can barely perform, I lean in and kiss her lips. I don’t imagine it would go over well even if I’m praising her for her ability to get me hard and keep me that way. I saw how she reacted earlier when I mentioned wanting to climb back in bed with her. I have to keep in mind that she’s so pure, and even though I can’t do anything about my past, I don’t have to rub it in her face either.

As my tongue gains entrance to her mouth, her hand once again strokes down my length. I don’t have the strength to tell her to stop, so I do the next best thing. I slide my own hand down her stomach, probing at her heat with the tip of one finger. She whimpers into my mouth as I press deeper, but I swallow her cries and pinch the hard tip of one of her breasts with my other hand. She’s putty in my arms when I find that spot just inside and stroke it over and over.

By the time we both find our releases once again, the water has run cold. Neither one of us seemed to notice.

“Let me dry your back,” she offers as we each grab a towel from the rack. 

I present my back to her and smile at the hoarse sound of her voice. I’m thankful that Cannon’s room is on the other side of the wall. There’s less of a chance of anyone else finding out what was happening in here.

“That’s not drying,” I chastise when I feel Ivy press her lips against my skin rather than the towel.

“I don’t want to leave this bathroom,” she says against my skin.

“The bed will be much more comfortable,” I offer, but I’m in agreement with her.

I feel like we’re both safe in here, as if we’re somehow cocooned and nothing bad can happen, but I know that believing in the false sense of security only puts us further into harm’s way.

“What’s different when we walk out of here?”

“What do you mean?” I turn around, wrapping my arms around her naked body and pull her against mine. It seems we’re about to have some sort of moment, so I’m grateful for the towel wrapped around my waist. I don’t want to have to explain the biology of why my body responds to her while she’s trying for a serious conversation.

“Have things changed?”

“Changed how?” I ask.

“Since we,” she angles her head to the shower, “since we did that stuff?”

“Are you regretting it already?” I hitch a finger under her chin when she tries to look away. “Look at me.”

Her eyes find mine, and I see pain I don’t understand clouding her otherwise gorgeous eyes.

“Everything changed the moment I realized that not only can I not live without you, but that I don’t even want to try.”

“But back at the cottage you sa—”

“Everything has changed.” I swallow the lump forming in my throat. I have to let her know what she means to me, what I want going forward, but I know I’m doing it now before she finds out the truth because it will make it harder for her to walk away. 

I’m a selfish bastard like that.

“What are you saying?” Fear taints her voice, but it’s edged in hope. She honestly has no clue what I’m trying to tell her.

“You’re mine.”

“Yours,” she agrees. “But do you belong to me as well?”

“Is that what you want?”

“For years.”

“I’m yours then.”

Her lip twitches as if she’s going to smile, but it’s a contradiction to the tears beginning to form in the corners of her eyes.

“Are you just saying these things to get me in bed?”

“I thought the bed was where we were heading anyway?” I wink at her, but from the look on her face, now isn’t the time to joke about such things. “I’ll wait for you as long as you need. Whatever it takes to make you see what you mean to me, I’ll do anything.”

“Why now?”

As always, she’s going to leave no stone unturned before she’s satisfied with my answers.

“I couldn’t see what was right before my eyes when I came home. The alcohol, my anger, the pain of what I’ve done, all of it kept me from seeing you.” I brush a strand of wet hair from her face and tuck it behind her ear. “Why now? Because nothing is standing in my way any longer.”

“Not even my dad?” Her eyebrows raise in challenge, and I’ll be honest, the thought of facing her dad doesn’t fill me with warm fuzzies, but I know she’s worth the hoops he’s going to make me jump through in order to deserve her.

“How about we face that part after I tell you everything you need to hear?”

“There’s nothing you can say that’s going to make me change how I feel about you.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” I mutter and take a step back. “But I can’t concentrate while you’re naked, so get dressed and let’s have this conversation.”

As if just now remembering she’s standing there stark naked, she gasps and covers her front with the plush towel. Pouting when I laugh at her, she pushes her bottom lip out for emphasis.

Reaching up, I trace her lips with my fingers. “The things I want to do to this mouth.”

She gasps, her cheeks turning that rosy pink I love so much. Given the opportunity, I press my thumb against her tongue. As if she’s done it a million times, she clamps her lips around my digit and sucks. The drawing pulls register in my dick.

“Maybe we can postpone our talk until tomorrow,” I begin, but I’m interrupted by a knocking on my bedroom door.

“Griffin,” my dad’s voice echoes into the bathroom. “We need to talk.”

Ivy squeals, reaching for her clothes like there aren’t two doors between my dad and us.

“Be right out,” I say to appease him, but from the tone in his voice, I know what he wants to talk about. Seems my time is up, and my secrets are about to be laid out.


Chapter 30

Ivy

“I’ll wait for you in here,” I tell Griffin as he pulls a clean t-shirt over his head. I hate that his skin is disappearing behind the fabric, but I’m a ball of nerves with the thought of going out there so soon after what we just did in the bathroom.

“I don’t want to do this alone.” His eyes search mine, pleading without his mouth actually saying the words.

How can I tell him no? I’ve told him I’m here for him, and if this is what he needs right now, then I’ll face whatever unease I feel by showing up in front of his parents with wet hair and guilt all over my face.

I don’t regret what we did. I never imagined I could feel the way he just made me feel, but the timing isn’t perfect either.

“Lead the way,” I urge, sweeping out my arm toward the door.

He surprises me when he clasps my hand as we hit the stairs.

“Are you ready to be out of the room?”

From what his mother said the other day, they expected him to be upset and paranoid for longer.

“Not really.” He gives me a weak smile. “But this has been a long time coming.”

“What are you talking about?”

Voices filter in from what sounds like the living room, and Griffin stops dead in his tracks on the stairs. As if he’s done it a million times, he lifts my hand to his mouth while his body presses against mine until my back is against the wall. I’m on a stair higher than him, so we’re almost eye-to-eye.

“I know I don’t have any right to ask this of you, but—” He takes a long breath, his eyes once again searching mine for some answer he can’t seem to find. “Do you love me?”

“Wh-what?” I stammer, not expecting the question.

“Do you love me?”

“As a friend or as more?” I don’t know what his expectations are. The answer is a simple yes to both parts of my question, but at the same time, I don’t want to alienate him.

“As either.” Doubt fills his face as he waits for my answer.

“I’ve always loved you.” Tears begin to fill my eyes. I’ve wanted to say that out loud for so long, but now I feel rushed. The words aren’t a lie. I just wish I knew why he needed my forced confession right now. “What’s going on?”

His forehead presses to mine, our breaths becoming one. 

“Please keep that in mind.” He swallows. “When you hear all I’m about to say, please just remember that you love me.”

Not knowing what else to do, I cup his jaw until he’s looking me in the eyes, and I press my mouth to his.

“I’ll remember,” I vow against his lips.

He doesn’t say it back. All I get is a quick nod before he’s clasping my hand and we’re continuing our trek down the stairs.

Griffin rounds the corner to the living room and freezes before I can see what’s caused his reaction.

“Sir.” He releases my hand and immediately moves to salute whoever has surprised him.

“At ease,” I hear an unfamiliar voice say.

Griffin relaxes marginally, but he’s all soldier right now.

“I’m not technically here in any official capacity, Griggs. Relax.”

“I was hoping you would’ve talked to me,” Griffin’s dad says. “I was afraid this was more than bad behavior on base.”

“Who’s here?” I ask, and Griffin’s head snaps in my direction as if he’d forgotten I was standing beside him. Well, that stings a little.

“Is that Ivy?” my dad asks.

“Ivy?” the unfamiliar voice echoes.

Griffin steps to the side, giving me the chance to step fully into the room. Morrison, my dad, Uncle Dom, and a severe-looking gentleman are sitting in various places around the room. They’re all staring at me like I don’t belong here right now, and I can say I feel the sentiment down to my bones.

“I’ll just—” I hitch a thumb over my shoulder to let them know I’m leaving, but Griffin grabs my hand before I can turn to leave.

“Stay.” He squeezes my hand harder.

“I don’t think this is the best place for her to be right now,” my father says. 

I don’t miss the warning in his voice. It’s the same tone he’s always used when there’s business to discuss, and that one time he chastised me after going into the clubhouse kitchen through the back door to get a roll of paper towels because we were out at home. Let’s just say I didn’t knock and got an eyeful that day.

“Griffin.” I look up at him, deferring to a man other than my father for the first time in my life.

“I suspect I know why you’re here, General Holstead, but I’m only going to discuss this once. So I can tell you all at the same time, or I can walk away and tell her in private.”

“We have,” General Holstead glances in my direction before turning his serious eyes back to Griffin, “sensitive matters to discuss. It may not be best for her to hear.”

“Is it a matter of national security?” Griffin asks, and Morrison’s spine stiffens with the direct question to such a high ranking official.

I notice the small twitch of the general’s mouth before he grows serious once again. “Not currently.”

“If she’s willing to stay, will you allow it?”

The general looks toward my dad, and they have that same type of conversation reminiscent of the ones I used to have with Gigi, like speaking without even saying a word. My dad nods, and General Holstead turns back to Griffin.

This must be the approval Griffin needs, because he turns to me. When our eyes meet, it’s as if no one else in the room exists. 

“What you hear discussed today, you can’t tell another soul. Do you understand?”

“Yes.” Why did that come out breathy? My dad, probably uncomfortable with the way I’m looking at Griffin, clears his throat, and although I can hear it, it’s not enough to distract me from the man standing in front of me.

“Will you remember what you told me?” His hand cups my face.

“Griffin?” Morrison interrupts this time.

“I’ll remember,” I promise once again.

“Wow. Whatever it is, it’s powerful stuff.” This comes from the direction of the general, but I can’t be one hundred percent sure.

“You’re telling me.” I recognize that voice as my father’s, but there isn’t a hint of disappointment like I’d expect, especially after Griffin’s current behavior.

“Please remember.” Griffin touches his forehead against mine before leaning in close to my ear. “Please.”

I nod against his face, and his hand squeezes mine once again. I would’ve held on to him just a little bit longer if I had any idea of what he was going to say next.

When he pulls away, Griffin automatically turns from me, releasing my hand as he positions himself at ease facing General Holstead.

“On my last mission in Syria, I knowingly fired upon and killed six unarmed civilians. Four were children.”

My legs buckle under me, but it’s my father who catches me before my knees can crash against the stone tile of the living room floor. Griffin doesn’t look in my direction again while we’re in this room.

He killed children? Unarmed civilians?

Who is this man? Certainly not the man I thought he was. Now it’s clear why he forced me to tell him I loved him. Why he begged me repeatedly to remember that I love him. Deep down he must’ve known I’d never see him the same. How can I?

“I know.” Those two words from the general’s mouth shocks almost everyone.

Uncle Dom must know more than anyone else in the room because he doesn’t seem shocked like the rest of us. I guess having spent twenty years in the Marine Corps, he’s seen more than his fair share of rogue soldiers.

“Sir?” Griffin doesn’t bother hiding the surprise in his voice.

“There are a lot of things that have come to light recently. I couldn’t understand why you’d sell drugs on base. I was certain you’d be a lifer in the Corps.”

I watch Griffin rather than the man talking as I try to reconcile the man who an hour ago seemed so sincere to me with the man capable of hurting innocent people.

“I dug around a little after you were released at the urging of your father.” His jaw ticks, but Griffin keeps his head up, eyes focused past the people in the room. “I didn’t find much, but two days ago, Daniel Reinhard’s widow came to see me.”

Only now does Griffin lower his gaze to meet the General’s. “Longshot is dead?”

Holstead nods. “Suicide. He left a letter detailing everything he, along with other members of his unit, had done at the command of Lieutenant Bradley Novo.”

