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Songbird

Maya Banks

Dedication

To Jamie for all her knitted love.

Chapter One

Emily Donovan woke with stinging eyes, her bodydihering in the throes of a nightmare. The same
nightmare she had every night.

She closed her eyes against the unbearable abtlee ahest and tried to fall back into oblivion, b
memories were too vivid, too alive in her mind.

Sean

How she missed him. He hadn’'t deserved to die. He&h too young, so full of life. He'd loved her
unreservedly, picked up the pieces of her shatteeadt and helped put her back together.

As always when she thought of Sean, images ofatotder brothers, Taggert and Greer, hauntedither.
angered her that she couldn’'t separate her meniri@san from the other two Donovan brothers, but
they were as much a part of her soul as Sean read Bet Sean had accepted her. Loved her. Taggert
and Greer had shoved her away.

The ache in her chest stole her breath, and sheedgeer eyes to stare at the blurred ceiling. @heplat
the side of her bed cast elongated shadows, soeeefinghtening, but the dark was scarier, so sivays
left it on.

The days had gotten a little easier. She managpédrform normal activities. Eating. Sleeping—fiyall
But her sleep was still tortured by images of tiight. By Sean’s blood covering her hands. By his
whispered love youand his warm smile before he took his last breath.

“It's not fair,” she whispered fiercely. “It shoulthve been me, not you.”

Her breath stuttered out in a sob that clawed matheat. It hurt to inhale. It hurt to exhalehlirt tolive.



Giving up on sleep, she crawled out of bed, feetingh older than her twenty-five years. Shal\days
been so much older than her years. Quieter, moteren@nly the Donovan brothers had been able to
bring her out of her shell, and she’d give anythimgo back to those days in the Montana mountains
where only the skies were bigger than their dreams.

She’d lived hers. Just for a little while. Jusflagyg had always predicted. Their little songbirdwa
destined for bigger and better things than the MaiarPass Ranch. But she hadn’t wanted fame and
fortune. She’d only wanted their love.

With a weary sigh, she walked into the kitchen d¢tadnly her silky pajama top. Sean had boughrit
her, and when she’d laughingly informed him herguied off because only the top was there, he synugl
told her he preferred easy access and had throay the bottoms.

Mechanically she performed the rituals of morniRgeparing coffee that she didn't even like, to@gstn
bagel she wouldn’t taste. All the things that mhdelife feel normal.

The chair was cool on her bare legs, and she stogi¢o the small, two-person table where she’dgula
her saucer and cup. She drank, barely wincing wieiot liquid hit her tongue. Chewing the bagekto
effort. Swallowing took more.

What was she supposed to do today? The questierefil calmly through her mind, and she staredeat th
half-empty cup in her hand in bemusement. She bgdmto go to. No appointments. No schedule. She
only had one goal. To survive another day.

Maybe she’d take a walk. Challenge herself to theecity she’'d fled to. Its size and people would
swallow her up. Offer her the anonymity she dedpéraraved.

The mere idea of leaving her apartment withoutexi$ic destination in mind sent a wave of nausea
through her belly. The coffee bubbled like a volzatout to erupt, and she swallowed rapidly.

She couldn’t go on like this, living in the shadewfaid to step into the light. Sean would hatelite
she led. He’'d look at her with those intense blgmseand his lips would thin in disapproval.

She looked down, studying her fingers, and wondbmd long it would take before she didn’t feel so
flayed alive when she thought of Sean. When sh&lndueel the knife that had ended his life.

A firm knock sounded at the door. Her head whippggdand panic hit her like a sledgehammer. Each
breath squeezed from her lungs, crushing her chest.

Stop being stupid

No one knew she was here. She knew none of henlna@ig. She was safe.

Who the hell could be at her door at five in thermirag?

Renewed fear gripped her by the throat.

Maybe it was just her apartment manager. Or a beigh

At five in the morning?

Her gaze flickered over the four deadbolts shetlihatalled. No one was getting in unless shehietnt

The knock sounded again. Harder this time.



