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  Chapter 1

Griff
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I’m not sure whose jaws are clenched more, as we sit in Colton’s office, listening to the threat of a madman.  My brother has his desk phone on speaker, and what he expected to be a short call from his kids’ school, has turned out to be a man posing as the principal. 
“What do you want.” Colton repeats, eyes set on the phone.
“Ten million dollars.  I want it wired to a bank account, or else your beautiful little girls are mine forever.  I should get more for twins.”
I look at Colton, and his gaze quickly flees to mine.  We’re sitting a jet plane ride away from where Colton’s kids attend school, and in his shoes, I’d be shitting myself, but he’s cool and calm, as if this guy is a dentist, confirming an appointment.
“What do you need that kind of money for, pal?” Colton asks, as he pulls his cell phone out of his pocket, and punches something into it.
“Retirement.  Besides, you let me worry about what I'm going to do with it.  Just get me that money in an hour and your girls will be safe.”
Colton’s voice is flat.  “And you expect me to take your word for that?”
“A man’s word is all he’s got, man.”
I look over at Garrett, and he rises, making a call, while Dalton does the same.  Me, Bryn, Dale and Beckett are staring at each other, feeling like fifth wheels here.  My heart is pounding, wondering how in the hell Colton’s staying so cool.
“You wouldn’t happen to be the same buttinsky that set my truck on fire, would you?” Colton asks the caller.
He chuckles.  “Now, why would I do that?  When I know damn well that those kids barbecued are worth nothing to me.”
By the look on his face, Colton smells a rat.  “How did you know my kids were in there, dude?”
“Anyone who didn’t know lives under a rock, man.  That story was plastered in every newspaper article in North Carolina.”
“And what else do you know about my family?  What makes you think that I’ve got that kind of cash just laying around?”
“You’re Wren Ford’s kid.  Anyone in the state knows who you guys are, man.  He was a genius, but very fucked up, from what I can tell.”
Why Colton is making conversation with this freak is beyond me.  But I get the feeling that this isn’t his first rodeo.  Dalton re-enters the room, soft on his feet, and nods to Colton.  Garrett opens the back door, where Colton has a bed, and dips his index finger into the air.  These boys know what they’re doing.  I suppose having Wren Ford as their father, knowingly, something that me and my four brothers didn’t have, they’re used to being one step ahead of the game, always.
“Yes, he was very fucked up, but he taught us boys well, don’t you think?” Colton smiles, and now I’m curious to see what’s going to go down here.
“Not as well as he should have, if you ask me.” The caller states.  “Like how you think I’m a fool, trying to say that you don’t have that kind of money, Colton.  Like hell you don’t.  You probably have that much as chump change, sitting in a safe, right there in your office.”
Garrett looks at his phone and rises again, leaving the office, but going in the direction of the reception area, which gets me really intrigued.  Something is up.  They have their ducks in a row somewhere, somehow.  I want Colton to mute the phone and tell us what’s up, but it isn’t necessary.  These boys have some sort of sixth sense with each other.  I thought me and my brothers were good.  
“Well, why does that matter?  You said you wanted this money wired to you, didn’t you?” Colton adds.
“I’m glad that you’re paying attention.” The caller says, his voice low.  “Now, I’m going to give you the banking information for this money, see.  And then you’re going to transfer it in real nice.”
“How will I know that you’re going to give me my girls back?” Colton asks, as though quizzing this man before writing a test.
“That’s a risk that you’re going to have to take, my friend.”
“I don’t take any risks.  Give me something.”
A pause.
“Hello?”
“I’m here.”
“Just...didn’t quite think this through, did you.”
“I thought it through just fine, Colton.  You ready to take down this information?”
“I want a guarantee first.”
“You’re awfully cocky for a daddy with two kids on the chopping block.”
“I’m not cocky.  I’m just sensible.”
“Sensible with two less kids.”