“Should I anticipate a court-martial, sir?” Griffin’s voice is unwavering, and once again, the man I know emerges. No matter the cost, he’s willing to face whatever recriminations may come his way.

“No.” 

It’s my turn to snap my head in the general’s direction. I’m not the only one. Even as stoic as Morrison is, he seems just as shocked at the answer.

“You’re not the problem, Griggs.” 

I have to look at the general to tell if he’s talking to Griffin or his dad.

“Lieutenant Novo is the cancer spreading his vile disease in my Marine Corps.”

“Pride, honor, and integrity are the core values of the Marine Corps. I have none of those, sir. Not when I aimed down on those civilians and not when I got caught with drugs on base.”

“Were you using drugs?”

“No, sir.”

“As I suspected when I read the full report and discovered you tried to sell the drugs to a uniformed MP.”

My head snaps in Griffin’s direction. “You wanted to get caught?”

The corner of his right eye twitches, but he doesn’t turn his head in my direction.

“I can’t make any promises about reinstatement, but there will be some advantages if you’re willing to testify against Novo.”

“Time out,” my dad says as he stands from beside me. “Baby girl, you need to walk away right now. There are things that need to be discussed, and I’m saying it’s not right for you to be here.”

“Okay,” I agree readily as I stand from the couch, thankful for any reason to get out of here.

I don’t look at Griffin when I walk past him to their back door, and he makes no move to stop me from leaving.


Chapter 31

Griffin

“Give her time to work through all of this,” my dad says. “It’s a lot to hear.”

“Can we stay on topic?” I can’t even look at Kincaid. With just the tone of his voice, I can tell he doesn’t want a man like me anywhere near his daughter. 

I don’t blame him.

“Where is Lieutenant Novo?” I ask General Holstead.

“In the brig on base,” he answers, and a huge sense of relief washes over me. “He’s being charged with a slew of war crimes, but your testimony would help cement his confinement.”

“He had Squirt killed in Syria.” Relief washes over me with being able to say that out loud finally. “I suspect Longshot pulled the trigger on that order.”

“That was included in his suicide note,” the general confirms. “He also confessed to Novo’s focus on you in Syria because of an incident that happened twenty-five years ago between your father and his.”

When I look over at my dad, I see him clenching his jaw. It’s a long moment before he speaks. “Bradley Novo Sr. was with us in Baghdad. He did some things that eventually earned him a dishonorable discharge.”

“Some things?” I ask, needing clarification.

“He raped two civilians. There were two other soldiers involved in that attack. They also got discharged.” Kincaid clarifies, and it makes me remember a conversation we had before leaving for basic training. He urged me to maintain my integrity and not to do things just because others were doing it. He warned me against soldiers that lose their way once they enlist.

“After some digging, I discovered that while Novo Sr. was in prison for his crimes, his wife met another man and got pregnant. When that man found out she lied about being able to get pregnant, he beat her to death. Seems he didn’t want his wife finding out about his extra-curricular activities. Novo Jr. spent his teens in foster care. He was out of control even then, and was bounced around until he aged out of the system and went into the Corps at eighteen.”

“Jesus,” Dominic mutters from the other side of the room.

I feel for both him and Kincaid as their mother was also beaten to death by their own father.

“So I can’t help but feel like this is my fault.” I hate the pain in my father’s voice.

“You did what was right in Baghdad. I had a choice in Syria. I took the coward’s way out.”

“He wouldn’t have focused on you if it weren’t for what happened to his dad.”

I frown as I look at my father. He seems to have aged ten years right before my eyes.

“Even knowing this outcome, I wouldn’t expect you to change what you did back then.”

“And I may go to hell for saying this, but I’d rather you be standing here than being represented by a folded flag up there.” My dad points to the mantelpiece that holds family pictures and my mom’s vast array of candles.

“I have to agree with your dad.” These words I never expected to come from Kincaid.

“I’m not discounting the loss of life in Syria, and I’d never excuse what happened, but you were in an impossible situation.” The general gives me a weak smile. “I can’t say I’d act any differently than you did if I were faced with that exact situation.”

From the look in his eyes, I can tell he’s being completely honest. It only calms my shame slightly. Guilt swims inside of me like a virus, and I’m afraid I’ll be sick with it for the rest of my life.

“I thought he was coming after me,” I confess, this time turning my attention to my dad. There are so many things I need to say to him, but I’ll save most of it for later. “At Jared’s cabin, when I was alone, I swore someone was shooting at the house. It’s why I was drinking so much. I knew what my fate was. I knew he was going to eventually show up and silence me forever.”

“You’re not wrong entirely.” Every head in the room snaps in the general’s direction. “When Novo was located, he was picked up on 160 just outside of Flagstaff. He had gas receipts in his car that placed him within the city limits of Farmington last week.”

My skin grows cold, but at the same time, all of the paranoia wasn’t in my head. That somehow is a level of relief I didn’t know I was looking for.

“Looked like he was doing recon on the place you were staying. Police found photos and videos of you and your lady friend that was in here earlier on his phone. They were taken from outside, but only about fifteen feet from your actual persons.”

Growls come from two sides of the room, and as if they were one, Kincaid and Dominic stand at the same time. At first, I think they’re going to attack me, and I have the urge to insist the pictures had to be harmless. Maybe one of us kissing, and that was it, but they both seem to be focused on General Holstead.

Dominic defers to Kincaid since Ivy is his daughter.

“He was taking photos of my little girl?”

“My niece?” Dom adds in.

The general holds his hands up. 

“He’s in custody,” he says before looking back at me. “I’m hoping I’ll have your cooperation to keep him there as long as possible.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes to keep her safe.” The words are in agreement with what the general needs, but my eyes are on Kincaid when I make the vow.

“Like I said,” General Holstead says as he stands from the couch, “I can’t guarantee they’ll reinstate you, but I’ll try my damnedest to make it happen.”

“All due respect, sir, I have no desire to rejoin the Marine Corps.”

“Understood.” He gives me another small smile and claps me on the shoulder as he walks toward the front door. “I’ll be in touch when we have court dates and such. Keep your nose clean until then.”

All of the men in the living room follow the general outside, leaving me standing in the living room alone wondering how bad things are going to be when they get in and confront me without mixed company. I expect to be tossed out on my ass, and all of the things my dad said while the Marine officer was here to be ignored, as if it wasn’t spoken in the first place.

But when the front door opens again, my father enters the house alone. On some level, I feel like this is worse, but maybe dealing with them separately is best. With any luck, he’ll boot me out, and I won’t have to face the others anytime soon.

“I wish you would’ve said something to me,” my dad says as he drops down to sit on the sofa as if he weighs a million pounds.

“Believe me; I’m just as ashamed of myself as you are of me.”

He shakes his head, looking over at me with tired eyes as I take a seat in the recliner beside him. “This isn’t about shame. As Holstead said, we never know what we’d do if we were facing the same situation.”

“Squirt was man enough. He died a hero.”

“Oh, Griffin. Squirt fired on a huge crowd at Novo’s command, then Longshot fired on Squirt. That was also disclosed in the suicide note, according to General Holstead. The way I see it is, you’re lucky to be alive. If Novo didn’t have different plans for you or some sick desire to mess with your head, you could’ve easily met the same fate. You’re not alive right now because of the choice you made in Syria, but because at the time that sick fucker allowed it.”

“I can’t get the screams out of my head.” I feel like I’m breaking all over again. “The whiskey helped silence them. I have no clue how I’m going to survive without it. Ivy helped, but she’ll never look at me with anything other than contempt again.”

“The screams would be there even if you had faced enemy combatants,” my dad says, his voice growing softer, almost as if he’s visiting some of his own demons. “Just because someone is holding a gun, ready to kill you before you can kill them doesn’t make it easier to pull the trigger. Deep down, you know that, son.”

I nod my head because I do know that. The faces of the men I killed within my right in wartime haunt me as well.

“But you also can’t use one crutch in place of another. You can’t use alcohol, and you surely can’t use Ivy when you dry up.”

“I’m not—”

He holds his hand up to silence me. “I know from watching the interaction between the two of you that there’s more there than just some form of addiction. I know you aren’t using her one hundred percent, but how will you ever know what’s real with her if you don’t spend some time getting yourself together?”

Just the thought of doing soul searching and trying to fix the damage I’ve done without her is like a punch to the gut. It’s unfathomable to me, but that doesn’t make what my dad just said any less wrong.

“Think Kincaid would accept me with her if I got my shit together?”

My dad laughs, a husky sound that seems weird in the current atmosphere.

“That same look you had in your eyes is identical to the one in his when he thought he lost Emmalyn many, many years ago. He knows what’s coming. You just have to give him a little time to wrap his head around his sweet little girl turning into a woman.”

“What if she doesn’t want me even after I’m stronger?”

“I don’t think that’s going to be an issue.” My dad looks past me before standing to leave. “Don’t stay up too late. She’s got work in the morning.”

As if being visited by another ghost, I nearly have to pinch myself when I turn to see Ivy standing just inside the room. She’s either here because she’s able to keep her promise or because she’s mature enough to tell me to my face that she can’t love the man I became in Syria.


Chapter 32

Ivy

“It’s late, and I can’t stay long,” I mumble, for some reason unable to look him in the eyes. “I have work tomorrow.”

“I’m just glad you’re here.” Defeat fills his tone like he’s already given up on the idea of me. My heart shatters even more in my chest, squeezing with the possibility of losing him completely.

“Dad told me a little more about what happened just now.”

“Let me guess?” A long sigh escapes his lips, forcing me to raise my head. “You’re here to end things?”

Rising from the couch, he closes the distance between us, but he stops just shy of touching me as if he’s unsure of where his boundaries now lie.

“I knew it was a risk, especially with Kincaid in the room, but I couldn’t keep quiet anymore. The lies are haunting me as much as my actions are.”

“He said you’re a good man, but you lost your way.” Sorrow fills my throat, so I stop speaking. I vowed when I walked back in this house that I’d be strong for him, but seeing him so broken is testing my ability to keep that promise.

“But?”

I shake my head with the single word. “There was no but from my dad.”

He stumbles back a step. My brows draw together in confusion because he’s acting like I just delivered bad news. It has me, once again, wondering if I’ve misread what happened in the bathroom earlier. If I somehow got my signals mixed up with him insisting that I keep loving him. 

Was he hoping I would walk away, and now I’ve thrown a wrench in his plans?

“What about you? Is there a but from you, Ivy?”

“Of course not.” I reach for him, but he avoids me by taking another step back. 

“How can you—?” He shakes his head violently, and I prepare for the worst. “How can you be with a man like me?”

“A man like you? Do you mean a man that was forced to make a horrific decision? A man that is so eaten up with guilt he tried to drink himself to an early death?” I reach for him once again, and this time, he allows me to touch his upper arms. “Loving that man is easy.”

“You just haven’t given it enough time to sink in.”

“What did I promise you? Did I tell you my love for you was conditional? Did I do something to make you believe that I only love the pristine, perfect parts of you?” I press my head to his chest and wrap my arms all the way around him, wishing I was taller so I could stand this close and look him directly in his eyes. “I love you, and my feelings aren’t contingent on your past.”

“I don’t deserve you,” he mutters, but a sense of victory washes over me when he bends forward, pressing his lips to the top of my head. So long as he’s willing to touch me, I know we still have a fighting chance.

“You do,” I counter. “You deserve all the love anyone is able to give, myself included.”

A long sigh escapes his lips, teasing the top of my hair, but I can’t tell if it’s frustration due to not believing my words, or if it’s filled with a relief he never thought he’d be allowed.

“Will you stay with me again tonight?”

The request makes me hold him even tighter. I’m not ready to let him go, and I sense he feels the same way about me.

