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      Best friends since childhood, Bristol Abbot and Roan Storm wouldn’t dream of mucking up their relationship with sex, until his deployment going away party and too much tequila drive them together.

      Six weeks later, there’s more than just friendship at stake.

      Bristol is pregnant while Roan is stationed overseas for six more months, and neither knows what comes next.

      As the weeks turn into months, their friendship morphs into a shared devotion to their child and each other. Bristol is determined to honor her promise of including Roan in their child’s life, she just has no assumptions of a deeper relationship no matter how much she wants more.  For Roan, what once seemed impossible, now feels as necessary as breathing, and he comes home with a new set of orders in mind.

      This Marine has seduction on the brain…
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      The thud of a bass could be felt a block away from the bar as Bristol Abbot climbed out of her car and carefully adjusted her skirt to protect her modesty. While she wasn’t a prude, she also had no interest in the whole world seeing her bits, and the skirt barely covered them, to begin with.

      “I have no idea how you talked me into wearing this. I’m going to spend the whole night trying to keep my ass covered,” she grumbled as her sister, Olive joined her on the sidewalk.

      “You look hot,” Olive replied with a shrug. “These guys are leaving in thirty-six hours and will be gone for months. They deserve a peek to jerk off to in exchange for their sacrifice.”

      “Oh my God, that’s disgusting.” Bristol tucked her cell phone into the cup of her bra and followed Olive toward the line of people standing outside the popular bar. They didn’t even make it to the line before the bouncer was waving them inside. She could feel eyes burning into the back of her head as the people left outside jealously watched the sisters enter.

      It irked her a bit that she was being let in even as it boosted her ego. If the bouncer had seen her two hours earlier, he never would have registered her presence, much less considered letting her inside. Dressing up had been strictly for her best friend’s benefit and only at her sister’s insistence.

      Roan Storm and his unit had been activated. Tomorrow, he and his fellow Marines were leaving the United States for foreign lands. Like the previous times, she had no clue where he was being sent or exactly when he would return, and that meant she had to make the most of her time with him now.

      Olive grabbed her hand and pulled her through the crowded bar. It seemed everywhere she looked, she came across the hungry eyes of people searching for something inside the bar they were unlikely to find. There was a sense of sexual urgency in the air that made it hard to breathe as bodies pressed together and moved with the music.

      A girl laughed near her, and a man brushed against her, copping a feel of her ass as he went. Bristol didn’t have a chance to protest or punch him in the face before she was being wrapped up in a pair of massive arms and held against a thick chest.

      “There you are B. I was beginning to think you’d chickened out.” Roan’s deep voice rumbled through her, and she relaxed in his arms. The discomfort from her walk through the bar soothed by his familiar touch.

      Peering up at him, she wrinkled her nose. “Have I ever chickened out of one of these things? I’ve been at every one of your going away parties.”

      “Sure,” Roan nodded, grinning down at her, “but only because there’s a chance I might die. It’s all the other invitations you’ve bailed on.”

      Bristol couldn’t deny it. She was a notorious homebody. She would prefer to be in her pajamas watching Netflix alone with a bottle of wine than in heels surrounded by horny men. Despite the social stigma, she liked her life of seclusion. Her job working at a high-end, retail clothing store brought her into contact with the public on a daily basis, and when she left work, she just wanted time and space to be herself. There was nothing wrong with that.

      “And I promise to always be there before you die,” she assured Roan with a pat on his chest before she stepped out of his arms. “You know, you could have at least picked a place to do this where we didn’t have to shout at each other to be heard.”

      “What?” Roan yelled, his smile growing. “Sorry, can’t hear you.”

      Turning to the table at his back, Roan grabbed a pitcher of beer and held it up in offering. When she nodded, he filled a glass and pressed it into her hand.

      “Thanks,” she frowned when he put the pitcher back down. “Where’s yours?”

      Roan pointed at her glass, “That’s mine. I’m not stupid enough to think you’ll drink it all, so I’ll just wait until you try to put it down, without me noticing and finish it off.”

      Laughter bubbled out of her throat. He knew her well. She wasn’t a beer drinker. Hell, she wasn’t really a drinker at all, just the occasional glass of wine. Emphasis on one glass because more than one left her groggy the next morning.

      “Hey, Roan.” Olive stepped up to hug him before asking, “Where’s the fam?”

      “Asher should be here anytime, he had to work late,” Roan said, winking at Bristol. “That’s who you’re looking for, right?”

      Olive rolled her eyes. “As if. I was just being polite. I really don’t care where your brothers are.”

      “Mmmhmm. Well, Cooper is over there,” Roan pointed out his brother who was nearby with a couple guys from his squad. “Jaden had something come up and couldn’t come tonight, but he and I are grabbing lunch tomorrow before I check in.”

      “And Micah?” Bristol asked, her eyebrow arching in question as Olive elbowed her in the side.

      Roan just pointed across the bar. Following the aim of his finger, Bristol found the man in question between two gorgeous women on the dance floor. Neither woman seemed concerned she didn’t have his full attention, and he certainly seemed happy to be in the middle.

      “Figures,” she muttered, rolling her eyes. Micah Storm was the only Storm brother she’d ever gone out with, and he’d treated her just like he treated all woman. Casually. Her pride had been bruised enough, she still held a small grudge. Olive, on the other hand, had never had eyes for any Storm brother but Asher who didn’t seem to even see her.

      “I see Karly just got here. I’m going to go say hello.” Olive was gone in a flash, leaving Bristol and Roan behind as she hurried off to meet her coworker and best-friend.

      “And that’s the last I’ll likely see of her tonight.” Turning back to Roan, Bristol took a small sip of the beer in her hand. “Have you heard from Payton?”

      “Yeah,” Roan nodded, “she’s not thrilled about her new digs.”

      “Did you really think she would be?” Bristol questioned. “All she wanted was to come back home, and instead, she got shipped up to North Dakota.”

      “It’s not like that and you know it,” Roan protested. “She needs this. As much as she says she’s fine, we can all see she isn’t. She needs some time to process what happened to her.”

      Payton Storm was the youngest of the Storm siblings and the only girl in the group. With five older brothers, she’d been born to be a Marine. Sadly, an IED had cut her career short and left her with permanent injuries. Between the physical and mental therapy she needed, her doctors and family had decided sending her to a facility for her recovery made the most sense. Bristol didn’t know much about it other than it was a ranch of some sort in North Dakota. She had a hard time picturing Payton on a ranch of any kind, but she hoped, for her friend’s sake, it was good for her.

      “Hey, pretty lady, wanna dance?” Cooper Storm’s voice sounded right next to her ear and she jumped, splashing her beer on her blouse.

      “Damn it. Don’t do that, Coop,” she hissed, dabbing at the splotch with her fingers as if she could brush it away. “Scared the shit out of me.”

      Roan snagged a napkin off the table and pressed it against her chest trying to help. Bristol flushed as she realized he was nearly cupping her breast in his hand. Jerking back a step, she pulled the material of her shirt away from her skin to escape the ice cold wet spot and the scorching heat of a man’s hand on her.

      “I’ve got it, thanks,” she told Roan, glaring at Cooper. “Give a girl some warning.”

      “I can’t help it if my mere presence turns intelligent women into fumbling disasters,” Cooper joked before wrapping an arm around her in a quick hug. “Come on, down the beer, and let’s dance.”

      Taking a large swallow of her beer, she pushed it into Roan’s hand, “Watch that for me.”

      “You got it. Just save me a dance,” he smiled as she was led away by his brother to the dance floor.

      Bristol soon let herself get lost in the music and the freedom of her one night out. She loved to dance with or without a partner, and the DJ was keeping the dance floor full with his set. Avoiding the space Micah and his women occupied, Bristol found herself dancing with at least a dozen different people over the next hour or so. Roan was the only one she felt one hundred percent comfortable with, but he kept getting pulled away by friends wanting to wish him well on his tour overseas.

      When she couldn’t go any longer, she collapsed into the booth and downed a full glass of beer, cringing at the sour aftertaste. “That’s disgusting.”

      Garret Lole let out a long whistle. “Way to chug it, girl. If I didn’t know any better, I would think you were a professional.”

      Lole was Roan’s closest male friend and thus, Bristol’s friend. They weren’t particularly close, but she admired and respected the man for his loyalty to Roan. For the most part, he was like another Storm brother in her mind. Off limits in the love department.

      “Where’s your flock?” she asked, wiping a drop of beer from her lip. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you at a bar without a gaggle of girls hanging on your every word.”

      Handsome and charming, Lole was just as much a lady’s man as he was a Marine. In fact, Bristol often wondered if life came down to one or the other, just which role the man would choose. His sun-kissed, surfer boy look left many a woman speechless, and she’d heard tales of his prowess in bed.

      “Nah, not at a going away party for my team. This is the first one I’m not going to be with them, so I’m getting in some quality time,” Lole joked. “At least, I was until you showed up, woman. Storm gravitated to you like the earth around the sun, nothing in nature can steal your shine in his eyes.”

      For a moment Bristol was offended by the words, but when Lole laughed lightly and poured her another beer, she pushed it aside. She knew better than to take anything he said seriously. Instead of falling victim to her insecurities, she waved her hand in the air like a princess.

      “I can’t help it if I sparkle, can I? Either stand back and enjoy the warmth or step into the shade.”

      His riotous laughter drew attention, and a moment later, Roan was easing into the seat next to her, his thick arm over her shoulders. “You two appear to be having fun. What did I miss?”

      “Nothing,” Bristol responded innocently. “Lole was just telling me he wasn’t going with you guys this time. Why didn’t I know that? Who’s going to watch your six?”

      Roan’s dark brown eyes went soft, and he drew her in tight to his side. “Worried about me, B? Don’t worry, I’ll have plenty of people watching my back while I’m there. I don’t need this pussy slowing me down with his bum knee.”

      “What’s wrong with your knee?” Bristol asked, reaching for her glass with an inner cringe. She really needed to find something else to drink. The beer was on par with horse piss in her mind.

      “Tore it up playing football a couple weeks ago. Defender went left, I went right, but my knee stayed dead center. Didn’t stand a chance.” Lole rubbed his leg below the table. “That would be the real reason I’m holding this bench seat down instead of grinding on your sweet ass on that dance floor, princess.”

      “In your dreams, soldier-boy,” she taunted.

      “Dude!” Lole’s mouth fell open in shock. “Did she just call me a s-soldier? What the fuck?”

      Laughing at his dramatics, she listened to Roan and Lole throw out the millions of ways soldiers and Marines differed with only half an ear. The beer was buzzing through her veins, and she had to admit, she was genuinely having fun tonight. Sitting in the warmth of Roan’s body, comforted by the half dozen or so Marines surrounding their table, she felt content in spite of her short skirt and killer heels.

      [image: ]
* * *

      In the midst of chatting with Lole and Bristol, Roan heard a loud booming voice call out his name. Turning, he spotted his oldest brother, Asher marching through the bar. The crowd parted for him naturally as if he were surrounded by an invisible shield. Asher had always had that effect on people. Quiet and somber, the senior Storm brother was no longer active duty, but he would always be a Marine.

      “Hey, Storm,” Lole called out in greeting as Roan rose to give his brother a manly one-armed hug and slap on the back. “How’s it hanging?”

      “Dead center as always, Lole,” Asher answered back. “Heard you got into a tussle at a game recently. Serves you right always trying to low-ball the defenders.”

      “Aw, fuck you, Storm. Not like you’ve never gone under the belt for a hit.” Lole flipped Asher off, then took a big chug of his drink, pointedly ending the conversation.

      Focused on Asher, Roan smiled and nodded at Bristol when she gave his brother a quick hello and made a prompt escape in the direction of the lady’s room. She’d once told Roan that ever since Asher had left the Marine Corps behind, she’d felt a sour energy from him. Silly as it sounded, Roan understood what she was saying and didn’t protest when she went out of her way to avoid time with his older brother.

      “Work kicking your ass again, Ash?” Roan asked.

      “Always. You ready to feel the sand in your ass crack again?” Asher shot back.

      “Always,” Roan responded with a loud laugh. “Not sure yet where I’m heading though, so for all I know, it will be snow instead of sand.”

      “Not likely given the current state of world affairs, but either way, play it safe.” Asher punched his shoulder. “I ain’t got time to be planning your funeral, so don’t go and get yourself killed.”

      “I’ll gladly do my best, Ash.” Roan glanced around them, pointing out the other Storm brothers scattered around, so Asher could say his hellos. When they parted, he was surprised to find Bristol still hadn’t returned from the bathroom.

      Perhaps it was his military training or his personal paranoia, but something felt odd to him. Bristol wasn’t a hoity-toity woman. She didn’t spend a lot of time primping in front of a mirror—even when she was dressed to the nines. Where was she?
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      Bristol’s skin was hot and flushed, and now, it was prickling. The man looming over her was as tall as Roan, but nowhere near as nice to look at, and his breath smelled like something from a garbage bin had crawled inside of him and died.

      “Whaddya say, baby? Let’s go somewhere and get to know each other a little better.” The oaf was clearly wasted. His eyes were glassy and his skin damp with sweat. There was nothing appealing about him, and his intimidating stance, blocking her passage through the bathroom hallway to the bar, was irritating her.

      “Thanks, but no thanks. I’m here with someone,” she responded sweetly, trying to sidestep him, only to end up with his arm barricading her escape.

      “Ditch him. Ain’t nothing he got that I don’t got,” the man leaned in closer in an attempt to be seductive, “and I guarantee, I’ve got more of it too if you know what I’m saying.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you do, Bluto, but you see, I’m not even here with a he. I’m here with a she, so you can’t compare your… er… apples to her oranges,” Bristol lied, plastering a smile on her face.

      The guy looked confused for a moment. “Who’s Bluto?”

      “The guy from Popeye? Big guy, dark hair, always getting in Popeye’s way?” She rolled her eyes when it was clear the man’s drunk brain couldn’t connect the dots. “Never mind. If you’ll just excuse me, I’ll be on my way.”

      “No, no, no, we’re not done talking yet. I don’t mind apples and oranges both in my bed. The more the merrier. Let’s just find your girl, and we’ll take her with us.”

      “I said no.” Growing more impatient by the second, Bristol felt her control on her temper slipping. “What part of that didn’t you understand? The N or the O?”

      “Hey, I’m just trying to be friendly here,” Bluto actually looked hurt at her snarky words, “no need to be a bitch.”

      “If I were a bitch, I would have already fed you your balls, asshole. Instead, I’ve done everything possible to tell you to get the fuck out of my face.”

      Shoving hard on his chest, she felt a rush of relief when he stumbled backward, and she was able to slide past him down the hallway. Before she made it more than a couple of steps though, she felt his hand lock onto her wrist. Simultaneously, she locked eyes with Roan who had just appeared at the entrance to the hallway. He quickly took in the situation—from the man holding her to the way she was pulling away—and she knew he would assume the worst.

      “Roan, there you are,” she called out, lightening her tone in the hopes they could avoid public bloodshed. “Bluto, this is Roan, my bodyguard for the night. Roan, this is Bluto, and he was just leaving. Right, Bluto?”

      Completely perplexed by her words, the drunk man released her arm and stared at Roan without speaking. Bristol jumped at the opening and grabbed Roan around the waist, turning him away from the situation.

      “Let’s go get another drink, Roan. You still owe me another dance,” she said, pulling his large frame along with her. She knew he could stop her in an instant if he wanted to, but thankfully, he went along with her. Behind them, she heard the drunk guy saying, “Who the fuck is Bluto?”

      Roan let her lead him back into the public space and over to the bar where she ordered two double shots of tequila before he said, “Okay, explain.”

      “It was nothing. Just a drunk guy who was hard of hearing. I had already taken care of it when you showed up.”

      Roan’s eyes flashed, and he ran his hand over his jaw. “From what I saw, he needs to be taught how to respect a lady.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s not exactly a course in modern day schools, and we don’t have time to educate every drunk man in the universe, so how about we drink and spend the rest of the night enjoying the time we have before you leave tomorrow.” Bristol held up the shot glasses. “To coming home safe and sound.”

      “I always do,” Roan said before pounding back the shot.

      “He’d better come back safe.”

      Bristol grinned at Jaden over Roan’s shoulder.

      “Storm 2! You made it.” Roan clapped his brother on the back with a one-armed hug.

      “Yeah, plans changed, and I ended up with an open evening after all.”

      “Good to see you Jaden,” Bristol hugged Roan’s older brother, “how’ve you been?”

      “Hanging in. You look good B.” Jaden held her hand and spun her to take in the full view. “I haven’t seen that much leg since the last Rockettes’ show.”

      “I fell victim to sister pressure.” Tugging at the hem of her skirt, Bristol felt her cheeks warm under his scrutiny.

      “I should have known,” Jaden replied with a loud laugh. “I’m guessing you tried to sneak out in sweatpants, and she had a cow.”

      “Pajama pants, and it was at least a large goat. She kept spouting off about keeping up appearances and giving the guys something to look forward to when they come home.”

      “What the hell?” Roan choked on the gulp of beer in his mouth, his eyes wide with horror. “Which guy are you trying to seduce? I’ll feed him his nuts.”

      “Aww… that’s so sweet, in a creepy sort of way.” She shook her head, “I’m not seducing anyone, just looking good for the boys in uniform.”

      “Well, you’ll get no complaints from me,” Jaden winked.

      As if his mere presence called a family meeting, the other Storm brothers found their way to them. The five of them made an imposing mural of muscle, charm, and sex appeal. Bristol felt the envious glares of women all over the bar as each man greeted her.

      From Asher who was the oldest and lovingly known as Storm 1 to their sister Payton who was the youngest in the family and known as Storm 6, the whole Storm family was extremely close and intensely loyal. In order by name they were Asher, Jaden, Micah, Cooper, Roan, and Payton, but the majority of their friends and acquaintances called them by number for simplicity. It was something their father started when they were young because they popped out year after year, in stair-step order, and until puberty, they all looked like each other. Even poor Payton had looked like a boy until she got boobs in junior high and people started treating her differently. Bristol remembered because it was shortly after she and Roan met and became best friends.

      For a few minutes, the exchanges around her were of a more personal nature as the siblings caught up with each other, but she didn’t mind waiting quietly for her turn. She loved seeing Roan with his brothers. The depth of their relationship was obvious.

      “Okay, time to dance,” Roan said suddenly, reaching for Bristol’s hand and tugging her away from his pack of brothers.

      She followed him to the dance floor, trying not to let her gaze linger on his perfectly biteable backside. If something happened to Roan, she wanted to look back on tonight with only fond memories. Swaying her hips, she matched Roan move for move on the floor until they were both laughing, the uncomfortable scene forgotten.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “One more for the road,” Bristol said, her body swaying on her tall heels. Roan didn’t mind because it meant he could hold her under the guise of taking care of her.

      “Nope, you’ve hit your limit, B. It’s time to get you home.”

      She continued to groove to the music as he led her from the bar just as the bartender yelled Last Call. “Tonight, was so much fun, Roan. I’m glad you made me come.”

      If only she knew how perverse those words sounded to his ears. “Yeah, you’ve had a blast, but tomorrow, you’ll be paying for those tequila shots.”

      “Probably,” she nodded, “but it will have been worth it.” He settled her into the back of a cab, hushing her when she questioned how she would get her car home.

      “We’ll handle it in the morning, B, no worries. Don’t I always take care of things?”

      Her head slumped onto his shoulder, and she murmured, “Yes you do. You always take care of me. Remember that time I forgot to bring my gym clothes in the ninth grade, and you loaned me your basketball shorts to wear?”

      “I remember,” Roan laughed at the random memory. “You tied them to your sports bra with the laces, so they would stay up and wore a tank top with them.”

      “My knight in shining armor.”

      “Hey, now, I’ve never worn armor in my life. Unless you consider my flak jacket and my… okay, maybe I do wear armor, but it’s not shiny.” The cab ride only took a few minutes, and Roan helped Bristol up to her apartment, damn near carrying her the last flight of stairs.

      “Whose idea was it to get an apartment on the third floor of a building with no fucking elevator?” she groaned, holding her head.

      “If I recall, you wanted this place because of the rooftop deck. Said you could watch the sunrise whenever you wanted like you were on top of the world.”

      “Yes, the roof!” Bristol nodded and clapped her hands excitedly. “Let’s go up there and look at the stars.”

      “You need to get some sleep, B,” he protested as she pulled him through the small apartment to the stairway he knew led above.

      “I will, but we can look at the stars now, then when you’re gone, I’ll think of you every time I look up at them. I’ll know you’re looking at the same stars, thinking of me.”

      Roan knew she probably didn’t intend her words to be so sentimental, but the alcohol was acting like a truth serum, and it shut down her inhibitions. She rarely allowed anyone to see this side of her. Following her up the tiny flight of stairs, he was soon seated on a wooden lounge chair, with her between his legs, her back against his chest, his arms wrapped around her to keep her warm.

      “See, there’s my favorite, Ursa Major, the Big Bear,” she pointed upwards.

      “Isn’t that the Big Dipper?”

      “Yes and no. The Big Dipper is part of the Big Bear, but they’re still two different constellations,” she explained. “My dad taught me that when I was tiny.”

      Her voice was wistful when she spoke of her recently deceased father, and Roan hugged her tighter. Having lost his own mother to uterine cancer when he was eleven, he sympathized with her pain.

      “Roan, how much longer do you think you can take doing these missions?” she asked randomly.

      Stunned silent, he could only shrug behind her.

      “You’ve been gone more than you’ve been home. Don’t you get lonely?”

      “Sure, every Marine gets lonely occasionally, but I’m one of the lucky ones because I get constant contact. You and my family send me packages, letters, and cards, and I can use FaceTime on some missions, Skype on others. There are plenty of guys over there who don’t have access to any of that.”

      “Would you stay if they gave you the option?”

      Roan tensed and frowned down at the top of her head, “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. I just hate when you’re gone. My world seems off-kilter somehow.” She sat up abruptly. “I’m like Lucy with no Ethel.”

      “Excuse me?” He felt his eyebrow arch in question. “I am no Ethel. If anyone here is Lucy, it’s me.”

      “Nah, Lucy was always instigating trouble, and Ethel just went along with it.”

      “Which is exactly why I’m the Lucy in this relationship,” Roan laughed. She shivered, and he tugged her back against him. Instead of resuming their spooned position, she lay sideways against him, her shoulder on his chest, her hands dangerously close to forbidden territory. “If you’re cold, we should go back downstairs.”

      “I don’t want to yet. I like having you all to myself,” she sighed and tipped her face up, the pale moonlight barely lighting her face properly. “Have you ever thought about giving it up? The Marines, I mean?”

      “Aw, B, of course, it’s crossed my mind. Every man who’s had to watch a friend die or had to kill someone has second-guessed his career choice, but I was born to be a Marine. Giving it up would be like giving up air. My body just wouldn’t work anymore.”

      She nodded, “I figured you would say something like that.”

      “I always come back.”

      “What if this one time, you don’t?” she murmured, her eyes meeting his. Even in the darkness, he could see the haunted sorrow in their depths. It called to him, and for once, he let go of his control and went with it. Pressing a kiss to her forehead, he tugged her higher up his body and met her gaze straight on.

      “I will come back, Bristol. I promise.”

      Her bottom lip quivered, and his heart nearly split in two. Friendship be damned, there was something about seeing her needy like this that pulled him inside out. Tipping her chin up, he gently stroked her lip with his thumb.

      “Don’t cry, baby. I hate when you cry.”

      Those lush lips fell open, and she inhaled a shaky breath. Before Roan could speak again, she was kissing him. A jolt of electricity coursed through his body and his cock went rock hard behind his zipper. All the pent-up desire he’d held onto for years exploded into a deeply sexual kiss that had them both gasping for air.

      Bristol tasted sweet like candy, and her hair felt like cashmere as he tangled his fingers in it, holding her close. They parted ever so briefly for a breath, then slammed back together, their bodies aligning even as their mouths married together.

      Slinging a leg over his, Bristol clung to his shoulders, and rocked her hips, grinding her body against his thigh. He could feel the heat from her through the denim of his jeans, and his balls tightened. He needed to touch her.

      Dragging his mouth across her jaw and down her throat, he simultaneously pushed her shirt up to expose her glorious breasts in a red satin bra.

      “Jesus H Christ,” he groaned, pressing his face into the valley of her cleavage as she moved to straddle his hips. He drew up his knees, bracing her ass so she couldn’t back away as he revealed her perfect pink nipples to view.

      Writhing against him, Bristol reached back and released the hook on her bra, her breasts bouncing free. Roan’s mouth watered as he drew one of the tight nubs between his lips and teased it with his tongue. The sensations running through his body were sweet, but the feel of her against him was heavenly.

      Over the years, he’d fantasized about having her in his arms. She was a beautiful woman with curves for days, but he’d never wanted to risk ruining the friendship between them. Now, he couldn’t remember the millions of carefully thought out reasons behind that fear. He could only feel her and the connection between them as he drew her shirt over her head and tossed it away. She reciprocated the motion, and he groaned when her nails scraped the skin on his chest.

      Clutching her to him, he rose from the lounge chair, pleased when she wrapped her thighs tightly around him. The movements forced him to release her nipple from his mouth, but she wasted no time kissing him soundly again. Stumbling to the door, he braced her back against it and tugged his lips free for a moment.

      “Let’s go inside, B. I want to see you.” He moaned when she pinched his nipple in response.

      “You can see me just fine here. If you see more, you might want to close your eyes,” she hissed back.

