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      "Am I supposed to take this to her class?" I ask Whitney as I head toward Laurel Springs Elementary, juggling the box holding cupcakes we'd been assigned to bring. 

      "Yes, don't just leave them at the office. Take them in there and see how cute your daughter looks, since you didn't get to see this morning." She mumbles, her mind obviously elsewhere. 

      I sigh. "You know if I go in there, I'm gonna be stuck for half the afternoon. I've got shit to do today, Whit."

      "We all do, Ryan." Her voice says there's no room for argument. "This is one of my busiest days of the year, even though I typically plan weddings. You know this. It's why I asked you to take them."

      That tone equal parts turns me on, and causes me to roll my eyes. I'm glad she can't see it. "Got ya, babe. I'll take them down to her class, take pics, and let you know how it goes."

      "Thank you." I can hear the smile in her voice. "Gotta go. There's a lot going on here, getting prepared for tonight. You have your outfit ready, right?"

      "Yup, you laid it out for me, and I saw it while I was getting ready for work. I'll be there with bells on."

      "Okay, have fun. Love you."

      "Love you too." I go to end the call, but she's already done it. 

      Shaking my head, I open the front door to the school and make a line for the office. When I go in, everyone greets me with waves and smiles.

      "What ya got there, Ryan?" Celeste, the secretary asks, as she leans forward.

      "Cupcakes that Whit made last night. I need to take them down to Stella's class if that's okay?" I phrase it as a question, but then tack on. "If I don't, Whitney's gonna chop my manhood off. So am I good to?"

      She laughs, sitting back down in her chair. "Whitney can be scary."

      I shiver, tilting my head to the side in a 'you know it' gesture. "You don't live with her. I make it a point never to make her mad."

      "Go on, I'll let Stella's teacher know you're on the way..."

      "Thanks, see y'all later."

      It's weird walking through schools for me now. We do so much active shooter training, that I'm always on alert, and it's even worse when I know that my daughter, and friends of my kids are also in the area. I nod at the teachers who pass me, most of them eyeing the gun on my hip. When one raises an eyebrow, I give her a smile. "Just taking cupcakes to my daughters' class."

      "Thanks." She breathes a sigh of relief. "Makes me nervous with the times we're living in."

      "Understandable. You're good though."

      I round the corner, and can hear Stella as soon as I do. She gets that mouth from her mama, and sometimes it's overwhelming to listen to. I knock on the door, and enter when I'm motioned inside.

      "Dad!" She sees me, and gets up from her desk, running to me.

      "Hey Stelle," I crouch down carefully so that I'm on the same level with her, and still holding the cupcakes. "Brought these sweets for your class."

      She wrinkles her nose. "They're the ones Mom made right, not you?"

      "Yeah." I roll my eyes. "Your mom made them." 

      "Y'all." She turns. "Are going to love these. Mom makes the best cupcakes, and she let me lick the bowl when she was done. It was so good."

      I'm forgotten as she brags to her friend about how good these sweets are going to be. I lift myself off the ground with a groan and turn to her teacher. "Here ya go Ms. Comer. Sorry they're a little late. Whitney is working on the dance tonight, and I got caught up on a stop."

      "You're fine. I appreciate you working it into your schedule to bring them." She tilts her head to the side. "We have some students who'd like to ask you about your job, if you'd be willing to stay a few extra minutes?"

      I knew this was going to happen, which is why I cleared my afternoon. "Sure. What kinda questions do you all have for me?"

      Four little arms shoot up immediately, and I know I'm going to enjoy this.
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      "Can you move that over to the side?" I point toward the left. Violet is helping today, and she picks up the edge of the balloon arch, and pulls it toward where I'm gesturing. 

      She sets it down. "Are we straight now?"

      "I think so." I nod. "Come over here and look from where I'm standing."

      Violet has come a long way in a few years. Watching her blossom under Anthony's glowing gaze has been one of the highlights of being friends with them. Having a front seat has allowed me to appreciate the love between them. She's become more confident in everything, and I'm beyond proud of her. She stands next to me, folding her arms across her chest, tilting her head from one side to another.

      "I think it's straight and centered, which isn't easy to do. Is this where everyone's going to take their pictures?"

      "Yeah, I'm thinking of putting a neon sign in the back with a heart, and the year. I can go get one at Fullrides." I mention one of the new places that's popped up downtown. It used to be I'd have to order something like that on the internet weeks in advance. Now, we've grown into big enough of a town to have places like this. It's definitely made my job easier.

