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        Come out of the Darkness

        Guard

      

      

      I lean on the doorframe, watching as Ava sets Ryder down in his crib. She fusses over the blanket and places her hand on his baby belly.

      “Angel, you got to let him sleep,” I tell her. She glances over her shoulder and grins as she looks me up and down. Quietly, she comes to me, her arms sliding around my waist.

      “You look yummy, honey,” she murmurs, then tilts her head back, waiting for my kiss. I drop my mouth to hers. Shit, even after almost five years, the slightest touch from my wife gets me hard.

      “Be good, baby. I’ve got the meeting tonight,” I warn, but I’m already wondering if I can work her up and have a quickie before I have to leave.

      We close the door to the baby’s room to go check in on big brother, Gavin. He’s lying on his back, hands thrown over his head against the pillow. He looks like Ava, but has his dad’s temperament. He’ll lead the Pride one day. I sense his strength of leadership emerging even at his young age. An old soul, I think.

      Once we hit the top of the stairs, Ava says, “Tell him it’s time to come home. He needs to take his place in the Pride.”

      “Ava.” I let out an exasperated breath. There’s nothing I want more, but even I can’t make him do what he’s not ready for.

      “Don’t ‘Ava’ me. Tell him I want him home. His nephews need to know him. He’s part of this family.”

      I place my hand on the back of her head, drawing her close, our lips almost touching. “I’ll relay your message. Don’t get your hopes up, angel. He needs to make that decision for himself. As much as I want him with us, he needs to make peace with the past before he can move forward.” I brush my lips over hers.

      “Don’t give up on him, honey.”

      “Never.” I’ll never give up on Ghost. Even as I expel a heavy sigh, I pray he finds his way back to the land of the living.
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      I don’t know why I bother coming here. Apart from the fact that this is Calian’s final resting place, the cemetery’s just cold stone markers that indicate what’s left of loved ones who once walked the earth. All it does is remind me of the injustices that plague us.

      I don’t understand how Guard comes here for peace. All I feel is anger and sadness, but mostly anger. But I’m tired of running, and all the roads I’ve been on have led me back to this place. I kneel by the tombstone, wiping the dirt from his name etched in the hard rock. “Beloved Father to those who needed one,” it reads.

      “Brother.” Guard’s voice sounds behind me. I stand to greet him, turning to the only man I trust. I pull him in for a brotherly hug and slap his back.

      “Good to see you in one piece,” I tell him. “Your man acted fast. Saw what I couldn’t. Cris, right?” It’s been nearly nine months since the Pride was under attack. I was able to take out the rooftop snipers, but Cris saw the trigger-mine plants a few feet in front of Guard waiting for him to step on it. Saved my brother’s life.

      “Steady now. We finally found a name that suits him.” He smiles.

      “Steady, huh? Seems about right.”

      “Thank you for stepping in. Hope I didn’t take you away from anything too pressing.” Guard jostles his shoulder against mine.

      “I was on a break,” I joke. Guard moves to the grave site, where we both stand before our beloved Calian.

      “You ready to come back?” He asks me this every time we meet. I let out a heavy breath, but before I can give him my standard reply, he says, “Ava says it’s time for you to take your place in the Pride. She wants you to know your nephews. She wants you to come out of the dark shadows and into the light.”

      “I’m a dead man. I don’t exist on paper,” I remind him.

      “We’ll give you a name. Orion’s the best and will create a new identity for you.”

      “Not sure I can exist in the light of day.”

      “You’re not a fucking vampire! You’re my brother. I get that you had to leave. I get that you needed to figure shit out your own way. But now you’re lost, and I need to guide you back to us.” Guard smacks my chest with his fist, then quietly adds, “Abigail asks about you. Every. Fucking. Visit.”

      I jerk my head up. “Still?”

      “Yeah.” He blows out a breath.

      “It’s been nearly two years,” I say, although he already knows this.