      “Never.” Pushing her gently off him, he felt her wobble on her feet for a moment, then step away from the door. With his hand firmly linked with hers, he led her down the narrow staircase into the brighter lighting of her apartment. He didn’t turn around to take in the view until he reached her bedroom and found her covering her breasts with her other arm.

      “Stop that, let me look.”

      Bristol worried her bottom lip with her teeth, but dropped her arm to her side, exposing her beautiful body to him. Her skirt rode higher on her hips after their antics, and the view was all legs and breasts. She was exquisite, but there was a look on her face that concerned him.

      “What’s wrong, baby?” he asked, stepping close and lifting her lips for a soft kiss.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t do this?” she murmured, shivering when he stroked his thumb over her tight nipple.

      “Probably,” he agreed, “but now that I’ve seen you, it might kill me to stop.”

      He kissed his way down her throat to her chest, then further until he was on his knees, kissing her bare belly button. The soft swell of her belly above her mound was tantalizing, and he covered it with kisses while sliding his hands under her skirt to cup her round ass.

      When his fingertips came into contact with the tiny string that split her ass cheeks, he hissed loudly. “It’s a good thing I had no idea you were wearing a thong.”

      “I always wear thongs,” she replied innocently, making his blood boil even hotter.

      “Jesus H Christ,” he moaned, pressing his nose against the V of her thighs over her skirt. “Show me.”

      For a moment, she looked confused, then reached for the skirt, stepping free of his seeking hands. The tiny scrap of black material dropped to the floor, and he sent off a prayer of thanks for the inventor of the panties she was wearing. His brain stopped functioning completely when she spun to show him the full view.

      “I’ve died and gone to heaven,” he whispered. When she giggled, he tore his eyes away from her delicious backside to meet her gaze. “Have I ever told you I’m an ass man?”

      “Not in those words, but I could have guessed. You spent most of high-school drooling over JLo.”

      Roan nodded in agreement and let go of his carefully held control. Leaning forward, he nipped her ass before playfully landing his palm on the opposite cheek.

      Bristol let out a squawk of surprise and spun around, bringing her fragrant mound within inches of his watering mouth. In a split second, he’d grabbed her backside and pressed his nose deeper into the valley of her legs, only the thinnest piece of fabric keeping him from tasting her sweet pussy.

      She hesitated for only a moment, then spread her thighs, allowing him access to her center. Roughly shoving aside her panties, he buried his face in the damp curls that capped her slit. She was dripping wet, and her clit poked free, a vibrant pink bead of need.

      “Oh God!” she moaned as he licked her slit in one long stroke, relishing the explosion of tangy flavor on his tongue. “Roan!”

      “Yes, I like that. Say my name again, B,” he murmured against her, making her shiver against his mouth.

      “Roan, please! I need more,” she gasped, her fingers digging into his scalp hard enough to leave marks.

      He didn’t let up, continuing to tease her delicious pussy with his tongue, lips, and teeth until her knees began to shake, and she swayed, barely able to stand. With a sharp movement of his hands, he buckled her knees, and she collapsed into his arms, bringing her mouth back into reach. Their kisses before were nothing compared to now. Every movement drove them higher and made him hotter. His cock hurt like crazy with the need to sink into her hot flesh, and he hurried to release it as he pushed her back onto the carpet of her bedroom floor.

      On her back with her hair spread out like a blanket around her, she stared up at him with huge dark eyes and a plea for more on her lips. Her hands cupped her breasts, holding them up in offering even as her thighs fell apart, exposing her pouting pussy to him.

      It was all too much. He barely pushed his jeans off his ass before he was sliding the head of his cock into her tightness. Together, they moaned at the moment of impact. Their coming together like two explosive stars in the night sky. A roaring sound in his ears blocked out everything but the spasming sensation of her body around his. He pushed harder and deeper, gripping her wrists in his and pinning her to the floor as he fucked her. Her head tossed, hair flying as she panted for air and begged him to keep going.

      They were never supposed to be here, and yet Roan had never felt more at home as he felt her tightening around him, her pussy milking his cock until he’d completely emptied himself inside her. He’d never felt anything like it in his life.
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* * *

      Bristol’s mouth felt like it was full of cotton, and she was sweating. She couldn’t remember the last time she was hot while she slept. She usually burrowed into her blankets to fight the chill. Arching her back, she stretched, only to feel a tightness around her middle and her bare feet brush over the crinkly hair of a man’s leg.

      The entire night came rushing back in a flash. From the third and fourth tequila shots to the bowl of cereal she’d shared with Roan between rounds of incredible sex. Lord have mercy, the man was dynamite in bed.

      It was his arm that encompassed her midsection, holding her tightly against his massive chest in her bed. She’d never realized how narrow her full-size bed was until that moment either.

      Roan’s phone beeped from somewhere on the floor, and he jerked awake, his arm releasing her as he sat up. Without so much as a backward glance, he stumbled across the room to scoop up his jeans in search of the beeping phone. When he laughed at whatever message was on it and turned back to face her, Bristol’s eyes couldn’t stay above his six-pack abs. She vaguely remembered complimenting his size last night, but suddenly, she felt the need to do it again.

      A blush stole up her cheeks, and she pulled the blanket over her head as Roan stared at her in stunned silence. While she hid from reality, he was stuck facing it, and she swallowed hard when she felt him approach the bed.

      “B, you can’t pretend it didn’t happen,” he murmured, sitting next to her, tugging on the blanket.

      “Yes, I think I can. In fact, I think it’s for the best. You put on your clothes, and I’ll stay here until I hear the front door close behind you. We will never again speak of this insane moment of drunken awkwardness.”

      The blanket disappeared, and she found herself naked with her best friend, only this time, she was stone sober.

      “For a military man, you’re terrible at following instructions,” she squeaked, rolling away from him and off the bed. Her robe was in the bathroom, and her dresser was on his side of the bed. That left her with only the closet to hide in.

      Thankfully, the moment she was ensconced in the tiny space, she was able to grab a sundress and tug it over her nudity. The door opened, just as the dress covered her bits.

      Roan didn’t seem bothered by his nudity or the weirdness of the situation at all as he leaned against the closet doorframe with a smirk on his face. “I don’t see why you feel the need to cover up. I’ve seen it all now, and I plan to see it all again.”

      “No. No way,” she said, pushing past him out of the closet. “If we let it, this will ruin our friendship. We’re going to pretend like this whole night never happened. You slept on the sofa, and I slept off the alcohol in my bed, alone. Got it?”

      Roan’s eyebrow arched. “I didn’t realize I was so forgettable in bed.”

      Rolling her eyes, she began to pace like a nervous animal. “You’re not forgettable. Far from it. In fact, it was the best sex of my life,” she looked up to find him grinning, “that’s why we have to forget it. If we don’t…”

      He stalked toward her, slowly, like a cat on the hunt. “If we don’t, what? You’ll want to do it again?”

      Her hesitation gave her away as he stepped close to her and lifted her chin, so she had to meet his gaze.

      “I’ll meet you halfway, baby. I’ll agree to put it aside until I’m back and we can talk about it more. If I don’t get going, I’ll be late, and I’m not getting stuck with KPERS just because I was arguing with you. For the next eight months, we’ll pretend this never happened. Deal?”

      Bristol barely resisted the urge to cry, forcing herself to nod her agreement. Roan released her and scooped his clothes up from the floor.

      “I’m going to borrow your shower, then I have to hit the road. Don’t forget to send me some of those peanut butter cookies as soon as possible. I can’t survive more than a month without them.”

      While Roan showered, Bristol busied herself making a pot of coffee. She was snapping a lid on a plastic coffee cup when he reappeared, smelling like her honeysuckle soap.

      He grinned when she offered him the cup and kissed her forehead like always. Like nothing had happened between them. Even as he casually told her goodbye, she had a terrible sense of foreboding that everything between them was going to change because of their night together.
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      Forty-one days.

      Her life had completely changed in forty-one days. Not that she was ready to admit defeat and pee on the stick, but Bristol knew, in her heart, she was pregnant. Her period was never this late. A day or two, perhaps. A week once when she was stressing her way through finals her first year of college, but never this long. She was nearly three weeks overdue, and the constant nausea plaguing her wasn’t exactly reassuring.

      Staring at herself in the mirror, she tried to list a dozen reasons why her period could be late, and they all wound their way back to pregnancy. She wasn’t stupid. She knew the signs, and she had them. Nausea, fatigue, mood swings, and her nipples hurt like crazy. There was only one explanation outside of pregnancy, and she wasn’t ready to believe she had a brain tumor any more than she wanted to be pregnant.

      How was she going to tell Roan?

      The box before her was pink and white, and the woman on it smiled as if she’d found the answers to all the mysteries of the universe written on a six-inch stick. Bristol wasn’t feeling so thrilled at the idea of her entire world tipping on its axis.

      Covering her belly with her palm, she imagined a tiny berry-sized baby stretching inside her, and her breakfast gurgled up instead. Dropping to her knees next to the toilet, she expelled everything inside her until tears rolled down her cheeks, and she sank back against the wall trembling.

      So much for forgetting about their drunken night. The one person she’d always talked to about her problems in life was the one person she couldn’t talk to this time. She had to know what she wanted before she told Roan, right? It wouldn’t be fair to tell him she was keeping the baby if she wasn’t.

      Sighing, she let her head hit the wall behind her. What was she thinking? Of course, she was going to keep the baby. It was her baby. Hers and Roans. She couldn’t imagine letting it go. Which meant she had to make a plan. Her job was full-time, so she had benefits, which was good. She’d have maternity leave, and her health insurance would cover the birth.

      Her stomach rolled again at the reminder of what was to come, and she reached for a washcloth, wetting it in the sink, and plopping it on her forehead.

      She would have to find a babysitter though because Roan didn’t make enough to support his child and his baby-mama. Cringing at the thought of being someone’s baby-mama, she pushed to her feet.

      None of this mattered if the test was negative. Tearing open the box, she quickly peed on the stick and placed it on the counter. It said three minutes, so she was going to give it five, just to be safe.

      Stomping away from the bathroom, she busied herself making her bed and starting a load of laundry. By the time she came back to the stick, she’d almost convinced herself the pregnancy was in her head. But there it was, in black and white.

      Pregnant.

      Bristol was pregnant with Roan’s baby.
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* * *

      “Storm, it’s all yours.”

      Roan dropped the video game controller he was holding and hurried to set up his tablet before the internet signal blinked out again. They’d had a hell of a time keeping the signal in Syria, but he wanted to see Bristol’s face and thank her for the two batches of peanut butter cookies she’d sent him. So far, they’d only communicated via email since he’d left, and he hated how polished and distant her words sounded. She hadn’t even insulted him once in any of her messages. That told him their night together was far from forgotten for her too.

      “Roan?” her voice sounded before the video caught up and loaded.

      “Yeah, baby, I’m here,” he responded as her pretty image filled the screen. “You’re a sight for sore eyes, baby. How you been?”

      “Good. I’m good. How are you? Are you staying in one piece?”

      She was chewing her lip like she always did when she was nervous, and he wanted to put her at ease.

      “Mostly,” he snickered. “Actually, I’ve been stuck here in the tent most of the time. The upper echelon hasn’t figured out what to do with us, so we’re sitting around with our thumb up our ass, getting fat on peanut butter cookies. Thanks for those, by the way.”

      “You’re welcome. Did you get both boxes? I sent them two weeks apart hoping to restock you when you ran out.” She tugged at her hair, and his hackles rose. She was upset about something, not just nervous.

      “Yeah, I got ‘em. What’s going on, B? You seem rankled about something.”

      “I do have something to tell you,” she nodded. “It’s important, but I need you to promise me you’ll stay quiet while I say this.”

      “Okaayy…”

      “I mean it, Storm. Lips zipped. I need to get it all out. Will you stay quiet?”

      “Who died?” he demanded, leaning closer to the screen as if he could flush out the news with his presence.

      “Nobody died. At least, not over here,” she huffed. “I just want you to be serious for a few minutes and let me talk.”

      “Okay, so get on with it.”

      Her pretty eyes closed, and she took a deep breath before she spoke again.

      “I want you to know, I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about this, and it’s what I want, but that doesn’t mean it’s what you want, and that’s okay. I’m okay with it if you don’t want to be a part of it. I can handle it. It’s my choice. I mean, I want you to be a part if you want to, but I won’t—”

      “Bristol, what the hell is it?”

      “You promised you would be quiet,” she snapped. “I’m having a baby. It’s yours and mine, and I’m having it. A baby, that is. I’m pregnant. Eight weeks today, according to the doctor, and it’s yours. I mean ours, but I’m having it. So, if you don’t want to be part of it, I understand. I mean, you’re there, and I’m here, and I’m pregnant, so I get it if you don’t want—”

      “Y-you’re pregnant?” he asked, his voice a hushed creaky sound he didn’t recognize. Every emotion rushed through him, but an overwhelming sense of joy was what lingered. “We’re having a baby?”

      “Well, I am. You are if you want to, but I won’t force you into anything. I mean, we were both there and made the choice not to use protection, but you probably assumed I was on birth control, and I didn’t tell you different.”

      “Oh my fucking God, B. This is the best news! I can’t believe it. I’m going to be a daddy!” He shot to his feet as a few guys in the hall heard his news and yelled congratulations. “Eight weeks, so that puts you due when? Will I be home in time?”

      Bristol’s mouth hung open, and she stared at him in shocked silence for a moment.

      “Bristol, when is the baby due? I want to be there when he or she is born. It’s not every day a man gets to see his child born.” He could barely contain himself, he was so excited.

      “Um, in December. If you get to come back on time, and the baby is born on its due date, you can be there. If it comes early…”

      “No, I’ll be there. I have to be there. It’s my baby. I’m going to be a daddy. Holy shit.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to take some time to think about this? I mean, Roan, being a father is a lot of work, and I don’t want you to feel trapped into anything.”

      “Trapped? By my child? Of course not. I mean, I wouldn’t necessarily have planned it this way, but a baby is always a good thing, right? And we’re both adults with jobs. We can support our child. This kid will be lucky to have such kick-ass parents.”

      “I’m glad you’re not upset,” Bristol laughed at him and shook her head. “I wasn’t sure how you would react.”

      “This is the best news I’ve ever gotten, B. Seriously. You’ve given me an incredible gift. I promise, you and our child will never want for anything. Anything in my power, you’ll have it.”

      “That’s sweet, Roan, but I don’t expect you to stop living your life just because I’m having our baby. We’ll take this one day at a time.”

      “Of course,” he nodded. “So, you’ve already been to the doctor? Do they know if it’s a boy or a girl yet?”

      She laughed again, rubbing her temples. “I’m clearly going to have to send you some baby books. They won’t be able to tell what the sex is for a couple more months. Right now, all we know is I’m pregnant and when I’m due. My numbers are good—they took blood at the appointment—and I see them again in four weeks. They said I should be able to listen to the heartbeat at that appointment.”

      “The heartbeat? Man, I wish I could be there. I hate that you’re going to have to go through this all alone.” He resumed his seat. “Are you okay? I mean, you’re not feeling sick or anything?”

      “A little, but mostly when I first wake up. I’m just really tired lately. That’s normal, according to the doctor, and it should pass in a few weeks. I haven’t made too many plans yet because they say the first trimester is the riskiest.”

      “Trimester?”

      “First twelve weeks. If a miscarriage is going to happen, it’s generally in that timeframe.”

      “A miscarriage? Is that possible?”

      “Anything is possible, but right now, I’m healthy and so is the baby.”

      “Thank God.”

      “I’ll send you some info to read. I hit the bookstore and came home with a huge pile. It’s very informative, but a little daunting too. I never imagined I’d be a mom anytime soon.”

      “Tell me about it. Then again, my mom was having babies by twenty, and here we are at thirty-two. I’m sure we can handle this. Together.”

      A shout in the main hall had him jerking around. “That’s my squad, I have to go, B. Send me what you can in an email, and I’ll try to Skype again tomorrow at this same time, okay? We have more to talk about.”

      “Okay, stay safe, Roan.”

      “Always.” Roan waited until she’d disconnected because he couldn’t bring himself to hang up on her. She was carrying his child. A piece of her and him was growing into a human being inside of her. That was incredible. And slightly terrifying.
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      Disconnecting the call to Roan, Bristol’s heart felt lighter than it had since she’d realized she was pregnant. He wasn’t fuming mad at her. He was actually thrilled with the idea of being a father. She wasn’t going to lose her best friend.

      Telling Roan had been one of the hardest things she’d ever done, but like ripping off a band-aid, it had been important. Now that he knew, she could begin planning her life with her child. The next step was telling her sister the joyous news.

      Like the heavens had a plan, her phone rang just as she reached for it, and her sister’s number appeared on the screen. She answered with a smile on her face.

      “Hey, Liv.”

      “What are you doing?”

      Olive’s blunt response wiped the smile off her face.

      “I just had a video chat with Roan, why?”

      “I’m stuck at the intersection of twenty-first and Memorial. I’m pretty sure the car is tanked. Can you come?”

      “Well, yeah, but wouldn’t it make more sense to call a tow truck?”

      “I don’t have the money for a tow truck.”

      “So, you’re just going to leave your car on the street?”

      “No, we can push it into the gas station’s parking lot and leave it there until I figure out what to do.”

      “I can’t help you push your car, Liv.”

      “Why not? You’ve done it before.”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to tell her sister her news but now didn’t seem like the best time for it.

      “I just can’t. Call Lole—er Garret, he works at that auto body shop when he’s here. I bet he can get you a discount on the towing.”

      “Ugh, fine, text me his number.”

      “Why don’t you have them bring you here after they pick you up? I want to talk to you about something.”

      “If this is about your blue sweater, I swear I’m going to get it back to you after I have it dry cleaned. I just haven’t had the funds to do it yet.”

      Rolling her eyes to the heavens, Bristol laughed, “It’s not about the sweater, but we can talk about that too. I’ll see you soon.”

      With her sister taken care of, Bristol went searching for something to eat that wouldn’t turn her stomach. Morning sickness aside, her only other pregnancy issue so far had been an aversion to foods that had a strong smell. Just thinking about things like bacon and eggs made her queasy.

      A box of saltines and a jar of peanut butter called to her, and she had just settled onto her sofa with a plate of cracker sandwiches when her doorbell rang. Grumbling, she managed to untangle herself from her blanket without spilling a single cracker only to trip on her way to the door and dump the whole plate all over the carpet.

      The doorbell rang again, and she cursed loudly, stepping around the mess to answer it. On the other side was a pretty woman with a shocking head of orange hair and a face covered in freckles.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Hi, I’m Kensie Wilcox. I just moved in,” she gestured to the apartment door next to Bristol’s, “but my phone doesn’t seem to get signal anywhere. I’ve tried every corner of the apartment and nothing. Can I borrow your phone for a just a moment?”

      “Oh, sure, let me grab it.” Glancing back at the mess on the floor, she decided not to invite Kensie inside. “Just give me a minute.”

      Pushing the door shut, she hurried to get her phone and ran back, stepping on a cracker sandwich and grinding it into the carpet on her way. She was still cursing as she threw open the door again, and Kensie looked concerned.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, thanks, I just stepped on something.” She passed her the cell phone and leaned against the door frame.

      “Uh, thanks, I just want to let my older brother know I made it safely. If I don’t, he’ll be on my doorstep in a few hours.” Kensie’s face lit up when she referenced her brother, and Bristol smiled back.

      “Protective huh?”

      “Very.”

      “My best friend, Roan is like that with his younger sister too. Of course, Payton can pretty much take care of herself without help. She’s a Marine.” A sick feeling flooded Bristol as she remembered getting the news of Payton’s injuries and near-death experience. “Well, she was a Marine. She’s been medically discharged now.”

      “That sucks,” Kensie said, glancing down at the phone in her hand.

      “Oh, sorry, go ahead and make your call. Just let me know when you’re done.” Bristol stepped back into her apartment and closed the door to give the other woman privacy. She managed to clean up the floor without further incident and was just debating whether it was worth it to make more or not when Kensie knocked again.

      Opening the door, she was surprised to find Cooper Storm on the other side of it, staring at her new neighbor like he wanted to eat her alive.

      “Coop?”

      His name startled him out of whatever fantasy he’d been in, and he tore his eyes away from Kensie who blushed as she passed the phone back to Bristol.

      “Thanks. I’ll have to switch phone carriers in order to get service here, I think,” Kensie said, smiling nervously.

      “No problem, Kensie, I’m happy to help. Kensie, this is my friend Cooper Storm, Coop, this is my new neighbor—”

      “Kensie Wilcox,” the other woman held her hand out in greeting only to be charmed by Cooper when he lifted it to his lips.

      “Lovely,” Cooper murmured. “It’s lovely to meet you, Miss Wilcox.”

      “Cooper, what are you doing here?” Bristol said, barely holding back a laugh.

      Cooper’s mega-watt smile spread over his face as he stepped forward for a hug. “Roan called me, and I was nearby. I had to come see you and tell you congratulations.”

      “Roan called you already? How? I mean, I just hung up with him.” She sighed and opened the door wider, “Come on in. I was just going to find something to eat.”

      “Let me take you out to lunch to celebrate,” Cooper said. “And Miss Wilcox, you should join us.”

      Kensie blushed and shook her head, “Oh no, I shouldn’t. I have way too much to get done here. I just arrived today, and the moving truck will be here in the morning. Thank you for the invitation.”

      “Perhaps another time? Dinner?” Cooper prodded, flashing his teeth and running his fingers through his lush hair. The man could have held his own against any movie star currently in the business. He was gorgeous when he was on his game.

      “Sure, that would be nice.” Kensie opened her own door and gave a little wave. “Thanks again, Bristol.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Once the other woman was gone, Bristol arched her brow at Cooper who feigned innocence.

      “What?”

      “Were you seriously just hitting on my new neighbor?”

      “Definitely,” Cooper nodded. “She’s a pretty little thing. Come on, let’s go get lunch. We need to celebrate. It’s not every day a guy finds out he’s going to be an uncle for the first time.”

      “Thank you, but right now, my appetite is a little fickle. I seem to have no taste for some of my favorite foods.”

      “Is that normal?” Cooper asked, his eyes filling with concern. “Could something be wrong with the baby? Roan said everything was good.”

      “Everything is fine. At this stage of pregnancy this is normal, or at least, that’s what the books tell me. Do you want to come in and eat peanut butter crackers with me or not?” Bristol asked her tone a little sharper. “I hadn’t planned on announcing my news to the world via my front door today.”

      “Sorry, I guess I got a little too excited when Roan called me. I just assumed it was joyous news,” Cooper said, stepping through the doorway into her apartment. Bristol moved back to give him room and headed for the living room.

      “It is, and it isn’t. I mean, I wasn’t sure when I first took the test, but I’ve had some time to think about it, and Roan was certainly excited.”

      “You’re telling me,” Cooper laughed loudly. “He sounded happier than I’ve heard him in a long time.”

      Bristol smiled at that. It was a relief to know Roan’s feelings were genuine. Maybe their child was unplanned, but it certainly wasn’t unwanted.

      “I’ll pass on the crackers, but I’d be happy to run to the store for anything you might need,” Cooper offered.

      “That’s sweet, but I’m good. I’m actually waiting on Olive to get here so I can tell her the news,” Bristol explained. “Her car broke down and—”

      “Again?” Cooper’s sarcasm was matched with an eye roll. “What’s that, the fifth time this month?”

      “I’ve stopped counting,” Bristol replied. “I’m not sure why she doesn’t replace that silly car.”

      There was an awkward moment between them. Cooper and Olive had tried dating once, but they were like oil and water, never finding the right mix between them. Unbeknownst to Cooper, Olive’s heart belonged to his oldest brother, Asher and unless Bristol was mistaken, no other man would ever compare.

      “So, when is the little guy due?’ Cooper asked, pointing at her stomach.

      “It could be a girl,” Bristol protested, “and since I’m about eight weeks along, I still have at least six months to go.”

      “Good, that means Roan will be back in time for his or her arrival. That’s good.”

      “Is it?” Bristol murmured.

      “What do you mean? Of course, it’s a good thing. He’s the daddy, and the daddy should be there to see his child arrive and support the mommy.” Cooper crossed his arms, his suit jacket pulling tight over his broad shoulders. “What’s going through that pretty head of yours?”

      Bristol blinked away a sudden urge to cry and swallowed hard. “Nothing, I’m just not exactly sure of anything right now. I’m an emotional time bomb. The silliest things have me rattled.”

      Cooper nodded, but there was still confusion and concern in his warm brown eyes.  “I’d better get out of here then. Nothing worse than a crying woman. No offense.”

      “None taken,” she laughed and shook her head. “Thanks for coming by, Coop. I’m glad Roan is so excited with this surprise.”

      Cooper kissed her forehead and hugged her before heading back to the front door. Just as he opened it, he paused. “Bristol, promise me you’ll call me if you need anything. Consider me a stand-in for Roan until he’s back and can make the offer himself.”

      “Thanks, Coop,” she said, tears filling her eyes so full she couldn’t blink them away. “That means a lot.”

      “What the hell, Storm 4, did you make my sister cry?” Olive appeared in the doorway, pushing past Cooper, fury filling her eyes.

      “Not on purpose,” Cooper protested, shaking his head. “I’d better go, see you soon Bristol.”

      “Okay, thanks, Coop.” Bristol was quickly wrapped in Olive’s arms, but her tears continued to flow for a couple of moments unchecked. She couldn’t seem to get a handle on herself. If this is what the next six months were going to be like, she was royally screwed.