She flinched and hastily stood, her heart beatirgyvicious cadence.

She didn’t have to answer. She could pretend t@skeep. Or not at home.

Hesitating, she turned away from the door onlydokyback around when the knocking persisted.
Whoever it was wasn’t going away.

Damp palms wiped nervously on her pajama top. $recgd down, realizing she wasn’t dressed for
company, and then she laughed—a harsh, dry soahddkaulted her ears.

She wasn't entertaining guests. The sooner sheeadvwihe door and sent them on their way, therbette

It took everything she had to make that walk actbediving room to the door. She put her palmoa t
surface and leaned forward to peer out the peephole

She gasped, blinked, stepped back then surgedrdagain, straining to see. Her stomach plummeted.
Oh God.

Greer and Taggert Donovan stood in the hallwayr thepressions grim—and determined.

How had they found her?

Stupid question.

She closed her eyes and leaned her forehead almtineNot now. She couldn’t face them right now.
Maybe never. How was she to look at them knowing hauch they reminded her of Sean? Of how much
she loved Sean?

Of how much she loved Greer and Taggert.

Her fingers splayed out over the wood as if shécctmuch them through the barrier. She turned kedh
so that her cheek pressed against the surfacénanddached for the top lock, letting her hand east
without moving it.

Another knock jarred her face and then she heaggédréis voice, low and entreating.
“Emmy, open the door.”

She swallowed once and slowly pulled away untilwhe an arm’s length from the locks, her hand still
on the top one. As she turned it, the click echuaadhly.

With shaking fingers, she worked down until shecheal the last. She grasped the knob and turned,
cracking the door and bracing her free hand orirtiree.

Her gaze met and locked first with Taggert and Beger. They filled the doorway, the entire hallyway
and God, they looked just as she remembered. S&twled jeans and boots.

For the longest time she stared and they stardd hhen Greer stepped forward but halted when she
retreated a step.

“Open the door, Emmy,” he said softly.



Her knees trembling, she eased the door wider tinatie was a gaping space, more space than she’d
allowed in a year. Greer’s expression softenediaisgreen eyes filled with regret. Then he simply
opened his arms.

The first step was the hardest, but suddenly stvedfderself in his warm embrace. She buried her ifac
his chest, inhaling the faint smells of tobacco hatses, two scents that seemed permanently bramded
him.

She shook against him, but the tears wouldn’t cdfee.eyes were so dry they hurt.

He lifted her and walked with her into the apartim@iaggert closed the door behind them, and simedur
to see him fingering the locks, a scowl on his face

“Have you cried even once, Emmy?” Greer asked yugsthe held her.

It made her sound so heartless. She hadn't crietdaf\the hospital when they told her Sean was.gone
Not at his funeral or afterward when they burieah i the family plot on Mountain Pass land. Nothe
many months since. Crying made it all so...final.

She wrapped her arms around his waist and squeléfeld so good to be back in his arms.

“I missed you,” she whispered.

“Aww Em, we missed you too,” Greer said in a lowog

Taggert made an impatient sound, and she pullegt &ea Greer to stare at the oldest Donovan brother

“Why the hell did you disappear on us, Emmy?” Tagdemanded. “You were Sean’s wife. We would
have taken care of you. The MPR is your home alilsays been your home. Long before you married
Sean. Frank’s going crazy. No one’s seen you. Aowd we find you holed up like a prisoner in an
apartment in the city. You hate the city.”

Her hand flew to her throat, her pulse poundingregdner fingers.

“l told Frank | couldn’t do it anymore,” she crackeut. “He knows. | told him not to look for me. |
can’'t—won’t—sing.”

“You think that's all he cares about?” Taggert asKéle’s your manager, but that doesn’'t mean he’s a
complete mercenary asshole. He’'s worried sick goer We all are.”

“Tagg, enough,” Greer warned.