      "I think that's a good idea. I can go grab it if you want me too, though. I know you need to get home and get ready." She offers, a smile on her face.

      "So do you. I'm sure Anthony's taking you someplace nice."

      "Actually, we went to Mobile over the weekend, it's why I asked for last Friday off. That's where we kinda fell in love ya know?"

      I cut my eyes, giving her a grin. "Kinda? You were definitely in love. There was no kinda about it."

      She giggles, tilting her head back so that her hair swings against her waistband. "We haven't been back in a while. We celebrated Valentine's early. So I'm more than happy to go get this for you and make sure it's set up."

      I turn my phone over, eyeing the time. I'm going to be cutting it close if I don't let her take care of this for me. "If you don't care, I would appreciate it."

      "Don't care at all. Everything will be taken care of when you get here. I promise, don't worry at all."

      She waves, already taking charge as I go over and grab my bag, leaving through the back door. It only takes me minutes to walk over to where my SUV sits, get inside, and start it. I have a list of things I need to get done before I head home. First on the list is getting what I need in order to finish Stella's Valentine's basket, and a little something for Ryan, too.

      I drive toward the downtown area and park along the square before getting out and making my way to the new little bakery, Dreamy Delights. If there's ever been a name that's on point, it's this one. Walking in, I'm hit with the unmistakable smell of sweet treats. 

      "Hey Whitney." Miranda, the girl who works the first counter, waves. "I'll have your order up in just a sec. Let me finish ringing this up for The Cafe."

      The person at the register turns, and I'm greeted by Leigh. 

      "Hey!" We say together, hurrying toward each other and sharing a hug. It's been way too long since we've been able to get together. 

      "Are you running around like crazy today, too?" She asks, pushing her hair back from her face. "Because it's crazy town over there at The Cafe, and it's only lunch."

      "Not too bad. Luckily for me, Violet took over so I could do what I need to do before Ryan takes Stelle to the dance."

      Leigh grins. "I can't wait to see everyone tonight. You're bringing her to The Cafe beforehand right? I think I heard that's where everyone's meeting?"

      "Oh yeah, she's requested I curl her hair, and asked if she could wear some lip gloss and mascara. She's excited. I think this is the last year she's going to be happy to participate, so I told Ryan he better enjoy it. More than likely he won't have a date to the V-day dance next year." I laugh, crossing my arms as we stand there chatting. 

      "I can only imagine how that's going to affect him. At least we didn't have a girl." Leigh sighs. "I don't know what in the world Holden would do."

      "It'd be bad, I can assure you. The other day some girl told Stella that her hair was ugly and he was ready to go threaten her with juvenile detention. I don't think I've ever seen him so pissed."

      Around us people are coming and going, but as happens with the MTF wives, we're focused on one another and discussing these crazy lives we live. 

      "I'm so thankful that boys seem to be a little better than girls when it comes to being nice to one another. I'm sure that may change as they get into middle and high school, but right now we don't have to worry about it as much." Leigh shakes her head. "I remember being the girl that everyone made fun of because of my family. I hated it, and I hate that for Stelle. She's such a sweet girl."

      I nod, sighing along with it. These kids make my heart hurt too. "I know, but she's going to be okay. We'll make sure of that. It's just hard in the moment, ya know?"

      "Oh I definitely know."

      Miranda motions to both of us. "Here's your stuff Whitney, and they're loading you out back Leigh. If either of you need anything else, please let me know. We'll charge your cards on file, if that's okay? Help save some time."

      I grab the box she's pushed toward me. "Perfect, thank you so much!"

      I wave at everyone as I leave, and hurry back to my SUV. When I get in, I check the time and realize I'm barely going to make it doing everything I need to do, but for my little family I'll always get it done. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          RENEGADE

        

      

    

    
      "See y'all later." I wave to my fellow alpha squad workers as I head out of the station. Typically I don't shower here, but I'm heading right over to The Cafe, and I don't want to take more time than I need to. 

      "Have a good night. Tell Stelle I'll come see her tomorrow." Tank says from where he's standing with the shift coming on. He's taking the night shift for those of us who have kids. "I have a gift for her."

      "You know you don't have to do that. She doesn't expect it from you."

      "I know." He rolls his eyes. "She's my only niece, and I'm gonna fuckin' spoil her if I want to."

      "Heard loud and clear. I gotta go." I hitch my thumb toward the door. "Thanks for covering my shift so I can go to the dance. I do appreciate it. We'll get together for a cook-out soon?"

      "Sounds good. You know I'll do whatever you need me to."