      “What’s going on, sis?” Olive asked, stepping back to look her over. “You never cry.”

      “I know, but there are other factors at play right now.” Bristol furiously scrubbed at her eyes. “That’s why I needed to talk to you.”

      “Are you sick?” Olive asked, her face going pale. Having just lost their father to liver cancer last year, Bristol could understand her fear.

      “Not exactly. I’m pregnant.”

      Olive’s eyes widened, and she took a step backward. “What?”

      “I’m eight weeks pregnant,” Bristol felt her face heat, “with Roan’s baby.”

      “Holy shit.” Olive looked like she’d been sucker punched. “I didn’t even know you two were together.”

      “We’re not, it just sort of happened. The night of his going away party, we both drank too much tequila, then he brought me back here, and we were on the roof looking at the stars, and…”

      The silence was heavy, and for the first time, Bristol felt genuinely embarrassed by her actions. She was an adult. She had no business putting herself in this situation.

      “You’re pregnant,” Olive repeated, staring at Bristol’s midsection. “With a baby.”

      “I sure as hell hope it’s not puppies.”

      “Eight weeks pregnant. With Roan’s baby.” Olive stepped away and began to pace. “Roan is God knows where on another continent, and you’re pregnant with his baby.”

      “Yeah, that’s about sums it up.” Bristol plopped down on the couch, her appetite now gone completely.

      “Have you told him?”

      “Just before you called. That’s why I couldn’t come help push your car off the road,” Bristol explained. “Did you get ahold of Lole?”

      “How did he react?”

      “Lole?”

      “No, damn it, how did Roan react when you told him?” Olive sat down next to her, “He’d better not have been an asshole, or I’ll—”

      “No, he was really excited. In fact, that’s why Cooper was here. After I hung up with Roan, apparently, he began spreading the word to the world that I was having his baby.”

      “Oh my God, sis,” Olive’s eyes suddenly lit up, “you’re actually having a baby! This is incredible. No matter who the daddy is, this is awesome! I’m going to have a niece or nephew to spoil.”

      Bristol laughed at her sister’s sudden change in demeanor. “Yep, you’ll officially be an auntie.”

      “Have you told mom?”

      “Not yet, but she’s next. I’m not sure how she’ll take it. I mean, she’s been such a train wreck since Daddy died.”

      Olive nodded, “Yeah, but this might just be the thing she needs to find her sparkle again. Come on, let’s go tell her now. I want to see her reaction.”

      Bristol laughed and let her sister pull her up off the couch. “Can I at least put on some shoes first?”

      “Of course, and don’t forget your keys, you’re driving for the foreseeable future,” Olive responded. “God only knows when I’ll have the money to get my car back from the clink.”

      “You never told me if you got ahold of Lole or not.”

      “How else do you think I got here?” Olive asked. “He couldn’t come help me himself because he’s not supposed to drive yet, he just had surgery on his knee, but he had one of the guys from the shop come get me and drop me off here. They’re going to take my car in and see what the damage is.”

      As they went out the door, they met Kensie who was carrying stuff in from her car.

      “Oh, hey. Kensie Wilcox, this is my sister Olive, you’ll see her around here a lot,” Bristol volunteered.

      “Nice to meet you, Olive. I just moved in next door,” Kensie explained.

      “I love your hair, is that natural?” Olive asked.

      “I’m not sure there’s anything else this color in the natural world, but I was born with it,” Kensie said with a laugh.

      After a few more words, Olive and Bristol headed off to their childhood home to give the news to their mom. Surely, she will be happy for me, Bristol thought as she backed her car out of the parking lot, Moms have to be happy for their children.
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* * *

      Turns out, not all moms are the same, Bristol thought as she retreated an hour later with tear-stained cheeks and a hollow feeling in the pit of her stomach. How could she be so stupid? Of course, her mother would be shocked and dismayed she’d been careless.

      “She’s wrong, you know,” Olive murmured from the passenger’s seat. “You and Roan might not have planned this, but you will make great parents.”

      “I don’t know. We’re so different.”

      “Different can be a good thing. I mean, Roan will be able to teach the baby things you can’t.”

      “Really?” Bristol gave her sister the stink eye before focusing on the road ahead again. “Like what? Shooting a gun? Killing insurgents? Playing poker until all hours of the night with his unit guys?”

      “Yes, all of those things and more. You love Roan, you guys have been inseparable for over two decades. Don’t start talking yourself into hating him just because he’s not in love with you,” Olive chided.

      “I never said I wanted him to be in love with me.”

      “It’s as plain as the nose on your face you’re head over heels for the guy, B.” Olive reached for her purse. “Do you think we could stop for a milkshake? I could really use one after seeing mom.”

      “What do you mean? What makes you think that?” Bristol prodded, her belly tightening. If Olive had noticed, why hadn’t Roan? Surely others could see it too. What would happen if word got back to him that Bristol was pining for him? She didn’t want a man who only wanted her for her womb.

      “I don’t know. It’s the way you look at him. Your eyes get big and soft, and your smile changes. Almost like you’ve stepped out of the clouds and into the sun,” Olive explained. “I’m envious you know, at least you have a relationship with the man of your dreams. You and Roan and the baby will be able to live happily ever after with each other while the rest of us wither up as old maids and die.”

      “Oh my God, you’re not an old maid nor are you going to wither up and die. Good grief, you’re dramatic.”

      Olive grinned, “I get that way when I’m hangry. Let’s go get a milkshake.”

      “I think you’re wrong about our happily ever after, by the way. Roan didn’t say one word about wanting me, and I don’t want him to feel obligated to be with me. As far as I’m concerned, it’s just me and Junior planning our future. Roan will be included as much as he wants, but I won’t pressure him.”

      “You’re kidding, right? That kid is half his. He needs to be just as responsible as you in taking care of it. Did you guys talk about the financial side of this? Is he going to send you some money? You don’t make enough to take care of a baby by yourself.” Olive’s pressuring was making Bristol’s brain hurt, and her stomach was tied up in knots.

      “Enough. I’m not talking about this anymore today. I want a milkshake and a nap. It’s supposed to be my day off, and I haven’t accomplished anything.” Bristol focused on the road, thankful when Olive stayed quiet. It wasn’t that she hadn’t considered all of these factors, but she wasn’t ready to make decisions yet. Her baby was barely the size of a blueberry, she had time to figure shit out. Hopefully.
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      12 weeks gestation

      

      “Hot Wing, get off the damn computer. I’m supposed to call Bristol in less than two minutes,” Roan shouted as he paced outside the tent he shared with four other squad members.

      “Hold your horses, Storm, it’s not like she’s going to deliver that baby today,” Donald Crumley aka Hot Wing yelled back. A minute later the flap opened, and Hot Wing’s thinning hair appeared. “Christ, you need to chill man. She’s like a minute pregnant, and you’re already acting like a fool.”

      “She’s more than a minute pregnant, she had her twelve-week appointment today, and she was going to hear the heartbeat for the first time,” Roan corrected. “It’s bad enough I can’t be there with her. I won’t miss this call.”

      Pushing past his buddy, he settled into the chair and opened the browser to sign in. For a moment the computer froze, and icy panic filled his chest. He had to see her today. They’d spoken on the phone twice since she’d delivered the news, but this would be the first video chat in those four weeks. He was desperate to see her and make sure she and the baby were okay.

      The screen turned black and the words “call connected” appeared at the bottom.

      “Roan?” Bristol’s voice was crackly with static.

      “Hey, baby, I’m here. I don’t have video yet, but I can hear you.”

      “I see you now,” she told him. “You look tired, are you not getting enough sleep?”

      Roan shook his head and laughed. “Damn it, woman, you’re the one creating life as we speak, and you’re worried about how much sleep I’m getting.” The screen changed, and suddenly, her beautiful smile filled it. “There you are. You look gorgeous as always, B.”

      “Shut up, I do not. I haven’t had my hair colored since I found out about the pregnancy because the book said it wasn’t safe, so grays are starting to show through.”

      Rolling his eyes, Roan responded, “I’d eat my cover. There’s no way you have gray hair yet. How’s the baby?”

      “We’re both perfect, according to Dr. Jacoby. They measured me, and I’m right on track. I’m already gaining weight though.”

      “The book you sent me said you were supposed to gain at least twenty-five pounds,” Roan told her. Bristol’s smile widened.

      “I know, but that doesn’t mean I have to be happy about outgrowing my favorite pajama pants.”

      “The ones with the smiley faces?” Roan asked, laughing. “You’ll be back in them in no time, I’m sure of it. So, tell me what the doctor said. Did you hear the heartbeat?”

      She reached for something off screen, then held up her phone. “Yes, and I recorded it for you. I’m not sure if you’ll be able to hear it over the video chat, but you’ll be able to listen when you get back for sure.”

      “Try it now,” he said, his voice cracking with emotion and excitement. Holding his breath while she fiddled with her phone, he suddenly heard a thwumping sound over the airwaves. It disappeared for a moment, then came back louder. “Is that it?”

      “That’s it. Measuring in at 157 beats per minute which is perfect for this stage of pregnancy. Isn’t that incredible?” Bristol asked, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “Every time I hear it, I get teary-eyed. I just can’t believe there’s a baby inside me.”

      “Me either,” Roan admitted, “It sounds strong. I told you he’d be healthy.”

      “He? It could be a she, you know?” she scolded.

      “Could be, but the odds are not in our favor it’s a girl. My mom had five boys before she managed a girl,” he reminded her. “And you’re already calling it Junior, so I think your subconscious self knows it’s a boy.”

      Bristol threw her head back, laughing, and Roan admired the way her hair flew around her face. She was even more beautiful carrying his child. He’d always heard pregnant women glowed, but this was the first moment he understood what that saying meant.

      “I don’t care if it’s a girl or a boy,” Bristol said. “I just hope it has a small head.”

      Laughing, Roan reached into his pocket and pulled out a small notepad. “I don’t blame you there. Did you ask the doctor the questions?”

      Bristol tapped her phone again. “I did, but only because you made me promise. I can’t believe you made me ask some of these.”

      “Well don’t make me wait, what are the answers?”

      Bristol rolled her eyes. “Question One, how likely is it the baby will be born with teeth; Dr. Jacoby said although it’s not unheard of, he’s never had a baby in his twenty-year practice born with teeth.”

      “Good,” Roan nodded, “I wasn’t sure if babies born with teeth could be breastfed or not.”

      “Who said I was breastfeeding?” Bristol asked. “I have a full-time job, I’m not sure I want the pressure of having to take breaks and pump milk.”

      “You have to breastfeed. My mom breastfed all of us, and the book said it’s the best way to strengthen the baby’s immune system.”

      “I don’t care what your mom did or what the book said, this is about what’s right for me and Junior. I’m not sure breastfeeding is the right option.”

      Roan stared at Bristol in silence for a moment, then shrugged, “We can talk more about it later, we don’t have to decide now.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, there is no “we” in this decision. I’m the one having the baby, and it’s my boobs that will be on duty if breastfeeding happens.”

      “But—”

      “No,” Bristol snapped. “Before we get any farther, let me make one thing clear. There will be plenty of things you get a say in, but when it comes to decisions that involve my body directly, you have no say. If I want to breastfeed our child, I will, but if I decide not to, you’ll either support me or piss off. Got it?”

      Roan’s cock throbbed for a moment because Bristol in a temper was a sight to behold. Her cheeks pinkened and a tiny line appeared between her dark eyebrows. He liked pushing her buttons, but this wasn’t just about him or her. This was about the health of their child.

      “Will you at least promise to consider it?” he finally asked.

      Bristol’s anger fizzled, and she nodded, “I’m not saying no, I’m just not saying yes. Okay?”

      “Deal, let’s move on to the next question,” Roan prodded. “The one about being on your feet for eight-hour days.”

      “Dr. Jacoby assured me I should continue doing things I’ve been doing. Being on my feet will actually keep my body stronger than if I were to sit all day. The fatigue I’ve had is absolutely normal, and he said it should go away soon or at least get better.”

      “I still think maybe you should consider working part-time, just until the baby comes. I’m not there to help you, and I don’t want you to overdo it. I can send you some money, so you don’t have to work so much.”

      “Absolutely not. I’m not going to sit on my ass and let you take care of me. You’re the father of my child, not my sugar-daddy,” Bristol protested. “I’m going to follow the doctor’s advice and keep living my life. It’s a baby, not a tumor, this process is completely natural.”

      “Okay,” Roan answered, growing frustrated. He hated not being there. He hated having to abide by all of Bristol’s decisions which were made without his input. If he was there, they could do this as a team, and it would be so much easier.

      “Okay?”

      “Yeah, okay. It’s not like I have a choice. I can’t do much about it from here. When I get back, maybe you’ll allow me into your life, seeing as how I’m the baby’s father.”

      “Roan, it’s not like that. You’re in my life, you’ll be in my life forever, and I want your input, but you can’t take over and make all the decisions. We’re not married, my decisions are mine to make, and I don’t have to consult you on all of them.”

      “Does that mean you’re refusing circumcision?”

      “No,” Bristol laughed at the random change of subject, “in fact, after talking it over with Dr. Jacoby, it doesn’t scare me as much as it did. I think if we have a boy, it would be better for him to look like his father in that sense.”

      “Good, because that’s important to me,” Roan said firmly. “I know some people say it’s not natural, but I feel like it’s better for the kid.” A loud voice drew his attention and he paused for a moment listening to the orders before turning back to Bristol.

      “I’m sorry, baby, I have to go. We just got orders. I’ll call you when I can, and I want to have another video chat soon. I like seeing your beautiful face when I talk to you.”

      Bristol blushed and shook her head. “Be safe out there, Roan.”

      “Always.”

      Roan waited until Bristol had clicked their connection closed, then shut the laptop down. His heart ached with homesickness. He’d never felt like this in all the years he’d been in the Marines. He wanted nothing more than to hand in his uniform and hop a plane back to Bristol’s side. Even as the thought crossed his mind, he shut it down. He was a Marine. She knew what that meant to him. While she and the baby were his number one priority, while he was deployed, he had to set them aside and focus. Lives were at stake, and he couldn’t risk making a mistake because his mind was back home in Oklahoma.
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      Eighteen weeks gestation

      

      Working at Veldova’s, a high-end women’s clothing store wasn’t the most lucrative career, but Bristol enjoyed it, and her boss had been especially understanding about her pregnancy. She wouldn’t have a problem taking maternity leave after the birth, and she had health insurance. All in all, she was lucky even if the father of her child was thousands of miles away.

      The bell over the door jingled, and Bristol nearly toppled the shelf she was filling trying to turn around to say hello. To her surprise and embarrassment, the broad-shouldered man in the doorway was Roan’s father, Grant Storm. An imposing figure of a man, he was ridiculously out of place amongst the frilly merchandise surrounding them.

      “Mr. Storm, it’s nice to see you. What brings you in tonight?” She held her breath as he scanned her from head to toe, his eyes lingering for a moment on the small swell of her belly.

      “My sons tell me you’re carrying my grandchild.” Grant Storm was the epitome of an old-school Marine. He carried himself as if he’d come out of the womb wearing the uniform. His dark hair had turned mostly silver, and his face carried the lines of his forty plus years in the military.

      “Um, yes, actually.” Bristol glanced around the store at the other customers who, unfortunately, appeared completely focused on the man in the doorway too. “This really isn’t the best time for me to talk. Can I call you when I get off at six?”

      “Eighteen hundred you say?” Grant considered her offer for a moment, then shook his head. “I want to speak in person, so I will return to collect you and we’ll have dinner.”

      Before Bristol could agree or argue, he turned on his heel and marched back out the door. Butterflies filled her belly, and she rubbed at the tension in her shoulders as her coworker, Millie, approached her.

      “Who was that?” Millie asked, curiosity making her eyes wide and bright.

      “Roan’s father,” Bristol said simply. “And my baby’s grandfather.”

      “Whoa, he’s a silver fox.”

      “Seriously?” Bristol cringed. “He’s intimidating, that’s what he is. Makes me nervous.”

      “Why?” Millie prodded, picking up a stack of shirts from the box on the floor and helping Bristol prep the shelves.

      “There’s just something about him that weirds me out. Like, no matter what I do, he’s always going to find me lacking somehow,” Bristol explained. “And now that I’m carrying Roan’s baby, I’m sure he sees me as a villain.”

      “What?” Millie giggled. “That’s ridiculous. It’s not like you threw Roan on the ground and took him against his will just to impregnate yourself. I’m sure he’s just concerned because Roan is gone and can’t look in on you himself. Maybe Roan sent him?”

      “No, Roan already sent his brothers. I can’t turn around without one of them texting me, calling me, or popping in unexpectedly to make sure I’m okay.” Bristol placed the last of the merchandise. “I don’t want to go to dinner with him.”

      “Then don’t. He can’t force you to go,” Millie said with a shrug. “Hell, I’ll go in your place. I’d love to spend some time with that gorgeous hunk of man.”

      “Ew. He’s old enough to be your father,” Bristol protested.

      “With age comes experience,” Millie winked, “and that man looks like he’s got a lot of experience under his belt.”

      “The only thing I imagine under his belt is the rod up his ass. I don’t know how Roan and his siblings survived him.” Bristol rubbed her itchy belly. Ever since her pooch appeared, the skin itched like crazy as it stretched.

      “Well, he cared enough to show up here to talk to you,” Millie said, just as a customer approached them asking for a dressing room.

      Collecting the now empty bin off the floor, Bristol wandered into the back, lost in her thoughts. What could he possibly want from her?  In all the years she and Roan had been friends, Grant had rarely expressed interest in anything that wasn’t military. Would he be pissed she and Roan had been so careless?

      For the rest of her shift, her brain buzzed with worry. It hadn’t even been this difficult to face Roan about her condition. By the time Grant appeared at the door again, they were closing their registers for the night.

      “I’ll just be another moment, Mr. Storm. We have to lock up and set the alarm,” she called out in greeting as he stood in the same spot he had hours before, his hawk-like gaze scanning the empty shop.

      “No point in arming that alarm, it’s only a fifty-four-thirty-seven model. If someone wanted to break-in, it would be astoundingly easy. By the time police got the notification, the perpetrator would be long gone.”

      Millie arched an eyebrow at Bristol and disappeared into the back office.

      “Um, I’ll have to pass that on to my boss. I’m really not sure who handles the security system—”

      “The only one stupid enough to maintain a fifty-four-thirty-seven is Raddison, so I’m sure KevLock is the company with the job.” Reaching into his suit jacket he pulled out a business card and marched across to her counter. “Give this to your boss. If they’re serious about protecting their investment, they should consider changing.”

      Bristol took the card and nodded, “I forgot you opened your own security firm.” The card was a soft ivory with three large Ds embossed on it. She ran her finger over the raised letters and turned it over to see Devil Dog Defense in sharp black lettering along with a phone number. “I’ll be sure to pass this on to Jenny and Kevin.”

      Grant nodded and stepped back outside, turning his back to the door. Instead of retreating to his truck, he stayed there, guarding the door while Millie and Bristol finished their closing tasks and locked up for the night. When they exited, Millie introduced herself to Grant who barely acknowledged her or her flirty smile.

      “Do you always park beside the building?” he asked, following them around the corner to their cars.

      “Yeah, we have to save the front parking for the customers,” Millie said with a bubbly smile. “Heaven forbid they have to walk fifty feet.”

      “I see neither of you is prepared for an attack on your person,” Grant said, his face drawn in a frown. “I’ll be sure to discuss that with your supervisors.”

      “What kind of attack do you think is going to happen in the middle of Tulsa at six o’clock in the evening?” Bristol snapped, her anxiety making her temper short.

      “It doesn’t matter where you are or what time it is, you should still be prepared for an attack,” he said simply before holding Millie’s car door open. “You don’t even lock your vehicle, and I’m sure neither of you checked the backseat for an intruder. It would be a good idea to invest in a few basic safety skills, young ladies.”

      Millie and Bristol exchanged a look before Millie got into her car. “Thank you, I’ll be sure to lock my car doors and invest in mace, Mr. Storm.”

      “Colonel. It’s Colonel Storm.” Grant shut Millie’s door without waiting for a response and promptly marched back to the sidewalk to collect Bristol. “You can ride with me, and I’ll bring you back to your car after dinner.”

      “Thank you, but I’d prefer to take my car. As you said, it’s not safe to be here alone.” Bristol hurried to open her door before he could do so, then gave him a fake smile, “Where would you like me to meet you?”

      “Parcelle’s offers the most well-rounded menu. I assume your condition makes you crave certain foods. They will likely have something you like,” Grant told her. “Get in your car.”

      “What?”

      Frowning, he gestured to her car, “Get in. I’ll wait until you’ve safely started it and locked your doors, then you can follow me.”

      She couldn’t stop herself from rolling her eyes as she did his bidding and got in her car. Adjusting her seat belt, she started her car and gave him a small wave. He immediately headed for his truck without a backward glance.

      While she waited for him to pull around, she shot off a quick email to Roan from her phone, telling him she was going to dinner with his father and to pray for her sanity. She had no idea how Grant felt about the baby, but she knew how she felt about Grant. This was going to be the most awkward dinner she’d ever had.
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* * *

      The restaurant he’d selected wasn’t much more than a family diner, but Bristol didn’t care. Her only goal was to get this meal over with as quickly as possible. She ordered tomato soup and grilled cheese while Grant went for a pasta dish, and before she knew it, she was alone with him again.

      “So, Roan finally told you about the baby, I guess,” she said tentatively.

      “No, actually, Storm 4 did,” Grant frowned, the lines around his eyes turning into deep grooves. “He canceled a meeting in order to repair your air conditioner, I believe.”

      “Yeah, it was very sweet of Coop to help me with it.” Bristol felt a flush of embarrassment crawl up her cheeks. “I had a call into maintenance, but they can take days to respond.”

      “I see,” Grant nodded. “I assume it’s working correctly now?”

      “Yes, perfectly. I’m sorry Cooper canceled a meeting with you for it though. I didn’t mean for—”

      “Of course, he did. I would never forgive my son if he didn’t. Had I known about your condition earlier, I would have ensured all of your HVAC systems were properly maintained myself.”

      “Um, thank you?” Bristol wasn’t sure if Grant was angry or proud of Cooper’s choice, but she was sure he was the hardest man she’d ever tried to get a read on. “Everything’s working just fine now. No need to worry.”

      “When is the baby due?” he asked simply, changing the subject without any sort of acknowledgment.

      “Around Christmas. My actual due date is December twenty-sixth.”

      “That doesn’t leave much time to plan a wedding with Storm 5 returning the second week of December,” Grant muttered.

      “Wait, what wedding? And how do you know when Roan’s coming back? He said they wouldn’t have dates until it was closer.”

      Grant leaned back in his seat as the waitress returned with their food. They waited in silence for her to finish.

      “I might not be an active member of this country’s military any longer, but my past life connections are still available. As for the wedding, I see no reason why this child should be born out of wedlock. You’re both single, intelligent people with an obvious attachment to each other.”

      “Attachment?” Bristol repeated, staring at her soup in shock. She couldn’t find her appetite. If Grant assumed they would get married, he was sorely mistaken. She and Roan hadn’t even discussed the possibility, and she had no interest in marrying someone because they were single and attached to each other. “Have you discussed this with Roan at all?”

      “No,” Grant responded. “While my connections afford me a lot of information not available to the general public, they can’t get me better internet or phone service in Syria. As he was unavailable, I determined the next best solution would be to reach out to you and determine if the child is truly my grandchild.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oh, come now, it wouldn’t be the first time a woman has latched onto a Marine with a surprise pregnancy.” Grant acted like the conversation they were having was perfectly normal, but Bristol’s heart had stopped beating in her chest for a moment.

      “This child is Roan’s,” she said simply. “I don’t have to defend my actions or prove paternity to anyone but myself and Roan. The fact that you would even accuse me of—”

      “I have not accused you of anything. I have simply laid out the situation and asked for answers. You say he’s the father, I have no choice but to believe you. If this is legitimately my grandchild, I will ensure your needs are well met while he’s deployed.”

      “Stop. Right there.” Bristol reached for her purse and pushed her soup aside. “I’m only going to say this one more time, then I will never speak to you about it again, Colonel Storm. The child I’m carrying is mine. It shares Roan’s DNA and thus, yours, but otherwise, no one has any claim on it but me. I am quite capable of meeting my own needs and caring for myself and my unborn baby without your interference. There will be no shotgun wedding that will only end five years down the road in divorce. As a grown woman with a career and a home, I have no need to attach myself to your son, but as his best friend and the mother of his child, I will righteously defend his right to make his own decisions. Until you’ve spoken with him regarding your questions, you’ll leave me alone. No more surprise visits to my store or anywhere else. Thank you for the dinner invitation, but I’ve lost my appetite, and as a pregnant mother, the best thing for me is rest. Good night, Colonel Storm.”

      Without addressing him again, Bristol shot to her feet and ran from the restaurant. She made it to the parking spot outside her apartment building before a flood of emotion washed over her, fizzling her anger, and turning it into tears and hurt. She didn’t need everyone to support her decision to have a child with Roan but knowing her mother and his father were both against them was stealing the joy from her first pregnancy. She just wished Roan was close enough to hug her and assure her everything would be okay.
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      “Is that coffee?” Roan asked the Marine on his left as they waited beside their truck for the go-ahead from their unit leader.

      Private Jeremy Kassen aka Casper held the small packet up and grinned. “That’s what they call it, but it tastes like shit. Want some?”