“You can set the alarm for work in the morning. I promise I won’t keep you from doing your job,” he adds when I don’t verbalize my agreement.

“So long as you don’t hog all the covers like you did last night.” I peer up at him with a smile tugging at the corners of my mouth.

He returns the grin, but there’s still unresolved pain and concern in his gorgeous blue eyes.

“Come on.” I miss his warmth immediately when he steps back, but he grasps my hand in his and leads me toward the staircase.

“Let your parents know where you are if you’re staying over again.”

I freeze at the bottom of the stairs when Misty appears out of nowhere. Griffin’s grip on my hand doubles as if he’s afraid I’m going to change my mind. I haven’t even thought about the repercussions of staying here with him. The prospect of asking my dad if I can sleep in the same bed with a boy I’ve always dreamed of loving makes my heart pound in my chest.

Griffin squeezes my hand again, but he’s stopped all attempts to urge me to continue up the stairs with him. His pleading eyes stare down at me when I look up to gauge his reaction.

“I’ll let them know,” I tell his mom without looking away from the man of my dreams.

I don’t want to upset anyone, and I’ve never been a defiant brat, but I don’t imagine there’s anything right now strong enough to make me leave his side.

“Okay. Sleep well, you guys.”

Misty disappears back into the kitchen, and even with her gone my cheeks heat from embarrassment. There wasn’t a hint that she suspects anything devious is going to happen. I don’t even have those types of expectations, and honestly, I’m too tired to do anything but sleep. Today has been emotionally draining, and I don’t have the energy for much else. Even with all of that, I’m still nervous about what his parents will think about me staying in his room since he’s no longer unconscious.

“This blush,” he says as his finger traces down the redness on my cheeks. His tone and the huskiness in his words stir things deep inside. Suddenly, I’m even more embarrassed, as if he can read exactly where my thoughts have gone.

“I need to go to bed,” I rush out at the same time my body inches in closer to him. I think I’m trying to convince myself more than him. My primal reaction to him is uncontrollable.

“After you.” He sweeps his arm wide, and I walk in front of him up the stairs. I’m not certain, but I’m pretty sure he never takes his eyes off of me.

“I didn’t—” I pause, looking down at my clothes. “This wasn’t planned very well.”

“I have the perfect solution.” His teeth dig into his bottom lip as he steps closer, grabbing the hem of my t-shirt.

As if him undressing me is the most natural thing in the world, I raise my arms as he pulls the fabric over my head. Shyness creeps in again when he flicks open the back clasp of my bra, but I manage to drop my arms to my sides without covering myself. I enjoy the look in his eyes when he’s watching me, but it’s my own body’s reaction to his perusal that makes a tremor race down my spine. I’m a trembling mess when his hands flick open the button on my shorts.

“Griffin?”

He could want everything from me right now, and I wouldn’t object in the slightest, but the uncertainty of where this is heading makes me nervous.

“Shhh,” he urges, the warmth of his breath running over my bare shoulder. “We’re just getting ready for bed.”

I feel entirely exposed when my shorts slide down my legs and puddle around my ankles. I can feel his reaction to me as he wraps his arms around my middle and lifts me from the floor. His thickness presses into my stomach, and it brings all the memories back from our time in his bathroom earlier. 

I hum my approval as he turns to place me on his bed. Instinctively, my legs wrap around his waist, and the motion causes me to open more for him. Just the slightest brush against me makes my body need him with a ferocity I’ve only been able to imagine thus far.

“I didn’t think this through,” he groans. “I’m sorry.”

With his two word apology, he takes a step back forcing me to unwrap my legs from around him.

“Sorry? I’m not sorry.” I reach for him again, but he turns around and walks across the room.

“I didn’t bring you up here for this.” I don’t miss his hand as he adjusts his erection in the front of his jeans.

The only sound that fills the room is the delicate whisper of the dresser drawer when he tugs it open.

“All of my clothes I brought home need to be washed, but this,” he draws a t-shirt from the drawer and lifts it to his nose, “this actually stills smells fresh. My mother is amazing.”

I’m frowning when he turns back to me, offering me the t-shirt without getting close enough for me to touch him. He’s so put off by me that he wants to talk about his mother’s laundry skills?

“Here.” He shakes the shirt in his hand, but in a move that I’m sure looks ridiculous even though I’m shooting for sexy, I slide up onto my knees and inch closer to him.

“I’m comfortable like this.” Without touching myself, I indicate the length of my naked body.

“I’m not,” he grunts, and just when I think he’s rejecting me, his throat works on a swallow, and his hand jerks like he was going to touch himself again, but caught his reaction just in time.

“Shame.” I take the shirt from his hand, but brush my fingers down his strong forearm before clutching the fabric to my chest. After pulling the shirt over my head, I see his lips form a flat line, and I’m hopeful it means he’s a little sad that my breasts have disappeared. “Aren’t you going to get comfortable?”

“I’m good.” He clears his throat when the last words seem to get stuck.

“Griffin, don’t be ridiculous.” I climb off the bed and cross to him. Watchful eyes look down at me when I begin to lift his shirt up, but he doesn’t make a move to stop me. Once his shirt is over his head, I reach for the button and zipper on his jeans. Pretending I’ve done this a million times before, I slide the zipper down and push his jeans off his hips.

My confidence is renewed when I find him thick in his boxer briefs. I don’t reach to touch him, however. I clasp his hand, turning off the light on the way to the bed.

The cool, crisp sheets feel amazing against my skin, but when Griffin wraps his arms all the way around me, I know I’ve found my little slice of heaven. Him reaching for me while he’s awake is ten times better than touching me while he’s asleep.

“Turn over,” he urges.

When I’m situated facing him, he props himself up on one elbow and peers down at me.

“Thank you,” he whispers as his free hand tucks a strand of hair behind my ear.

“For what?” I ask, loving the softness on his face right now.

“For everything.”

His lips find mine, but there’s a softness to his kiss, not the urgency I’d expect with us both half-naked in the dark together. With his body pressed to mine fully, it’s easily clear what I do to him, so when he pulls back, pressing me to his chest and tells me goodnight, I don’t feel rejected.

Sleep comes easy, and as I drift off, I pray that every day from now until forever will end exactly like this.


Chapter 33

Griffin

“Go away,” I groan as I reach across the bed to wrap myself around Ivy.

The banging on the door continues, and I find my bed cold and empty. I remember Ivy kissing me goodbye this morning, but as I’m pulled from sleep, I pray I only imagined that part.

“Shit,” I hiss when the door swings wide, and I scramble to cover my morning wood before my dad walks in.

Surprisingly, it isn’t my father invading my space but Samson.

“You gonna sleep all damn day?” His grin is wide, and if it weren’t for the thickness I’m barely able to hide under the thin sheets, I’d climb off the bed and welcome him.

“Hey, man.” I scrub the sleep from my eyes. “When did you get home?”

“Late last night,” he answers, not giving a damn about privacy as he flops down on the end of my bed. 

He jostles me, but the queasiness I expect to hit my stomach doesn’t show up, and I’m reminded that I haven’t had a drink in almost a week.

“Home for the summer?” I sit up on the bed, keeping the sheets over my waist.

“Home for good.” He gives me a wicked smile. “I’m going to take online classes my last year. There’re too many distractions at school. My grades were slipping.”

Samson has been going to college in Denver, and I can only imagine the trouble he was able to find up there.

“Nice. That’s great and all, but why are you in here bugging the shit out of me?”

“Your dad didn’t tell you?” I shake my head as my eyes narrow. He sighs, but he doesn’t seem surprised. “You have an appointment with the doctor.”

“I feel fine,” I mumble.

“I don’t think it’s for that kind of illness.” He taps his finger against his head, and I understand his meaning before he has to say the words. “I think your dad made the appointment.”

I’m throwing a fit in my head, but this is my problem, and not one I’m going to take out on Samson.

He leans back so he can access his pocket and pulls out a slip of paper.

“Dr. Alverez?” He flashes the paper, but he shoves it back in his pocket before I can read the entire thing.

“How long do I have to get ready?” I imagine I don’t have long. My father wouldn’t have sent him up here with enough time for me to find a way out of it, but since I promised him I’d work on myself yesterday, I appreciate his initiative. I didn’t want to have to go to an inpatient facility, so I guess seeing Dr. Alverez is his way of trying to prevent that as well.

“Your appointment is in thirty minutes.”

I spring off the bed. “Half an hour?”

He chuckles as I sprint for the bathroom door. I take the fastest shower known to man, doing my best to ignore the memories of Ivy’s whimpers the last time we were in here together. My cock is an unhappy camper when I only touch it long enough to get it clean.

“Damn that was fast,” Samson says when I walk out of the bathroom drying off.

“I know you two planned this. Asshole,” I mutter as I toss the wet towel at his head so I can get dressed.

“I’ll meet you in the car,” he says with a laugh, throwing the towel back at me.

When I fly down the stairs, I contemplate swinging by the kitchen but figure we can grab something to eat after the appointment. My saint of a mother is standing near the door with a wrapped breakfast sandwich.

“I knew you’d be hungry. Take this.” After handing me the sandwich, she offers me a credit card. “This HSA card should cover your appointment today.”

“I don’t need your money,” I tell her, refusing to take the card. “I can pay my own way.”

She huffs but doesn’t argue about it. I give her a quick kiss on the cheek and bolt out to the car.

“What? No breakfast for me?” Samson says when I close the passenger side door and unwrap the bacon-loaded goodness.

“Wanna split it?” I begin to pull the thing apart in the middle, but he holds up a hand and waves me off.

“Just kidding man. It’s after ten; my dads had a four-course breakfast waiting for me this morning.”

I chuckle and nod as I take my first bite. Both of his dads are engineers in the kitchen. I’m surprised no one in that house is three hundred pounds with how much food they put away.

“Have you gotten to see Lawson and Delilah?” I ask after I swallow my first bite.

“Yeah, but just for a little bit. I think we’re going to hang out at the pool for a little bit after we get back, but they fly out this evening.”

“How did you get roped into babysitting me today?”

He keeps his eyes on the gravel road as we pull out of the parking lot in front of the Cerberus clubhouse, but his face turns serious. “I didn’t get roped into anything, and I’m not babysitting. I was chatting with your dad, and he tried to excuse himself so he could go wake you up, but I volunteered. You can drive yourself, but I just wanted to catch up. We haven’t seen each other in so long.”

It’s true. Samson and I grew pretty close over my last couple of visits home. With him being in Denver, it’s much easier for him to get home than Ivy, Lawson, and Delilah who live all the way across the country. My gut clenches with knowing she’s going to have to go back to school eventually.

“Did he tell you what’s been going on with me?” I hedge, unsure of what I need his answer to be.

He shrugs. “Not really. Just that readjusting to civilian life is harder for some than others.”

“Yeah.” I don’t know what else to tell him. We’re all pretty close, so it’s going to come out eventually, but I’m not in the mood to tell the story twice, and I suspect I’m fixing to have to spill it all to this doctor I’m scheduled to see.

“I commend you for getting help though.” Quickly he looks from the road to me, and I can see he truly means it. There isn’t an ounce of judgment on his face. “My Pop told me loads of guys wait until things are really bad before they’re forced to get help. So kudos to you.”

I cringe knowing, just from the story Ivy told about how I reacted before they drugged me that things had already gotten seriously bad for me. I take a deep inhale, reminding myself that I’m doing something about it now, and I seriously need to move forward.

“So tell me about these distractions you can’t seem to get away from in Denver.”

His laugh echoes in the cab of the truck. 

“The girls in Denver are off the charts hot,” he begins, and the stories he tells me in the short distance to the hospital leave me climbing out of the truck with a wide smile on my face.