Colton raises one side of his mouth into a smirk.  I look over at Dalton, who is now standing by the desk, feet soft like Garrett’s were.  I gesture with my chin, hoping that he’ll understand that I'm asking what’s going on.  He winks, nodding, indicating that they’ve got it under control, and I'm curious as to how.  I rise and quietly exit the room, feeling all eyes on me, including those of Yolanda, the girl I'm seriously crushing on.  She knows about it, since all nine of my brothers squealed in some form or another, in their own way.  But she’s made it clear that she’s not interested, so I’m careful to keep my expression neutral.
As soon as the office door closes, I find Kristina, Jack’s wife.  Both girls work for Colton and the other Ford boys, and they’re sisters, which makes it slightly more complicated.  I’m about to ask what’s going on, when I see a police officer walk in.  As I turn on my heel, heading back towards the office, he stops me.  “Hey, are you Griff Ford?”
I feel the hair on my arms stand on end.  “Yeah.”  I turn around.  “Am I in trouble?”
Never been in trouble with the law.  I’m former military, and besides, I’d break my mama’s heart if I ever broke the law.  She’s gone now, but I still live by that deep set moral rule.  
“No, I just...I recognized you is all.” 
“Oh.” I smile weakly and hold out my hand for him to shake.  
“Officer Wright.” He says by way of introduction.  
Yolanda and Kristina are watching the exchange.  
“Are you here to help out with this guy who’s trying to kidnap Colton’s kids?”
Officer Wright waves, as another officer follows in behind him.  “Ah, he’s not going to get far.”
“They’re still on the phone.” Kristina confirms, looking at the switchboard.  
“Officer Snowden, Griff Ford.” Wright introduces, as I shake Snowden’s hand.  Why, I don’t know, but I don’t feel like this is much of a takedown.  This feels more like a celebrity meet & greet.  
“Griff Ford.  Wow.” Snowden clucks his teeth.
“You’re here for the douchebag on the line with Colton, right?” I check.
Suddenly, the door opens, and Colton appears, along with my other brothers.
The Officers make the introductions, and I'm completely confused.  “What the hell is going on?” I demand, looking straight at Colton.
He adjusts his pants, placing his phone on the reception desk.  “Since the last mishap, my kids have been on surveillance by very well-paid officers.  They were never in any danger.  This guy on the phone is bogus.  I was just keeping him on the line long enough so that the call could be traced.” Colton explains.  “But the guys watching my kids reported nothing, so all is well.”
“We called over to that precinct, had someone go over and check the school as well.” Wright explains.  “Everything is fine.  Everyone is safe.”
My gaze is fleeting, as I look over at Yolanda, half still confused, half intrigued.  It seems like I'm the only one that needs a change of shorts here.  Even my brothers are unscathed.  Feeling like the odd man out, I dip my head downward.  “Anything we can do?”
Wright’s walkie-talkie squawks on his shoulder.  He adjusts the volume and speaks.  “We’ve got officers tracing the call.  We’ll get him.”
Colton’s brows lift and lower quickly, as though he’s not convinced.  I suppose he’s not, considering that he had to hire officers to keep watch over his kids, despite the fact that they were almost just killed days ago.  My faith in the system is okay, but it’s dwindling since the last mishap.  As I look over Yolanda’s way, I see that her eyes are still on me.  They hold my gaze for a moment, but then she looks away.  I catch Garrett’s gaze on me, too, and I look at him.  His eyes are trying to say something to me, but I don’t know him well enough to decipher the code. 
Sure sounds strange, you know, he’s my brother, well, my half-brother, and yet I don’t really know him that well.  I don’t know any of those bunch well enough yet. But that’s another story. Beckett, one of the brothers that I grew up with, claps me on the back. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost, man.”
I feel like I have. I’m shell-shocked and still feeling the sting of the past, while trying to do the right thing for my future. And that’s something that I think Garrett wants to chat with me about. He’s been itching to talk to me properly about something, but the opportunity hasn’t presented itself yet. And now, for sure, is not the time. “So, how will we know if they get this asshole?” I ask. 