      “Hell, no. If I want coffee, I’ll drink it from a cup, not chew a little cube,” Roan said, curling his lip at the other man. Dropping his head back against the metal truck he winced and shifted under the hot sun. “Somebody needs to pull their head out of their ass and decide what we’re doing.”

      “No shit,” Casper agreed. “All we seem to do around here is hurry up and wait.”

      Hot Wing tipped his helmet up from where it shaded his face as he lay on the ground on Roan’s other side. “I could use a good gunfight today. I’m growing roots from my boots waiting for some action.”

      “Oh, yeah, that’s all you need. A gunfight is only going to get you shot up and shipped back,” Roan joked. “Casper and I don’t want to have to carry your heavy ass back to base.”

      Crumley’s Hot Wing nickname stemmed from a running joke about his hatred for the savory snack while Kassen’s was a play on his name and his pale pink skin that fried up in the desert sunshine. It was a tradition that each man or woman was given a moniker, and Roan was lucky his last name was unique enough, it had stuck. In their squadron alone, they not only had Casper and Hot Wing, but also Bugs, Choke, and Scooby, among others.

      As if their conversation had tempted fate, the men were startled into action by the echo of a gunshot to their west. Scrambling for cover, the men in the unit quickly went into action, surveying their surroundings. The empty highway stretched to the north and south of their position, and on the east was nothing but open land. That left only the rugged terrain of a hillside on their west for someone to hide out in.

      “Dumb motherfuckers. Pinned themselves down for us,” Hot Wing growled next to Roan.

      A moment later their Sergeant gave the order, and Roan’s team of five split off from the rest of the squadron. With quick, practiced movements, they moved into position and began a thorough search for the shooter.

      Roan carefully monitored the surroundings for movement as Casper moved into position to cover him. The five-man team took turns moving forward until they’d covered the entire hillside. To their dismay, the only thing they had to show for it was a few spent shell casings the shooter had left behind in his hurry to flee.

      “Fuck. Where the hell did he go?” Choke grumbled when they’d finished their search and stood atop the hill looking down over their squad.

      “Beats me,” Roan responded. “Had to be random. We were all out in the open. Anyone with a little training would have hit someone.”

      “That makes me feel so much better,” Choke said, rolling his eyes.

      Bugs radioed back to their Sergeant, and they were instructed to retreat back down the hill. It left Roan feeling unsettled they hadn’t caught the shooter. Having someone take potshots at them was bad enough but knowing the guy could come back and do it again pissed him off.

      Syria was currently fighting a civil war, and the US Military had been given the job of settling the fight and protecting civilians. He just wished the people in the Pentagon could see firsthand what they faced out here. His unit, the Savage Eagles was ground support for an artillery battery. They kept the guys shooting the rockets safe, so they could keep shooting.

      It took decidedly less time to get back down the hill, and Roan was relieved to hear the order to load up. They were headed into Raqqa, and they had to get there before sixteen hundred hours or risk being caught up in a planned air raid.

      Just as the vehicles began to roll, a large thundering round of automatic gunfire echoed through the air around them, and the truck ahead of Roan’s swerved off the road. Rolling with the motion of the truck, he and his team returned fire in the direction of the attackers. An all-out gunfight filled his ears, and he moved on complete adrenaline. Later, when he thought back, he wouldn’t remember the truck stopping or the team exiting, so they could fight. All he would carry with him was the smell of gunpowder and blood, and the sounds of one of the guys screaming for a medic.
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      20 weeks gestation

      

      Bristol’s life had changed completely over the course of her pregnancy. When she wasn’t working extra hours to save money for the baby’s expenses, she was almost too tired to function. Her days were a never-ending cycle of sleep, eat, work, repeat. The only break in the monotony was her daily check-in from one of the Storm brothers and her intermittent calls with Roan.

      She missed him more this deployment than ever before, especially in the moments when she felt the most fatigued and the moments when she was joyous—like feeling their baby move in her belly for the first time. Within moments of realizing what the fluttering was, she’d reached for the phone to call him, only to end up leaving an oddly broken, tearful voicemail he probably wouldn’t even get thanks to the lack of cell service where he was.

      Emails and the random video chat weren’t enough to share the monumental things happening, and today of all days, she would have cut off her right arm to have him home with her. Her sonogram was going to be happening without him.

      Olive had sweetly offered to take the day off and so had Roan’s brothers, but Bristol didn’t want anyone but Roan to be there with her. If he couldn’t be there, she preferred to handle it alone.

      Forcing herself to roll out of bed, she trudged to the closet to find something to wear. Yet another thing that had become more difficult. She wasn’t pregnant enough for maternity clothes, but she was too pregnant for her regular stuff. The baby bump had long surpassed her regular pants. Thank God for whoever invented drawstring lounge pants and stretch knit, or she’d have been naked.

      The instructions for today’s appointment were to drink a minimum of thirty-two ounces of water before she arrived. How they expected a pregnant woman to do that without peeing herself, she didn’t know, but she would give it a try. She desperately wanted to see her baby and maybe, even find out what sex it was.

      Her breakfast consisted of graham crackers dipped in milk which was pretty much the only thing that stayed down until noon these days. Fuck that morning sickness in the first-trimester bull-shit. She still woke up ready to spill her guts every morning and brushing her teeth was like pressing a button that turned her gag reflex up high.

      Adjusting the thermostat for the second time as she passed by, she grumbled to herself about the rising summer temperatures. Her shoes were yet another hurdle. It seemed she’d gained her pregnancy weight in her feet because nothing fit right anymore, and it was awkward as hell to wear anything that laced or buckled.

      Jamming on her favorite ballet flats, she winced when her pinky toe rebelled against its new snugger quarters and immediately kicked them off again. Tears burned her eyes as she went looking for a pair of flip-flops that would work for the day.

      Why did everything have to be so hard right now? The baby wasn’t even here, and she was overwhelmed with how it had changed her world. How was she possibly going to handle being a single mom?

      Wearing a pair of worn out flip-flops and faded gray lounge pants, she was heading out the front door for her appointment when her phone rang. Of course, she managed to drop her keys trying to free it from her purse, but once she had, she was thrilled to see Roan’s name on the screen.

      “Roan?”

      “Hey baby, it’s so good to hear your voice. Where are you?”

      Bristol was confused by the question for a moment and fumbled for an answer, “Um, it’s good to hear from you too, but you’re two days late from when you were supposed to call.”

      “I know B, I’m sorry. It’s been a rough week. Where are you at right now?”

      “I’m at home, but I’m getting in my car to go to the sonogram appointment.”

      “Is that at the hospital?”

      “No, it’s at the women’s clinic on Maple. That’s where Dr. Jacoby sends his patients.”

      “Okay… Are you feeling okay?”

      “I’m not having the best morning, but I’ll be fine. Junior still doesn’t like toothpaste, and my new elephant feet wouldn’t fit in my shoes today.”

      “Elephant feet?” Roan laughed on the other end. “I can’t wait to see that.”

      “You laugh, but I’m serious. I get now why pregnant women always seem short-tempered. Between the heat and humidity draining my energy, and the baby bouncing on my bladder, I spend the day peeing or sleeping as much as possible.”

      “So, you’re still feeling sick in the mornings?”

      “Yeah, but it’s gotten a little better, and by dinner time, I’m ravenous.”

      “Good. Listen, I’d better go since you have to drive. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you because you were trying to talk to me.”

      “Okay, but call me when you get another chance though, Roan.” Bristol’s heart ached with missing him. “I should find out today whether Junior is a boy or girl.”

      “It doesn’t matter to me as long as you’re both healthy. Drive safe, B.”

      Bristol hung up, and tears rolled down her cheeks unchecked. She cried the entire drive to the clinic unable to stop herself or get control over her emotions. She knew Roan was doing his job, and she had no logical right to feel angry at him for not being with her through her pregnancy, but right now, she wasn’t feeling very logical. She was tired, nauseous, hungry, and she desperately had to pee.

      Cursing as she wiped her face clean with a tissue, she was startled by a loud rap on her window. Looking up, she found herself face to face with Roan.

      For a moment, she just sat there in shock, staring at his smiling visage as if it might disappear when she blinked. It wasn’t until he laughed and said, “Are you going to get out?” she realized how silly she looked.

      Throwing open her door, she was out of the car and in his arms in a heartbeat, tears once again flowing down her cheeks. She heard him inhale deeply, and his arms tightened around her.

      “You feel so good, B. I’ve never missed you more.”

      “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be on another continent.”

      He lifted her chin and wiped her tears with his thumb. “I’m home on leave. We had a mission go bad, and our unit suffered two casualties, so I got early leave orders. I’ll be here for two weeks, then I have to go back to finish my term.”

      “Oh, my God, Roan, you get to see the baby! The sonogram! I can’t believe this, it’s like a miracle.”

      His laughter warmed her head to toe, but when he put his hands on her rounded belly and dropped to his knees to place a kiss on their growing child, she nearly exploded with joy.

      “Hey, little one, it’s me, your Daddy. I know you haven’t heard from me much, but that will change once I’m back. I’ll never let you out of my sight.”

      Bristol was too happy to start a discussion regarding visitation and how tricky that promise would be to keep, so she just kept her lips zipped and enjoyed the moment.

      “I’m so excited you’re here for this. I was secretly scared to do it alone.”

      “Where’s your mom? Or Olive? I figured one of them would be with you,” Roan asked, rising and taking her hand to walk her into the office.

      “Olive’s working, but she did offer. It just didn’t feel right to have someone else here in your place. Cooper and Jaden both offered, too.” She checked in at the desk and they took a seat in the waiting room.

      “Are they helping you out? I asked them to keep an eye on you since I can’t be here all the time.”

      “Oh, believe me,” she laughed, “they’re always underfoot. You, sir, have way too many siblings.”

      “Don’t I know it. So, where’s your mom?”

      Bristol cringed at the question because they hadn’t talked about it yet. There was no use hiding the truth from him.

      “She’s not exactly on board with this pregnancy yet. In fact, she suggested we consider adoption after she gave me a thirty-minute lecture on responsibility and condom use.”

      It was Roan’s turn to look shocked. “What? I…wow. I just never saw that coming from Tara. Especially with Frank gone.”

      Before she could respond, the nurse was calling them back. Bristol’s stomach flip-flopped violently until Roan grabbed her hand. Their eyes met, and he gave her a small reassuring smile that soothed her nerves. Just having him here made it feel like everything was going to be okay, no matter what.

      Within a few moments, Bristol was lying on an uncomfortable, narrow bed with her belly exposed. She could feel her face and neck glowing red with embarrassment. Roan hadn’t seen her belly distended like this. Would he be disgusted at the sight?

      To her relief, he smiled at her and ran his large hand over her abdomen. “I imagined you pregnant, but I didn’t realize how much better reality would be. You two are beautiful.”

      “He’s a keeper,” the technician teased as she flipped the lights off and settled on a stool in front of her machine. “Are you ready to do this?”

      “So ready.” Bristol held her breath as the woman squirted jelly over her stomach and began to press the wand against her. “Will you be able to see if there’s anything wrong with the baby?”

      “We can see most physical issues, yes, but from the looks of it, you have a very healthy baby in there. Let me get some measurements, then we’ll see about finding out the sex if you like,” the technician told her, eyes locked on the screen in front of her.

      “How can you tell the sex? I’m not even sure there’s a baby in that picture,” Roan said, his head cocked, a frown on his face. “Looks more like an abstract painting I saw in a museum once.”

      Bristol laughed as the woman began to explain what they were seeing. With her pointing out the specifics, the view changed, and suddenly, Bristol realized she was seeing her child for the first time. Tears burned her eyes, and she let out a garbled sob.

      “What’s wrong, baby? Are you okay?” Roan asked, gripping her hand tightly, concern filling his features.

      “I just can’t believe that’s our baby. It’s all so real when you see it like that,” she murmured, a hurricane of emotions swamping her as she watched the movements on the screen. A small hand opened and closed, a foot kicked out, and she was able to feel it from the inside out as she watched it. It was incredible.

      “Looks like you’re right on target. Twenty weeks and three days. The baby looks absolutely perfect. Did you want to know the sex?”

      Bristol and Roan exchanged a grin and said “Yes” simultaneously. It didn’t matter that they hadn’t discussed it before. All that mattered was knowing as much about their child as they possibly could.

      “You’re having… a boy. Congratulations,” the technician said, beaming at them. “If you look right here, this thing that looks like a turtle is actually the penis.”

      “Oh my God, my son is going to be born with a penis that looks like a turtle?” Roan cried out. “Does that get fixed with the circumcision?”

      The technician exploded with laughter, “Oh Lord have mercy, no. It only looks like that in the sonogram. He’s not going to have a turtle penis, I promise.”

      Roan’s relief was palpable, and Bristol’s laughter matched the nurses. She shook her head at him, “A turtle penis? Really, Storm?”

      “What?” he asked with a shrug. “I have to know what I’m working with here. I need to prepare a plan for how to make him love himself no matter what.”

      “That’s sweet,” the other woman said and leaned into Bristol like she was going to spill a secret. “I’m telling you, he’s a definite keeper.”

      “He sure is,” Bristol agreed.

      The technician finished up and printed out pictures for them.

      “The doctor will read the results as well and contact you if there are any concerns,” she explained as Bristol wiped her belly clean and awkwardly pulled her shirt down. “Do you have any questions for me?”

      “Just one,” Bristol said. “Where’s the bathroom? I’m pretty sure if Junior moves anymore before I find it, I’ll explode.”
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* * *

      Roan was filled with emotions he’d never expected. Relief the baby was healthy and growing strong. Pride he was having a son. Envy that only Bristol could feel the tiny tike, at the moment, and the strongest wave of love he’d ever felt in his life. It wasn’t just love for his child, but for his family. He wanted to be a family. Bristol, him, and their child, forever.

      It was time to man up and take some steps forward. They’d done this backward, but there was no reason they couldn’t change course now. As he led her out of the doctor’s office, a plan began to formulate in his mind.

      “Do you have to go to work?” he asked, holding her car door for her.

      “Yeah, I’m trying to save all of my vacation and sick time for when the baby arrives. I get maternity leave, but it’s unpaid unless I have time to take,” she explained.

      “Okay, how about dinner tonight? We can talk about baby names and catch up,” Roan offered.

      “That would be great. What time?”

      Roan did a few calculations in his head. “I’ll come by your place and pick you up at seven. Is that good?”

      “Let’s make it seven-thirty, so I have time to change before we go. I think I can still fit into that pink dress with the black buttons. Maybe,” Bristol said with a laugh.

      “If not, wear sweatpants. It won’t bother me a bit. You’re beautiful in anything,” Roan told her, bending to kiss her lips, “and nothing.”

      Bristol’s face turned pink and she rolled her eyes. “I have to go, Storm. I’ll see you at seven thirty.”

      Roan was still smiling after he shut her door, and she pulled away. In fact, he spent the rest of the day smiling as he did some shopping for his new little family. He was going to make tonight perfect for them all.
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      In spite of the fact that her day was shortened, Bristol was still wiped out when she parked her car in front of her apartment that evening. To her surprise, Roan’s truck was already there. Grumbling about him not listening to her, she climbed out of her car, ready to give him hell. She was brought up short by him in a suit with a bouquet of yellow and blue daisies, leaning against the wall in front of her place.

      “Hey, B, I was done early and didn’t want to pace my house when I could pace yours,” he told her, reaching for her hand as she approached him. “Oh, these are for you. They’re the same color as the little tennis shoes I found today for the baby.”

      “You bought him shoes?” she asked, slightly thrown off by the shift in conversation. She wasn’t sure whether to be irritated with him or pleased he was so excited about their date.

      “Yeah and a few other things. I know you’ll do most of the shopping for the things he needs, but I wanted to have a small hand in it. Maybe we can go pick the crib while I’m back?”

      “Sure, that would be nice actually, but um… are we buying two?”

      He looked confused. “Why would we buy two?”

      “One for your place and one for mine,” she said, unlocking her front door.

      Before Roan could respond, the door next to hers opened, and Kensie popped her head out,

      “Hey, Bristol, Cooper was here an hour ago looking for you. I told him I would let you know.”

      “An hour ago? He knows what time I get off. Why would he be here before that?” Bristol whined.

      “Not sure,” Kensie shrugged, “but he knocked on my door when you didn’t answer.”

      Bristol remembered her manners and introduced Roan to Kensie.

      “So, this is the infamous Baby-Daddy. Good choice, Bristol, your baby’s gonna be beautiful,” Kensie teased.

      “And this is the infamous neighbor I’ve heard about. I think Coop’s talked about you more than Bristol has,” Roan shot back, shaking her hand.

      “He’s interested,” Kensie rolled her eyes, “but I already told him, I don’t have time for it. Anyway, just wanted to give you the message. How was your appointment? All is good?”

      “All is great, we found out we’re having a boy, and he’s perfect,” Roan said, beaming with a beautiful joy Bristol had never seen on him. She felt power flood through her that she was able to give him this moment.

      “That’s wonderful! So, we can keep calling him junior without giving him a complex,” Kensie giggled “I’ll let you go since it looks like you have plans.”

      “Thanks, Kensie, I’ll send Cooper a message.”

      Bristol stepped into her apartment, sighing with pleasure as the air conditioning washed over her. “God that feels good.”

      Roan’s hands cupped her shoulders as he came in behind her. “You’re telling me. I didn’t think about the heat when I decided to dress up for tonight.”

      “You didn’t have to, you know? I would have been good with you in jeans and a t-shirt.”

      “You go get ready,” Roan kissed her temple, “I’ll put the flowers in water.”

      “Do I have time for a quick shower?”

      “Sure, I made the reservation for eight, so you have plenty of time.” Roan headed into the kitchen, and Bristol went to her room. It wasn’t until she was standing in the shower, she realized he’d never responded to her question about how many cribs to buy. They were going to have to have the conversation, but she was okay with putting it off a little longer. She wanted to bask in the joy of having him home for a few days.

      Washed, dried, and fluffed, she was standing in front of her closet, eyeballing her pink and black dress with dread when Roan knocked on her door.

      “Hey, B, your sister is here.”

      “Olive? What’s she doing here?”

      “I think she wants to talk about the sonogram,” Roan said through the door. “Want me to send her back?”

      “Yeah, that’s fine, thanks, Roan.”

      A minute later, she was wearing panties and bra, at least, when Olive walked in.

      “Hey, sis, what’s up?”

      “Wow. I can’t believe how much your belly has popped out in the last couple of weeks,” Olive said, gaping at her.

      “Gee thanks. Why don’t you just call me a whale and get it over with?”

      “No, not like that. You know better. You’re beautiful. It’s just, you look pregnant now. It’s so much more real.”

      “Tell me about it. I got to see him for the first time today, kicking and stretching. It was incredible.”

      “Him?” Olive’s eyes widened. “It’s a boy?”

      Bristol nodded, and Olive screamed out with joy, “This is amazing! I’m going to have a nephew!”

      “Yeah, he’s perfectly healthy, according to the tech who did our sonogram, and it was just luck Roan was able to get leave to come home to be here,” Bristol explained. “He surprised me at the appointment.”

      “That man loves you so much.”

      “Pfft. Whatever. He loves his child, and I’m just blessed to be his friend,” Bristol protested. “Hey, can you help me with this dress? I never wear it because I can’t button it up all the way without help, and now, I’m worried it won’t button for another reason.”

      “Of course, let’s see what we’re working with.” Olive helped her pull the snug material down over her rounded body, then carefully did the twenty tiny black buttons that ran up the back. When she stepped out of the way, so Bristol could see herself in the mirror, she gave a long whistle. “You’re gonna knock his socks off.”

      Bristol took in the view for a moment. The dress clung to her body like a second skin. Soft baby pink material complimented her dark hair and eyes.  A black ribbon cut around her middle, just under her bust, making her pregnancy more pronounced, but it was the deep V over her cleavage that kept the dress from looking too young.

      “This will be the last time I get to wear this one for a while,” she muttered, tugging at the clingy fabric. “I’m half afraid it will split when I try to sit down.”

      “Shut up. It will be fine, but if you’re worried, sit down on the bed and double check. At least if it splits here, we can figure something else out.”

      Bristol did as directed and was relieved when the dress managed to stay together. Feeling ready to take on the world, she decided not to put makeup on. It was too hot to be bothered, and besides, Roan had told her she was perfect. Time to knock his socks off.
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* * *

      Roan lost the ability to breathe when Bristol entered the living room. She looked magnificent. Her dark hair was held up with a barrette of some sort, and only a few wispy curls still clung to her long neck. Most of her chest and shoulders were exposed by the cut of the dress, but the pink color made her look innocent and feminine. However, nothing could compare to the sight of their child growing under the material. The way the dress fit her, there was no doubt she was pregnant, and he loved it. A sense of old-fashioned caveman ownership filled his chest, and he wanted to throw her over his shoulder and carry her to bed.

      When she’d asked him about a second crib, he’d wanted to drop to his knee and propose immediately; thankfully, her neighbor had thwarted that. No, he would do it when the time was right. There was no way he would mess this up.

      “You look delicious,” he told her, moving close, so he could smell her freshly washed body. The scent of honeysuckle filled his nose.

      “No biting until I’m gone,” Olive said, interrupting their moment. “Congrats on your son, Roan. I can’t wait to hold him.”

      Olive didn’t wait around for more conversation, thankfully, heading right out the front door, leaving them alone.

      “I’m ready when you are,” Bristol told him, her cheeks slightly flushed.

      “Okay, let’s go, maybe they can seat us a little early.” He held out his arm, and she giggled as she took it and let him lead her to his truck.

      “You’ll have to get a new vehicle before Junior comes,” she told him as he helped her up into the front seat of the two-seat pickup.

      “I know, but I doubt I have time while I’m back. Too many other things to do. Check out that bag.” He shut the door and ran around to get in the driver’s side.

      “Holy smokes! You bought up the store,” she said, pulling piece after piece of maternity clothes from the bag. He’d been careful to select things that were made out of comfortable fabrics and things that could grow with her. He just hoped he’d gotten the sizing right.

      “I wanted you to have what you needed. You said you’re going to keep working, so you have to have work clothes, and I won’t have you running around town naked,” he teased, loving the way she smiled as she inspected his purchases.

      “Roan, this is too much. You didn’t have to do all of this.”

      “It could never be too much. You’re the mother of my child. I want to give you everything I have,” he told her. “Okay, now open the yellow bag on the floor.”

      Bristol pulled out the tiny tennis shoes and an outfit that said “Daddy Loves Me” and immediately started to sob, tears pouring out of her eyes.

      “Oh, shit, did I get something wrong? I was guessing, and I didn’t—”

      “No!” she cried out. “You did everything right. Perfect in fact. I just can’t believe you would go to all this trouble. I love the stuff, Roan. Seriously.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. I was afraid you’d make me return it all,” he said, his nerves jittery as he pulled into the parking lot at the restaurant.

      “Flemings? Storm, this is expensive,” she protested, staring at the building in surprise.

      “It’s not that expensive, and you let me worry about it, okay. I just want to treat you to a special dinner since today is the day we found out we’re having a son.”

      He couldn’t tell her it was going to be even more special by the end of the night, he didn’t want to ruin his surprise.

      Hesitantly, Bristol let him help her from the truck after she tucked all of his gifts back in the bags. “I’ve always wanted to eat here, but I haven’t wanted to spend the money on it.”

      “Well, tonight is for celebrating, so don’t hold back. We can have dessert first if you like.”

      “Hmm,” she laughed, and her dark eyes sparkled, “sugar is a good replacement for wine…”

      “Now, you’re thinking.” He held the door open, then gave his name to the maître d. Nervously, he fumbled when the man explained there would be a few minutes wait and they were welcome to sit at the bar.

      “Er, my… um… she’s pregnant, so we can’t sit at the bar.”

      “I see, well, in that case, I’ll see if I can move things along,” the man offered.

      “Why d’you do that?” she muttered, her eyes darting around them at the other people waiting for tables. “It’s not like I’m going to go into labor if I have to stand for a few minutes.”

      “I just wanted to… hell, I don’t know.” He ran his fingers over his scalp, wishing he had his cap to fiddle with. “I’m new to this. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do and what I’m not supposed to do.”

      She gave him a small smile and wrapped her arms around him in a hug. “I know. You’ve been trying to help, and I’ve been bitchy. I’m sorry. My moods are just so up and down right now, I can’t get a grip on it.”

      A young woman called them over and explained they’d found a table for them. Following her, Roan got a small thrill holding Bristol’s hand through the restaurant. He wanted everyone there to know she was his and he was hers. He noticed the eyes on her distended baby belly, and each time the person would look up to find him watching them for their reaction, almost every time he got a small smile, and it made him feel ten feet tall. He’d done that. He’d planted the seed in her womb that was growing into a strong healthy son.

      “This is lovely, thank you,” Bristol was telling the woman as she settled into a seat. Roan followed suit, and as he opened his menu, his nerves started rattling. He was going to wait until just the right moment, but tonight was the night. “I’m so getting a steak. I haven’t had a good steak in months, and the baby needs iron.”

      “Should you be taking iron supplements?” he asked, concern filling him. “We could stop at the pharmacy on our way home tonight.”

      Bristol just rolled her eyes. “You really need to chill. I’m just fine and so is the baby. They told us so just a little while ago. Stop fretting like an old nanny.”

      “How did I get so lucky to knock you up?” he asked, leaning in like she was going to spill some big secret.

      “Tequila,” she responded, giggling at her menu. “Which I would kill for right now. Instead, I think the filet with sautéed mushrooms. Yep, that’s perfect.”