“So Kennedy Farmer is just a ghost from your past?” I ask as we walk toward the elevator bank on the first floor. Kennedy was the girl he dated his senior year, and he was pretty broken up when she decided to forgo college with him in Denver in favor of joining some rock band and moving out to California.

“Kennedy who?” He gives me a quick grin, and I slap him on the back as the elevator opens up.

As if he’s seen a ghost, Samson’s feet stutter on the linoleum.

“Camryn?” he asks, and just by the tone of his voice, I can feel his obsession.

I grin at the woman as her lips turn from a pleasant smile to a flat line. “It’s Dr. Davison.”

“Y-you…h-hi,” Samson stammers.

When the elevator doors ding because he’s blocking them from closing, I push against his back, forcing him inside.

“Hi, Griffin.”

“Dr. Davison,” I greet with a quick nod. Dr. Camryn Davison is the daughter of the pediatrician we all had as kids. She’s followed in his footsteps, but she also babysat most of us when we were younger.

As if realizing he’s acting like a complete dweeb, Samson reaches in his pocket, pulling out the slip of paper with my appointment on it before pressing the button for the fourth floor.

His heavy breathing fills the car as we ascend, and he makes no move to join me when the doors open on our floor. 

“Samson?” I urge, but he waves me off.

“I’ll see you after your appointment.”

Dr. Davison’s eyes widen as I step out and the doors close with only her and Samson inside. A laugh belts out before I can stop myself. If there’s any truth in the stories he told me on the drive over here, that woman has her hands full.

It only takes a few moments to find the correct door to the office for my appointment, and after a brief sign in, I’m walking to sit and wait, having only left a few minutes to spare before my appointment time.

“Griffin Griggs?” I turn at hearing my name and come face to face with the warmest smile I’ve seen outside of my mother’s own glowing face. This woman is older, more of a grandmotherly type, and there isn’t an ounce of judgment in her eyes. She holds her hand out to me as I close the distance between us. “I’m Dr. Emma Alverez.”

Her hand is warm, and her grip is stronger than I’d expect from a woman who has to be in her late sixties.

“Nice to meet you,” I tell her as my blood fills with anxiety.

“If you’d join me in my office, I’d love to get to know you better.” She says it in a way that doesn’t make me feel pressured, so the only thing I can do is comply.


Chapter 34

Ivy

“Are you sure you have to go?” I ask Melissa as I give her a hug.

“You think I’m all geared up to clean out the fridge we didn’t bother to think about before high-tailing it across the country?” My friend gives me one final squeeze before taking a step back.

It was the longest day ever at the high school, and even though I’m glad to be back home, I hate having to say goodbye to Melissa, Delilah, and Lawson.

“Better you than me,” I mumble with a quick grin.

“When can I expect you back?”

“I don’t know,” I answer honestly. My return to Rhode Island depends on a lot more than just needing to be home in time for the fall semester to start.

I try to look toward Griffin’s house, but it’s blocked by the clubhouse.

“I wish we had more time to talk,” she says, noticing where my gaze has landed.

“I’m sorry I’m such a terrible friend, having made you come all this way and hardly being able to see you.”

“I was distracted, too,” she says as Cannon walks up with a wide smile on his face.

My life-long friend wraps his arms around Melissa’s waist, resting his chin on her shoulder. “Do I get one last kiss goodbye?”

She turns in his arms, and I look toward Delilah to give them a moment of privacy.

“Don’t cry,” Delilah says as she wraps me in a hug. “We plan to come back out once more before school starts again.”

“I’m going to miss you guys,” I whisper, doing my best not to resort to full-on sobbing.

“We’d stay, but Lawson has to get back to the shop.”

I nod my head against hers in understanding, giving her one final squeeze before releasing her.

“We’ll see you guys in a month or so,” I hear Lawson tell someone, and I look up, hopeful that it’s Griffin. Instead, it’s Samson gripping Lawson’s hand before giving his twin sister a hug.

I want to ask Samson where Griffin is, knowing they went to town earlier, but now doesn’t seem like the right time. After his quick goodbyes, he disappears around the edge of the clubhouse before I can stop him.

Cannon and I stand and watch as Melissa, Lawson, and Delilah climb into their rented SUV. We wave until the back of the vehicle is engulfed in the dirt kicked up from the gravel road.

“Well, sister-in-law,” Cannons says as he swings his arm around my shoulder and redirects me toward the clubhouse, “what are your plans for the evening?”

I want to beam at the new nickname, but all I feel is sadness knowing my two best friends are leaving already.

“Aren’t you going to miss Melissa?”

“Sure,” he says. “She was great to hang out with.”

“I thought you two would fall in love, and you’d beg her to stay.”

His laugh is rueful. “Neither one of us are the falling in love type, Ivy. I’ll leave that mess for you and Griffin.”

I don’t say another word as Cannon leads me through the clubhouse and out the back, delivering me to my back door. He smacks a quick kiss to my forehead before walking away, and I can’t help but wonder by the slump in his shoulders if he isn’t just pretending that he’s okay with her leaving.

After grabbing a bottle of water and a fruit roll-up, I climb the stairs, suddenly weary with sadness. Griffin hasn’t texted or called all day, and it has taken every effort I have to keep from second-guessing where we stand.

He barely fluttered his eyes when I gave him a soft peck on the lips before leaving for work this morning, and as the day crawled by without hearing from him, dread slowly crept in until I’d imagined I made everything up.

“Knock, knock,” my mom says as she sticks her head through the open crack of my door. “May I come in?”

“Of course.” I grab the trash from my snack off my bed and place it on the bedside table so she can have a place to sit down.

“I feel like we haven’t had a chance to catch up since you got home.”

“Seems I’ve been neglecting everyone.”

“Oh hush,” my mother says, chastising me with a soft slap to the back of my hand. “You’ve had other things going on.”

“I guess.” I hang my head because even with her here, I’d rather be with Griffin. I love my mother, don’t get me wrong, but I get this sense of unease every time I walk away from Griffin.

“Misty is over the moon about you and Griffin,” she says as if she knows where my train of thought has wandered.

“And how do you feel?” I lift my head, so I can read her face in case her words don’t match her expression.

“I support your decision.”

That’s not a very strong position, and my eyes narrow as I try to read her better.

“And if I decide to run off with him and get married?” I frown right after saying it because as much as I’d love for that to be our fairy-tale ending, I also don’t want to jinx us by putting things like that out in the atmosphere.

Her lips twitch before she responds. “Let’s not get carried away.” 

Her words come out with a light laugh, and it’s clear, she wouldn’t be completely opposed to the idea. Her reaction makes some of the tension in my muscles ebb away.

“Are you guys in that sort of place?” I can tell she’s trying to be diplomatic, but at the same time, she’s dying to know more details.

“I feel guilty more than anything,” I confide. “Even after what I heard yesterday, my feelings haven’t changed one bit.”

I look up to see sadness on my mother’s otherwise beautiful face.

“Doesn’t that make me crazy? Or selfish? I have to be evil to hear the things he’s done and still care for him.”

“It just makes you a girl in love, and understanding what he’s going through and having the ability to love him through the ugliness makes you an amazing young woman. You’re not crazy; you’re incredibly strong. Your father and I are so very proud of the way both of you girls have turned out.”

“You don’t see love as a weakness?” I don’t even know why I ask the question knowing my parents are so strong in their marriage, that they’re solid and unshakeable.

“Not at all.” She clasps my hands in her own and gives them a little squeeze. “Two people who love each other have one of the strongest bonds I can think of. If you two are willing to work together and get through the things you face, you guys will be unstoppable.”

“I don’t even know if he loves me.” I won’t tell her about the things he said to me while he was staying at the cabin. Deep down, I’m afraid that she’ll change her opinion of him, and I need her support right now because what happened before doesn’t even factor into how I feel about him. If hearing what he did in Syria doesn’t change what I think of him, I don’t imagine that there’s much I can be told that would alter how I feel.

“Then you need to ask him.”

I huff a humorless laugh. “I can’t just ask the man if he loves me, Mom. That’s not how it works.” 

He did ask you that very same thing, I think as I watch her face.

“Sure, you can. The last thing you want is miscommunication getting in the way of your happiness. Not talking ruins more relationships than anything else.”

“You sound like you know from experience.”

“Believe me,” my mom says with a smile that tells me she’s thinking about the past, “I did my fair share of avoidance when your father and I first met. I’m just grateful that he’s the kind of man who refuses to give up. We have an amazing life together now.”

“I want what you guys have,” I confess.

“Then understand that sometimes you have to fight for it. My relationship with your father didn’t come without disagreements. You know how overly possessive and strong-willed he is.”

I laugh, knowing exactly what she’s talking about. There was a time when my mom, Gigi, and I weren’t allowed to leave the property without someone from Cerberus escorting us. I think we were in double digits before my mom had enough and put her foot down. Even now, when he feels like there’s a threat, we don’t even go into town alone.

“Fight for it,” I say more to myself than to her. “I think that’s something I can do.”


Chapter 35

Griffin

Twisting my hands together after knocking on Ivy’s door, I’m second-guessing myself for coming here so soon after my appointment at the hospital. I would’ve shown up sooner, but my emotions were all over the place right after getting back.

“Come in,” Emmalyn says as she opens the door and sees me standing on the porch.

“Hey, Em,” I greet as I step into the house.

“Do you want me to get Ivy?” Hope fills her face before she closes the door.

“Actually…” I pause, my nerves getting the best of me.

“You’re here to see Kincaid,” she predicts. “He’s in the living room.”

Leaving me to regain my courage, I watch her as she heads toward the kitchen.

The evening news is on low as I walk into the room, and Kincaid doesn’t look up from his laptop.

“Sir?”

“Griffin,” he says with a quick glance in my direction. His face shows no emotion, so I’m unsure of what to do next. “Have a seat.”

He nods toward the other sofa, and I sit reluctantly. This position situates him between me and both exits from the house. I’m praying I won’t have to get out of here quickly, but at the same time, he may not be very receptive to what I have to say.

“You’re here to talk about Genevieve?”

“Y-yes, sir,” I stammer before clearing my throat and hoping I don’t sound like an injured animal the next time I speak.

“I suspected I’d see you soon.”

“I’ll fight for her if I have to.”

My eyes widen as Kincaid lifts his head, eyebrows shooting toward his clean-shaven, bald head. He doesn’t say a word as he lifts the TV remote, and the room fills with silence. I almost apologize for my sudden defensiveness, but he opens his mouth first.

“And if I told you there’s absolutely no chance you’d get a blessing from me where she’s concerned?”

His voice is smooth, but with everything I know about the man, he’s like a cobra. He doesn’t have to put on a show before hitting you with one fatal strike. Even at his age, he’s both intimidating and capable of showing me my ass.

“With all due respect, sir, she’s an adult. Capable of making her own choices.”

My palms grow damp as my heart begins to pound in my chest. I was telling the truth when I said I’d fight for her. I was just hoping that it wouldn’t come to something like that.

“Do you think she’d go against my wishes?” The evenness of his voice is the scariest part. I honestly can’t tell if he’s arguing with me, or if he’s so sure of his position that I’m not even worth a second of his anger.

“I’d hope you wouldn’t force her to choose.”

“What makes you worthy of her?” 

His dark brows draw in when I remain silent. I don’t have the ability to tell him that I’m not worthy, but I want her anyway.

“Maybe coming here was a mistake.” 

He holds his arm out when I begin to stand.

“Stop.” 

I settle back on the couch because even as disappointed as I am, I’d never purposely disrespect this man, especially not in his own home.

“I wouldn’t make the mistake of forcing Ivy to choose between the two of us. That is something only a selfish man would do to his own daughter. I also have an idea who’d be the loser in that scenario.”

I drop my head. As if this conversation isn’t a kick to the balls already, now I have to listen to him gloat about the fact that Ivy would never pick me over him.

