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      Ryker Murphy has no interest in his family’s vineyard. He has other aspirations in life—piloting helicopters, volunteering with the fire department, and working with search and rescue. However, his plans take an unexpected turn after a visit to the local elementary school for a fire safety presentation. There, he falls head over heels for the new first-grade teacher in town. Despite her carrying another man’s child, he wants a life with the young widow and her baby.

      Lynae Amberly didn’t anticipate navigating motherhood alone in a new town would be this difficult, until she meets Ryker. The hot firefighter invades her dreams every night, igniting her pregnancy hormones. When he proposes a friends-with-benefits scenario, they’re soon consumed by passion, blurring the lines between friendship and something more.

      As their connection grows, shadows from Lynae’s past emerge, threatening her newfound happiness. Ryker is set to give her the world and her unborn child his name. But when Lynae goes into labor at the worst time and place, Ryker must use his extensive training to find and save them both. Meanwhile, Lynae is determined to protect her child from the looming danger, fiercely fighting against the forces seeking to rip her family apart.

      

      To learn more about upcoming releases consider signing up for Consent for Suspense.

    

  


  
    
      For my bestie. My sister from another mister and my found family.
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      Grid Search contains hot and steamy sex, profanity, some drinking, kidnapping, off page rape, off and on page physical abuse, graphic violence, murder and may contain other content that could be sensitive to some readers. Grid Search is meant for mature reading audiences, 18+.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        When everything goes to hell, the people who stand by you without flinching — they are your family.

        JIM BUTCHER
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      END OF APRIL

      As I drive north out of Tucson, heading toward Prominence Point, I think back on everything that happened today. I’m excited by the results, but I still worry. Cherise Benedict doesn’t make threats lightly. My lawyer says we’ve done everything we could, and that the divorce will be finalized in the next couple of weeks. The judge won’t allow the Benedicts to file a motion to continue, but I still can’t shake the feeling of unease.

      I questioned whether the divorce was still necessary now that Sayler is presumed dead. My attorney thinks it’s best to follow through, just in case he isn’t, and it would keep his parents out of my life. His mom and dad are a bit on the crazy side. Not only did they force me at sixteen to marry their twenty-year-old son, but they had also coerced me and my father into signing an unreasonable and unethical agreement. They got away with it all because several judges on the bench are friends with Mr. Benedict. That’s why my attorney had to fight so hard at the beginning of this process to get the judge we did. We needed one who would be fair.

      Is it mean that I don’t want Sayler to ever come back? He just wasn’t right for me. I’ve tried to bury all the bad memories and remember the good times. He was once a friend. In the end, though, he hurt me and proved my point that love and marriage are just fairy tales that don’t exist in the real world.

      An hour into my drive, I pull my Jeep Rogue off the highway and stop for lunch at a nearby restaurant. Once I order, I lean back in my seat, letting my mind wander to the appointment I had earlier.

      I sat on the examination table, trying not to fidget so the paper wouldn’t make noise. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched as Cherise typed away on her phone. I hadn’t wanted her to be there, but she insisted on being a part of every step of the process. It felt violating, and now I wish I’d fought harder against it.

      Sayler’s mother had never been kind to me. She would bully me into wearing clothes she deemed appropriate. She hated when I wore my cowboy boots or when I let my hair be wavy. She said it looked better straightened. The only compliment she’d ever given me was that it was a good thing I was pretty, claiming I was at least going to give her beautiful grandbabies to raise. That wasn’t happening. Any child that came from this damn process would be mine alone, and she and her husband would only have visitation.

      I hated that this is one of the concessions my attorney and I had to make. My body should have been off-limits. Yet, because Sayler was missing in action, and there was that ridiculous clause in our prenup, I had no choice. I had to produce an heir to carry on his family line, regardless of my own feelings. Thankfully, the judge had stipulated I only had to try once. If this attempt didn’t work, as I suspected it wouldn’t, I wouldn’t be forced to keep trying. I was still in shock that clause was in the prenup. I had no memory of agreeing to it.

      “Stop fidgeting.” Cherise huffed as the door opened. “I don’t see what my precious son ever saw in you.” She grumbled as my doctor entered.

      One thing I had control over was choosing my own doctor. Mrs. Benedict had hated that, but Dr. Kendall had treated me since I was a teenager and went on birth control to regulate my cycle. My doctor disagreed with this whole process, but I’d held off as long as I could. It had been almost a year since Sayler’s unit was struck by enemy fire and he’d gone missing. A few weeks ago, we met with the judge. It had been decided that I had to give it one attempt.

      I had very little choice over my body, while men and Sayler’s insane mother told me what I had to do with it. I should have had a say, but because of a piece of paper, I had no choice. I was twenty-one now, and I still had no say.