      “I’ll get the same,” he told the waiter who had just appeared. With their food ordered, Roan felt his heart begin to race in his chest, so he tried to think of something to distract him. “What names are you considering?”

      “I really haven’t spent a lot of time thinking about it because we didn’t know if it was a girl or a boy. I like Seth and Camden a lot.”

      “What about Vincent? We could call him Vinnie.”

      “What? Do you want him to become a mob boss? No way am I naming him Vinnie. How about Houston?”

      “That’s a city, not a kid.”

      They sat in awkward silence for a moment, then she shrugged, “We have a lot of time. No need rushing it.”

      “Right, a name is a very important thing. What if we each make a list for now of names we like, and when I’m back, we’ll compare and see what happens?”

      “Sounds like a plan,” she grinned. “I’m sure we’ll find the right one. Hell, if nothing else, we can call him Frank or Grant?”

      He choked on the water he’d just tried to swallow and then nearly spilled the glass.

      “Over my dead body will we name him after my father.”

      “Okay, how about Roan, Jr?”

      “You’re just trying to rile me up now. Let’s table this discussion. I actually have something important to talk with you about.” It felt like the right moment, but just when he would have reached for his pocket, a nearby patron laughed loudly, and he lost his nerve.

      “Well?” she asked, frowning at his hesitation.

      “Um, we’re having a family dinner this weekend, and I really want you to come with me.”  The question settled heavily because it was obviously a cover for his real question and she really didn’t feel comfortable when his father was around. She’d made that very clear.

      “I guess I could. If you don’t think it would be intrusive. I mean, I’m not exactly a member of the Storm Corps,” she said, a smile lifting the corner of her mouth.

      “You could be Storm 5.5, an extension of me. Junior will be Storm 5.2 because he’s part of both of us,” Roan told her, pleased with himself for thinking of it.

      “Whatever you say,” she laughed and shook her head. “What can I bring?”

      “Jaden is cooking, so you don’t need to bring anything but yourself. Oh, and Junior but only because I’m not sure we can get a babysitter yet.”

      “Probably not.” She shifted in her seat and groaned. “He’s sitting on my hips funny. The doctor said it’s called sciatica, but I call it a pain in the leg. That’s where it hurts.”

      “How does it hurt your leg if he’s on your hips?” Roan wasn’t even sure how something so small could put enough pressure on her hips to make her hurt.

      “It’s like there’s a nerve pinched, and when he moves, it sends electrical shocks through my leg and hurts like hell or goes numb,” she explained. “Hopefully, it will go away when he’s born.”

      The waiter appeared with their dinner, and they paused their conversation to dig in. Bristol told him multiple times how great the steak was and thanked him twice for taking her out. He was beginning to get antsy by the time she set her fork down for good.

      “How about dessert?” he asked suddenly.
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* * *

      “Are you kidding?” Bristol laughed at his question. “I couldn’t possibly eat anything else.”

      “Not even molten chocolate lava cake?”

      “Well, I suppose I could have a bite or two,” she caved.

      Several minutes later, they were sharing a plate of chocolate decadence, and Roan nervously reached for his pocket. When he brought out a black velvet box, her heart skipped a beat. Inside her womb, their child rolled over, and she fought back a burp of nervousness.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, staring at the box in his hand.

      “This is for you.” He held it out and opened the lid. “I figured I’d better make it official.”

      “Make what official?” she asked, dumbfounded. Was he asking her to marry him?

      “Our relationship. I want to make sure no other man tries to move in on my family.” He leaned back in his seat leaving the ring box between them, its contents blinding in the candlelight.

      “I don’t know what to say,” she murmured, staring at the ring. It was beautiful. Delicately designed, so the large diamond in the center wasn’t overpowering or gaudy.

      “Try it on,” he said, waving a hand at it like he’d just given her a jacket or scarf. Surely, he didn’t think this would suffice for a proposal. Besides, why in the world was he proposing?

      “What is it?”

      “Are you kidding me?” He looked confused. “It’s an engagement ring.”

      “So, you want to marry me?”

      “That’s the idea.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why do you want to marry me?”

      Roan stared at her with a frown on his face. “Because, we’re having a child together.”

      “I see,” she nodded slowly, her entire being going ice cold as her heart broke.

      Nudging the box closer to her, he smiled again. “Good, then put it on. I want to see what it looks like.”

      “I’m sorry, Roan. I can’t marry you,” she said simply, knowing the end of their perfect fantasy world had just come crashing down on both of them.

      “I don’t understand. Why not? You love me, I love you, we’re having a baby…”

      “You don’t love me like I need to be loved by the man I’m going to marry, and I won’t marry someone out of obligation. This child is not a mistake by any means, and I won’t let him grow up thinking we were forced to wed because of him. Thank you for dinner and your… generous offer, but I would like to go home now. I’m very tired.”

      Roan didn’t move for what felt like an eternity, then he gestured to the waiter for the check and took back his box. The lid snapped shut, hiding the beautiful gemstones away from the world, and he shoved it in his pocket. They didn’t speak until they reached her front door.

      “For what it’s worth, Roan, I am sorry.”

      “Yeah,” he said in a hushed, sad voice. “Get some rest, I’ll check on you tomorrow.”

      And before she could say anything else, he was gone, leaving her alone to grieve the best relationship she’d ever had in her life.
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      Bristol called in sick the next day. She couldn’t stomach facing the world when she’d just had her own fall apart. It was too much. She spent the day wrapped in blankets on her couch, catching up on her DVR. It was almost sunset before Roan called, and when he did, he sounded detached.

      “How are you feeling today?”

      She rolled her eyes at the polite question. “I’m fine. Just queasy as usual.”

      “How was work?”

      “I actually took the day off. I needed some extra rest.”

      There was a heavy pause on the other end of the phone. “But you’re feeling okay?”

      “Roan, I’m fine. The baby is fine. Is that really all you called for?”

      “Yep.”

      “Then we can say goodbye.”

      She forced herself to hang up the phone because there was no point in drawing out the inevitable. If all he cared about was her health, then she could keep things civil. It was when feelings got in the way, everything seemed to get messed up.

      Tears burned her eyes, and she had a huge lump in her throat. Deep within her, their child moved as if to comfort her.

      “I know little one, but it’s for the best. Your Daddy doesn’t understand that we don’t have to be married to raise you right. If only he wanted more from me than just to be your mom.”

      The baby kicked again, and she giggled, “Not that being your mom isn’t incredible.”

      Reaching for her phone, she sent her sister a text.

      Any chance you’re free tonight?

      It only took a moment for a response to pop into her screen.

      Depends who’s askin?

      I need some company.

      Be there in twenty.

      Bristol sighed with relief. She could always count on Olive to have her back. No matter what she needed.

      While she was putting away the dirty dishes from the day, a loud rumbling sound echoed through the kitchen wall, and a second later a pipe squealed and there was a strange crash. Running next door, Bristol banged on Kensie’s door, shouting, “Kensie? Are you okay?”

      It took several moments before the door opened, and Kensie stood there, dripping wet, tears running down her face.

      “I don’t know what happened. I just wanted to wash the dishes.”

      “Okay, you’re okay. Tell me what happened,” Bristol said, reaching for the soggy woman.

      Kensie led her into the apartment, pointing toward the kitchen. “I washed the dishes and the sink wouldn’t drain, so I used the garbage disposal, but it… it… exploded.”

      A quick survey of the kitchen found water everywhere. It truly appeared the sink had exploded.

      “Okay, why don’t we call the super, and you can come take a shower at my place while we wait, alright?” Bristol led the girl toward the bedroom. “Do you think that would be okay?”

      Kensie nodded. “I didn’t mean for it to happen.”

      “I know love, come on, get some clothes, and come to my place. I’ll go make the call to Ronnie.” Bristol hesitated to leave Kensie who appeared to be in some sort of shock, but the way the kitchen looked, she didn’t have a choice. Throwing paper towels down to soak up the mess from the floor, she headed off to find help.

      Within twenty minutes, Kensie was showered and settled on Bristol’s couch with a mug of coffee in her hands. Olive barreled into the apartment without knocking and pulled up short when she saw the other woman.

      “Oh, hey, Kensie. I thought you said you needed company. This looks like company to me,” Olive scolded Bristol.

      “Kensie had a small snafu at her place, so she’s going to veg with us until we hear from maintenance,” Bristol explained. “I can use all the company I can get. I’m dealing with a broken heart today.”

      “What?” Kensie and Olive spoke simultaneously, both turning to stare at her in shock.

      “What happened?” Kensie asked.

      “What did that asshole Storm do?” Olive let loose a string of curses, daring death to take Roan.

      “Stop, it’s not like that. He actually came home on leave yesterday and surprised me at the sonogram. After that, he took me to dinner at Flemings and asked me to marry him.”

      Kensie’s mouth dropped open, and Olive’s head jerked up to stare at her, “Shut up! What did you say?”

      “Well, she said she’s heartbroken, so I’m assuming she said no,” Kensie told Olive. “That’s what happened, right?”

      Bristol nodded. “He doesn’t want me. He wants the baby and this idea of a perfect family he has in his head.”

      “No way, not possible. I’ve seen the way Roan looks at you, B. He loves you,” Olive chided.

      “When I asked him why he wanted to marry me, he said, ‘Because we’re having a baby.’ That’s not good enough. I deserve to be proposed to by someone who’s so head over heels in love with me, he can’t stand the idea of not being together forever.”

      “Does that even exist?” Olive asked, laughing.

      Kensie, on the other hand, nodded in understanding. “I agree, that’s what you deserve, but you also have to do what’s right for the baby.”

      “So, I should marry him just because I’m pregnant? Spend forever in a loveless marriage to what? Save money? No, not going to happen,” Bristol argued. “I’m going to have my baby, and Roan will be as involved as he would like to be, but I will not settle, just because I made a mistake one drunk night.”

      “What did he say when you told him that?” Kensie asked.

      “Not much. He brought me home, and we haven’t really talked. It was too awkward.”

      Olive paced the living room. “That damn asshole. What is he thinking? He should have declared his love right then and there and fought for what he wanted.”

      “So, he should have lied to get me to the altar?” Bristol asked, rolling her eyes and scratching her belly. “Oh, yeah, that would have made a great story to tell our grandkids.”

      “No, I’m telling you, Roan loves you. He’s been in love with you for years, but you couldn’t see it. Hell, I don’t even think he saw it until y’all slept together.”

      “You’re wrong Liv. He would have said so if that were the case. He didn’t because I was right. There’s no good reason for us to get married.” Bristol sighed, “Can we please watch a movie now and order in takeout? I need to eat my feelings.”

      “You got it,” Olive told her, reaching for her phone. “But you’re going to have to front me the money. Payday isn’t until Friday.”
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* * *

      Roan’s stomach was twisted into knots. He had no idea where to go from here with Bristol. In spite of their years as friends, this was a whole new situation and required more than he knew how to give. She’d said no. To his offer of marriage and his request to share her life. She’d said no. How did one get over that?

      And to top it all off, now she was avoiding him. She’d been cold on the phone and hung up on him. They’d had disagreements before, but nothing like this. He couldn’t lose her friendship on top of the chance to love her. It was unthinkable.

      Forcing himself out of bed, he stalked to the kitchen of the Storm family home to find food. Starving himself certainly wouldn’t help matters. To his dismay, two of his brothers were seated at the kitchen table, the morning newspaper spread between them.

      “Morning, sunshine. How’s it feel to wake up stateside?” Micah asked, glancing his way over the paper.

      “It would feel better if I was waking up in Bristol’s bed,” he grumbled, pulling the milk and cereal out. “Instead, she’s basically given me a fuck off.”

      Micah and Cooper both put down the paper and turned his way.

      “What do you mean a fuck off?” Cooper asked. “What happened?”

      “I asked her to marry me, that’s what,” Roan snapped. “Apparently I’m not good enough for her.”

      “That’s bullshit. What exactly happened Roan? Bristol’s loved you forever.” Micah crossed his arms over his wide chest and narrowed his gaze at him.

      “I surprised her when I came home the other day, and when I took her to dinner and proposed, she asked me why I wanted to marry her. I was expecting a gushing, excited, fiancé, and instead, I got suspicion and indifference.”

      “What did you say?” Cooper asked.

      “To what?”

      “When she asked you why? What did you say?”

      “I don’t know. I think I said because we’re having a child together. Fuck, I don’t understand why that’s not a good thing. She seemed so excited about our son at the sonogram.” Roan took a seat and dug into his cereal, refusing to make eye contact with his brothers.

      “You are a fucking moron,” Micah told him. “Did you even once consider that she might want your love over your obligation?”

      “I do love her.”

      “But you didn’t tell her that,” Cooper said. “Girls need to hear it. If you don’t say those exact words, she won’t hear it.”

      “I raced back from Syria to be at the sonogram in time. I went shopping for maternity clothes and baby supplies on my first day back. I planned an extravagant meal and proposal, even bought an expensive ring. How is that not love?”

      “Words, man,” Cooper said. “Girls need words.”

      “Fuck words. I don’t know what I’m supposed to say. I don’t think anything would be right at this point. I’m just going to follow her lead and only talk baby when we’re together. If she wants me, she’ll have to come to me.”

      “Moron,” Micah grumbled, turning back to his paper. “Guess you’ll be spending the rest of your life alone.”

      “Fuck you, Micah, it’s not like you have a lot of prospects. Only women I see you with lately are skanks.”

      “For your information,” Micah put the paper down again and glared at him, “I haven’t been with any skanks in the last year. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve hung out with them at parties, but I’ve been celibate. I have a woman in mind who I think is worth wooing slowly, and you’d better believe, I’ll tell her with words.”

      “Who is this goddess?” Cooper asked.

      “Doesn’t matter. You don’t know her, and I want to keep it that way until I convince her we’re meant to be together,” Micah told him.

      “Well good luck with the wooing. I’m striking out every time I’m at bat,” Roan said, “I’m pretty sure my two weeks home will be spent alone.”

      “Only if you want it that way,” Cooper told him. “By the way, I got orders on Monday. I deploy in October.”

      “So, you won’t be here when the baby is born.” Roan couldn’t hide his disappointment. His child would be the first one of a whole new generation of Storms, and he’d hoped to have all of his family there for the birth.

      “Nope. Eight months, but I’m headed to Korea, so contact should be okay.” Cooper explained. “Anyone seen Storm 2? He’s the last one I need to tell.”

      “You already told Payton?” Roan asked in surprise. “How’d she take it?”

      “Uh no, I figured she’s been busy up there, and I don’t want to upset her. We need her to get better so that she can come home,” Cooper explained.

      “You’re the moron if you think P doesn’t want to know,” Roan told him, carrying his bowl to the sink. “I haven’t seen Jaden, but I’ll tell him you’re looking for him if I do.”

      “Tell Bristol I said hello while you’re at it. If you muck it up with her, maybe I can convince her to go out with me,” Cooper said with a wink.

      Grabbing a roll of paper towels off the counter, Roan chucked it at his brother and cursed on his way out of the kitchen. There was no way Cooper would try to hook up with Bristol, but just the idea sent waves of jealousy crashing over Roan like ice water. Bristol was his. Or she would be. He just had to make her see how logical marriage would be.
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      21 weeks gestation

      

      Every single day, Roan called her, and every day she avoided having an in-depth conversation with him. She had even canceled on the family dinner plans. It was really beginning to grate his nerves. While she might not like it, he was the father of her child, and he’d be damned if he was going to take a backseat.

      Showing up at her house right before she was supposed to get off work, he sat on her front stoop and waited. If she wouldn’t talk to him by phone, then she was stuck with him in person. They needed to clear the air before he had to go back to Syria.

      She pulled up and stared at him for a moment in surprise before getting out of her car. He drank in the sight of her like a man dying of thirst in the desert.

      “Roan? Is everything okay?” she asked, coming his way.

      “No. It’s not. My best friend refuses to talk to me, and I’m lost without her,” he told her, rising to stand in front of her. “Please don’t blow me off, B. I miss you like crazy.”

      She hesitated, then nodded her head, “Come on in. I’m too tired to argue tonight.”

      Following her to the door, he took her keys and opened it for her. She went inside the air-conditioned apartment and collapsed into a chair, her purse still on her shoulder.

      “I’m so freaking tired,” she groaned. “Junior seems to be sucking the energy from me like a leech.”

      “Maybe you’re working too hard?”

      “The books say this is normal. The fatigue I mean. It doesn’t seem to matter how much I sleep, I still wake up tired.” She kicked off her shoes and stretched, arching her feet and pointing her toes.

      Roan immediately went to her, dropping to the floor in front of her, taking her foot in his hands. “Just because fatigue is normal, doesn’t mean you can’t overdo it, baby. Did the day off help?”

      “Yeah it did, but I can’t take more time off. I’ll need the time when Junior arrives.”

      “You know, I can help. Hell, I should help. He’s my son too. Please let me help with the expenses,” Roan said, switching to the other foot. He smiled when she let out a moan of relief at his touch.

      “Do you remember our senior year of high-school, when you were struggling with Chemistry and you needed tutoring, but you were too stubborn to take my help?” she asked, her eyes closed as she enjoyed the foot rub. “It took me almost a month to convince you it wasn’t weak to accept help.”

      Roan paused his rubbing, watching her closely and hoping he was hearing her right.

      “I’m going to need help,” she sighed heavily. “I don’t like it. I don’t want it, but I will need you.”

      “Well, gee thanks.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” she said with a laugh, her dark eyes popping open. They sparkled in the dim light of the room. “I mean, yes, you will have plenty of opportunities to help pay for your son, but not today. Today, the best thing you can do for me is keep rubbing. Damn, that feels good.”

      Roan grinned at her reaction. Before they slept together, he’d tried not to think about the sounds she made when she was feeling good, but now…

      Sliding his hand up to her calf, over her leggings, he manipulated the tight muscles there until she was sighing with pleasure. Switching sides, he did the same on the opposite leg, then took a big chance and moved his hands to her thighs.

      “You know, I could help you relax in other ways, B.” Rising to his knees, he spread her thighs and insinuated himself between them, bracing his body on his elbows on either side of her, moving in close. “In that one book, it said that orgasms can help with getting a good night’s rest.”

      Her pupils dilated, and her breathing increased, but she didn’t respond. She was like a wary rabbit, peeking out to see if the fox was around.

      “Let me make you feel good, B,” he murmured, leaning in until their mouths were close enough to exchange breath.

      She hesitated, then her chin tipped, just slightly up, an invitation he couldn’t have ignored even if he was a better man. Thankfully, he wasn’t a better man, because her kiss was intoxicating.

      Their bodies were aligned, and he pressed into her, loving the sounds she made as she grew aroused. Her hands came up to scratch at his scalp, and he shivered under her touch. Burning for her, he cupped her face and took her mouth captive. Tempting and teasing until her tongue tangled with his. When they finally took a moment to breathe, she was panting for air, and her hips were wriggling, grinding her sweet V against his stomach.

      “Let me touch you,” he said, reaching for her shirt. Her hands immediately stopped him and for just a moment, he thought she might show him to the door. Instead, she blushed and looked away.

      “It’s not a pretty sight. I’ve put on weight, and I have stretch marks already,” she whispered, her eyes never meeting his.

      “That’s where you’re wrong. No mark on this body could ever take away from its beauty.” Lifting her shirt, he exposed her to his view. She was right, there were very faint lines on the sides of her distended stomach, but to his eyes, they were a mark of strength. She was creating life, and he was in awe. Bending slightly, he kissed each mark, then lifted his head to take in the bounty that her breasts had become.

      “Holy shit.”

      He hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but her perfectly rounded handfuls had become glorious mounds that spilled out of her bra. His cock responded and thumped against his jeans, begging for release. When he met her gaze, she laughed.

      “Yeah, they’ve grown along with the rest of me.”

      “Thank you, Jesus, Allah, Buddha, and Zeus. I don’t care what you practice, but this right here proves there is a God.” Reaching for her, he gently released the front clasp on the plain white bra, and her breasts fell into his hands. Burying his face in her cleavage, he took a moment to just enjoy the feel of them. Bristol wasn’t having it for long though, and he captured her nipple between his teeth, making her squeal with pleasure.

      “Roan, shit, oh my god, oh my god,” she babbled, and he grinned around his mouthful. So, she was a talker huh? He hadn’t noticed that before, but then, she’d been pretty drunk that night.

      When he’d properly worshiped both of her boobs, he moved on to her swelling midsection. Taking time to touch every inch of her skin, fascinated with the way the tiny being underneath seemed to move with him.

      “Is it strange?” he asked suddenly. “To feel him moving when you’re so turned on?”

      “Can we please not talk about it right now? I’m trying to ignore it,” she muttered, pulling his hand away from her belly and tangling her fingers with it.

      Taking his cue, Roan began tugging her leggings off and the panties beneath with it. Her intoxicating scent rose and filled his nose, making his blood boil in his veins. Bending, he buried his nose in the curls capping her slit and inhaled deeply.

      “Fuck, you smell like heaven.” With a quick swipe of his tongue, he teased her. “Taste like it too.”

      “Roan, please…” she whined.

      “Please what baby? Please this?” He swiped his tongue up and down very slowly and thoroughly, then paused. “Or maybe this?” A quick motion like a snake with his tongue right on her clit had her squealing and begging for more.

      “Yes, baby, give me the juice.” She was creaming all over the chair, but he figured he could buy her a new chair. No way was he stopping now. She humped his face, taking everything he had to give and more until her body was shuddering, and her pussy was clenching around his inserted finger.

      “Yes, God! Roan! Sweet Jesus!” she said as she crested her climax and slid back into reality.

      Roan sat up, wiping his face, and feeling pretty damn pleased with himself. “I’ll answer to any of the above.”

      She giggled, and her eyes fluttered. “You were right, that was very relaxing.”

      “Oh, but wait, that was only the beginning. I have at least one more big act to come.” Getting up, he lifted her in his arms and carried her to the bedroom. “For this one, I’ll need audience participation.”

      He put her down on the bed, and reached for his jeans, releasing the catch that was keeping his cock restrained. It was leaking heavily, and his balls ached like mad. When Bristol reached out to grab him, he hissed at the painful pleasure that streaked through him.

      “Fuck, yes,” he growled, pressing his hips forward to encourage her. “Don’t be shy. Take it all and make me give you more.”

      Her cheeks were flushed pink, and the color carried down to her chest. Her breasts bounced with each movement she made, and under this light, he had a better view of her head to toe. She was beyond incredible. Her pale alabaster skin radiated with the glow of her pregnancy, and every time he saw her belly, he felt ten times taller. He’d done that. He’d helped create that life. There was no better feeling.

      Distracted by his own thoughts, he squirmed when she suddenly took him in her mouth.

      “Holy shit.”

      Her mouth was scorching hot and slick, he nearly came with the first suckle, but he managed to hold himself together to enjoy a few more moments of it before he pushed her onto her back and climbed between her legs.

      “Fuck me, Roan. Make me feel good,” she said, her hands linking behind his neck as he pressed the head of his cock against the wet opening of her pussy.

      Barely holding onto his control, Roan sank into her slowly, relishing the tight squeeze of her body as they became one. It was as if they were made from two halves of the same stone. Their bodies fit perfectly together, and as they made love, Roan told her again and again how perfect she was. The only thing that never crossed his lips were the words his brothers insisted she was desperate to hear. He couldn’t bring himself to say them in the heat of the moment. She’d never have believed him. So, he focused on showing her how much he loved her with his body.

      She orgasmed twice before he let go of the strings of control he was barely holding and filled her body with his cum. Together they slumped onto the bed and fell asleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Bristol woke up with a sick feeling she’d repeated her mistakes. The heavy arm around her middle again was pretty good evidence of her blunder. Sliding out from under his arm, she made a beeline for the bathroom, scooping his shirt up on her way. It fit snuggly around her middle but hung like a sack on her everywhere else. More importantly, it smelled like Roan and made her feel wonderful.

      She stared at the woman in the mirror, wondering exactly when things had gotten so out of control. Roan was a good man, and he deserved to spend his life with someone he was madly in love with—even if it wasn’t Bristol.

      Washing her face with cold water, she left the bathroom to creep down the hallway to the kitchen. She was going to need a full pot of coffee today to deal with the aftermath of their night. She paused in the living room when she noticed her clothing strewn about. Her purse still sat on the floor next to the chair where Roan had eaten her pussy like a starving man. Holy shit. Had that really happened?

      There was no doubt about it, they were explosive in bed together. Maybe it was the intimate friendship they’d had for years, or maybe, Roan was just that good. Either way, he’d be hard to live up to for any other man in her future.

      Collecting her clothes, she dropped them on top of the washer to clean later and fixed her coffee. She was just sitting down with a cup when Roan stumbled out of the bedroom. Wearing only his jeans, she couldn’t help but melt at the sight of his beautiful body rumpled from sleep. How was it possible his bare feet were even sexy?

      “Aha! There’s my shirt,” he said, bending to plant a kiss on her mouth and stealing her mug to take a big gulp. “Ouch! Hot!”

      “Of course, it is, I just made it,” she responded, laughing at him as he stuck his tongue out to show her the burn. “Have some milk, that will calm the sting.”

      Roan did as she bid, returning to her side, milk in hand. “Why do you have three gallons of milk in your fridge?”

      “Because it’s one of the few things I can stomach in the morning. Milk and graham crackers are my go-to breakfast after coffee,” she explained. “Real breakfast foods just make me queasy.”

      “I guess I won’t offer to take you to breakfast this morning then,” he chuckled as he drank his milk. “How about lunch instead?”

      “I only get thirty minutes. I’m trying to save time up, remember?”