      I walk out, smile covering my face. Trevor is the best friend I've ever had. When others talked about the close friendships they had I didn't understand, until one day in school when I met Trevor, and we connected in a way I'd never had with anyone else. Since then we've been inseparable, and there's no denying the influence he's had on my life. If it weren't for him, I wouldn't know Whitney, which means there'd be no Stella. I can't imagine it.

      Getting into my truck, I start it, and drive away. I'm only a couple of miles from The Cafe, so even though it looks like I'm going to be a little late, it shouldn't be too bad. Divine intervention happens when there's a parking spot at the front of The Cafe. As I park, I grin, looking inside. Everyone is there with their kids, and their significant others. If anyone had told me this is where we'd all be somewhere around ten years ago, I would've told them they were off their rockers. Although I wanted Whitney, actually being with her was not on my bingo card. 

      When I open the door, the noise is deafening, because that's how we roll. "Dad!" I hear, and while I think it's my daughter, you can never be completely sure when all of us are together. Turning to where I heard the voice from, I see Stella rushing toward me from across the room. "I'm so glad you made it, I was getting worried."

      She hops up into my arms, but she's so big now, I can't pick her up and put her on my hip. Instead, I swing her around, and when I sit her down, she gives me a smile. "You can rest assured I'm not going to forget about you, Stelle. Sometimes I might be late, but I'm never going to disappoint you."

      "I know, believe me I know."

      After I give her a kiss on the cheek, she leaves me, running over to meet her friends. That's when my eyes search the room for Whitney. When I spot her, my heart thumps a little harder. She looks amazing, her blonde hair curled like our daughter's, wearing a black pair of tight jeans or maybe leggings (hell if I know), and a shirt that dips down far enough to show a little bit of cleavage. I can't wait until I get her alone and can give her the present I've had for her, for a few weeks. "You look damn good, Whit."

      "So do you." She smiles, sticking her nose against my neck. "You smell good."

      "Yeah." I smile, hooking my arm around her shoulders. "Used that cologne you like so much." 

      "I do love it. Thank you for wearing it for me." She tilts her face up, and I drop a kiss on her forehead.

      Dipping my mouth to her ear, I speak as low as I dare. "I hope you wore what I asked you to."

      A smirk works it's way across her face. "I did, but you'll have to wait until you're done being a good dad to see it."

      Rolling my lips together, I grip her hip. "You better be ready for me when we're done with this dance. Because I'll be fuckin' ready for you, Whit."

      "Oh I'll be ready and waiting, Ryan. No doubt about it."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We've been at this dance far longer than we should've been, but it's finally starting to wind down, and I'm more than ready to go home. Stella is almost asleep as she leans against me. "Want me to carry you?"

      She makes a noise. "I'm too heavy." 

      That's the damn truth, but she will always be my baby. "C'mon." I bend with me knees, and grab her up around hers. "Let's get outta here."

      Whitney is over on the side talking to Violet. She waves as she sees me. I point outside, and she nods, before holding up one finger. We've been married long enough that I know the gesture means she'll meet me outside in a few minutes. 

      Stelle is asleep before I even get her buckled in. Even though she's almost a teenager, I pray that she always lets me do these things with her. After I'm done buckling her in, I stand up and stretch. I'm getting too old for this shit though, that's the reality.

      The sound of heels clicking against the pavement gets my attention and I turn to where Whitney should be coming out of the school. As she steps into the light, my stomach gets those butterflies, and my chest tightens. The way it always has with her. "You wanna ride home with us?" I ask. "I can get Trev to come bring your SUV home. He's on-shift tonight."

      She seems to weigh the possibility before smiling. Her white teeth break up the red stain on her lips. "That'd be nice."

      I hurry over to the passenger side of my quad-cab and open the door for her. "Your chariot awaits my lady."

      "Look at you being all sweet."

      "I'm always sweet." I remind her, my hand rubbing along her waist as she saunters past me. "Except when you want me to be spicy. I can do that, too." I lean in, taking a nip at the exposed skin of her neck.

      "Ry..."

      "What? Gotta prove I've still got it. We have limited free time, and even less alone time. Gotta get it in when I can."

      She turns, her lips pursing, eyebrows lifting. "You can get it in anytime you try, Kepler. You don't have to sweet talk me."

      Immediately my body heats, and because I know Stella can't see I adjust my hard cock as I come around the front of the SUV. When I get in, I reach over and grab her hand. "Maybe I can get it when we get home?"

      Her smile is saucy. "Count on it."
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