“It wouldn’t be you.” I nod in agreement. “No, Griffin. You wouldn’t be the loser. I would be.”

My head snaps back up in his direction to find him nodding.

“I’m her father, but she sees you as her future.” A small smile forms on his lips, and I can’t help but wonder how bitter that realization is for him to vocalize. Somehow, he seems at peace with his words. “I asked what made you worthy of her not because you aren’t but because I have a sinking feeling that you don’t think you are.”

“I’m n—”

“You are, son.”

Oh, God, what that one word does to my damaged soul.

“You are worthy of her. I can’t think of one single person on the face of this earth that is a better match for my amazing daughter.”

“You don’t mean—?” I can’t even get the words out, still fearful of rejection.

“You have my blessing.”

Tears prick the back of my eyes, stinging as I try to gain control of my emotions.

“Your blessing?” I say just to clarify.

He nods, but his face is still stern. “Do I need to have the conversation with you?”

“Which one, sir?”

“The one where I threaten you bodily harm if you hurt her?” I shake my head. “The one where I tell you about how many weapons I own, and I know how to use them if you step out of line?”

I chuckle. “I don’t think that will be necessary.”

“Well,” he laughs a little, “she’s too old to be given a curfew, but I’ll go looking for the both of you if she leaves again like she did last night and doesn’t tell me where she’s going.”

“That was my fault,” I confess. “She told Mom that she was going to let you guys know, but then she... I distracted her.”

His hand shoots toward the ceiling. “Nope. And that shit is at the very top of the list that I will not be discussing with you.”

“No,” I hedge. “She didn’t… we haven’t… I… shit.” I drop my head in my hands as Kincaid’s laughter fills the room around us.

“See? You’re more worthy of her than you realize.”

I just nod in agreement because telling him that things may change on that front very soon doesn’t seem like the appropriate thing to say right after he’s given his blessing, especially if I don’t want him to recant so soon.

“That means so much coming from you, sir.”

His eyes sparkle for a second before he grows serious again.

“Your dad tells me he offered you a spot with Cerberus. I want you to know that the offer still stands.”

I don’t know how to react, so I blink at him like an idiot. I was sure that my dad’s offer was just his way of placating me so I’d feel useful after getting my ass kicked out of the Marine Corps.

“I was discharged from the Corps,” I remind him. “I don’t deserve a spot with your team.”

“The only mistake you made was not coming forward and talking to someone about what was happening. I wish we could’ve saved you from all of it somehow, but I don’t hold it against you for the way you reacted. You knew you had to get away from base permanently, and I imagine the drugs were the only thing you could think of to make it happen so quickly.”

“It was a mistake,” I agree. Had I known talking to General Holstead would’ve made a difference, I would’ve done that instead of what I did.

“It looks really bad on paper, but it doesn’t change the soldier I know you are. You’d be an incredible asset to Cerberus.”

“I’m not turning you down, but it isn’t something I can even consider right now.”

Should I tell him about my doctor appointments? Selfishly, I don’t want to sign up for anything that would take me away from spending even a single minute with Ivy. It’s like I’ve waited my whole life for her, and just the thought of missing time with her makes me want to cringe.

“I understand. Let me know if you are ever ready. The position is yours.”

“Daddy?”

Kincaid and I snap our heads up in the direction of the stairs to find Ivy standing there, nervously twisting a strand of hair around her finger.

“What are you guys talking about?”

“The twins,” Kincaid says without missing a beat as he stands from his chair.

“Samson and Delilah?” Confusion marks the tone in her voice.

“Minnesota, sweetheart.” He kisses her head as he disappears down the hall toward his bedroom.

“Baseball?” Her confusion grows as she watches me stand from the couch. “My dad doesn’t even like baseball.”

She looks up at me when I stop a foot from her. “I know nothing about sports. Please tell me we don’t have to watch sports.”

I can’t help the laugh that escapes my throat at her concern for her free time.


Chapter 36

Ivy

“You guys were talking about baseball?”

Griffin isn’t apprehensive like he was when he approached me in his own living room yesterday.

“We were talking about you,” he says as he reaches for my hands.

“Me?”

“You,” he whispers, his mouth inching toward mine. 

The tender brush of his lips against mine makes me forget what we were even talking about. There’s no less passion in it than if he would’ve attempted to rub his tongue along mine. This man makes me seriously weak in the knees. His tentative kiss turns needy, and I match his fervor in kind. My body is nearly on fire when his hands grip my hips, and he drags me closer to him.

“We’re still in the middle of my parents’ living room,” I pant against his lips when we come up for air.

“I love you,” he confesses, and once again if he wasn’t there to hold me up, I’d collapse. “I promise to become a better man for you.”

“You’re a good man now,” I vow just before his tongue sweeps inside my mouth.

When he groans as his tongue sweeps over mine, it hits me in my center, and I begin to tremble.

“Come back to the house with me,” he begs against my lips.

“I don’t want to be disrespectful to your parents.”

He grins down at me, his hands kneading the flesh of my slim hips. “What did you have in mind that you think would be disrespectful?”

I can feel my cheeks pink as I look up into his blue eyes. “I have a few things in mind.”

“Is that so?” He presses his erection against me, and even though I’m so much shorter than he is, the fact that it’s pressing against the upper part of my stomach doesn’t make it any less desirable. “Tell me.”

“My parents are in the other room,” I remind him.

“And my parents are gone for the evening. They said you’re welcome anytime. Come to my house and tell me dirty things there.”

“I forgot to text them last night. I don’t think they’re happy about it. I don’t know that they’d let me stay again.” I bite my lip, sad when he takes a step back.

“Doesn’t hurt to ask,” he says, his warm hand caressing the side of my face.

“You told me you loved me,” I remind him.

“I did.” He presses his lips to mine again. “I do.”

“Thank you.” I feel stupid for saying that.

“Thank you?” He chuckles. “Really?”

I think I fall deeper in love, especially with this playful side of him.

“Sorry,” I mutter, trying to drop my head, but his knuckle catches me under the chin. When I look back up at him, I find him smiling at me. “I’m awkward.”

“And I love that about you, too.”

“We can just stay here and watch a movie,” I suggest.

“You’re just trying to get out of talking to your parents.”

“True,” I agree.

“We can stay here,” he offers, “but things may get weird if they want to join us. I don’t imagine your dad would be okay with me when I can’t keep my hands off you.”

“You wouldn’t.” I narrow my eyes at him, but it’s difficult to keep a serious face when he has such a comical one on his.

“I wouldn’t be able to resist.” He winks, and I fall deeper in love with him. “Go talk to your dad. Pack a bag, so you don’t have to get up as early to get ready tomorrow.”

He turns me, so I’m facing the kitchen, slapping me on the butt to urge me along.

“I’ll be waiting for you,” he whispers in my ear before walking away.

I’m still standing there, overcome with nerves when the sound of the backdoor closing behind Griffin reaches my ears.

“What can they say?” I ask myself as I try to gain the courage to talk to my parents. “I’m grown after all. I make my own decisions.”

“What was that?” my dad asks from the kitchen table as my mom stands at the stove, stirring something amazing smelling in a big, tall pot.

“I’m making jambalaya,” she says when she notices I’ve entered the room. “Does Griffin want to stay for dinner?”

I nearly choke on my own spit when my brain tells me that I’ll probably be his dinner. Heat races up my neck as my eyes dart toward my dad, guilty as if he can read my filthy thoughts.

“Did you say something about decisions when you were walking in?” Leave it to my father to never forget his own train of thought.

“I… umm…” I frown when I notice the smile he’s trying to hide. My father is a very serious man when he works, but he has always done his best to make himself approachable where Gigi and I are concerned.

“Griffin wants me to stay the night with him again,” I blurt before I lose my courage.

“Oh, that’s ni—” My mom snaps her mouth shut when my dad clears his throat.

“Does he?” His eyebrows raise as if he’s challenging me, and I feel like I’ve already lost the battle. 

I mean, I don’t have a very good argument for staying over there. He seems to be in a much better head space right now, and he’s no longer hallucinating about someone trying to hurt him or me.

“Diego,” my mother chastises, and I look over at her to thank her for her support. “Don’t torture the poor girl.”

When I turn back toward my dad, he’s got a huge smile on his face, but he turns serious as if he’s just remembered something. “Are you sure he’s the right guy for you?”

I should’ve known this was coming. We haven’t had the chance to talk much since I insisted on going up to Griffin’s room when he had his episode the other day.

“There’s no other man for me, Dad.”

“Are you sure? You haven’t really dated much. Are you certain Griffin is the one?”

I’d lie to him and tell him we’re just dating, but he knows me well enough to know that I wouldn’t stay the night with a guy I was just dating.

“I love him.” My spine strengthens with the confession, and much to my surprise, he doesn’t grow angry with my words. His lips turn up in a full smile that only grows wider when my mother squeals at the stove.

I do my best to ignore her while still facing my dad.

“He came here to get my blessing.”

I swallow thickly while waiting for him to respond. When he doesn’t, I ask. “Wh-what did you say?”

“I told him…” he pauses for effect and the five seconds before he finishes, I feel like my whole world is going to implode.

Would I go against him if he said no? Would I run away with Griffin if my dad was opposed to me being with him?

“I gave it to him.”

“What?”

“You can stop packing your bags in your head, baby girl. I’m ecstatic that he loves you. He’s a good man. I couldn’t ask for a better one for you.”

“Daddy!” I squeal as I run across the room and throw my arms around his neck.

He wraps his strong arms around me, breathing me in like it may be the last time, something he’s always done, especially when he’s tasked on a mission and leaving soon.

“What’s going on in here?”

I release my father as my sister walks in. Jameson is close behind her, holding a sleeping Amelia in his huge arms.

“I was just telling Genevieve that I’m too young to have another grandbaby so soon.”

Queue another round of choking.

“Are you pregnant?” Gigi runs to me, her hands landing low on my belly.

“No!” I screech and take a huge step away from her. I don’t know what issue to address first. We weren’t talking about babies, or what would cause that even to be an issue.

My mother is cackling at the stove when my sister turns toward our dad and narrows her eyes. My dad doesn’t look at my sister, though. He beams with pride as Jameson stands closer to Gigi. He’s only got eyes for that sweet little girl.

“Don’t look at me,” Jameson says after clearing his throat. “I’ve been wrapping up.”

My face is on fire with this topic of conversation.

“You didn’t last night,” Gigi says, slapping her man on the butt.

“Georgia Leigh!” my mother and father hiss at the same time.

“I did, too!” Jameson vows to both of them before narrowing his eyes at my sister. The look he’s giving her says she’s going to pay for this little situation later. The glint in my sister’s eyes tells me she did it just so he’ll dole out whatever kind of kinky punishment he has in mind.

“As far as the other conversation, Ivy,” my dad briefly turns his attention to me, “you’re an adult, but please don’t make your mother worry by not letting us know where you are like you did last night.”

“Yes, sir,” I agree.

“Where are you going?” my sister asks when I turn to leave the room.

“To umm—” How do I expect to be an adult if I can’t even tell my sister with an audience that I’m staying the night at a boy’s house?

“She’s staying the night with Griffin,” my mother interrupts, and I don’t know if it’s a blessing or a curse.

Gigi’s eyes narrow as she turns to face my dad. “And you don’t have a problem with it?”

“She’s grown,” he says without emotion.

“I had to sneak around to sleep with Jameson, and she’s got your blessing to just slide over into Griffin’s bed?”

How is this woman a mother and still so petty and argumentative?

“Don’t be crude,” my mother tells my sister as Jameson leans down to speak in her ear.

“Daddy, I swear that’s not—”

“You’re grown, Ivy, but don’t start lying to me now.”

“We haven’t—” I begin, but my father interrupts me again.