Taggert threw up one hand and turned away, hiseslodidy simmering with frustration. Then he turned
back around and pinned her with the force of lsestWarm, liquid chocolate. She’d always loved his
eyes. They made his already dark looks even ddnkieishe’d never been afraid of him. He’'d always
been her Tagg, and she’'d always loved him.

“Come here, damn it,” he said gruffly.

She only hesitated a moment before she walkechistarms. He hugged her fiercely, stealing herthrea
with the force of his grip. But God, for the fitghe in a year, she felt safe.

His breath whispered roughly over her hair, heyaignal of the turmoil that rolled beneath hisgbu
exterior.



“Goddamn it, Emmy, what were you thinking?”

She couldn’t answer. The words were lodged in Imeyat, so thick and swollen she feared choking. She
concentrated on breathing, taking in his solidrgjtle and the crisp, clean smell of his shirt. Hiésted
the same detergent, the same plain deodorant.iliéotio aftershave, no cologne.

He pried her away from him, holding her shoulderfi@ stared down at her.
“You’re coming home with us.”
She opened her mouth, to say what, she wasn'tlsutdée silenced her with one hard stare.

“No arguments. Greer and | aren’t taking no fomaswer. You belong at home. Sean would want you
there. Not locked away here in some strange ditgiicato leave your apartment. You aren't living.
You're barely existing.”

Oh no, she wouldn’t lose her composure now. Wooldgive in to the grief slicing her insides uphétd
been a year. She could hear Sean’s name withattrrgas though she’d been slapped.

“He’s right, Songbird,” Greer said in a soft, sdothvoice.

He couldn’t know how much the endearment hurmliye than Sean’s name, sent splinters of agony
washing through her body.

She closed her eyes and swayed in Taggert’s gtipglher lip, welcoming the pain as a distraction.
“Don’t call me that,” she rasped. “Never again.”

Taggert caught her chin in his fingers and feathéis thumb across her jaw. “You will sing again,
Emmy. In time. When you're ready.”

She shook her head mutely, but he just held firtchstared back at her as if infusing her with hik. wi

“Yes, you will. You're coming home. You'll heal. Ydl live again. You'll sing.”

Chapter Two

“We should have driven,” Taggert muttered. He samker in his seat as the plane began its taxi.

“Why didn’t you?” Emily asked curiously as she gtad over at him. Taggert’s dislike of flying was
hardly secret. In fact, she couldn’t remember #s¢ time he’d willingly got on a plane.

“We were in a hurry to get to you,” Greer said.

She looked down at her hands, surprised at how ralmalstill was even after being dragged out of her
apartment by the two brothers. It was all a ligilereal, and at any moment she expected to wake up
staring at her plain white ceiling just like everther day.

Taggert reached over and folded his hand over hiershumb rubbing over the side of her wrist.



“You had to know we'd come, Emmy.”

She swallowed but couldn’t say anything. She hakimiwn they’'d come. They'd made their feelings and
wishes perfectly clear four years ago. They cotldavebeenany clearer.

Greer sighed and shifted uncomfortably, his kneesging into the seat in front of him.

“Lean over on me and get some sleep,” he dirett&l look like you could use some rest, and it's a
long-ass flight.”

With the armrests up on either side of her, leamibg either man was easy. Greer shifted his arrang
over her, and she nestled into the crook of hisiisieo.

Taggert kept hold of her hand, and it struck hat this was the only time in years either man had
allowed himself to touch her. Oh, there'd been ahsyuick hugs. Perfunctory kisses on the cheekwhe
she and Sean made the trip back, but the tripsiéawer when she could no longer bear the strain a
Sean couldn’t bear to see her unhappy.

Because of her, he’d left the only place he'd eatled home, and he’d never gotten the chance to go
back until they brought him to Mountain Pass iragket.

Why now? Why were they changing their approach wét? Now, when it was too late. Four years ago
she would have given her soul for them to undedstéor them to accept her love—for all of them. I5ea
had understood. Why hadn’t Taggert and Greer?