“Oh, he’ll get caught.” Colton states without hesitation. But something tells me that a little Ford vigilante justice is about to be cut into action here. “Nobody fucks with my kids and gets away with it.” Colton says in no uncertain terms. 
“Correction.” Dalton interjects.  “Nobody fucks with a Ford and gets away with it”
Wright, somewhat offended, sniffs.  “I’ll get your statements.”
“How about we do that later?” Colton says, and by his tone, he’s not asking.  “I’d like to fly out and see that my girls are safe, first.  We’ll swing by and give the statements in the morning.”
“Suit yourself.” Wright says.  Snowden picks up on the snub, lowers his head, and shakes it, as both officers walk away.
Once they’re out of earshot, I blurt.  “That’s it?  They’re just leaving?  What...how...”
Colton lifts a hand.  “Relax, man.  I’ve got it covered.  The cops might have traced that call, but I've got my own guys on it, too.  They’ll find our boy before the cops do.  I’m not taking any chances.  I pulled out all the stops the second my kids were fucked with.  The cops haven’t got a prayer of finding the asshole responsible for the truck fire, not the way that they’re going about it, so I hired a team to figure it out.”
Point for Colton.  He’s one of the good ones.  “So, don’t lose any sleep over this, Griff.  Like I said, nobody fucks with a Ford.”
“I’ll make sure that the jet is ready.” Garrett says to Colton.  He’s the head pilot of this airline, and, if he didn’t just come off a flight hours ago, he would likely fly Colton home himself.  Then Garrett addresses me.  “You sticking around, man?”
I nod.  “Yeah.  I don’t think we’re done here just yet, are we?” I ask the room.
“We can continue without Colton for now.” Dalton nods.  “He won’t be long.”
I presume that calling to check in isn’t acceptable under the circumstances, and I guess that Colton also wants to keep his fingers on the pulse of this as it unfolds, seeing as it’s not just his money at stake here, but his kids’ lives, too.
“I’ll be back in a couple of hours.” Colton says.  “After I take care of some business first.”
“Sure thing, man.” Jack says.  “We’ll finish the meeting and I’ll bring you up to speed when you get back, if we’re not still motoring on when you get back.”
We head back into the office, making it through the rest of the items on our agenda, and Colton calls with an update.  While they did not get the caller yet, the girls are safe at school, and the men keeping watch are still on duty.  But something in the pit of my stomach won’t settle.  I feel like this isn’t the end.  After Dale’s internet scandal, and the recent news about our father, plus Colton’s truck being set on fire with his kids and nephew inside it, it’s pretty clear to me that this family will always be a target.
Money is truly the route of all evil.  And while it’s not the answer to any lone problem, it seems to make the greedy hungry, and many are trying to find new and innovative ways to get to our money.  All ten of us are in no uncertain terms, loaded.  We’ve all worked hard for what we have.  Me and my five full brothers, on our land development company, seeded by our father’s money, and our five stepbrothers, with this airline, which was founded by our father.  And it doesn’t seem to matter that our riches were not handed to us on a silver platter, that we all worked our fingers to the bone to get to where we are, people still want a piece of what isn’t theirs.
We’re trying to build a bigger, better airline than this one, which is showing its age.  That’s how us brothers connected.  Colton and his gang needed to rebuild the airline, and we were looking for a project for our land development company.  It’s been a tailspin of ups and downs ever since.  The ups being, of course, connecting with family members that we didn’t know existed, some new relationships, and the latest, Bryn and Liz getting married and announcing their twins on the way.  While me, Beckett and Chas are still single, Bryn and Dale have now joined the rest of the Ford boys, in that they’re tied to the one that they love.  
Finding a woman is not on my list of priorities, to say the least.  In fact, I don’t have time for women, generally speaking, because I work like a dog and love every minute of it, regardless of what my brothers say.  I’ve got enough to do in life, both professionally and in my personal life.  If I’m not working with the land development projects, I'm networking, meeting new people, attending conferences, and the like.  That’s my part of the job.  I’m good with people.  Not as good as Dale is, since he’s the negotiator, but I’m his wingman for the most part.  Therefore, meeting people isn’t the problem, it’s just meeting people that aren’t tied to my business.  I don’t mix business with pleasure at all costs.