“You’re grown,” he repeats. “Now do you want to take some of the jambalaya for dinner?”

“They don’t plan on eating. Well, not that anyway—” My sister yelps just as a loud crack echoes around the room.

We all turn to look at Jameson as he pulls his hand away from her butt. He turns toward my father and offers him the sleeping baby. “Will you watch her for a few minutes?”

Without a word, my dad takes the baby. I watch in awe as my sister bites her lip to try to hide her victorious smile.

“A word?” Jameson hisses at Gigi. I’d be fearful for her, but my own teeth dig into my lip when I notice an erection straining the front of his jeans.

Surely not?

I turn to my mother to find her grinning down at the food. My mother’s jambalaya is serious stuff, nothing to laugh at, so her reaction makes no sense. 

There’s even a twinkle in my dad’s eye when he looks up from his grandchild to address me. “And Jameson is the perfect man for your sister.”


Chapter 37

Griffin

My fingers tap on my thighs as I wait for Ivy to come over. It’s been an hour, but I imagine it will take her half that time to gather the courage enough to speak with Kincaid. He gave me his blessing, but that doesn’t necessarily mean he’s going to give her permission to spend another night in my bed.

I’m standing from the hard, wooden chair to go get her when a timid knock hits the back door. I double my speed to answer it, finding Ivy standing on my porch with wet hair and a weary smile.

“I think Jameson spanks Gigi.”

I sputter a laugh at her greeting.

“I don’t think I want you to do that to me.” 

She’s serious when she looks up at me. Her blush has traveled all the way up her neck, and her cheeks are pinker than the time I caught her watching me workout with the Cerberus guys before I left for the Marine Corps. She was just a girl back then. Her sister was the one accustomed to bouncing around trying to catch every man’s eye, but Ivy has always been the one watching from afar, praying she didn’t get noticed. I can’t help but keep my eyes on her now.

“Are you sure?” I ask jokingly. “You never know. You may like a spanking every now and then.”

Her teeth dig into her plush bottom lip as her eyes blink innocently up at me. “We could try.”

“See?” I reach for her and pull her into the house. “It’s that sweet innocence and your willingness to try even things you think you may not like that makes my dick so hard every time I’m around you.”

She’s near the color of a ripe tomato when I’m done speaking.

“You showered,” I say, toying with a damp lock of her hair. “I was hoping you’d show up dirty so we could shower together again.”

“Your parents are gone?” She tries to look around me, but I’m too bulky and blocking her view.

“Won’t be back until late,” I confirm as I drop my nose down to take in her sweet, feminine scent.

She clears her throat, stepping around me and walking toward the stairs. To be helpful, I take the strap of the gym bag clinging to her shoulder. She looks lost when she no longer has something to fiddle with.

“Why are you so nervous? Did your dad tell you no? I want you here, but I also don’t want to cause you problems with your family. You didn’t sneak out, did you?”

“He gave me permission to stay.”

“He did?” I don’t hide the surprise in my voice.

I was totally willing to go scoop her up and carry her to the nicest hotel in town, but I don’t want to bring down any issues between Kincaid and my dad. My father told me it was fine for her to be here so long as Kincaid was okay with it.

“Yes,” she answers, breathless from the implications of her being alone in the house with me.

When she turns again and begins to climb the stairs, I follow like the lost soul I am. She’s my beacon in the night, and I can’t let her get too far from me.

“I can still help you get clean,” she whispers. I miss a step wondering if she actually just said what I think she did. She chuckles, a sweet tinkling sound, and I can no longer keep my hands off her.

“What?” I ask, clasping her hips as we meet the top landing of the stairs.

“If you want to shower.” She bites her lip again. “I can help you get clean.”

“That’s what I thought you said,” I growl as I turn her around and pick her up.

Just like she did last night when I picked her up, her trim legs wrap around my waist. I don’t know how we make it safely into my room with my eyes closed and my lips locked with hers, but we’re inside with the door closed when she pants against my lips.

“Lock the door,” she whispers.

I obey, even though we’re the only people in the house. 

“Slow down,” I say with regret when she tries to tug my shirt over my head.

“Speed up,” she begs against my lips.

My laugh is hard and loud when her face falls at my insistence.

“I told you before what I can offer you.” Her throat works on a swallow as all playfulness washes over her face like I’ve just thrown a cup of ice water on her. 

She tries to untangle her legs from around my body, but I don’t allow it. She’s reading me all wrong.

“Everything is different for me now.” I cup her jaw while my other hand grips her ass, holding her to me so she can’t get away. “I love you. Everything I have is yours. My heart, my body. You own my damn soul, Ivy. I’m yours.”

A sob escapes her throat, and she buries her face in my chest, my t-shirt bunched up between us catches her tears.

She mumbles something, but I can’t understand her. 

“What?” I ask as I urge her face from me.

“I love you, too.” Her tears renew.

“Are you sure?” She nods. “Why are you crying?”

“They’re happy tears,” she assures me.

“Are you sure? I’m kind of freaking out right now.”

“I’m sure.” She sniffles, then frowns, probably realizing just how unsexy it is. “Sorry.”

“Don’t do that. Don’t apologize for your emotions. I’ve been a needy, possessive dick to you. I’ve pulled you to me, and then pushed you away. I’ve been so hot and cold. I just wanted to clear the air. I don’t want you ever to have any doubts about what you mean to me.”

“Okay.” She nods, wiping at her eyes and nose with the back of her hand.

I can’t help but grin at her for being exactly who she is.

“Now I have a reason to get you in the shower. Let’s go wash your face.”

“I can wash it in the sink,” she counters.

“Nope,” I tell her as we walk into my en-suite. “You said you’d help me get clean. No backing out now.”

Her fingers reach for the hem of my shirt when I lift her off me, so I stand stock still and let her pull it over my head. She must be remembering our last time in here because she’s not as eager as she was last night. It’s like the quiet calm of the room controls her reaction to me. Things were slow in here last time. We didn’t have to rush or answer our fevered need with speed and ferocity. It doesn’t make me want her any less. She seems to want to savor every moment just as I do.

“You next,” I whisper, reaching for the bottom of her loose t-shirt.

My breath catches in my throat when I tug it free and discover she isn’t wearing a bra. The pale flesh of her teardrop-shaped breasts are topped with perfect nipples that pucker before my eyes in the cool air. My mouth waters to taste them, but I resist.

“This may not be the best idea,” I say when her nimble fingers work to open the snap of my jeans. The rasp of my zipper sounds like a gunshot in the otherwise quiet room. “Stop.”

She frowns when I clasp my hands over hers. “I want you.”

“Jesus,” I hiss, trying for some level of control. “I didn’t tell you all of those things just to get you in bed.”

“I know.” Her hands drop as she takes a step back. Her cheeks pink again, but it’s not from embarrassment this time. She feels rejected, and I know just how much that sucks. I was presented with it more than once from her back at the cottage.

“Look at me.” She doesn’t so I’m forced to close the distance she’s put between us and lift her chin. “Please don’t do that. Don’t ever think I don’t want you. I’m just trying to tell you there’s no pressure. Just because we’re here, or because we both get naked doesn’t mean you’re obligated to do anything sexual with me. I couldn’t bear it if we did something that you later regret.”

“Do you love me?” Her eyes search mine.

“Of course I do.”

A slow smile spreads across her face. 

“Then I won’t regret anything.” She presses her hand to my bare chest as she looks up at me with seriousness. “But maybe hold off on the spanking the first time.”

I belt out a laugh and drag her against my chest. “You have my word. No spankings.”

“Yeah,” she agrees as she steps back and her fingers find my fly once again. “I don’t think I’m into that super kinky kind of stuff.”

“Super kinky?” I ask in a playful tone to match hers. “I’ll keep that in mind. What are your thoughts on dildos and clitoral stimulators?”

She gasps, but I catch her before she can back away this time.

“It’s a joke, baby.” I distract her when my hands shove down her sleep shorts. “No panties either? Maybe you do have a kinky side.”

“I don’t.” She shakes her head feverishly, and the innocent way she watches my face, makes my cock jerk in my boxers. “I felt like such a dirty girl leaving the house. Like everyone over there knew I wasn’t wearing underthings.”

“Good. Now I have a reason to get you clean.”

She squeals when I lift her, turning the water on and letting the frigid blast hit her back when I climb into the shower.


Chapter 38

Ivy

“Fuck,” Griffin groans when I reach for him again. “It’s clean.”

“Did you forget what you just did to me already?”

I grin wickedly when his hand flutters over mine as I stroke down his length. He wants to stop me, but at the same time, I don’t think he really does.

“Ivy, I’m going to come.”

“Prove it,” I taunt and grip him harder.

I still can’t get over the softness of his skin covering his steel-like length.

“Jesus,” he huffs as his erection jerks in my hand.

I watch in awe as he finds his release, and his legs begin to tremble before he’s even done. I felt the exact same way when he knelt in front of me just moments ago and put his mouth on me. It took long moments of him holding my legs before I was certain enough to stand on my own.

“It’s only fair,” I tease, my mouth hovering over his.

“That was amazing,” he praises, and the approval in his tone makes me smile from the inside out.

“And now the cleanup.” He lathers his hands and runs them over my lower stomach and the fronts of his legs.

“It wasn’t enough,” I pout as I look down at his still straining length.

“I’m always hard around you. I’m just not wearing jeans tight enough to mask the erection.” He sprays water over my soapy skin. “It was enough. Promise.”

He turns off the water, and with a guiding hand under my elbow, he leads me out of the shower. I only plan to dry him off, but my hands have other ideas as I wipe away the water droplets dotting his tan skin.

“I can’t keep my hands off you,” I complain, even though it’s no hardship to run my hands over every inch of his defined muscles.

“I want your hands on me.”

He turns me, pulling the towel from my hand and returning the favor. The drying stops suddenly when his lips find my nipple. We groan in unison as he tugs it with his teeth.

“Why does that feel so good?” 

“Because it’s me,” he says, and I feel a rush of embarrassment with the realization that I asked the question out loud.

“I want you.” I repeat the words from earlier, hoping he’ll actually take me up on my offer. I’m not going to pressure him into it though, knowing he’d never do that with me.

“You got me,” he says just as he drops the towel and lifts me from the floor.

The cold of his room replaces the steam we’ve built in the bathroom when he swings open the door and carries me to his bed. I expect him to toss me on the mattress, but he gently lays me out, covering me with his own body.

“It’s cold in here,” I lie in an attempt to cover the tremble I can’t seem to control with knowing we may actually take this further than we’ve gone before.

“Let me warm you up.”

Griffin settles between my thighs, and even though his mouth is working down my neck and over my shoulder, all I can focus on is the heat of him between my legs.

Fear strikes me when his mouth pulls back, and I realize he may be thinking about stopping.

“Please, don’t,” I beg.

“We can’t.”

“We can,” I assure him.

“Ivy I didn’t plan for this.”

“Some of the best things happen when you aren’t making a plan for them,” I argue.

“I don’t have protection.” I blink up at him, not fully understanding. “Condoms.”

His clarification makes me feel like an idiot, and then the flashes of the used ones on the floor of the cottage makes me cringe.

I try to turn to crawl out from underneath him, but the second I move, his erection settles right where I wanted it moments ago, and I’m struck dumb. I nibble my lip, worrying over the tender flesh as I formulate the best way to bring up a crazy idea.

“We don’t need a condom,” I say.

“What?”

“No condom,” I repeat.

“That’s dangerous,” he warns, but the length between my legs jerks, liking the idea immediately.

“Surely I won’t get pregnant the first time.”

“And if you do?”

I grin up at him. “Then I hope it’s a girl, so Amelia has a cousin to play with when they get older.”

“You want babies with me?”

“I want everything with you,” I assure him.

“I think this is a bad idea.”