Her anger surprised her, sudden like a flashfléod.so long she’d felt nothing but overwhelmingrear
and regret, and now the red-hot glow of rage sinech&rithin.

“We never meant to hurt you, Emmy,” Greer whispesiede to her ear.

Had he felt her anger? Could he sense it boiling?

Not now. Not here. Maybe never, but definitely hete, trapped with all these people.

“Rest,” Taggert ordered. “Lay off, Greer. Therddd plenty of time to hash it out when we get home.”

Instead of being irritated at his dictate, she athim relief and closed her eyes against Greegstcishe
willed herself to go to sleep, if for no other r@aghan to avoid meaningless chitchat, or worse, a
conversation that had the potential to reopen adns.

She slept deep and dreamlessly, and when she wdkeggert’s gentle shaking, she had to orient Iferse
to her surroundings. The plane was nearly empty,Taggert pulled himself out of his seat and i t
aisle before reaching a hand back for her.

Still fighting the heavy veil of sleep, she allowidh to pull her from her seat. She stumbled kelitind
Tagg caught her with a firm hand to her elbow.

“Easy,” he murmured. “Don’t try to take it too fdst

She hadn'’t slept that hard in a year, and she weddehy now, on an uncomfortable flight? She didn’t
have to look too hard for her answer. Taggert arekfGmade her feel safe. They always had. Mayhe the
were right to make her come home, even if it wdaddhe most difficult thing she’d ever done.



Barely aware of her surroundings, she managed o deaedly off the plane. She stood at the gate,
confused by where to go next. Greer slipped anaand her waist and urged her forward.

There were no suitcases to collect. Everythingdskeken was shoved into a small overnight bag.&he’
opted to just walk away, and maybe that's whatdtidbest. Run. Tagg and Greer had said they’'d take
care of her apartment and her belongings, andesliedm, too emotionally wrung out to focus on
anything more than taking her next breath.

She accepted long ago that she was weak. A strensgmpwould never have existed as she had for the
last year. She was a coward who took the pathast kesistance, but she recognized her limitathowls
knew that even if she wanted to be more resiligm;d fail. She’d died with Sean, only her body Wwas
stupid to realize it.

Greer and Taggert herded her toward the parkiregamnd into a new-looking blue SUV.

“Where’s the Dooley?” she asked faintly. The redeaded cab diesel truck was as much a fixturéef t
MPR as the Donovan brothers.

Tagg threw the luggage in the back while Greer efdehe passenger door for Emily.
“It's still there. Relegated to the work truck no8he’s seen better days.”

He waited patiently for her to climb in, and themrkeached for a pillow lying on the floor behine th
driver’'s seat. He plumped it and tossed it on dad.s

“Lay down, sweet pea. Get some sleep. You lookyikere in another world. I'll wake you up when we
get home.”

Her eyes were so heavy, she wasn't sure she ceeld them open if she tried, so she settled dowthen
seat, snuggling her face into the soft pillow.

She dimly registered doors shutting, the engingisgpand the SUV rocking into motion. Tagg’s and
Greer's low voices buzzed warmly in her ears, bet®uldn’t decipher what they were saying.

Home.
She was going home.
It terrified her and offered her sweet comfortailthe same time.

“I hope we’re doing the right thing,” Greer murmdras he turned to look over his shoulder at a Bigep
Emily.

“We are,” Taggert said grimly. “You saw her. H&lreer, how much longer was she going to last like
that? Did you see the locks she had on the door?”

“Well at least she was smart about her safety,’eGsaid.
Taggert scowled. “She should have damn well conrmeeha long time ago. She should have never left.”
“You and | both know why she did,” Greer muttered.

Taggert glanced away, his fingers tight aroundstkering wheel. Yeah, he knew why she’d left. Why
she couldn’t stay. Why she and Sean made a lifg &wen the ranch. Why she’d ended up Sean’s wife
in the first place.