      “Okay,” he nodded, “then dinner. If you’re not up to going out, I’ll bring something and come here.”

      “What are we doing Roan?”

      “What do you mean?” His eyebrow rose, and he stared her down as if challenging her to say the words.

      “Are we dating? Are we a couple? I mean, I turned down your marriage proposal. Surely, you don’t want anything to do with me now.” She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from getting teary-eyed at the thought.

      “So what,” Roan rolled his eyes, “I’ll keep asking until you give me the right answer, and if I have to make love to you a million times to convince you to marry me, I guess that’s a sacrifice I’ll have to make.”

      “Gee, what a guy,” she snorted. “Does this mean we’re dating?”

      “We’re more than dating. You’re the mother of my son and the most important person in my life.”

      Bristol warmed at his words but pushed, anyway. “I don’t want you to feel obligated to be with me if someone else would make you happy. Junior and I will be just fine.”

      “Stop, B.” Roan sat forward in his chair and reached for her hand. “I don’t feel obligated to do anything or feel anything for anyone. I’ve loved you since I met you. You’re my best friend.”

      “Yes, but I want a future with passionate love. A love you can’t escape. A love that makes it hard to breathe.” She stood and began to pace. “We both deserve as much.”

      Roan followed her, wrapping his arms around her to pull her close. “Everything changed so fast, B, don’t shut out the possibility you could have that with me. I sure as hell haven’t.”

      Between them, the baby kicked, and she giggled and pressed his hand against her. “Do you feel him? I think he’s agreeing with his daddy.”

      “See, I knew we’d make a brilliant boy,” Roan said with glee. His eyes sparkled as he dropped to his knees to press a kiss to her belly. “Don’t worry kiddo, Daddy is hellbent on seducing your mama into loving him.”

      “I do love you, Roan, more than anyone else in the world—outside of Junior here—but that doesn’t mean we’re a match made in heaven.”

      “What’s that saying about marriages being made in heaven, but so were thunder and lightning?” he teased. “If I promise to give you time, will you promise to have an open mind? Let me have the next five days of my leave to convince you we should be together forever. Our son deserves that.”

      Bristol hesitated, but she couldn’t deny the love shining back at her from his face. She just didn’t believe it was the right kind of love. Gratitude for carrying their child, perhaps? Appreciation for their deep friendship? It didn’t matter, it wasn’t the head over heels love she’d always expected to find from the man she would marry.

      “I need to get ready for work,” she told him, pulling away and heading for her bedroom. “I’ll bring your shirt back in a second.”

      She couldn’t resist looking back as she shut her bedroom door, and what she saw broke her heart. Roan still knelt where she’d left him, but he had his head in his hands as if he were frustrated or sad. Maybe he did mean it, but he meant it because of the baby, not because of her. She knew if there was no pregnancy, he would never have said the words, and that’s what truly hurt.
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* * *

      “The yellow one,” Bristol said as she eyeballed crib sets. “It will look great against the dark wood of the crib.”

      “Why not blue? He’s a boy, aren’t they supposed to have blue?” Roan asked.

      “I’m pretty sure he won’t remember what color his crib sheets were later in life, but if necessary, we’ll get him therapy,” Bristol giggled.

      Roan nodded his agreement and scooped the yellow bedding set with frogs and turtles on it into the cart. “So, crib, bedding, changing table, what next?”

      “Um, I’m not sure. Why don’t we stop now? This is a lot of money as it is,” she protested, feeling sticker shock after walking through the baby aisles.

      “Babies are expensive. Everyone says so. What about a rocking chair? You don’t have one yet.”

      “That’s an extra,” she shook her head. “If we find one cheap, great, but if not, I can make do without it.”

      Roan narrowed his eyes at her and headed for the furniture, anyway. He made her sit in each one, and when she refused to pick, he picked one for her. Thankfully, it was the exact one she would have picked if she could. She just hated spending all of his money when he was back for such a short time. She was afraid he’d start to feel used if it kept going.

      “That’s enough Roan,” she said after he added a footstool and night light to the cart. “We only have a couple of days to set all of this up in the extra bedroom, and I haven’t had time to make space for it yet. Let’s go find some lunch, then I’ll probably need a nap.”

      “Surely, you don’t want to spend your only day off this week sleeping and cleaning,” he said. “Let’s go see a movie or something.”

      “You don’t understand, napping has become my favorite activity in the last few months.”

      He laughed with her and shook his head, “Alright, napping it is. I do have a good way to make sure you sleep well, remember?”

      She felt herself blush all the way out of the store. She wasn’t sure if continuing a sexual relationship was the right move, but she knew in her heart, she wouldn’t be able to deny him if he tempted her. Now that she’d had a taste of the addictive drug that was Roan, she’d be hooked forever.

      After stopping for tacos to take home, they took their purchases into the apartment and dumped them all in the living room.

      “I’m going to have to find a home for the futon that’s in the bedroom and possibly the desk. I’ll need the space for all of this,” she complained, eyeballing the big pieces of furniture.

      “No problem. We can store them at the Storm Castle in the basement until we need them again. I don’t imagine we’ll live in this apartment too much longer after Junior is born, we’ll need more space.”

      “What is this we shit?” Bristol couldn’t hide her shock. “I live here. You live at your house. And when did you suddenly decide I was moving?”

      “Whoa, I didn’t think you would mind if I planned to stay here after he was born. He’s my son too, and I won’t want to be away from him.”

      Bristol hesitated, thinking through the situation from his side. He was right, it wasn’t fair to ask him to live away from his son when they were… dating? Hell, at this point who knew what they were.

      “I’ll agree to that for now, but I’m not discussing moving yet. I’ve lived here for five years, and I love this apartment.”

      “It will be very cozy with three of us in it,” Roan warned. “But I understand. I’m the thirty-two-year-old man still living in my family home. I can’t say much.”

      “Wow. When you put it that way, I should really reconsider. Maybe you need a kickstart like that movie Failure to Launch?” she teased.

      “I think my kickstart is right there,” he said, pointing at her middle. “I’ll call the guys to come help me clear out the furniture if you want to get it ready.”

      “Can we nap first? Clean later?”

      Roan laughed again, “Deal.”
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      Goodbyes were too final. Bristol’s stomach was twisted in knots as she waited at the airport with Roan. He would have to leave her in a few moments to go through security and board his plane back to Syria, and there was nothing she could do. He would be over there risking his life while she was here creating it.

      Pain lanced through her when he turned away from the flight desk after checking his bag.

      “That’s it, time for security.” He wore his BDU’s, a banner for everyone around them pronouncing his heroism and sacrifice, but at the moment, all she saw was the green of a stoplight warning that time was moving way too fast. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she realized she was trembling when he reached for her.

      “Hey, what’s this? It’s not like I’ll be gone forever. Only three months. I’m sure they’ll pass lightning fast, considering everything we have happening.”

      “I’ve never struggled watching you leave before.”

      “Really?” His face registered surprise. “It never bothered you that I was getting shot at? Any of the last three deployments? Not once?”

      “Of course, it did,” she slapped his chest, “but not like this. Maybe it’s hormones, but I have this bad feeling something terrible will happen, and I won’t be there to protect you.”

      “Uh, excuse me? You protect me? While you’re pregnant? Have you lost your mind, woman?”

      “You know what I mean. After twenty years of being your best friend, I like to think we’ve had moments where you weren’t the only badass,” she laughed through her tears.

      Roan tipped her chin up to look in her eyes. “You’re always going to be a badass to me. You’re creating a human. There’s no bigger, better superpower.”

      “I just wish you didn’t have to go.”

      “You and me both, but I’ll be back before you know it, and we can finish up that nursery and pick a name for Junior.” He kissed her forehead. “Promise me you won’t stress yourself out about my safety. The guys have my back, and I’m damn good at my job.”

      “I know you are. I think I’m just hormonal. Ignore me and my tears.” She brushed her cheeks with frustration, trying to get ahold of her emotions. “You’d better get in line for security, or you’ll miss your plane.”

      “You’ll call me if you need anything? Or at least call one of the Storms?”

      “Promise,” she nodded. “I have all the numbers ready to go on my phone. We’ll be just fine.”

      “Okay…” He hesitated, then pulled her in for a kiss that was sweet and lingering. When they finally separated, it was on the tip of her tongue to proclaim her love for him and beg him to love her back. Thankfully, he grabbed his rucksack and whispered, “I’ll see you soon” before walking to the security checkpoint.

      Bristol stood there until he was out of sight, then slowly turned and headed for her car. Maybe she’d made a huge mistake turning down his proposal, but she couldn’t believe he’d gone from a deep friendship to madly in love with her in the last six months. It didn’t make sense, and she wasn’t ready to con herself into it. No, they were best friends, and she wouldn’t risk that for anything.
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      Thirty weeks gestation

      

      “When does he actually come back?” Olive asked as she bent over Bristol’s feet, painting her toenails a bright cheery pink.

      “Not until December. His dad said the second, but Roan hasn’t confirmed that for me,” Bristol answered. “I’m hoping it’s around then, so he can be here when everything starts to happen. I mean, if I go into labor early...”

      “Could that happen? You’re healthy and the baby is healthy. Why would you deliver early?”

      “Anything could happen,” Bristol shrugged. “Are you almost done? I have to pee.”

      “Again? You just went!”

      “And there’s a child sitting on my bladder, so shut up.” Bristol stood and hobbled to the bathroom with her toes curled up trying not to disturb the new nail polish. It was hard to reach her feet these days with the curve of her belly impeding all of her movements—thank God, she had a kind sister.

      When she finished, she hobbled into the kitchen. “Want something to eat?”

      “No, I’m still full from lunch. What time do we have to be at the birthing class?”

      “Four. Thanks for going with me. I didn’t want to be the only one there without a partner.”

      “We can let them all think I’m your real partner if you want,” Olive winked. “I’m an excellent actress.”

      Laughing, Bristol shook her head, “That’s not necessary. I actually asked for permission to record the class on my phone. I’m going to send it to Roan, so he can listen in. He sent me another list of questions to ask, too—what happens if the baby comes out breach, does the butt get smashed into a cone like the head does on normal babies. I swear he’s going to drive me nuts.”

      “I think it’s sweet he’s so into it,” Olive said. “At least, he didn’t pack up and run for the hills the moment you told him.”

      “No, he’s not like that. Roan wants this baby as much as I do.”

      “Speaking of wants and… unwanteds, have you talked to Mom recently?”

      Bristol cringed as she chewed on a piece of cheese. “Not for months. Actually, not since I told her I was pregnant. She hasn’t tried to contact me at all, and I’m not reaching out just to get my hand bit again.”

      “That’s not fair, B. I mean, it was pretty unexpected news. Maybe she’s had a change of heart?” Olive reached across the table to snag a piece of cheese for herself. “You should talk to her, I’m sure she’s dying to know how you’re doing.”

      “Let me guess, you’ve spoken to her, and she asked you to tell me to call?” The guilt on Olive’s face was damning. “Stay out of it, Liv. Mom was the one who overreacted and said hurtful things. She can either apologize or stay out of my life.”

      “That’s not fair—”

      “What’s not fair is not supporting her daughter at a time when she needed it the most. Mom made that choice, not me.” Bristol looked down at her shoes. “I’m going to put on my flip-flops, so we can go. I don’t want to be late.”

      Without another word, she hurried to the bedroom to keep Olive from seeing the tears in her eyes. It wasn’t like she didn’t want her mom involved, hell, she’d had a million questions in the last seven months she would have loved to have answered, but she wasn’t ready to forgive and forget yet. She wasn’t done being mad.

      Her heart ached in her chest. If it wasn’t for Olive and Roan’s family, she would be completely alone during this nine months of insanity. His brothers had made sure to check in daily—at least one of them popped by the store or called her every single day without missing a beat. It made her feel like part of the family.

      Putting on her favorite flip-flops, she looked at her round figure in the mirror, taking in the pumpkin shirt she wore for Halloween this week and the way her face had rounded out to match it. She was uncomfortable and lonely. It was really frustrating. At this rate, she would never get pregnant again because she never wanted to feel like this again.
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* * *

      “Mail call.”

      Roan spun around in the folding chair he was sitting in to grab the package Chips was handing him. “Thanks, man.”

      Tearing into the familiar manila envelope, he pulled out a flash drive and stuck it into his computer. It took a few moments to boot up, then he heard the tinny voice of the birthing class instructor. While he hated having to get his information this way, he was thrilled Bristol was willing to go to this effort for him. She had tried emailing the recordings, but the files were too big, so in the last six weeks of his deployment, he was listening to the two recordings via flash drives over and over again. He wanted to memorize everything they said, so he would be ready for the birth of their son.

      He kept a running list of questions Bristol thought were ridiculous, but he’d taken one piece of advice from the guys quite literally—ask questions now. He had so many things that were foreign to him like a placenta and an episiotomy. Finding out what the last one was had turned his stomach, but it hadn’t slowed his roll. He was still determined to know. After all, knowledge was power.

      A whistle interrupted his listening session, and he paused it to join the rest of the unit gathering in the main tent. Something serious had happened.

      “We heard from the med unit this morning,” his First Sergeant looked over the group, sadness etched in every line on his fifty-year-old face. “Lance Corporal Scott Coody died last night of his injuries. His family has been informed.”

      Roan felt the news hit him in the gut like a rocket. Both of the men injured in the attack outside of Raqqa had been killed. Derrick Jensen died instantly when he took a bullet in the back of the head, but Scott’s injury had been to his left side, and he was talking and laughing as the medics took him away for surgery.

      “Sir, what happened?” Roan asked, hearing the murmurs around him from his brethren.

      His First Sergeant glanced down at the paper in his hands. “His injuries were more severe than they looked. The bullet went through his left kidney and got stuck in his spinal cord. He had three surgeries, and the last one… well, a blood clot formed, and there was nothing they could do. It happened suddenly.”

      Roan needed to hear Bristol’s voice immediately. He needed reassurance she and the baby were okay. He couldn’t think of anything else. Avoiding the conversations around him, he made a beeline for the computer and tried to pull her up on a video chat. It didn’t register until he’d hung up that she was sleeping because it was the middle of the night there. Syria was eight hours ahead of Oklahoma. He would have to wait.

      “I can’t believe Scoob is gone,” Casper said from behind him when he’d hung up the call.

      Roan turned to face the younger guy, taking in the worry and sorrow he carried. “It’s a fact of life over here.”

      “He seemed good when they left. I just don’t understand how it went bad.”

      “It happens. I wish it hadn’t, but it does. At any given moment, someone in the world is dying. Here, it seems like it’s always happening because it’s in our face. Any day you wake up could be your last.”

      “I know but hearing it and seeing it are very different.”

      Casper was too young to have built up a wall around his heart when it came to these matters, but Roan had done so two deployments before when an entire team of five men had been ambushed during a routine assignment and died. There was no absolute except death. Every deployment was a dice game with the grim reaper. This time, Scott and Derrick aka Scooby and Jett had lost the roll.

      After several minutes, he decided to call his brother Jaden for a chat. Out of all five of his siblings, Jaden was the most levelheaded and usually, gave the best advice.

      He picked up after four rings and sounded out of breath, “Storm 5, what’s up man?”

      “Hey 2, just sitting around eating bonbons, drinking beer with my buddies. ‘Sup with you?”

      “Working. It’s all I do these days. How’re they treating you?”

      “Like shit as always. Today we heard back that Scooby bit the bullet.”

      “Serious? Damn, that sucks. I’m sorry, man. I know you were tight with him. What happened?”

      “Bullet to the kidney that set up in his spine. I guess during surgery, he had a blood clot or something. He and Jett were both shot up a few weeks back. Jett never made it to the medics, but Scoob seemed good.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah, I’m just sitting here thinkin’, damn, that could have been me, and then where would Bristol and the baby be?”

      “You don’t gotta worry about that, Roan. Nothing’s gonna happen to you.”

      “Yeah, we all say that, but…”

      “If it did, we would step up and handle your business in your place. There’s no way we’d cut them loose like that.”

      “I know,” Roan sighed with relief, “but I guess I needed to hear it.”

      “How’s things going with her? Did she accept your proposal yet?”

      “Uh, no, I haven’t asked again. Not feeling like getting slapped down a second time. But she did agree to me moving in after Junior is born so that’s something.”

      “Yeah, that’s something.”

      A noise sounded in the background, and Jaden cursed, “Sorry man, I gotta run. Take care of yourself, okay?”

      “Always. Later 2.”

      “Later 5.”

      The phone clicked off, and Roan hung it up, leaning back in the office chair to stare at the ceiling. In spite of the short chat, he truly felt better. Just telling someone what had happened eased a little bit of the pain. He just hated he couldn’t talk to Bristol about it.

      He’d always told her when something went wrong on a deployment. She was his go-to listening ear, but he didn’t want her worrying while she was pregnant. The stress wasn’t good for the baby, so he was going to keep it quiet until Junior was born. It was for the best.
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      Payton’s knee bounced uncontrollably as the plane descended, taking them closer to her hometown with each passing second. Beside her, Luke and Ricky were peering out the window, taking in the view that was Tulsa, Oklahoma. They were both thrilled to be arriving finally, but she was sick to her stomach with nerves. Her family meant everything to her. If her brothers didn’t approve of Luke…

      “I can’t believe the dirt is really red,” Ricky exclaimed as the plane jolted to the ground.

      “It has to do with the mineral content, I think,” Luke told him before looking her way and realizing she wasn’t okay. He reached out to take her hand, bringing it to his lips. “It’s going to be just fine, baby, I promise.”

      “You can’t promise that. You don’t know them,” she protested. “I haven’t been back home in almost two years. I don’t know what’s changed.”

      “Nothing’s changed but you. You’ve grown as a person, and your brothers will see that and love it just as much as I do,” Luke told her.

      The plane rolled to a stop, and the seatbelt light dinged, giving Payton the freedom to stand up, finally. She leaned on the chair next to her while the flight attendant retrieved her cane from a cubby near the door. Being disabled had very few privileges, but one was being the first to get on and the first to get off any plane.

      Her leg wasn’t bothering her today, but the cane was her safety net, just in case she grew weary. The physical therapy had helped enough that she walked most days with only a limp to show for the injuries that nearly killed her in Afghanistan.

      “Can we get food before we go to your house, Payton?” Ricky asked, looking around the airport longingly. “I’m starving.”

      “You’re fifteen. You’re always hungry,” Luke told him.

      Payton just laughed, “Of course, but first, we have to get the rental car.”

      She headed that way when suddenly, someone was calling her name. Spinning in that direction, she saw her brothers Micah and Jaden waiting with a tiny handmade sign that said “Pissant”—her childhood nickname.

      “Storm 2! Storm 3! Oh, my God, it’s good to see you guys.” She embraced them both, accepting their firm hugs with tears in her eyes.

      “Are you crying? What the hell? Are we that ugly?” Jaden joked as he pulled back.

      “Dust in my eye. It’s all this damn red dust in the air. I’d forgotten how it felt to wipe my eyes all the time,” she responded playfully, rubbing her eyes. “What are you doing here? I told you we were getting a rental car.”

      “Yeah, but we couldn’t let you get here and have no welcome committee,” Micah told her before turning to Luke. His demeanor changed, tensing a little as he held out his hand. “Micah Storm, I’m brother number three.”

      “Luke Gillian, fiancé number one.”

      Micah and Jaden both turned to face Payton with surprised looks. “Fiancé?”

      “He asked, but I haven’t answered, just yet. I had to put him through his paces with the Storm Corps just to make sure he’s up to it,” she explained. The Storm Corps was the nickname friends had given her family when they were young. With their father being a Marine Colonel, and all of them in ROTC, it had fit and stuck.

      “Well played,” Jaden said, before holding his hand out. “Jaden, I’m brother two, and I’m glad to meet you. I can’t believe she found someone who could tolerate her whiny ass.”

      Payton rolled her eyes at her brother, but Luke just laughed. “Not only tolerate but fully appreciate it. I love her and every bit of her whiny ass.”

      “Hey!” she protested, slapping Luke’s shoulder.

      He just laughed and pulled her in for a hug. “This is Ricky, my son.”

      “Hey, Rick,” Jaden said, shaking the boy's hand, “How old are you?”

      “Just turned fifteen last month,” Ricky told him. “How old are you?”

      Jaden laughed at Ricky’s throwback. “I was thirty-five on my last birthday, and since I have twenty years on you, I’ll let that slide.”

      Micah greeted Ricky and asked, “You guys hungry? I was thinking we could slide into El Rancho Grande and grab tacos.”

      “Oh my God, yes! I’ve missed El Rancho Grande. We just have to get the car, then we can meet you there,” Payton told him, pointing at the rental desk. “Give us twenty minutes and we’ll head out.”

      “Sounds good, we’ll see you over there,” Micah told her, hugging her again. “It’s good to have you back, Pissant.”

      “Love you too, Three,” she responded warmly. She watched them walk away with a sense of pride. Women and men moved out of their way and cast an envious eye on the pair. Her brothers were good-looking men, and they drew attention everywhere they went.

      “Well, let’s get this done, so we can go have food, already,” Ricky said, dragging her back to the present. “Otherwise, I’m going to starve to death.”

      “Wouldn’t want that,” she joked, stepping up to the rental desk to collect their wheels.

      The first meeting was the easy one. Payton wasn’t surprised Micah and Jaden had accepted Luke and Ricky immediately, but she was nervous about her father and Asher meeting them. Driving up to the house she’d lived in since high-school, butterflies spun in her belly, making her queasy and shaky. Home meant something different to everyone, but to her, it meant rules and regulations. It meant everyone and everything had its place, so there was order in the chaos. It meant family dinners that dissolved into laughter, only to be cut short by a curt request for more maturity from her father.

      While she loved him, she still struggled with exactly what that love was based in. Colonel Grant Storm wasn’t affectionate or particularly loving as a father, but she’d always know he had her back all the same. He may not have been at school musical performances or parent/teacher conferences, but his high expectations of his children had meant there was never any concern for the outcome of either. He held them to the same high standard he held his men to, even as children.

      So, walking up to that front door today was impossibly hard. When Luke took her hand and laced his fingers with hers, she looked up at him to find all the strength she needed in his smile. Everything she had that was good was based around the relationship they’d built, and there wasn’t a chance in hell she’d let anyone muck it up. Not even her father.

      Asher came in later while they were cooking dinner and stopped short, just inside the kitchen door.

      “Payton, you look like hell. Didn’t they feed you in North Dakota?” he asked gruffly, not even looking at Luke or Ricky. He didn’t offer her a hug, and she didn’t ask for one. Instead, she just rolled her eyes.

      “Hello to you too, One. This is Luke and Ricky.”

      Finally, Asher’s eyes went to Luke and a dark brooding glare covered his face. “She doesn’t have any money. The VA doesn’t pay out for injuries like an insurance company.”

      Luke’s mouth fell open in shock, and Payton nearly launched herself across the room to get in Asher’s face.

      “What the hell? Where did that come from? Luke isn’t after me for money. He has his own money, from his own business, that he runs, alone.”

      Asher’s eyes flicked from her to Luke, but he didn’t react to Payton’s fury, otherwise. He just crossed his arms and stared down at her from his six-foot-four-inch height.

      “I don’t care what he does for a living. Real men don’t pick up and move on a whim with their kid. Now, if you had a job or a reason for leaving—”

      “Asher, cut the shit,” Jaden said firmly.

      “Fuck you,” Payton told him simultaneously. “You don’t know Luke or me, I guess. I would have thought you would have a little faith in my ability to pick a good man.”

      “Oh, yeah, because you have so much experience with it,” Asher snapped back. “Admit it, you haven’t had any sort of relationship in years. How the hell do you know what his motives are?”

      Before Payton could lash back, Luke interrupted, coming to her, putting his hands on her shoulders to hold her back.

      “If you want to know my intentions, you should ask me. I plan to marry your sister the moment she says the word.”

      “Marry her? Why? You’re already fucking her. What do you need a wedding for?” Asher asked arrogantly, shrugging his shoulders.

      “Watch your mouth,” Luke snarled. “I have more respect for her than you do, clearly. Anyone who knows Payton knows she’s not a whore. And she’s the woman I love and plan to plant roots with, so the wedding is inevitable. You can get on board or go to hell.”

      Asher suddenly burst into laughter. “I have to admit, your man’s got balls, Pissant. At least, he doesn’t take my shit.”

      Everyone in the room breathed a sigh of relief when they realized the battle of wills was over. Asher had started the pissing match, but Luke had well and truly ended it.

      Payton only had one more person to face tonight. The front door opened in the other room, and her stomach dropped. After everything with Asher, she wasn’t sure she could handle another third degree.

      Grant’s intimidating presence filled the room as his body filled the door, and everyone seemed to tense up. He scanned the people standing around, his gaze pausing on Luke, then Ricky before it landed on Payton, and a small smile lifted his cheeks.

      “Six, I see you finally returned.”

      “Hi, Dad.” She went to him out of obligation, holding her hand out for a shake rather than the hug she truly wanted. Colonel Grant Storm didn’t do hugs.

      He took her hand and cupped it with both of his, making a move to spin her so he could look her over. “And sans wheelchair or cane?”

      “Mostly. I still use the cane when I’m tired,” she admitted. Chinook had followed her over and had promptly insinuated himself between them as if creating a protective barrier around his mistress.

      “Who is this?” Grant asked, reaching down to pat the dog. To Payton’s surprise, Chinook actually flinched away from her father before letting him touch him. The dog seemed to sense the tenseness between her and Grant.