I frown at him but do my best to reel it in. 

No pressure, I remind myself. Don’t be unfair.

“We don’t have to.”

“I want to, though. That’s why it’s such a bad idea.” He presses his lips to mine. “I already have pre-cum leaking from my cock with just the idea of getting you pregnant.”

“I don’t want to get pregnant,” I clarify. “I just don’t think the chances are high the first time.”

“Are we really having this conversation while we’re naked and my dick is only a couple of inches from penetrating you?”

“If we can’t talk at a time like this then…” I shift my hips, rubbing the slickness between my legs on him.

“You have a point,” he moans before his own hips shift. He hits that perfect spot at the top of my seam, and I groan in turn.

“Are you sure about this?”

“Yes,” I pant, but the shaking is renewed, and this time I can’t lie about it.

“Then why are you shaking? I won’t be mad. We have all the time in the world. We don’t have to do this tonight.”

“I’m afraid it’s going to hurt,” I admit.

“It will.”

My face falls. “You can’t even lie or downplay the pain?”

He chuckles before nuzzling his nose down my cheek. “I’m not going to lie to you. Ever. You may not like the truth, but I’m not going to sugarcoat something this serious just so I can convince you to let me slip inside of you.”

“Slip inside,” I repeat. “That sounds so dirty but perfect at the same time.”

He swallows thickly. “Yes or no?”

“You don’t care that we don’t have a condom?” I check again to make sure he doesn’t feel pressured.

“I’m ready for all outcomes if we don’t use one.” His lips twist. “Well, Kincaid will kill me, but what a way to go.”

We laugh together.

“I want this.” 

“Me too,” he agrees. “Fast or slow?”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“Do you want me to go slow, or just get the hard part over with quickly?”

“Fast,” I tell him, and it only takes a swift shift of his hips, and he slams inside of me. “Slow!”

Tears burn my eyes as I squeeze them closed. Griffin is still inside of me as he brushes reassuring kisses across my cheeks and my lips. He whispers soothing things, telling me how much he loves me and how honored he is to share this with me.

“Ow, ow, ow,” I hiss when he flexes his hips, dragging back just a few inches. “It stings.”

I thought first times, especially when you wait for the man you love were supposed to be magical and amazing. This doesn’t feel anything like the awesomeness he performed earlier with his mouth.

“Are you okay?”

“I don’t know,” I tell him honestly. “You feel bigger than you look.”

He chuckles, the rush of his breath washing over my sensitive skin. “I don’t know how to take that.”

“You’re so big. Like huge inside of me. I feel like I’m splitting open.”

“You say the sweetest things,” he murmurs

I feel his abs tensing, and I know he’s going to move. I prepare for the pain, but I’m pleasantly surprised at the hint of pleasure I feel when he shifts his hips back.

“Oh,” I pant, hardly able to keep the amazement out of my voice. “That wasn’t so bad.”

“Wasn’t so bad?” He laughs again, but I can tell that he’s straining with the need to move. “Way to build me up before knocking me down.”

“Okay,” I hiss when he pushes back in. “I don’t understand people enjoying this. I guess just get it over with.”

He pulls all the way out, and the long slow drag of him as he pulls free sets me on fire, and not in a bad way.

“Just get it over with? Ivy look at me.” I obey his command. “I don’t want to do this if you don’t. This isn’t some sort of punishment.”

“Do that thing again.”

“What thing?”

“When you pulled out it felt really good,” I smile up at him.

“You realize I have to push in before I can pull out, right?”

“I’m well aware of the laws of physics, Griffin.” I reach for him. “Just put it back in.”

“You’re going to give me a complex,” he grumbles, but he shifts his hips closer to me.

“You seem to be doing fine.” I wrap my hand around his thickness for emphasis.

“Are you sure? Maybe you should be on top, so you can control the speed and depth.” He mewls when I lift my hips, forcing the tip of him inside of me. “Jesus, baby.”

“It didn’t hurt as much that time,” I tell him. “Now, just go slow.”

He finds a rhythm, and somehow the twinge of pain I feel when he pushes in is masked by the anticipation of him pulling out. I say so many filthy things, things I can’t bear to repeat, but how this went from near torture to absolute bliss, I’ll never know. Now I know why Gigi and Delilah sneak off as often as they can to find some place to do this.

“Fuck,” he hisses again. “I’ve never felt anything better. Kiss me.”

His lips hit mine the second his deft fingers find my clit. The sensations are overwhelming, so much so that I can hardly tell if I’m coming or going.

“I’m coming,” I decide out loud when my inner muscles clench rhythmically, working harder than they ever have before to squeeze him. His dick is much thicker than his probing fingers from earlier, and I’m well aware of how sore I’ll be tomorrow.

“Fuck, Ivy. Really?” He flexes his neck forward so he can see where we’re joined. “That feels amazing.”

All I can do is whimper in pleasure at his words. I can tell him later when words aren’t lost on me how happy I am that I make him feel good.

“Oh, God,” he moans as he slips free from me. The next second his cum is landing in hot spurts on the flat of my stomach. “Damn that’s hot.”

Like a tickling feather, I feel the wetness slide over my sex.

“Nope,” he says with a huff before his finger slides from my opening up over my clit. 

I jerk with the added sensation. “What are you doing?”

“I didn’t want any sneaking in there.”

He wipes his finger across my stomach, and all I can do is glare at him.

 “So much for romance,” I mutter.

“You want romance?” I nod. “Then don’t look down at the sheets.”

“What?” 

He’s off the bed and running to the bathroom a second later. Of course, I do exactly what he tells me not to, but the small amount of blood on the fabric is to be expected.

“Here’s your romance.” Griffin lays across the bed and wipes a warm wet washcloth over my stomach.

“That’s not going to be enough,” I tell him, but he just keeps on wiping up his mess.

When he’s certain I’m clean, he keeps the washcloth on my skin, but he rests his head on his hands. 

“Tell me the truth. Was it okay?”

“Yeah,” I tell him truthfully. “It was amazing.”

Banging on the door startles both of us, and Griffin moves into action, covering my body with his and tugging the blankets up to our chins.

“I thought you locked the door,” I hiss.

“I did,” he assures me before turning his head toward the door. “Yes?”

“Ugh, bro?” We both sigh in relief at the sound of Cannon’s voice on the other side of the door. “Mom and Dad just pulled up in front of the clubhouse, so I don’t advise doing that again since they’re home.”

I pull a pillow over my face and die of embarrassment.


Chapter 39

Griffin

“Are you going to stay under there all night?” I tap on Ivy’s arm when her only response is a grumble of words that I can’t understand. “What did you say?”

The pillow flies down to the end of the bed, and she turns her face to glare at me. “You said we were alone.”

“We were in the shower for nearly an hour,” I remind her. “I didn’t know he came home.”

“He knows we had sex,” she hisses.

“Okay?”  I chuckle, but it gets caught in my throat when she narrows her eyes at me. “He won’t tell anyone. Besides, do you think your parents believe you’ll spend every night in my bed and we won’t have sex until we get married?”

She stops breathing. “Married?”

I grin at her. “Did you think I was going to give you a chance to get away from me?”

“You want to marry me?” Her fingers tremble as she brushes her hand down my face.

I smile wider. “Of course I do. Your dad gave me his blessing.”

“I love you so much,” she whispers before pressing her lips against mine.

“Even though Cannon knows what you sound like when you come?”

Her eyes widen, and I know what she’s going to try before her muscles even move to make it happen. I catch her wrist in my hand and do the same with the other before she can swing it in my direction. Her laughter falters when I pin them above her head. I know exactly what body parts of mine the movement forces against hers.

“Answer me,” I urge.

“You are not proposing to me while I have a cum rag on my stomach right after we made love for the first time.”

“I’m not?”

“No, you’re not. I need a story I can tell our children one day without them needing to bleach their ears.”

I laugh, but her reasoning is sound.

“Noted.” I kiss the tip of her nose and pull her off the bed.

“Where are we going?” she asks, but she never gives me any resistance as I pull her back toward the bathroom.

“I made you dirty; now I have to clean you up.” 

She freezes, pausing to make sure I’m not going to drag her under the freezing water again. Once it’s warm, she steps over the tub. I don’t miss the wince that crinkles the corners of her eyes.

“Sore?” I feel both bad and thrilled at the same time knowing that every time she moves for the next day or so she’s going to be reminded of exactly where I’ve been.

“I can kiss it and make it better,” I offer, my eyebrows wagging up and down at a comical rate.

“It’s—” My cock stiffens as I watch her hand slide down her stomach and even lower until it disappears between her legs. The real pain on her face when she presses against herself brings me out of my fantasy. “It’s super sore.”

“Let me help you.” With the gentlest hands I can manage, I soap her stomach and clean between her legs. As much as it turns me on to feel her slickness on my fingers, I keep my mind on helping her. It’s almost enough to keep my mind off of my thickening cock. Almost.

“Do you want me to take care of that?” she offers, pointing at my stubborn cock when I rinse her and take a step back.

“No, baby. Just ignore it.”

She nods in agreement, and I can see tiredness setting in on her face.

“Let’s get out and get some sleep,” I tell her after running quick soapy hands all over my body.

She nods her head in agreement, standing still on the rug just outside of the tub as I dry her skin.

“Here,” I offer her the same shirt she wore last night, and she takes it with a soft smile.

Ignoring the stain on the bed linens, but making a mental note to take care of them myself tomorrow, I pull her against me when we climb in bed.

“I love sleeping against your chest,” she says on a yawn. “Hearing your heartbeat in my ear is the best lullaby ever. I’m going to miss this when I go back to school.”

I stiffen at her words.

“I want to go with you,” I confess.

She smiles against my chest. “I don’t think you’ll fit in my carry on.”

“Ivy.” I turn, forcing her to her back. She blinks up at me, the lights from the digital clock on my dresser casting a red shadow across her face. “Sorry, baby, but I won’t get any sleep if we don’t talk about this now.”

“What is it?” She sits up, facing me with concern drawing her brows in.

“I don’t want you to leave.”

“I have to go to school, Griffin.”

“Let me rephrase that. I don’t want to be without you.”

“Then come with me to Rhode Island.” 

“Just like that?” I ask.

“Just like that.” The smile she offers me makes my heart double in size. “Do you want to go?”

“Try and stop me,” I tell her before dragging her under me and kissing her senseless.

“What will you do in Providence?” she asks when we come up for air, and reposition ourselves.

“Maybe Lawson will have a spot for me at the shop?”

“You always liked working in the shop. I used to watch you from the gazebo.”

“I know.”

“You knew I was watching you?” Hope fills her voice, but I promised her I wouldn’t lie, and I don’t plan on starting now.

“Honestly, baby, you were just a kid to me back then. I didn’t have any business even looking in your direction. Your father would’ve killed me.”

“Gigi caught your eye more than once.” I hate the bitterness in her voice, but I’m grateful she doesn’t try to pull away from me. “And then you called me by her name that time in Jake’s…”

I cringe at the reminder of how I treated her not too long ago. I pull her tighter against me.

“People couldn’t help but notice Gigi. She demanded attention, and she got it. I’ll admit she had the ability to get that attention, even from me, but I knew exactly who you were when you stepped up to my table at Jake’s. I could never confuse the two of you, not even when you were toddlers. You always had this secret smile when we were kids.”

“A secret smile?” She snuggles harder against my chest, and instinctively, my arm holds her tighter.

“Yeah. You just always watched people with this happy look on your face. You always took pride in their happiness, never jealous of what everyone else had. That sweet little smile was on your face like you always knew that your happiness was coming, and you were just as happy to wait for it as you were to celebrate other’s joy.”

“You make me sounds like a saint,” she muses against my bare chest. “I was not a saint. Far from it, in fact, there were days I cursed Gigi for being my twin. I’d watch you watching her, and wondered how I got the short end of the stick.”