He'd made mistakes. No question. But that didn'amEmily was going to keep paying for them. Four
years was a long time. The last year had beerohalll of them, but especially Emily. Sweet, detica
Emily with the voice of an angel and a heart toahat

Goddamn, it hurt him to see her so defeated. Shédnt even sing, and she’d always sung. Always. He
couldn’t remember a time when she wasn’t weavingd&into beautiful music.

“We shouldn’t have let this go on for so long,” Gegt said. “We should have dragged her ass home
months ago.”

Greer nodded. “Agreed. But we can’t change the.pHstrubbed a tired hand over his face. “God, & w
could. All we can do is make damn sure Emily fesalfe with us, that she knows the ranch is her Home.

“And that this time we aren’t going to give herlike we did before,” Taggert vowed.

“She may not want us now,” Greer said carefullyinf& changes things. She married Sean. She’s a
different woman now.”

Taggert turned fiercely to Greer, slowing down aglid. “You look at that girl back there and yoll te
me she’s a different woman. She’s hurting like .h&he’s grieving. She’s tried to stop living, bbes
still the same sweet, giving girl we've known allrdives. She loved us, Greer. We shit on that,|ou
she loved us, and | don't believe for a minute géree that love lightly. We can get her back. | digay
it would be easy, and it shouldn’t be after we @atrher away, but | won't give up.”

“I hear you, man. She needs time, and she’ll hlivibatime in the world at the ranch where we taie
care of her and end this path to self destructiaisson.”

Grief and regret, so much regret, swirled in Tajgstomach. Sean shouldn’t have died protecting
Emily. His older brothers let him down—Iet him achily both down. Taggert would have to live with
that for the rest of his life. But he wouldn’t semder Emily the same way. She was alive, dammdt, a
she was going to start acting like it.

Chapter Three

Emily woke in Taggert's arms as he strode fromSh®/ toward the front porch of the two-story frame
house. She’d always loved this house. Whitewasheduld have existed a hundred years before,ra far
house on a fledgling cattle spread. And it did, rgmeinded herself ruefully. This land had beerhim t
Donovan family for over a century, built when thesvwas still new, when people with big dreams came
to settle the raw, untamed land.

The sun was sliding over the mountains, and théadhthe spring air elicited a trail of goose busnpver
her arms.

Tagg looked down at her as he mounted the steddhiareyes softened. “We're home, Emmy.”

He set her down, almost as if he knew how impoitamtis that she walk inside on her own. Greer
opened the door, and Emily stepped into the liviomgm.



The first thing that hit her was the smell. It viwsd to put a name on the smell of home. It wasrold
musty but not unpleasant, just the reality of aedaigouse. There was a hint of tobacco, the scent of
leather and a faint whisper of daffodils.

Nothing had changed. The furniture was the samendow aggert’s favorite threadbare armchair with
ottoman. The old television had been replaced dfatstreen was mounted on the wall catty-corner to
the stone fireplace.

Through the adjacent door, she knew she’d finckitohen the same as she’d left it, its large opeorf
plan inviting and homey, the wraparound bar thajgaal the entire kitchen a place for people to gathe
talk and eat at the end of a long day.

She could almost hear the laughter echoing throlglhallways.
“Emily, my dear! It's so good to see you.”

She blinked in shock to see Doc Summerston stamd ffiis perch on the couch. She’d been so busy
remembering that she hadn’t even noticed him irrdoen. What on earth was he doing here?

“Hello, Doc,” she said a little nervously.

Greer wrapped his arm around her shoulders andtgave light squeeze. “We asked Doc to come out
and look you over.”

She inhaled in surprise and glanced sharply upraghd then over to Taggert who looked none too
apologetic.

“Is that all right with you, Emily?” Doc asked inggntle voice.

Her shoulders went down in defeat. It didn’t realigtter. The sooner she got it over with, the spshe
could go to bed.

“Where am | sleeping?” she murmured.
“In your room,” Taggert said.