      “My service dog, Chinook. He’s been a godsend when it comes to my episodes.”

      “What episodes?” Grant asked, standing up with a surprisingly concerned look on his face. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. I just have the occasional flashback, now. Luke has done wonders for that, but Chinook is my shadow. He helps pull me back from the brink of crazy when I need it,” she said with a small laugh. She felt Luke step up behind her, and she held her breath as her father met his eyes over her shoulder. “Dad, this is Luke, my… fiancé.”

      Her dad stared her man down, looking for all intents and purposes like he was planning his death, and then, just as suddenly, that small smile was back, and he held out his hand. “Colonel Grant Storm.”

      “Luke Gillian, and that’s my son Ricky.” Luke shook hands and then said, “It’s great to finally meet all of you.”

      “Not quite all of us,” Micah said from the sink. “Cooper is in Korea and Roan is in Syria, but he comes back in a few days.”

      Payton spun around and stared at Micah, “He does? Did he get his orders yet?”

      Grant spoke from behind her, “Bristol plans on picking him up on Monday when he gets back stateside.”

      “How is Bristol?” Payton asked, going to assist her brothers in food prep. She still felt like things were unresolved with her father, but if he was willing to leave it, so was she. The Storm family were experts in avoidance. As she got the low down on her future nephew, Bristol kept a close eye on Luke and Ricky who had found friends in Micah and Jaden. Even Asher entered the conversation here and there as if he’d never been a dick. She didn’t get it, but she truly loved her crazy ass family. Every last one of them.
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      Thirty-eight weeks gestation

      

      The waiting was killing her, standing on the tarmac, waiting for Roan’s face to appear. In her ninth month of pregnancy, she was sore, swollen, and cranky, but nothing was going to ruin today.

      When the men finally began disembarking the transport plane, a cheer rose from the crowd. Bristol struggled to hold onto her patience as she waited. About two minutes in, when it felt like a hundred other men and women had come out of the plane, Roan’s face appeared. His dark hair was shining under the bright winter sun, and his eyes locked with hers the moment he started down the stairs. He looked damn good in his BDUs, and she wanted to leap across the barrier and wrap herself around him. The urge was strong enough to pull her up short and make her question her own sanity.

      Standing next to her, Payton pointed, “There! I see him, third guy up on the stairs. He looks fit and healthy.”

      “Thank God,” Bristol murmured.

      Payton had returned the week before, and Micah had insisted Bristol attend her welcome home dinner. The youngest of the Storm siblings didn’t return alone though. She came with a new fiancé and future stepson, surprising everyone.

      Bristol really liked Luke and Ricky, so it didn’t bother her a bit when Payton had asked if they could all ride to the return ceremony together. To her surprise, Roan didn’t make his way to her side immediately. Instead, all the marines lined up in rows and waited for instruction. After a brief speech about heroes and sacrifice, their First Sergeant gave them the order, and they shouted Ooh-rah before scattering to the crowd.

      Roan’s eyes seemed to zero in on her like a missile connecting with its target, and he marched forward, bag slung over his shoulder, a man on a mission. Bristol was right there with him, ready and waiting when he wrapped his arms around her in a tight embrace and planted his lips on hers. He kissed her to her core, her body melting into his without a fight. While she might have had her doubts about his interest in her, his kiss confirmed their physical connection wasn’t all inside her head.

      Pulling back, he gazed down at her, warmth in his eyes as he seemed to drink her in.

      “Damn, B, you look incredible.”

      “Shut up, I look like a whale. Or maybe a rhino, I’ve been a bit cranky lately, so that probably fits better.”

      “Aw see, and here I was hoping it was because you were horny,” he teased, wagging his eyebrows at her.

      “I did not need to hear that,” Payton grumbled next to them.

      “Then don’t listen in on a private conversation, pissant,” Roan said playfully, reaching out to hug his little sister almost as tightly as he’d hugged Bristol. “How you been? You’re moving better on that leg, for sure.”

      Payton’s injuries after an IED explosion in Afghanistan had nearly crippled her for life. Thankfully, with a lot of physical therapy and a little TLC in North Dakota, she was doing better.

      “I’m good, great actually. This is Chinook,” she responded, introducing him to her service dog. “And I brought Luke and Ricky home with me to meet the whole family. We’re going to move back here, so we’re in search of a house.”

      A man stepped up and clapped Roan on the back. “Storm, this must be the glorious Madonna who was allowed to carry your offspring.”

      “Hot Wing, this is Bristol and my sister, Payton. Ladies, this is Sergeant Donald Crumley aka Hot Wing.”

      Bristol accepted a handshake while Payton and Hot Wing exchanged some sort of military speak for hello. She wasn’t one hundred percent sure, but she thought it sounded friendly.

      Another couple of introductions later and Bristol was pretty turned around. All the men had nicknames, making it tricky to keep track of them. She would have to ask Roan later what Garrett Lole’s nickname was when he was deployed.

      Finally, they made their way to the car, and Roan settled in the passenger’s seat with a heavy sigh. “It’s good to be back.”

      “I just said that myself,” Payton told him. “Nothing feels better than red dirt under your feet.”

      “Agreed,” Roan murmured, his eyes closing in the seat as Bristol maneuvered the car out of the lot and headed for the Storm family home. “So, you brought a man home, huh? Should have known there was some reason you were going all the way to North Dakota for PT.”

      “I didn’t even meet Luke until I’d been there a while. He’s the vet I was telling you about when we talked back in October.”

      “I didn’t know Luke served,” Bristol said, glancing in the rearview mirror in surprise.

      “Not that kind of vet, he’s actually a veterinarian. Ran his own practice in Montford, but when we realized we wanted to be together, he decided it was time to change course. He wants to sign on with a group practice this time, so he can spend more time at home with me and Ricky,” Payton explained.

      “How’s Ricky handling it?” Bristol asked.

      “He’s actually excited. School hadn’t been so great for him up there, so this change will, hopefully, be a good one for all of us.”

      “I can’t wait to meet him, he sounds like a good dude, and he has to have balls the size of watermelons to put up with you,” Roan said, earning himself a slap on the back of the head from his sister. “Ouch, you hit like a girl.”

      “You’re such a pussy,” she muttered. “Since you think you know it all, here’s a surprise, Luke asked me to marry him.”

      There was a heavy pause before Bristol said, “That’s wonderful, I’m guessing you told him yes?”

      Payton didn’t seem to notice Roan’s lack of response. “Sort of. I told him he had to meet my family first, and then if he could still stomach the thought, I’d marry him.”

      “Hey, we aren’t that bad,” Roan protested. “Maybe a little overwhelming…”

      “A little?” Bristol asked with a laugh, “Your dad scares the piss out of me.”

      “Okay, he’s a little more than a little overwhelming,” Roan agreed, “but Luke wouldn’t be marrying him. Are you sure you want to jump into this? I mean, you just met the guy.”

      “When you know, you know,” Payton told him. The siblings seemed to have a silent exchange and Bristol felt a little left out, but the moment passed quickly.

      “Can we stop for a milkshake on our way home?” she asked, not really caring what the answer was. “It’s for the baby…”
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* * *

      The Storm family home was a two-story craftsman style with cedar shakes and a front porch just big enough for a two-seat swing and a planter in the shape of a bear. Bristol knew it had been there since the matriarch of the family, Heidi died. In the spring and summer, it was full of plants, but now, in December, it was barren.

      The front entryway opened into a large dining room and kitchen, followed by a massive family room. When she and Roan were in high-school, the six siblings had undertaken a remodeling project on this home to enlarge that room by building out. The expansion had also added to the upper floor giving each of the six kids their own room. Three upstairs, and three downstairs in the basement. To this day, they each still had their own space.

      In the kitchen, Micah and Asher were fixing something that smelled delicious, and with Cooper deployed to Korea, that left Jaden seated at the table playing on his phone. Grant was nowhere to be seen, which was just fine by Bristol.

      “Storm 5!”

      They all jumped up to give Roan hugs, and Bristol found herself in the midst of a storm of big men. As they greeted Roan, each one paused to greet her too, and her belly was touched more in five minutes than it had been in nine months.

      “Do you guys mind if I go sit down?” she finally asked, “This guy is killing my back.”

      Jaden hurried to pull a seat out for her before Roan could. “He’s a Storm, so he’s probably big, and you’re not.”

      “The sonogram last week put him at almost six pounds already,” she admitted. “I’m hoping he stays that size because I don’t relish the idea of pushing out a ten-pound bowling ball.”

      Roan moved to sit next to her, his hand covering hers over her belly protectively. “Won’t they do a C-section if he’s too big? I mean, I don’t want you going through that, either.”

      “God, I hope not. I don’t want to have a C-section. All the recovery time afterward sounds miserable.”

      “How much longer do you have?” Luke asked, stepping in from the family room.

      “Two weeks,” she answered as Payton moved to his side for a sweet kiss.

      “So, this must be the vet,” Roan said, his demeanor shifting from protective father to protective brother. He rose and moved to shake hands with Luke. “Roan Storm, I’m number five.”

      “Luke Gillian, good to finally meet you. Payton speaks highly of you.”

      “She’s a liar,” Roan laughed, “but a good one. How are you liking Oklahoma so far?”

      “It’s very different from North Dakota, but I’m not missing the cold, that’s for sure,” Luke said.

      The door opened, and Grant appeared, looking frustrated and ready to strangle someone. Bristol shivered as the cold air blew in with him, but she couldn’t have said it wasn’t because of the look on his face more than the air temp.

      “God damn car wouldn’t start. Just what I needed today.” He seemed to freeze in place and then a rare smile crossed his face. “Roan, you’re back.”

      “Hey, Colonel, I’m back, all in one piece,” Roan said, going over to hug his dad. They did a manly one-armed thing that involved a slap on the back and a grunt. Bristol would never understand their relationship.

      Looking over Roan’s shoulder, Grant met Bristol’s gaze head on. “Bristol. I see you’re still pregnant.”

      Fighting the urge to make a sarcastic comment, she simply said, “Yep, still pregnant for two more weeks.”

      “Good. I knew you’d hold out until Storm 5 was back,” he said as if somehow, she’d kept her legs crossed waiting on Roan’s return.

      It was all she could do to turn away without a response. She wasn’t a fan of the Colonel. He was way too forward and rude for her taste, but tonight wasn’t about Grant. It was about Roan and his return home, safe and sound.

      Expending her energy on his father’s negativity wouldn’t help keep her stress level down, so she, instead, turned her attention to answering questions about her and the baby. Payton seemed especially interested in how she was doing and what she was going through. It helped eased the tension and made Bristol feel more welcome overall.

      Hours later, after dinner, she was surprised when Asher found his way to her side and sat down.

      “How are you feeling?”

      She gave him a small smile and rubbed her belly, “Okay I guess. I’m tired, but then I’m carrying another human around 24/7, so it’s to be expected.”

      “Is everything going okay? With you and Roan?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I heard you turned down his proposal, and it surprised me. You’ve loved him for years, right? Why turn him down and break his heart?”

      Bristol tried not to be a bitch, but her response was sharp, “Not that it’s any of your business, but when he asked, we weren’t in the right place for an engagement. I’ve loved Roan as my best friend for far too long to let something come between us and ruin that relationship. This baby is a wonderful blessing, albeit one we didn’t plan, but that doesn’t mean we have to upend our lives because of some sense of obligation.”

      “But there is obligation. Roan got you pregnant, he should be there to care for his son.” Asher said, confusion on his handsome face.

      “Yes, but that doesn’t mean marrying me when he’s not in love with me.”

      “Aha, so you’re just in denial about how he feels. I understand now.” Asher looked smug and she bristled.

      “I am not—”

      “Storm 1, I heard you got a big commission last month. How’d that go?” Jaden called out from across the room, putting an end to their conversation.

      Asher wandered away to talk shop with Jaden, leaving her alone with her thoughts. Why was everyone so certain Roan was deeply and madly in love with her? Until last spring, they had never been the least bit intimate with each other. It just didn’t make any sense.
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      “That was a wonderful party, but everyone kept asking me about Junior’s real name. Have you made a list yet?” Roan asked her as they drove home.

      “Of course, I have a top five. What about you?”

      “Me too. Hit me with one.”

      “Austin.”

      “Too close to Asher. How about Landry?”

      “Eh, doesn’t sound right with Storm.”

      “Really? I liked it.”

      “I was thinking maybe we could make the middle name Frank, after my dad?”

      Roan smiled her way and nodded, “I was thinking that too, but the first girl will have to have the name Heidi after my mom.”

      “Of course,” she agreed, already planning that before he’d spoken the words.

      “The middle name is one syllable, so the first name needs to be at least two syllables.”

      “Does that really matter?”

      “Well do you like the way Bob Frank Storm sounds? Me neither.”

      “Alright, what about Maverick?”

      “Seriously? Maverick Storm? Sounds like a porn name.”

      Roan burst out laughing. “You’re right it does.”

      “What about Derrick?”

      Suddenly, the mood shifted, and Bristol glanced over at Roan to find he’d gone pale. Shaken, she slowed the car and pulled into a parking lot.

      “What’s wrong? What happened? Are you hurt?”

      “I’m—I’m okay. I just…” he hesitated, his hands running through his short hair. “While I was overseas, there was an incident. I didn’t want you to worry, so I didn’t tell you. One of the guys who died, his name was Derrick.”

      “I’m so sorry, Roan. I had no idea.”

      “I know. It’s my fault for not telling you. I just wouldn’t feel right using his name like that.”

      “Not even in his honor?”

      “No, we weren’t close enough for that.” His mood was down, and Bristol hated she was the cause.

      “Okay, that one is off the list. We’re certainly going to have trouble coming up with the name when we are on such different sides of the debate.”

      “Not so much different sides, we just need to find the right one. We still have time.”

      “Really? You know I could go into labor any minute now?”

      Roan’s face turned even paler this time, more of a mottled gray in fact.

      “Are you okay? Do we need to go to the hospital?”

      “God, no. I’m fine. I just want you to realize we’re running out of time. I know you’re just back, but there’s an awful lot to do. I haven’t even packed my bag or the baby’s bag for the hospital yet. I didn’t want to do it until you were back. I was afraid I would jinx it, and he would come early.”

      “I’m really glad he didn’t. I wanted to be here for the birth. I feel like I need to see him enter the world.”

      Bristol reached out to take Roan’s hand, giving it a squeeze. “It was important to me too.”

      They rode the rest of the way in silence, but when they got back to her place, Roan hurried her into the house like a murderer was on their tale.

      “What in the world? What’s got into you?” she asked, hurrying ahead of his hand which was pressing into her back.

      “I just realized this is the first and possibly last time I’ll have you completely to myself for a long time,” he growled, spinning her around as they entered the apartment and pressing her tight against the wall. His body was big and his presence overwhelming.

      She let out a small squeak of surprise just before his mouth captured hers. The sensation was as intense this time as it had been before, and she let herself melt into it. There was nothing between them but the thin fabric of their clothing and even that was chaffing her skin right now. She hadn’t felt sexy until she’d seen the dark desire in Roan’s eyes, but now she felt like Mata Hari.

      It didn’t take long for them both to realize her overly pregnant figure made sex at this angle absolutely impossible, but when Roan scooped her up in his arms, she screamed, “Stop it! You’ll hurt yourself and end up in the hospital right alongside your laboring girlfriend.”

      He froze halfway to the bedroom and stared at her.

      “Is that what you are? My girlfriend?”

      Suddenly verklempt, she looked away, unable to face her own embarrassment at the question. “I guess I thought so. I mean, you’re moving in, and I’m having your son.”

      “Thank God,” a wide grin spread over his face, “I was afraid I’d have to convince you of that, too. Now, I just need to make you fall in love with me.”

      Wriggling, she forced him to put her down on her feet. “It’s not that I don’t love you, Roan, I do, but I want a marriage based on crazy, passionate love that can’t be stopped. Not a love that was built out of obligation to your unborn son. I don’t know how else to explain it. Maybe in time…”

      “Like I said, I just need to convince you I’m serious.” He kissed her again, this time with more abandon, his kiss stealing the air from her lungs and the wind from her fight.

      His hands slid down her body, leaving an electric pulse everywhere they touched. She wanted to crawl into him, she felt so much so fast. He seemed to be in tune because he began walking her backward into her bedroom.

      Tugging off her shirt, she tried not to cringe when he gawked at her rounded belly. She was stunned when he dropped to his knees and pressed his lips against the distended skin.

      “I’ve never seen anything sexier,” he murmured, pressing kisses all over her roundness. “Every part of you is fuller and more feminine.”

      “What in the world!” she squealed when he pressed her backward, and she fell back onto the bed, giggling. “I could have just laid down.”

      Roan wasn’t paying attention to her words though, he was focused on stripping her leggings and panties off. When his eyes met hers over her belly, he looked crazed with lust. His lips were puffy, his nostrils flared, but it was the dark heat in his eyes that made her sizzle from within.

      Just as suddenly, he planted his mouth on her pussy, spreading her labia with his thumbs so he could lick her deeply and completely. She cried out, resting on her elbows but letting her head fall back as she enjoyed the rush of hormones that washed over her. Every part of her being was trained on the connection between her clit and his tongue, and when he brought his teeth into play, she let out a scream of need.

      “Roan, please!” she whimpered, finally falling back to rest on the bed completely. Her breasts throbbed in time with her clit, and she tossed her head back and forth, matching the rotation of her hips. Roan didn’t seem to mind her grinding down on his face, in fact, he encouraged it, reaching beneath her to slide the tip of his finger over her anus while he teased her pussy with his mouth. “Ah yes, oh God!”

      It was his fingertip in her ass that made her explode, coming all over his face in an explosion of juice and clenching muscles. Her entire body spasmed, locking her thighs around his head until he had to relent in order to breathe.

      When he lifted his head, the look on his face was triumphant, and she grinned back as he climbed up her body and aligned his cock with her dripping slit. She hadn’t even noticed him removing his clothes at the moment of pleasure, but he was gloriously naked while she still wore her bra. As he insinuated himself into her clenching cunt, she reached back and released the catch, so her breasts bounced free and earned herself a groan of pleasure from him.

      “You like that?” she murmured, reaching up to cup her own breasts. They’d grown from a D cup to a double E, and she’d had them out of a binding so infrequently, the sensation of touch on them was foreign and felt marvelous.

      “I love that,” he responded, burying his face in her cleavage and thrusting deeper into her body. He teased her nipples, smiling when moisture leaked from them as he played and made love to her with the same zeal as he’d eaten her pussy.  Marking her as his from the inside out.

      In the middle of the night, when they lay there talking baby names again, he had no qualms about jumping up to go fetch her a chocolate milkshake because she was craving it. As he disappeared out the door, she glanced at the clock. Midnight, the witching hour, a time for magic and mayhem. She just hoped for more of the first and less of the latter.
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      Roan was feeling light as a feather as he drove to the local burger place for a milkshake at midnight. Thank God for twenty-four-hour service because if his baby wanted ice cream, he was going to find it for her. It only took a few minutes to get the drinks and head back for home, but it was as he was stopped at a stop sign that his night suddenly took a terrible turn.

      He’d barely taken his foot off the brake and pressed the gas when he was slammed from behind, his car spinning across the intersection into a street post on the opposite side. He heard metal crush, glass break, brakes squeal, and someone shouting “Oh Fuck” as everything around him exploded.

      A burning pain filled his body, but it was so intense, he couldn’t tell where it was coming from. His seat belt was digging into him, and he couldn’t seem to lift his arms to reach for it.

      Trying to call out for help, he found he was without a voice as well as movement. Fuck, what if he was paralyzed? His eyes darted around the dark interior; the radio still played an old Merle Haggard song, and he could hear voices somewhere outside the car.

      His car door jerked open, and a man appeared. The guy was in his late thirties or early forties and looked horrified when he saw Roan.

      “Shit, you’re bleeding really bad. Can you move? Damn, let me slow this bleeding.”

      Whoever he was, he disappeared from Roan’s view for a moment before reappearing. He’d taken off his shirt, and he was pressing it against Roan’s throat. Damn that hurt. He must have gotten cut in the accident because whatever injury the man was putting pressure against was killing him.

      “What’s your name?” the man asked, more calmly this time.

      Roan tried to speak, but still, nothing came out.

      “Okay, I’m Bennett, and I used to be an EMT. I’m going to get you help, but you must stay calm, okay? Blink if you understand.” Roan blinked hard, and Bennett seemed to relax. “I’m going to unbuckle you, but I want you to stay put. Don’t try to get out. You could have a head or neck injury, and we need to wait for a backboard and brace. Okay?”

      Again, he blinked his understanding. He felt an intense sense of numbness and cold, but the pain was gone. He was probably going into shock. His thoughts were for Bristol at home alone, nine months pregnant and waiting for him. She would have no way of knowing what had happened, and he couldn’t signal anyone to call her.

      His vision grayed out suddenly, and Bennett’s voice echoed from far away, telling him to stay awake. If only he could. He was just too tired to do it.
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* * *

      It had been almost an hour, and Roan wasn’t back from what should have been a fifteen-minute trip. Bristol’s heart was racing, and worry was making her nauseous as she tried his cell phone once again. It rang and rang before going to voicemail. She’d already left multiple messages, so she just hung up this time.

      Something wasn’t right. She could feel it in her gut. Actually, wait, that was the baby rolling over. Ugh. Either way, something must have gone wrong or Roan would have been back.

      With thoughts of a flat tire or minor engine trouble on her brain, she picked up the phone to call for help. The Storm family was one of the few she knew who still had a landline, and at this moment, she was thanking God.

      Micah picked up on the fifth or sixth ring, “This better be good at two in the Goddamn morning.”

      “Micah, it’s Bristol—”

      “Is it time? For the baby?” Micah asked, excitement clearing the sleep from his voice. “I’ll get the others, and we can—”

      “No, the baby is fine, I’m not in labor,” she interjected, huffing with impatience. “It’s Roan, he left over an hour ago to get me a milkshake, and he hasn’t come back.”

      Micah paused for a moment, then said, “Why was he getting a milkshake in the middle of the night?”

      “Really? Is that important? Your brother could be lying dead on the side of the road, and you want to talk about why he left? He was in my car because he rode home with me. Can one of you guys please go look for him?”

      “Did you try calling his cell?”

      Bristol got pissed, “Are you fucking kidding? Of course, I tried. A dozen times. It just rings and rings. I can’t go look for him myself because I don’t have a car. Damn it, you’re wasting time.”

      “Whoa, slow your roll. I was just asking a question. Give me a few minutes to put pants on, and I’ll take a drive. I’m sure he just had a flat or something,” Micah answered back. “I’ll call you when I find him.”

      “Thanks, Micah.” She was trying not to question why Roan wouldn’t have just called if he’d had a flat or engine troubles. Something had to be seriously wrong.
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* * *

      Micah found the accident, but Roan had already been taken to the hospital. The cops pointed him in the direction of the only witness to the accident, and he approached cautiously. “Mr. D’Ambrio?”

      The man looked up, his brown hair mussed and his eyes full of the stressful night. “Yes, I’m Bennett D’Ambrio.”

      “Micah Storm, they said you saw the accident my brother was in, but no one will tell me how bad it was. I know he’s at the hospital—”

      “You need to get down there as fast as possible, Mr. Storm. It was bad, real bad. I tried to stop the bleeding, but he had a piece of glass in his throat. I couldn’t remove it, or he might have bled out. They got him in the ambo, and he was semi-stable, but I can’t tell you more. It took emergency responders almost ten minutes to get here. I kept pressure on it, but I couldn’t stop the bleeding,” Bennett explained.

      Micah’s fingers were tingling, and his head was cold. He felt his body sway slightly, and Bennett reached for him.

      “Hey, man, are you okay? Maybe you shouldn’t drive yourself,” Bennett told him.

      “I’m okay. I have to go.”

      Bennett followed Micah to his car which happened to be parked next to his. As he pulled out his keys, he said, “I think I’ll follow you. I want to know how he’s doing, and I’m not sure you’re steady enough to be behind the wheel.”

      Micah didn’t respond. He still had to tell Bristol what was happening. Fuck this was bad.
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* * *

      Twenty minutes after calling Micah, Bristol heard someone knock on her front door. Racing to it with the thought that it might be Roan sans keys, she felt her heart plummet when it was Asher at the door, looking pale and shaky.

      “It’s Roan, there was an accident,” Asher told her.

      She didn’t pause, just grabbed her purse from the table, and still wearing her slippers and lounge pants, followed him out to his truck. He had to help her into the front seat, but after that, neither said much between her house and the hospital. She could barely think straight. The word accident kept running through her brain over and over. She wanted to know what had happened, and then again, she didn’t really want to know. All she needed now was Roan to be okay.

      The man she was madly in love with might be dying at this very moment, and she couldn’t get there any faster. It was like her own version of hell.

      For the next thirty minutes, she felt like she was walking under water. Voices seemed to echo to her from far away, and the nurse who told them to wait in the waiting room felt like she was from another planet.

      They found Micah in the waiting room with a stranger. The way Micah paced back and forth wasn’t reassuring.

      “What’s happening? They won’t tell us anything,” Asher demanded as they got within earshot.

      “There was an accident at the intersection near the restaurant. A guy slammed into him from behind and sent him into a light pole or something. The accident wasn’t so terrible, but he got cut by flying glass.  A piece got lodged in his throat, right here,” Micah gestured to his Adam’s apple, and Bristol felt her knees wobble.

      “Is he…” she whispered.