So, you can imagine, that when I set my eyes on Yolanda, thus starting this crush, things got more complicated.  She’s one of the administrative people for the airline, and even though she and her sister Kristina work together, and Kristina is married to Jack, one of my brothers, it’s still gets sticky.  The other sticky part, of course, is that she shows zero interest, and maybe even shows a little repulsion towards me.  Yolanda doesn’t like me at all, and it drives me nuts, since the last time I had a crush on a girl, I was cruising the hallways in high school, hiding behind my locker when Linda Jackman walked by.
I know that not so secretly Garrett has a problem with Yolanda, and although Colton loves to razz him about it, the fact still remains.  Yolanda, or Yoli, has a past.  And not one like what you’re thinking.  She didn’t commit any crimes, otherwise you know as well as I do, that she wouldn’t be working here or anywhere near the Ford clan.  And she isn’t a basket case or a psycho, otherwise Jack wouldn’t be able to stand the sight of her, let alone have her living under his roof, with his wife and unborn child.  No, her past trumps all of that, and the worst part of it is that it’s in her past.  So, why can’t I let it go?  Maybe for the same reason Garrett can’t let it go, either.  It’s not something that most people can look past.  
Imagine if we dated, and people asked her what she used to do for a living before she worked for the airline, and she had to admit it, and all the world would know something about my date that even I'm ashamed to admit.
...that she used to be a stripper.






  
  Chapter 2

Yolanda
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I pass crackers to Kristina under the desk, sensing her wave of nausea.  Her pregnancy gives her so many cravings and bouts of nausea and anxiety, that sometimes I feel like her service dog.  The nausea is obvious, as her face pales when it hits.  This is her fifth month, and the doctor promised that it would subside after her third, but it relents.  As she nibbles, we listen to Colton brow beat the police officer.  Serves him right.  In Russia, where me and Kristina grew up, this would never happen.  Colton is doing the right thing, hiring protection for his children and his family. 
We have protection here, too, courtesy of the Ford family.  They do not take our security lightly, and with the problems that they have encountered recently, all the stops have been pulled out.  It is impressive.  Jack will not let me live anywhere else but under his roof, to protect me as well.  I have had my share of troubles.  Those troubles followed me when Kristina and Jack met, and I will never forgive myself for that.  
The Ford family has been very kind to us. Not only giving us both jobs, but Jack, he is a true hero. He has never forced Kristina to choose between him and me.  Even when they got married and Kristina announced that they were having a baby, Jack has never forced me to live anywhere else but with them.  Himself and his family have done their best to protect us, willingly, and I am truly indebted to them for that. 
Kristina and I have worked together here for a few months, something that we had never done before. I love working here. My skills are appreciated and encouraged. My past is all but forgotten, aside from the odd look from Garrett. It is funny when Colton teases Garrett about his discomfort with my past. And I understand. Garrett is a man with the highest nobility. He is a decorated military hero, and he is the most respectable pilot under this roof. He is also married to a very noble and wise woman. Therefore, I do not hold his reservations about me against him. And he does put forth an honest effort to try not to hold it against me. 
Griffin Ford is a strange man. He watches me in the corner of his eye. I cannot read his mind like I can with most men. I do not know if his glances are because of my past, or because he likes or dislikes me. He asked me to dance at his brother Dale’s wedding recently, but I think he was put up to it. I only attended that wedding to satisfy Kristina’s request.  My job there was to be a wallflower, to be invisible. 
We watch them go back into the board room, to finish the meeting they were having prior to the interruption. “Is your stomach better?” I ask Kristina.
“Yes, thank you.”
Griffin sticks his head out the board room door. “Do one of you girls mind grabbing some more coffee for us, please?”