      My IUD had been removed the day after the judge reached a decision. I was immediately put on hormones to boost egg production. Four weeks later, I had been inseminated with Sayler’s sperm. Through it all, Cherise had been there, not to hold my hand, but to ensure everything was done to her specifications. My doctor had voiced her concern, stating my body needed to adjust to being off birth control first. But Mrs. Benedict hadn’t cared.

      “Hey, Lyn.” Dr. Kendall smiled at me before schooling her features and turning to my companion. “Mrs. Benedict.” She flipped open the file, and I shifted again. Cherise’s eyes flashed to me, and I shrugged slightly. “I’m sorry, but if you had listened to me, this wouldn’t have happened.”

      I tuned in and shook my head.

      “What did you say?” I asked, realizing I missed part of the conversation.

      “That’s impossible.” Cherise stood up so fast, her chair hit the wall. “You did something wrong.” She pointed at me. “I spoke with a fully educated doctor, and he said this was the process we had to follow.”

      “No, she didn’t screw up anything,” Dr. Kendall responded. “I told you her body wasn’t ready. She’d been on the IUD for so long. It takes time because it had hormones too. As for my education, it’s better than several doctors in the area.”

      I just sat there, processing everything.

      I wasn’t pregnant. I wasn’t pregnant. The single thought repeated in my mind, over and over, as relief filled me. A smile formed on my lips. I was free. Grammy would have been happy. She would have said, “Dance a jig and move on, babycakes.”

      I jumped off the table, ready to dance that jig, when Cherise’s next words stopped me.

      “We’ll be leaving and going to my doctor. She’ll be going through another round. We have another vial of my son’s sperm.”

      “No,” I said, my voice soft, but Dr. Kendall heard me.

      “What did you say?” Cherise turned sharply toward me.

      I straightened my back, standing taller. Screw it! I moved to my cowboy boots and slipped them on. The heels gave my five-foot-three stature a little bit of height. I looked her directly in the eye and stared her down.

      “I said no.” The word came out firmly. “I only had to do one round, per the judge. I’m done.” I took a step back and gave her a tight smile. I won.

      For once, I won, and I kind of liked the feeling.

      Cherise stood over me. “I’ll turn you in. You’ll lose everything.” She’d used that threat before. She’d accused me of using Sayler’s military GI bill to attend college, but I hadn’t touched it. My grammy paid for my college education.

      “Lose what?” I chuckled. “You threw me out of the condo. I’m done with school, and my grandmother paid for that. The military already told you they won’t take away the other death benefits. You lose.” She couldn’t touch my inheritance from my grandma, which would be mine when I turned twenty-five. I currently received a monthly stipend.

      My small victory was short-lived when she slapped me across the face, snapping my head to the side. Tears filled my eyes. I was not prepared for her attack.

      “That’s enough,” Dr. Kendall yelled. She opened the door and shouted for someone to call security.

      “I’ll make you sorry, you little bitch.” Cherise slammed her shoulder into Dr. Kendall’s as she pushed past her.

      My hand was on my cheek as I stood there with a smile back on my face. I couldn’t believe I was finally free of her.

      “Are you okay, Lyn?”

      “I’m free.” I nodded as I looked up at her. “I’m getting the hell out of this town and away from that crazy family.”

      “Good.”

      I walked out of the office. As I slid into the driver’s seat of my car, I glanced over and found Cherise watching me. A shiver worked across my body, but I kept my head held high. The red mark from where she slapped me on display. Once I closed the door, I took a selfie and attached it to an email. I typed a brief statement, needing to document proof of everything, then sent it to my attorney. I also informed him I wasn’t pregnant. He would add that information to the divorce proceedings.

      “Here’s your lunch, ma’am.” I’m broken from my dark thoughts and smile up at the waitress. “That looks like it hurts. Do you want a cool cloth for it?” She points at my cheek. My fair skin will show the mark for a while.

      “No, it’s okay. It’s a badge of honor. I got out.” I smile before taking a big bite of my grilled ham and cheese sandwich.

      The waitress pats my back and walks off. I hear her say something about being proud someone got out.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, I’m looking in the motel room mirror. I reached Prominence Point a couple of hours ago and met with my new landlord. She’s the sweetest lady. I’m renting a two-bedroom house on her vineyard. She even lined me up with a second job on the weekends. It’s in her husband’s fine dining restaurant, which is also on the vineyard.

      Everything is finally starting to look up. This weekend was my graduation, but I chose not to walk. There was no one to be there for me, so what’s the point. With my grammy gone, I have no one. When my parents were alive, they never came to school functions. To be honest, I stopped inviting them after they embarrassed me too many times. Sayler would come
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