“Never once,” I begin before pressing my lips to the top of her head, “did I look at your sister and wonder what it would be like to spend time with her, sexually or otherwise.”

“Not even the time you gawked after her at Delilah’s sixteen birthday party?”

“Right before I left for the Corps?” She nods against my chest. “I remember wondering how your dad let her prance around nearly half-naked in a room full of horny teenage boys.”

“He couldn’t control her. Not even then.”

“No one controls Gigi,” I remind her.

“False.” She smiles again. “Jameson has her under about seventy-five percent control.”

“Only seventy-five?” I laugh at the idea of anyone getting that wild child under control.

“I think she uses the other twenty-five percent to act up, so he spanks her.”

“Maybe your dad should’ve been spanking her all her life.”

“Ew.” Ivy pulls her head off my chest and stares down at me with her nose scrunched. “Don’t say stuff like that about my family.”

She playfully swats my chest until I catch her hand. “I didn’t mean it that way, crazy girl.”

“Tell me you love me.” 

She changes directions almost too fast for me to keep up.

“I love you.”

“Again,” she commands.

“I love you. I love you. I love you,” I repeat.

“I love you, too,” she responds.

“Marry me?” I ask again.

“So soon after talking about my sister’s daddy issues? Try again, handsome.”

I laugh, lifting her hand up to my mouth before kissing the back.

“I’ll work on the romance.”

“Perfect,” she mumbles around another yawn. “Just think of something in your sleep. I’m so tired.”

My fingers draw circles on her back as her breathing evens out. Today was one of the worst in my life having to recount to a total stranger about my weaknesses, faults, and fear. It was also one of the best. Not only did I finally tell the girl I never imagined would be mine that I love her, but I also got her father’s blessing to top it all off. Then that same amazing girl gave herself to me as she’d never done to a man. Things honestly couldn’t get any better than this.


Chapter 40

Ivy

“Did they call you about the apartment yet?” 

“Not yet,” I answer Delilah as she hands me a frozen slush.

“I still can’t believe Melissa just took off.”

“She said she fell in love and was moving to Florida.”

“She could’ve given more notice,” Delilah huffs. “Or at least taken out the trash before she left.”

After she left here six weeks ago, Melissa avoided my calls and texts for a week before I sent Delilah to go check on her. When my oldest friend got there, all of Melissa’s things were gone, and the place was a mess. Delilah assured me it was just messy, not like it was ransacked and she had been abducted. It took my roommate another week before she got back to me. She apologized profusely but said Rhode Island wasn’t a fit for her any longer and Chad, a guy she met at the bookstore, swept her off her feet and was taking her back home with him to Florida.

Thankfully, Delilah and Lawson packed up and cleaned the apartment. So now all of my things are in storage waiting for us to return.

That’s right…us.

Griffin wasn’t joking that night he said he wanted to come with me.

I look up and watch as my man walks toward me. Without an empty sun lounger to sit in, he lifts me from the one I’m on and settles me on his lap. Public displays of affection have been something I’ve gotten used to over the last month and a half.

“You smell like coconuts,” he tells me as he nuzzles his nose along my neck.

Despite the heat surrounding us poolside, cold chills still cover my body from his attention.

“It’s the tanning oil,” I whisper, still a little shy since I can feel what the smell is doing to his body.

“So delicious.” He punctuates his words with a long swipe of his tongue up my neck. “But I know of something else that would taste better.”

I groan at the suggestion, always ready to satisfy and be satisfied. We got lucky that I didn’t get pregnant the first time we made love. Heck, we were lucky it didn’t happen during the two weeks it took for me to get on birth control with how often we went at it. Still, go at it.

“Look how amazing she looks,” Delilah whispers, angling her head toward the opposite side of the pool.

My cousin Jasmine, adopted by my Uncle Dom before I was born, is talking to her dad, mom, and my parents.

“She’s so mature,” I respond.

Jasmine is almost thirty and recently came back to New Mexico from Arizona to take a teaching job at the local community college. We’ve never been close because the age difference put her out of the house before we were really old enough to understand what sisterhood is about, but we’ve always envied her. To us, even though she’s my cousin, she’s always been one of the adults, on a totally different level than us younger kids.

“Hey man,” Lawson says as he walks up. He shakes Griffin’s hand before picking Delilah up and plopping her down on his lap. “You ready for Providence.”

“As ready as I can be, but Dr. Alverez has referred me to another doctor over there, so I think things will be great.” He wraps his arms all the way around my waist and holds me tighter. “Besides, so long as I don’t have to beat college boys off of her, life will be gravy.”

Griffin has been seeing Dr. Alverez twice a week, sometimes up to three times when his anxiety ramps up. He’s made amazing progress, and it’s been over two weeks since he’s had a night terror. Still, I notice him looking around, assessing the level of danger we’re in when we’re around others. Right now it’s not so bad because he trusts everyone here on some level, but last week was difficult with some of the Cerberus guys around. Tug complimented my new bathing suit, and I thought Griffin was going to come unglued. I know that had more to do with his possessiveness than his PTSD.

“Hey,” Cannon says as he drags a sun lounger toward our little group, uncaring that the scraping noise is loud enough to make my teeth clench.

“Really, dude?” Griffin asks. “Pick that fucker up.”

“Don’t want to spill my drink.” He lifts the hurricane glass to his lips and sucks hard on the bright red straw sticking from the top.

Griffin growls when Cannon winks in my direction as he settles on the lounger.

Much to my surprise, Cannon hasn’t mentioned Melissa once. When I spoke to her last, she even asked who I was talking about when I spoke about him and Griffin going somewhere together. I guess some people are just like ships passing in the night. They enjoy each other for a small period of time and move on. There’s no way that’s possible for me.

I bury myself deeper against Griffin’s chest, so happy and content with my life. Next week we’re driving to Providence to spend my final year in school there. After that, the plan is to come back here. Lawson and Delilah are also making plans to return at the same time.

“What are we doing tonight?” Cannon asks.

I smile against Griffin’s chest, and he chuckles with knowing where my mind went suddenly.

“Behave,” he whispers against the top of my head.

“Says the man with an erection in front of twenty people,” I mumble only loud enough for him to hear.

He grunts his agreement, and I love that he wants me all the time, since I feel the same way about him.

“I say we go to Jake’s,” Cannon says after no one makes a suggestion. “Beyond the Lies is playing there, and I hear they’re pretty good.”

“Beyond the Lies?” I ask, lifting my head from Griffin’s chest to look at his brother. “That may not be such a good idea.”

“Why not?” Griffin asks.

Delilah snorts. She already knows where my head is.

“Kennedy Farmer is the drummer for Beyond the Lies,” I remind the group.

“The girl that broke Samson’s heart?” Griffin asks.

“She didn’t break my heart,” Samson says as he walks closer. 

I frown, feeling like a jerk for talking about him behind his back and getting caught.

“She almost broke my dick once, but not my heart.” He stands off to the side, resting a palm on the back of Cannon’s lounger. “I think it’s a good idea, plus the band is actually pretty great.”

“Is Kennedy the one with—?” Cannon holds his hands out in front of him like he’s holding two basketballs.

“Oh, God,” I groan.

“For fuck’s sake,” Lawson mumbles.

“Yep,” Samson confirms.

“A little respect guys,” Griffin warns.

Cannon clears his throat trying to get himself under control, but Samson chuckles like a hyena.

“Plus, I have it on good authority that a certain lady will be there tonight, and I want to make her jealous.”

“Dr. Davison?” Cannon asks.

“The very one.”

“Dude?” I smile again when Griffin speaks up. “That woman doesn’t have any interest in you. Haven’t you learned that from the numerous times she has rejected you over the last month and a half?”

“I’m persistent,” Samson says, his smile never wavering.

“It’s creepy,” his twin counters.

Lawson grunts in response, but I can’t tell which one he agrees with.

“Hey,” Samson whines. “She’ll have to give in eventually.”

“Getting a chick because she’s too tired to keep telling you no?” Cannon quips. “Classy.”

The guys start arguing about what being a gentleman really means, so I just lay back on Griffin’s chest and listen, fully entertained by the men in my life.

“I can’t believe we’re going to be away from this for another year,” I tell him softly when he presses his lips to my shoulder.

“I’ll fly you home every weekend if that’s what it takes to keep you happy.”

“You make me happy.” I turn between his legs, lowering my chin to his chest. “But I won’t object to coming back to visit at least once a month.”

“Anything for you, baby.” He presses his lips to my forehead, and my eyes flutter closed, blissfully happy.
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“Camryn?” I blink my eyes furiously as I stare into the metal box. 

Surely the woman of nearly every fantasy I’ve had since my very first erection isn’t standing inside the elevator frowning at me.

“It’s Dr. Davison,” she corrects, and I’m struck stupid by the sight of her pale skin and the shimmery sheen of her golden-brown hair.

“Y-you…h-hi,” I stammer like a love-struck idiot.

I feel a shove at my back, and I know it’s Griffin urging me inside, but inside with her doesn’t leave enough room for all of us if you include the weight of the crush I’ve had on this woman since my early teens.

“Hi, Griffin.” Her voice is like a balm to my soul even if she isn’t looking at or directing her words toward me.

“Dr. Davison.” Her lips twitch at the greeting, and I’m seconds away from punching my friend just to prove to her that I’m the man she should be paying attention to, not him.

Needing to get him away from her quickly so she can focus solely on me, I pull his appointment info from my pocket and press the button for the fourth floor.

A heavy silence fills the elevator as we ascend, but in my mind, I’m counting down the seconds until we’re alone. I’ve dreamed of this day a million times. Okay, it’s been more like a fantasy, but an elevator is a new location I never imagined. Only this time, I won’t have my eyes closed when I whisper to her exactly what I’ve wanted to do to her for years.

“Samson?” Griffin says when he steps off, and I remain in the car.

“I’ll see you after your appointment,” I assure him as the doors close with him on the other side.

Camryn sighs when I turn to face her. I’d press the emergency stop button on the elevator, but I’m pretty sure it’s against the law, and I can’t woo her from inside a jail cell.

“What brings you here?” I lean with one arm on the cool metal of the elevator wall, grinning when she rolls her eyes. She can play hard to get all she wants. The chase is fun, but catching her will be even better.

“Work.” Her answer is short and clipped, but it still has enough attitude in it to make me feel like an idiot. 

She’s a doctor, of course, she’s at the hospital in an official capacity. The white lab coat she’s wearing makes me thicken in my jeans. I’ve only ever seen her in it in my fantasies.

“What do you say you take the rest of the day off, and we go back to my place? We can play doctor there.”

She snorts a laugh before she can stop herself, and I watch her lip twitch as she tries to regain control of her reaction.

“You mean you want to go back to your parents’ house?”

My smile falters, but I’m in control enough not to rub my chest since it feels like she just landed a blow right over my heart.

“Look, I’m a obstitrican,” she says with annoyance lacing her tone. “That means I deal with pregnant women and babies all day. Why would I want to play with little boys when I get off work?”

At first, I think she’s toying with me, but when she turns her head and looks me dead in the eye, I can tell how serious she is.

“I’m not a little boy,” I assure her, but my bravado is slipping. I hate the feeling. I never had this sort of rejection at college. The attention I’m paying her right now has worked with many girls in the past.

“Really? When I look at you, I see the eleven-year-old who stuck a crayon so far up his nose he had to be taken to the emergency room to get it removed.”

“Great memory,” I tell her. “I have a few things we can play with to see if they get stuck.”

“Grow up,” she says as she side steps and walks out of the elevator.

I stand there, embarrassed but awestruck at the same time as the sway of her hips keep me mesmerized until the doors close once again.
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