“Sure, I will get it.” I say, jumping up. He props the door open with the doorstop, as I scurry into the break room and grab some more coffee from the countertop. As I walk back into the board room, it is like I am invisible, except for one pair of eyes. Well, he is not staring directly at me, I can see his gaze from the corner of my eye. In a previous life, I was trained to watch just like this.
“Thanks.” Griffin gestures to me, as I nod and exit the door, removing the doorstop, so it closes completely. Thankfully, when the men are in work mode, they refrain from cat calling. As I have heard in previous situations, where the boys were not in a meeting.  Hours later, Colton returns, and the men are still meeting. Just after the supper hour, Jack pokes his head out, and dismisses us for the day.
“Are you coming?” Kristina asks me, as she picks up her purse and her keys off the desk.
“You know how I hate leaving them when they are meeting.  I will stay and grab a ride home with Jack.”
“Well, then order them something for supper, and include something for yourself, too.”
I nod. “I will.”
I watch her leave, just as my phone rings, and as I answer it, I see Griffin’s head poke out of the board room again. He walks by me and heads to the men’s room.  When I finish the call, he comes out, and he stops at the desk. “I thought Jack told you and Kristina to go home.” His tone is conversational. 
“Yes, Kristina went home, but I do not like to leave when there is a meeting in progress. I do not feel that it is right. I had no plans for this evening, so it is no difference to me.”
“Oh. Okay. Well, we’re not going to be wrapped up for a while.”
Then it starts. I see an aura forming at the side of my line of vision. Dammit.  The doctor has prescribed me new medication for my migraines, but I ran out just yesterday, and the pharmacy had to order them in.  Had I known that it was not a commonly used drug, I would have ordered ahead of time.  Migraines have been debilitating for me to say the least.  Without medication, the only relief I get is from complete quiet, darkness, and massage from Kristina’s hand.  Since working for the Ford brothers, I do not have such luxuries, not that I begrudge this at all.  
“You okay?” Griffin asks me, as I place a hand on my head, immediately feeling the pressure build.  I cannot afford to suffer from a migraine today or tomorrow, since there is so much happening at work, and I cannot make Kristina take the brunt of it in her condition. 
“I am fine.” I lie, watching my vision deplete, like curtains slowly closing.  Without Kristina’s care, I might as well go to the hospital.  At least that is where I can get the medication that I need.  My hand goes over my eyes as the pain starts instantly.
“No you’re not.” Griffin states.  “Yolanda, tell me what’s wrong, so I can help.” He says calmly, and thank God for that.  I am so used to this, and the last thing that I need is for someone else’s drama.
“It is a migraine.  I do not have any more of my medication.” I tell him hesitantly, having trouble finding my words.  The brain fog is in full swing.
“Where do you get it?  I’ll go get some.”
I explain to him that my pharmacy is out, and that searching other pharmacies will be futile, since it is a specialized mixture, and the only place that does it is where I already get it filled.  
“Okay, let’s go then.” He says, pulling his phone out of his pocket.
“Where?”
“To the hospital.  At least they can help you there.  Give you some Demerol or some other barbiturate for pain.”
I have to admit that I am glad he knows what to do.  I do not argue with him.  “What about your meeting?” I ask, as he picks up my purse from the desk.
“It’s okay.  They’ll catch me up.  I just told them that I’ll be back shortly, so they don’t send out a search team.  My truck is just outside.” He says, guiding me to the door with his hands on my shoulders.
“Do you know what a migraine is?” I ask him, foolishly.
“Yeah, a buddy of mine gets them. I’ve had to take him to the hospital more than once for them.”  The relief washes over me.  Griffin is very kind, helping me into the truck, and then making sure that inside the cab it is quiet, and he even gives me a clean, dark rag from the back, to place over my eyes, and a plastic bag at my feet, in case I need to vomit.  “I hear Jack gets them, too.” He adds.
“Yes, it is better if I do not speak, if that does not offend you.” I say, feeling more and more pain.