      “You told me yourself, she could have chosen to let them take her to the hospital, and she chose to stay with you. You don’t scare her, but she’s struggling.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We got her a job at the library. She seems happy there, but she’s not really living either. She doesn’t go out, hasn’t made any friends beyond her connection to Olivia, who is now married to Sebastian from Nostra Casa and living in Michigan. The phone calls they have aren’t the same as seeing each other. I think the only people she sees besides the men I assign to keep tabs on her are Ava and Vi. And even that’s not all that often.”

      “That’s not what I want for her.”

      “Then tell her what you want.”

      “I can’t give her what she needs.” I shake my head. I don’t exist. I’m a man without a name.

      “Aren’t you tired of being the government’s dirty secret? You take all the risks, and if you’re ever caught, they won’t recognize your place with them.”

      “Orion will bring me back to life, huh?”

      “Swear to God, Ghost, I will stand by your side every step of the way.”

      After a moment, I tell him, “I have one more mission.”

      “How long?”

      “Three weeks at most.” I’ve already promised the father of the girl who was kidnapped that I would get her back. I’m not letting this girl die in the hands of his enemies.

      “I’ll expect you in a month.”

      A pang of fear comes over me. “What if I can’t—”

      “That word has never been in our vocabulary. Calian taught us better than that,” he says.

      “That he did, brother. That he did.”
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      I sit quietly in my chair and watch her sleep. Yes, I call it my chair because I know she put it in the room after my first visit to her in the middle of the night. She was asleep, and call me insane, but when I came into her room, her restlessness disappeared and she calmed, her body finally settling into a deep slumber. Whether it’s because she thought the chair was esthetically pleasing or because she sensed me watching over her doesn’t even matter.

      Abigail Sparrow came into my life almost two years ago, and since that moment, I haven’t been able to get her out of my mind. I did the right thing. I got her away from a volatile situation, where she was an innocent victim at the wrong place at the worst time.

      It’s rare that Nostra Casa asks for help and even rarer that Guard would call me in on a matter, but he did. When I found out that women were being targeted for a sex slave operation, there was nothing I could do but wade in. Little did I know that Abigail would be one of the two women I was there to buy that night, under the ruse of being a sex trafficker.

      Most men would think her mousy or plain. To me, she is anything but plain. Even with her hair sticking to her face, scratches and bruises beginning to emerge from when they took her off the street while she was leaving her job at the library, she was the most exquisite woman I’d ever laid eyes on.

      During the rescue, Abigail got shot. It was a superficial wound, but fuck if I would let anyone take her from me. Reno, the head of Nostra Casa, asked Abigail if she wanted them to take her straight to the hospital, and she shook her head violently and clung to me. Clung to me. Jesus, I was a goner right then and there.

      I put Abigail in the car with me, passed out cold. I wrapped my T-shirt around her wound and put on her seat belt, then tore out of that place like a bat out of hell to get her to the Pride. Saint, their medic, was already on standby when I called to tell them what went down.

      The hardest thing I had to do was leave her. It was for the best, though. Abigail deserves a pretty house with a white picket fence and a man who works a regular job and can give her a normal life. I’m not that man.

      The only other time I get an urge to stay in one place is when Guard calls me back to him. But that night, Abigail had a hand on me the whole time I drove to the Pride. Even when she was out cold, her fingers would find their way to my arm or hand, and once the connection was made, she sighed a little sigh of relief and settled.

      I remember the first real conversation we had.

      “What’s your full name?” I asked her, making sure to keep my tone soft and calming, which, let me tell you, takes a shitload of effort for a man like me.

      “Abigail Sparrow,” she replied with a voice that would soothe the devil himself. “What’s your name?”

      “They call me Ghost.” I caught the tilt of her head. She was probably wondering what kind of mother named their kid that. My mother didn’t stick around long enough to give me a name.

      “Do you have any family you want me to call?” I figured there had to be someone out there looking for Abigail.

      “My dad is in a home with Alzheimer’s. He wouldn’t remember me if I called. It would just upset him,” she said, clasping her hands tightly in her lap.