      “No, he’s alive, they just took him back for surgery to remove the glass and repair the damage,” the stranger said, drawing everyone’s attention. “Sorry, I’m Bennett D’Ambrio. I was coming from the other direction and saw the accident. I used to be an EMT, so I stopped to help. The other driver wasn’t hurt, but your Roan was pretty cut up.”

      “Did he say anything?” Asher asked. “Was he conscious?”

      “He was conscious, to begin with, but he couldn’t speak. I’m sorry, I’m not sure where the glass ended up, I only know it was sticking out of his throat pretty close to his carotid artery. I did my best to slow the bleeding until help got there.”

      Bristol nodded her understanding and held out her hand to the man. “Thank you, for being with him.” Turning to Micah and the rest of the family who’d just entered she said, “This is all my fault. If I hadn’t asked him for a milkshake in the middle of the—”

      Grant was the one to shut her down first, “Stop that. This wasn’t your fault any more than it was Roan’s. I don’t see what it helps to blame yourself for it.”

      She stared at him, seeing him, but not really registering it. “Nice to see you too, Colonel.”

      “Status report,” Grant said to Asher, and Bristol listened as the whole story was repeated to the rest of the family.

      Her legs were supporting her, but barely, and when Micah saw her swaying, he reached out and pulled her over to a chair. “Do you want some coffee? A soda?”

      She shook her head, and rubbed her tummy, soothing the babe within. “I’m fine.”

      “Fine my ass,” he retorted. “He’s going to be okay, Bristol. I know it.”

      “You don’t know anything. He could be dead already, and we’re just waiting to get the word,” she murmured. “Don’t lie or make promises you can’t keep. Just sit here with me quietly, okay?”

      He nodded and took her hand. “Just don’t go into labor on me, m’kay? I’m not the best with crying women.”

      “No shit?” she said, with an empty laugh. “I’m not having the baby for two more weeks. Especially, now that Roan is hurt. If they have to lock my legs together, this baby is staying in.”

      It was almost three hours before the doctor finally came searching for them with an update.

      “He’s stable,” the man said, smiling as if that was enough to ease all of her worries. “The glass didn’t hit the carotid artery, but it was close. We’ve managed to fix the damage for the most part, but he won’t be able to talk for a little while.” Turning to Bennett, he said, “It’s a good thing you were there to slow the bleeding and keep anyone from pulling out the glass, or he might have bled to death.”

      Bristol stood, “Can I see him?”

      “He’s still in recovery, but if you can promise you’ll only stay for a few minutes, I’ll let you see him,” the doctor told her, smiling when he noticed her overly pregnant belly. “Neither of you needs extra stress, so try to remain calm.”

      She nodded, and a surge of relief washed over her when Payton took her hand and walked with her down the hallway. Thank God, she wasn’t alone.

      Roan was unconscious on a bed with a tube in his mouth and wires attached to him everywhere. A huge gauze bandage was wrapped around his neck, and a stabilizing cushion supported it from the back. There was another bandage over his eye, and she could see multiple cuts on his arms from the accident. He looked like hell, but he was the most beautiful sight she’d ever laid eyes on.

      “Sweet Jesus,” Payton said as they drew close.

      “His heart rate is strong, and he’s stable,” the nurse told them. “Now that he’s patched up, he looks worse than he is.”

      Bristol nodded her thanks and took Roan’s hand in hers.

      “I will never risk not being able to tell you again, Roan Storm. I love you with every bit of my heart and soul. This child wasn’t a mistake, it was a blessing, and when you’re out of here, you and I will start our life together.”
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      It was sometime after eight a.m. when all hell broke loose again. Bristol had called her mom and sister to give them the heads up on what had happened with Roan, and she was waiting with Micah in the waiting room when her water broke.

      “Oh, my God,” she cried out, grabbing her belly.

      Micah jumped to his feet. “No, you said this wasn’t going to happen. Stop it, right now.”

      “And how exactly would you like me to do that?”

      “I don’t fucking know,” he shook his head, “lock your legs, breathe deep, focus on keeping things where they are.”

      “That’s not how this works,” she told him. “Could you please go get a nurse?” Her body was wracked with the most intense pain she had ever felt in her life, and she cried out again.

      Micah had just left when Olive walked in. It only took her a moment to guess the situation.

      “So, we’re doing this, huh?” Olive asked. “Without Roan?”

      “No, I can’t do this without him. I need him,” Bristol whined, knowing how ridiculous she sounded.

      “Well, he’s not available, but I am,” Olive told her. “And I’m the one who sat in on birthing class, so you should feel lucky to have me.”

      Micah and the nurse appeared with a wheelchair.

      “I’m so sorry, I made such a mess on the chair,” Bristol whimpered as she moved into the towel covered wheelchair.

      “Don’t you worry about it sweetie, that happens. I’ll call maintenance, and they’ll come take care of it. You just stay relaxed, and we’ll get you up to labor and delivery.”

      “My…. fiancé… is on the second floor, I can’t have this baby without him,” she protested.

      The nurse just kept pushing her down the hallway with Micah and Olive trailing behind. “I understand you want him there, but honey, he’s where he needs to be right now. You wouldn’t want him to get worse because he’s trying to be by your side.”

      “He has to know. Micah, you have to tell him Junior is coming.”

      “He’s unconscious, Bristol,” Micah protested.

      “I don’t care. Go tell him. He has to know.” She inhaled deeply through her nose as pain lanced through her body again. “Oh my God, I think I’m dying.”

      “You’re not dying,” the nurse told her. “Just the opposite, we’re bringing life into the world today.”

      “What do you mean we? Do you hurt as much as I do?” Bristol snapped.

      The nurse just gave her an amused smile and hit the elevator button. If she kept it up, Bristol was likely to go postal on her before they even made it to the laboring room.

      “I can’t do this alone,” she told Olive. “Will you call mom?”

      Olive hesitated, then nodded. “You won’t be alone, because you’ll have me, but I’ll call her.”

      “I love you Liv, but you’ve never—Ow ow ow!”

      The nurse sped up as they got off the elevator. “Coming pretty fast. Is this your first baby?”

      Bristol nodded, “And I’m not due for two more weeks.”

      “Thirty-eight weeks is full-term sweetie. We’re going to be meeting your little one soon if I were hedging bets,” the nurse told her. “Just try to relax and breathe through the pains.”
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* * *

      Roan could hear Micah talking, but his eyes felt like lead weights were sitting on them. It was nearly impossible to open them to see him. When he did, he realized immediately there was something heavy on his neck, and… shit… he couldn’t even move his head. What the hell was happening?

      Micah was standing under bright lights, bright lights that were on a commercial ceiling, and he looked concerned. It all rushed back in, and Roan remembered the accident. He’d been bleeding. Bennett had been trying to stop the bleeding. What happened after that? He must be in the hospital, and it had to be serious or Micah wouldn’t be here hovering. Where was Bristol?

      “She asked me to tell you, but I’m not sure,” Micah paused, and their eyes met. “You’re awake! Thank you, God!”

      Roan felt his impatience with his circumstances growing. He hated the feeling of being trapped.

      “Okay, so let me start over. You were in an accident, glass cut your throat, but you’re okay. They did surgery to fix it because it was close to the artery in there, and now, you have to heal up,” Micah told him. “But Bristol is in labor upstairs. She’s having the baby, and they can’t stop her labor to wait for you because her water broke. It was a mess, man. All over the waiting room chair she was sitting in. She was frantic about it, but the nurse just whisked her away and told her it would be fine.”

      Roan blinked hard as panic set in. Bristol was having their baby, and he was stuck here in a hospital bed, several floors beneath her.

      “Don’t freak out, you’re okay, and she’s okay. Olive is with her now. The rest of the family went home when they told us it could be hours before you woke up. I’ll call them in a second, but I should probably get a nurse since you’re awake.” He grabbed Roan’s hand and squeezed. “It’s damn good to see your eyes again, Five.”

      He left the room, and Roan felt tears slip from his eyes. After fighting so hard to get back to her safe and sound, he’d managed to end up getting hurt at home, and he was still going to miss the birth of his son. Talk about hell on earth.
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* * *

      Bristol’s labor intensified quickly and at seven centimeters dilated, her mom knocked on the labor door. It was the first time she’d seen her in almost nine months, and her emotions were already discombobulated. Bursting into tears, she clutched her belly in the bed and sobbed.

      “Oh, sweet girl,” her mom said softly as she came to her side and wrapped her arms around her awkwardly. Laying in a hospital bed, nine months pregnant and in the worst pain of her life didn’t make for a comfortable reunion, but Bristol was relieved anyway.

      “Thank you for coming. Owrrrggggg!” she forced out a breath through the next pain, trying hard to stay focused and slow her emotional turmoil.

      “I’m so sorry I haven’t been there for you. I’m such an ass.”

      “It’s okay, you’re here now,” Bristol panted. “I’m so scared, Mama.”

      “I know honey, but you can do this. This baby boy will have the best mother in the whole world, but he has to get here first which means you have to stay focused,” her mom told her. “I will apologize again later and explain myself, but for now, let’s just get this boy here.”

      Bristol nodded, tears still running down her cheeks, “I. Need. Roan.”

      Her mom had tears in her eyes now, “I know, but he’s—”

      “I’m right here, baby,” a hoarse voice said.

      Looking up to find him being wheeled into the room on a hospital bed was a moment Bristol would never forget. He had a huge bandage around his neck, but his eyes were open, and he was half smiling at her.

      “I couldn’t let you have all the fun with this pregnancy,” he joked.

      “Are you okay? Are you in pain—arggggg!” she fought to stay relaxed when every part of her body was in agony.

      “Breathe through it, Bristol. We’re almost there,” the nurse told her calmly. “Your man has to stay in his bed, but we can get him close enough to hold your hand through this. I’m going to check you again.”

      Bristol felt her cheeks turn red as the nurse questioned whether she needed privacy. There really wasn’t a point to privacy now. She was about to give birth and a half-dozen people would see everything. Plus, she was in major pain now, and all she wanted was to get this over with.

      “You’re at a ten and nearly there. I’m going to call in some backup, you get ready to push, Bristol,” the nurse told her.

      Panic set in, and she started to freak out.

      “No, no, no. I can’t do this. I’m not strong enough. He’s going to tear me apart, Roan.”

      Roan’s face was the picture of calm as he said, “There’s no other woman in the world I would trust to bring my son into the world. You’re so much stronger than you know, baby. You’ve got this.”

      On her left, Roan reclined in a hospital bed holding her hand for dear life, and on her right, her mom supported her back as she began the fight of her life, pushing to bring her son into the world.
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* * *

      Roan was losing his mind as he watched Bristol struggle to deliver his son. She was in agony, and there was nothing he could do to help her. It was incredible and horrifying to watch. Thank God for pain medication, or he’d probably have passed out watching. Nothing in his entire Marine Corps career had scared him so much as when they pulled that baby free and held it in the air.

      His son.

      His future.

      His life.

      Everything he was, was in that tiny body, and there was nothing he wouldn’t do to protect and care for it.

      “Congratulations, Dad, do you want to cut the cord?” the doctor asked as Bristol held their son for the first time.

      Roan waited while the nurse moved his bed forward a couple of feet, so he could reach, then he clipped the cord, separating his child from his woman. While it was an important moment, it was bittersweet. Now, he faced the daunting task of protecting them both in separate bodies.

      “I can’t believe how perfect he is,” she murmured, staring down at the infant in awe.

      “Let’s clean him up a bit, then you can both hold him before Dad has to get back downstairs,” the nurse told them as she scooped up the baby for weighing, measuring, and cleaning.

      A perfect seven pounds four ounces, twenty inches long. He was incredible, and Roan couldn’t figure out how to express his gratitude to Bristol. Turning to her, he took her hand again and brought it to his lips.

      “Thank you. You did an amazing job, my love.”

      She was exhausted but clearly infatuated with their child. Tears filled her eyes,

      “I can’t believe I did it. I thought I was going to die, and Roan, you almost died tonight. I just—”

      “Hush. Almost only counts in horseshoes. I’m here and so is Junior. We’re all safe and sound.”

      “I love you,” she murmured. “I’m sorry I didn’t say it sooner.”

      “I love you too, baby,” he replied as the nurse brought the baby over to him.

      “Are you ready to hold your son for the first time, Dad?”

      He was tiny, and his face was scrunched up like he was going to cry any second, but he was the most beautiful thing in the world, second only to his mother. Roan was in heaven. In his whole life, no moment had been so monumental. He was a father.
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* * *

      The next morning, Roan was discharged with antibiotics and pain meds and immediately found his way upstairs to be with his family. Bristol was dozing in the bed with their son in a small box-like baby bed next to her. For a moment, he just stood in the doorway and took it in. It was almost like he’d been handed the keys to heaven when Bristol finally admitted she loved him last night, but he wasn’t ready to step out on a limb and risk getting rejected again. He wanted to marry her and start their life together, but he loved her enough to give her more time if that’s what she needed.

      Before he had a chance to wake her up, someone was knocking on the hospital room door.

      “Bennett,” he said, as the familiar face appeared.

      “You remember me?” Bennett asked, grinning ear to ear. He carried a small bouquet of flowers that still had the price tag from the gift shop dangling off them. “I got here to check on you and found out from her sister she’d had the baby.”

      “Yeah, it was a bit of a mess,” Roan stood and went to the man to hug him. “I owe you my life. Thank you for what you did for me.”

      “You don’t owe me anything. I just did what anyone would do. I’m glad you’re okay, man. How are you feeling?”

      “Probably about like I look,” Roan responded with a laugh.

      “You look amazing,” Bristol said from her bed. Roan laughed again and went to her side for a kiss.

      “Hey, baby, I’m sorry we woke you.”

      “No problem,” she smiled. “I wanted to see you. And Bennett, he’s right, we owe you a great debt.”

      “Really, you don’t owe me anything,” he said, handing her the flowers. “These are for you. Congratulations, he’s a good looking little guy.”

      “Thank you, we think he’s pretty perfect,” Bristol told him before turning to Roan, “Did they discharge you?”

      “Yep, I have medicine, and I’m in the clear. I have to go to the tow yard to get our stuff from the car. I’m pretty sure the insurance people will total it,” he explained.

      “Can you make sure to get my Support Our Troops magnet off the back?” Bristol asked, reaching for the baby as she did. “I want to put it on the next car.”

      “How will you guys get him home?” Bennett asked.

      “I have a truck. It’s not ideal, but we’ll get him home at least. We both need a day or two to recover before we go looking for a new car for Bristol,” Roan told him. “One of my brother’s will be here—”

      Another knock on the door brought Olive into the room. “I’m not your brother, but I’m here.”

      “Liv! Come look, his head isn’t cone shaped anymore,” Bristol told her sister as Olive set down the teddy bear and balloons she’d brought with her.

      “Well, I’d better leave you to your family. I just wanted to check in and make sure all of you were okay,” Bennett said, moving toward the door.

      “Just a second,” Bristol said, “I wanted to ask if you would mind if we borrowed your name for our little man? I think Bennett Franklin Storm sounds perfect, and if it weren’t for you, he might not have gotten to meet his father at all.”

      Bennett’s eyes went wide, and he looked at Roan. “Are you serious?”

      Roan nodded his agreement, “I can’t think of a better moniker than that of a hero.”

      “Whoa. This is incredible. I’d be honored, but you don’t have to do that. I mean, I’m sure you already had a name picked out for him before—”

      “No,” Roan laughed, “actually we hadn’t been able to pick one. It’s kismet.”

      “I can’t wait to tell my mom about this,” Bennett grinned. “She’ll be amazed.”

      “Your mom? Not your girlfriend?” Olive asked.

      “No, I’m divorced,” Bennett told her before saying his goodbyes.

      Once he’d left, Bristol smiled at Roan and said, “You ready to hold your son? I don’t figure you remember much from last night.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I remember every detail. It was too important not to remember it all,” he told her, taking his son in his arms. “Hello, Bennett Franklin Storm. Welcome to the world.”
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      “Don’t you want to hold him?” Roan asked Micah. They’d arrived home a few hours earlier, and his entire family—minus the deployed Cooper—along with a few friends were sitting around Bristol’s apartment, celebrating with cake and beer.

      “Er…no, not really,” Micah said, waving him off. “I’m okay with looking at him from a distance.”

      “He’s not going to break, Three.” Roan jostled Bennett into position and forced him into Micah’s arms. “I had to learn, too. Here, you put your arm like this, and his head in the crook, yeah, that’s what keeps him supported. Hand on his hiney.”

      “Jesus Christ, you’re saying hiney now?” Micah gave him a disgusted look. “This is why I never want kids. They ruin you.”

      “I would say the opposite, I don’t think I was really living until he took his first breath,” Roan told him, glancing across the table at Bristol. She looked tired, and he realized his family had been there too long. “Thank you all for coming tonight, but I think it’s about time for us to put Bennett to bed.”

      “It’s seven o’clock,” Garrett Lole called out from his spot on the sofa next to his new girlfriend, Karly. “Roan Storm, you’re broken.”

      “I just had a piece of glass pulled out of my throat two days ago. Forgive me if I’m feeling a little wiped out.” Roan’s sarcasm made everyone else laugh, but Garret just shrugged.

      “Your loss, buddy, we’re heading over to Oscar’s for some dancing and drinking.”

      “How’s that knee holding up?” Roan asked as Garrett came over to shake his hand and say goodbye.

      “Pretty good these days.” Garrett looked over at the pretty woman he’d brought, “Thank God for the TLC from a pretty little nurse.”

      “Does she give you sponge baths?” Roan joked, punching his buddy in the arm.

      Karly blushed hotly, but Garrett just laughed, “I don’t kiss and tell, man. We’ll catch up with you in a few days.”

      “Sounds good.” Roan bid everyone goodnight and shut them out of the house, leaving him and Bristol alone with Bennett for the first time. A wave of nerves crashed over him. It was all on them to keep Bennett happy and healthy. There was no nurse now, no safety net.

      “I need to feed him,” Bristol said, pressing on her breast just above her nipple. “My boobs hurt.”

      “Is that normal?” Roan asked, watching as she settled into the rocking chair he’d bought for her and lifted her shirt.

      “I think so. It’s not intense, just uncomfortable. I’m not exactly a pro at this, but he and I are trying to figure it out. Aren’t we, Bug?” she cooed at Bennett as she settled him into the nursing position.

      “Why do you do it backward?”

      “It’s called a football hold, and it allows me to help him latch onto the nipple better. I don’t know why it works, but it does for now,” she explained. “How are you feeling?”

      “You’re seriously asking me that?” he stared at her. “You just gave birth to a child. Seven pounds plus of human being. All I had pulled out of me was a four-inch shard of glass. I should be asking you that question.”

      “I’m doing okay. It’s still a little tender to sit down, but the nurse said that would fade in a day or two. I’m really tired though.”

      Roan nodded, “Then going to bed early is a good idea for all three of us. Besides, I want to get you in my arms again.”

      “Six weeks,” she said loudly, reminding him of the countdown to when they could have sex again.

      “I’m not going to try to fuck you, baby, I just need to hold you.”

      “I get that,” she smiled in understanding. “When I saw you after your surgery, my heart broke. I was so scared you weren’t going to wake up. We almost lost you.”

      “Hey, almost only counts in—”

      “Horseshoes, yes, I know. But you weren’t getting that knock on the door. Thank God, Asher was smart enough to come get me before he went to the hospital. I don’t think I could have gotten that news over the phone and stayed sane.”

      “That’s one benefit to having a large family,” Roan joked.

      “Do you want one? A large family I mean?”

      He hesitated, then said, “Yeah, I think I do. I mean, maybe not six kids, but three or four? I can’t imagine my life without my siblings, and it would be terrible if Bennett never knew that.”

      “Olive has always been my rock,” she nodded, “especially during the last nine months. I have to admit though, I’m relieved to have made amends with my mom. I’m going to need her experience with Bennett.”

      “I doubt it. You’re incredible, you’ll figure things out. I’ll be the one stumbling and screwing up.”

      “Don’t doubt yourself. I don’t,” she told him. “You’re the most amazing man I’ve ever known. I thought an intimate relationship with you would ruin our friendship, but I was wrong. We’re stronger together than we ever were alone. I love you, Roan Storm.”

      “I love you too,” he hesitated. “I don’t want you to feel overwhelmed by me though. So just tell me when to back off, and I will. It’s going to take a lot of adjusting what with sharing your home with me and Bennett now.”

      “Yeah, so much for walking around naked and half hour bubble baths,” she joked.

      Roan felt his body respond, and he had to remind himself she was off limits for six weeks. “Oh, baby, you can walk around naked anytime you’d like. I’ll cover his eyes.”

      Bristol just rolled her eyes and went back to watching Bennett nurse. The quiet moment was comforting, and Roan slid down to sit against the doorjamb, so he could just watch them.
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* * *

      She could feel his eyes on her, and she had a million things to say, but she had no idea how to say them. They’d expressed their love in words, and they weren’t able to do it physically, so how did she make him understand she’d jumped several steps ahead, and now, she was even with him? She wanted the wedding, the house, the family, and all it entailed—with Roan.

      “I never really got to apologize for hurting you that night at the restaurant.”

      “What?”

      She swallowed hard. “When you proposed and told me you wanted us to be a family, it freaked me out. I told you how much I want true love, but what I never said was I’d already found it. I was just terrified it wasn’t reciprocated.”

      “You thought I wasn’t in love with you?” he asked, confusion filling his face. “I’ve been head over heels since the first kiss, Bristol.”

      “Right, but it was a first kiss that turned into a one-night stand and a baby. That’s not how I had it planned in my head.”

      “You know what they say about making plans? You plan, God laughs. You can’t always dictate how things will work out, B.”

      “I know that now.” She took a deep breath and said, “Ask me again, Roan. When you’re ready. My answer has changed.”

      His mouth fell open awkwardly, and he gave a slow nod, “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “Well, I’m not going to do it right now. As much as you’re sure about it today, that’s how sure I was a few months ago. But you saw me asking out of obligation, and I see you asking out of infatuation right now. You’re so in love with our new little family, you’re not thinking straight. When we get married, I want it to be because we’re so in love, we want the world to see.”

      “You don’t want to marry me?” She felt her heart breaking.

      “That’s not at all what I said, but I won’t ask you until I’m sure you want me and not the fantasy you have in your mind. I burp, and fart, and scratch in inappropriate places. I’m no fairy-tale prince, Bristol.”

      “Don’t I know it,” she laughed. “I don’t want a prince. I want you.”

      “Good, then you’ll love me when I’m ready to ask you again.” He stood and came over to kiss them both on the forehead. “I’m going to shower while you finish.” Without another word, he disappeared, leaving her deep in her own thoughts.

      She’d never considered he might not be ready to ask her again. The same way he never expected a rejection to his first proposal. They were a pair of jokers. No King and Queen in this deck. Somehow, she had to make him understand she was ready to play the game, and he needed to deal her in.
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      The mood was set, the baby was with her mom, and Bristol was ready to do this. They were six weeks into their new life, and Roan had yet to pop the question, so tonight, she was going to do it. She wasn’t willing to wait on him. She needed him to know she was ready to commit, and she was ready to have sex again. Sleeping next to him in their new king-size bed had become incredibly hard the closer they got to the end of her recovery period. She’d been to the doctor today and gotten the all clear, so tonight was the night.

      “Where to, B?” he asked as they left her mom’s house. It was the first time she’d left Bennett with anyone for more than an hour, but she was so focused on the plan for the night, it wasn’t bothering her as much as she’d expected.

      “Flemings. We have a reservation for seven,” she told him, pulling out her lip gloss and applying it carefully.

      Roan froze next to her, and it took a moment before he reached for the keys to start the car. They’d invested in a small SUV to replace her car, and she adored it. It was much easier putting the car seat in.

      “Flemings? Are you sure?” he asked.

      “Positive. Their steak was to die for. I’ve been craving it for weeks,” she told him to throw him off. The last thing she wanted was for him to back out or try to change her mind.

      When they got to the restaurant, the maître d' seated them immediately in a back-corner table lit by candlelight as she’d requested.

      Roan looked confused as the waiter brought them a bottle of wine and placed a bouquet of yellow and blue daisies on the table.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “I wanted to make tonight special, so I planned it all to be perfect,” she told him. “Let’s order and I’ll explain.”

      Once their food was ordered, she took a deep breath and pulled a ring box out of her purse, setting it on the table in front of him.

      “Roan Alexander Storm, I have loved you since that first day we met in junior high. Back then, it wasn’t a romantic love, but it’s grown and evolved since then. When we made love the first time, I tried to play it down, but it was life-changing.”

      “I would think so, you ended up pregnant.”

      “Not just because of Bennett, but because it made me realize I was madly in love with you. I’m not perfect, and six months ago, I hurt you because I was scared. I’m not scared anymore—well, other than being afraid you’ll break my heart tonight. I’m ready to make a commitment to you formally because I’ve never loved anyone more than you and Bennett. I wanted a fairytale life, and you gave me that. Even if sometimes it feels like we’re living in the swamp rather than a castle,” she said laughing.

      He grinned and nodded, “But it’s our swamp, baby.”

      “That’s right. That’s why I’m here tonight with you and a ring. Will you please ask me to marry you again?”

      “Wait what?” Roan frowned. “Here I thought you were proposing, now you’re saying you want me to?”

      “Well we haven’t done anything else traditionally,” she said with a laugh.

      He reached for the box and opened it. A huge grin covered his face as he pulled out a man’s ring. “Aw baby…”

      “Roan, will you marry me?”

      Leaning across the table for a kiss, he said loudly, “A thousand times yes.”
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