He lifts a hand and nods, and he says nothing more, as he drives me to the hospital.  He says nothing as we arrive, and he just helps me out of the truck, and we go inside the emergency department.  Once I check in, I am told to go sit, and he insists that I am given a small, dark room, given what I am suffering from.  I believe I see him slip the lady at reception a bill or two in thanks.  
“You did not have to do that.” I tell him, as we are directed to a room with a bed, not two minutes after my arrival.
“Yeah, I did.  There’s a baby in that stroller that you can’t see.  He starts screaming, you’re going to feel it.” He says matter-of-factly.
“A baby? Oh, gosh, I hope that the child is not sicker than me!” 
“Relax, it’s his mom that’s here to be seen, not him.” Griffin waves.  “And it looks like she needs stitches, judging by the bloody towel she’s holding.”
“Are you sure?”
“Positive.” Griffin says.  I can only hear him, as my eyes are closed, and even if they were open, my vision is so blurred it is pointless.
I hear the small creak of a door opening, and his hand briefly touches mine, as he shows me where the bed is.  
“The doctor will be in shortly.” The receptionist says.
“Thanks.” Griffin states.  Then he goes on to explain about my medication, and I hand him my phone, so he can look up the name of it, and give it to her.
“I’ll see what I can do.  But she’ll have to be seen by the doctor, and triaged, no matter what.”
“Cool.” He nods, as I lay down, and he hands me the dark rag.
It is not five minutes before a nurse comes in to triage me.  My head is pounding so bad it hurts to move.  The nurse seems young and inexperienced, and Griffin steps in.  “Hey, she’s got a migraine, can you take it easy?” he asks kindly.
“I have to take her blood pressure, sir, it’s standard.” She says.
“Here, let me help you up.” Griffin says, coming over to my side of the bed.  My head lulls from lethargy, and he guides it down to his shoulder, while she places the cuff around my upper arm.  The second that she finishes her routine, it comes so fast I cannot even feel it.  My head is still on Griffin’s shoulder, and I projectile vomit, all over him.  
“I am so sorry.” My voice is shaky, and I am holding back tears, both of pain and of upset.  When I have a bad migraine like this, my body wants to cry.  I have never been able to figure out why, but Kristina always rubs my back, and it helps.  
“It’s okay.  Let it out.” Griffin says, rubbing my back, covered in my vomit, all down his one arm and leg.  “We’re in a hospital, and that’s the place to be if you’ve gotta puke.”
“I am so embarrassed.” I gasp, letting the tears come.
His hand goes to my back.  “Don’t be.  I get it.  I told you I’ve got experience with these things.” His voice is low, almost a whisper.  “You’re going to be okay, just relax.”
The doctor comes in just then, and only steps inside, sees the mess, and says that he’ll be right back.  I am sobbing, crying like a baby, mortified, sick, in pain, and I miss my sister.  I wish she were here with me, and at least then I would not have to worry about looking at her at work tomorrow, feeling so embarrassed I would rather die.  A custodian comes in and cleans the floor, while another nurse places a vomit tray next to me, only a day late and a dollar short.  The custodian hands Griffin some paper towels, as I lay down on the bed.
“Dude, can I give you a twenty to go get me some real ones, man?” Griffin asks the custodian.
“Sure thing.” He says, taking the money.
“And I’ll give you another twenty if you can hunt me down a t-shirt from the gift shop, man.”
“Absolutely. I’ll be right back.”
He mops himself off as best as he can.  Luckily, most of the mess is on his shirt.  The custodian returns five minutes later, with a soaked towel, and a t-shirt in a plastic bag.  “Thanks, dude.  You’re a lifesaver.”
“No problem.”
Griffin pulls his shirt over his head, and I open my eyes, just as he is pulling the clean one on.  I can barely see anything, yet I am staring at him.  He places the soiled shirt into the empty bag and continues mopping his pants.  I am shivering from being sick.  Griffin pulls the blanket up.  “You okay?”
I nod, lying again.  I want
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