      “Your mom?” I asked, raising my brows.

      “She died when I was eight. I don’t really remember too much about her.”

      “Friends, coworkers?”

      “I work at the library. Mrs. Nettle just retired, and I worked the evening shift. Not many of us around then. Actually, only me and Mrs. Nettle, and they never replaced her.”

      I realized, Christ, Abigail is just as alone in this world as I am, maybe worse. I at least have Guard. “Right,” I murmured.

      I know I didn’t have to, wasn’t expected to, or obligated to, but after that, I wanted to look after her. This was the first time since I was eighteen that I stayed in one place for more than a day or two. A week was what I gave Abigail. In that time, she told me she was afraid to go back to the city, but was worried about being so far away from her father’s nursing home.

      Guard, Orion, and Saint worked with me to find the closest facility to the Pride where Tom Sparrow, Abigail’s dad could be transferred and have the best care. The home was five times more than what Abigail could afford, but she didn’t need to know that. I paid up front, covering the cost for the first five years. Next was getting Abigail a place to call her own. The cottage I rented seemed to be the only place she felt comfortable in, and it’s only twenty minutes away from the compound, making it easier for Guard and his men to keep an eye on her. It took some convincing, but the owner finally agreed to sell it to me for a hefty sum. I didn’t care about the money. I have more than I can ever spend in a lifetime.

      Knowing that Abigail was safe, I took off. It wasn’t easy leaving her side, but I don’t belong in the light. I’ve lived in the shadows for too long. I promised her she’d always be safe, and I trust Guard with my life, so I knew he would protect Abigail.

      The first time I came back, I snuck into her house and stood right in this spot and watched her sleep until the sun started to rise. I noticed how she relaxed and slept more soundly when I was there with her. Even asleep, she knew I was there. The second time I did this was when I found the chair. Uncanny, but true. Not a word said between us, but she knows when I’m with her.

      Guard’s words run through my mind throughout the night. He’ll bring me back to life, with Orion’s help, that is. A nameless man reemerges through the depth of darkness and is resurrected. I’ll have a name, but I’ll still have to live with a haunted past. I think on this through the quiet of the night.
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      When I wake up, I know Ghost’s been here. There’s not a thing out of place. He touches nothing, but his imprint is on the chair, and I swear I can still smell the subtle scent of him. Apart from that, I slept like the dead, and that never happens unless Ghost is nearby.

      Even now, knowing that the men who took me are gone, and I mean dead-as-a-doornail gone, I can’t seem to stop the fear from rising inside me until it almost consumes me. The nights are the worst, probably because they took me one evening in the darkness of night, when I was closing the library.

      The saddest part of it all is that no one would care. The library director would call a few times, then replace me. Other than Olivia, I have no friends to speak of, not even a damned cat. Mom would have torn the city apart looking for me, but she’s gone. Even though I was young when she passed away, I always knew I was loved, and she would have moved heaven and earth to find me. And my dad, if he knew what happened, he would have wanted to kill them himself. Unfortunately, Dad’s lost in his own head.

      I hate that when I visit, he often doesn’t know who I am. Most times he calls me by my mom’s name, Caroline. He talks to me about all the things they’ve done. It’s both beautiful and tragic. On the rare occasion when he’s with me in the here and now, he easily gets upset because he’s not able to care for me as a dad should. Either way, I leave brokenhearted.

      Today’s Saturday, and it’s my favorite day at the library. We have story time with the little ones. This is when Ava and Vi, as well as most of the young moms from town, bring their kids to the library and we get to visit for a while afterward. Gavin, Ava’s son, is the oldest, all of four and a half. The half is very important, or so he tells me. He’s a very independent little guy, so much like his dad, Guard. Ryder is still just a baby, but I swear that when I read the stories aloud, he’s absorbing every word with curiosity. Gabriella belongs to Vi and Orion. She’s a little firecracker like her mama, a fashionista with a flair for drama. Gabby is definitely Mommy’s little girl, but Daddy’s little princess.

      I love my job. I think the greatest gift is knowledge, and what better place to find that than in a book? I’ve been a bookworm since I was a kid. When other little girls asked for dolls, I asked for a trip to the bookstore. I often thought about opening my own shop, but circumstances always seem to change when you least expect it and the dream took a back seat, but now I’m happy to be at the library here in town. It’s small and quaint and suits me perfectly.

      I pull a heavy wool cardigan over my casual black fitted pants and deep violet blouse to keep out the fall chill. It’s only a few blocks to the library, but as soon as I step outside, Roscoe’s there waiting for me.

      Over the last year or so, various men from Satan’s Pride have been introduced to me through Guard, Roscoe being one of them. He’s on duty to walk me to work today. I’m not much of a talker, but he seems good with that.

      “Morning,” he greets me, standing at the end of the walkway, leaning on the fence. His hands are in the pockets of his leather jacket as he gives me a chin lift and a smile.

      I smile back at him shyly. “Hi, Roscoe. Your turn again, huh?”

      “We fight over who gets to spend time with you,” he says. I know he’s lying, but it’s sweet that he tries to hide that I’m a job to him and the other guys.

      “I could go on my own. It’s not that far,” I say bravely, but even as I say the words, a shiver of fear runs down my spine.

      “What, and deprive me of my morning exercise? You wouldn’t be that coldhearted, would you?” he teases. I’ve seen Roscoe without the jacket, and I know there’s not an ounce of fat on the man. All the men from Satan’s Pride are fit. Super fit and super hot. I also know that it’s not from our morning or evening walks.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” I feign shock at such a suggestion, and Roscoe lets out a chuckle.

      “We’re funny now, huh?”

      I’m getting more comfortable around Roscoe and Emmet. Emmet’s almost as quiet as I am, but around Roscoe, he seems to let loose, and they horse around a lot. Guard tells me they’re prospects with Satan’s Pride. When I looked at him confused, he went on to tell me that they’re not full members and are doing their time to make sure they’d be committed to the club. I’m still not quite sure what that means, but they’ve all been so wonderful to me that I just go with it.

      As we walk the short distance to the library, I think of how weird it must be for Roscoe, or any of the others who fill in, to walk me to work and back. What must they think of me? I’m a weak, scared little girl.

      I’ve been able to walk to work in the morning without nearly the degree of anxiety that I used to have, but walking home in the dark paralyzes me. I relive that moment over and over again. The day when my nice, neat life turned upside down.

      I remember locking the heavy, solid wood door and setting out walking down the same street I’d been taking for the last three years. Nothing out of the ordinary stood out, but then again, I wasn’t paying much attention. To me, it was just the end of another day.

      When two arms closed around me, one hand clamped over my mouth to stop my screams from being heard, I panicked. I clawed at the man’s hands and arms, but to no avail. He kept dragging me backward into the darkness and into an alley. I thought I was going to die right there, in a dark alley, all alone.

      Then I felt the prick of the needle, and all went hazy as I slumped to the ground on my hands and knees. I glanced up to see two men looming over me, laughing and talking.

      “They wanted a brunette. Here she is,” one man said.

      “Yeah, but is she a virgin?” the other asked.

      “Look at her, man, she’s plain. Who’d fuck that? Bet you my cut of the action she is,” his friend responded. Even as I was going numb, I began to crawl away. Maybe if I could get to the sidewalk, I thought. I tried to call out, but my voice was nothing but a whisper. Then everything turned black.

      The next thing I remember was being tied to a chair in a room. My arms ached from the position I was sitting in, and my head hurt as if a thousand drums were playing simultaneously in my skull. As I looked around to get my bearings, I noticed another girl tied to a bed.

      She was alert and was staring back at me. Whoever had taken us was not as kind to her and had marked her face with a handprint. Her lip was bleeding.

      “You okay?” she whispered, trying to break free of the ropes binding her hands.

      “Yeah. I think so,” I replied in the same hushed tone, trying to shake off the cobwebs.

      “Do you think you can move closer, and we can try to untie each other?” she asked. Before I could make a move, though, a man threw open the door and moved right to her. The man straddled her body, leaving her vulnerable to his touch. He taunted her mercilessly. He knew her, and whatever hatred this man had for a gang called La Famiglia, he was taking it out on her.

      When the woman spat at him, he slapped her hard across the face. So hard that her face swung in my direction as she winced in pain. I screamed for him to stop, but he wasn’t paying any attention to me. It was a good thing his phone went off, because he stormed out to answer it.

      It wasn’t long after that that we were stuffed into a van and delivered to a shack by the docks. That’s where I met Ghost. Under the pretense of buying sex slaves, he was there to rescue us. The minute he covered us with his own body to protect us from gunfire, I knew I was safe.

      It was the first time in a very long time that I felt that someone was looking out for me. When shock was setting in after I was hit by a stray bullet, I couldn’t help but hang on tight to Ghost. He was my lifeline, and I couldn’t let go.

      Since then, I dream about Ghost every night. He’s beautiful, even with the scar that runs over his brow and into his hairline. His eyes are a steely blue gray. His hair is a deep chestnut, almost black, his lips full and aristocratic, his nose defined. He must have Native American in his heritage; his high cheekbones are incredible. He’s taller than any man I’ve met, except maybe for War, another Pride member. They’re about even in height. Where War has huge arms and shoulders, Ghost is big everywhere. I can see him commanding an entire army, but with Guard and the Pride, he seems more at ease. At least, that’s what I got from the one time they were all together when Saint, their medic, was seeing to my wound.

      “Hey, where did you go?” Roscoe teases, bumping his arm against my shoulder. I blink, completely unaware that we reached our destination and are standing in front of the library.

      “I drifted away. Sorry,” I mumble. I don’t want to share my private thoughts with Roscoe. It’s embarrassing. I think of Ghost all the time, and I know he thinks of me too because he comes back to see me, but I can’t help but wonder why he only does this when I sleep.

      I wave a quick goodbye and make my way into the building. He yells after me, “Emmet will be here this afternoon.” As always, the Pride has me covered. On one of Guard and Ava’s first visits to the cottage to check on me, I asked him why he’s doing all this for me. I was stunned into silence when he said, “Ghost’s family, and so are you. We protect our family.” Ava simply linked her arm in his and smiled up at her husband adoringly.

      Later that morning, as the library comes alive with people browsing the rows looking for a book to catch their fancy, a little voice calls out to me. “Miss Sparrow, Miss Sparrow, what book are we reading today?” I glance over my shoulder to see Gavin and Gabby hustling their moms along by tugging their hands as they run to the reading area.

      “Good morning, my sweets.” I giggle. “Today we’re reading Orion in the Dark,” I tell them as they come in close, leaning into me.

      “My daddy’s name is Orion. He’s not afraid of anything,” Gabby says emphatically. Then she quickly adds, “Except when Mommy gets mad.”

      Vi lets out a small bell-like laugh and crouches down to her daughter’s height. “We don’t share secrets,” she teases, giving her a tickle.

      “Out of the mouths of babes…” Ava says, rolling her eyes, Ryder on her hip, leaning into his mom.

      I ring the small tinkle bell, and the kids all find their place on the carpet. I love watching their faces come alive as I read the story aloud. As the story comes to an end, I notice out of the corner of my eye a large figure. I shift to get a better look, only to have it disappear into the rows of the history section.

      “That was awesome, Miss Sparrow. Can I take that book home? I want to have Dad read it to me tonight,” Gavin says, drawing my attention back to the kids. I hand him the book and smile.

      “Great idea,” I say. “Does anyone want help looking for a book to take home for bedtime tonight?” I’m surrounded by several of the children, and one by one, they tell me their latest interest so I can discover just the right story for them. Children are involved in reading when it piques their interest, and I aim to do just that.

      “Can we meet you at Hanna’s for lunch?” Ava asks. I
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