She nodded and started for the stairs, Doc follgvaehind her. Was there a diagnosis for dead-and-
don’t-know-it? She almost laughed. Doc would thirgt terribly fatalistic.

“Well, we got her here, now what the hell are wingdo do?” Greer demanded after Emily and Doc
disappeared up the stairs.

“That’s a loaded question,” Taggert said with a@siyVe take it one day at a time.”
“It scares me to see her this way. It's like stgi&en up.”
Taggert scowled. “I think she gave up a long tige.4

The two men paced the living room, and fifteen rtesuater, Doc came down the stairs, a grim look on
his face.

“Well?” Taggert asked impatiently.

Doc sighed. “It hurts my heart to see her like.thisatched that girl grow up, so happy and sumty.
one could look at her without smiling.”



“Is she okay? | mean physically?” Greer interjected

“Well, yes and no. The problem is, she just doesare. She’s weary to her bones. | doubt she’s &ep
more than a few hours at a time in the last ydag!sSonly eating enough to get by. She’s given up.
There’s so much hurt in that little girl's eyesprinkes me ache.”

“That makes two of us,” Greer muttered.
Taggert shoved an impatient hand through his Haa.what can we do?”

Doc pinned them both with a resigned look. “I Hatsay it, but you're going to have to get touglhwi
her.”

Taggert frowned. Greer winced a little, but he kri2gec was right. As tempting as it was to coddle and
baby her, it wasn'’t going to help her rejoin thedaf the living.

“She has a routine of not having a routine. She, aéile sleeps—or tries to, and then she doesaveil
again. She’s on autopilot and a crash is inevitabiee her a day or two to rest. | gave her somethd
help her sleep through the night tonight. Make st gets plenty to eat. But then, you're goingeee
to make her break out of her comfort zone.”

Taggert swore long and low. “Christ, she’ll haté’'us
“Maybe at first,” Doc said. “She’ll come aroundptigh, and then she’ll understand.”

Greer sighed. He and Taggert wanted nothing meaue i bring her home so they could protect and love
her. Making her hate them again...

“We appreciate you coming by, Doc,” Greer said.

“Anytime. I'm just glad Emily is home where she tefis. It's been a tough road for her, but she’sygou
and resilient. She’ll bounce back.”

“I hope to hell you're right,” Taggert said.

*kk

Emily woke to a stream of sunlight piercing the tghuffled curtains. For a moment she lay there
soaking in the warmth, and then she turned to &idke old alarm clock on the nightstand. Eightazk.

Taggert and Greer would have been up several latngady. Work started early and ended late on a
ranch. They and the hands put in long hours evayy d

Sundays though...Sunday had always been their dalgelsummers they snuck down to the watering
hole, one of the Donovan brothers keeping watclefoily’s dad. A few times he’d shown up, but by the
time he had, they'd gotten Emily out of the creek aeaded home.

Emily’s mother had died when she was young, andaiber was the epitome of old-time conservative
strict. Spare the rod, spoil the child. A mottottslaould have been his family crest.



She’d gotten more beatings over spending time thighDonovan boys than anything else. She wasn't a
rebellious child, and she was usually obedientepkevhen it came to Taggert, Greer and Sean. Spgndi
time with them had been worth every lash of hdrdds belt.

They'd hated her father, but he was her father,sliedowed him as much respect as she could give. He
been proud of her singing. He loved to hear heag sirchurch. Every Sunday she sang with the cheir,
clear, radiant voice rising above the others.

He'd hit the roof when her attention turned to mooenmercial songs, and he’d forbidden her from
seeking any sort of a career outside the church.

One night she’d snuck out, and Sean drove herta¢ighboring town where the honkeytonk was having
talent night. She’d sung her heart out and garniredttention of Frank, an agent to several ajread
established singers in the business.

Her father was waiting—with his belt—when she re&d home. It had been the worst beating she’d
suffered, and she didn’t go anywhere for three dayfear Taggert, Greer or Sean would find out.

The two things she loved most in the world—the D@mobrothers and singing—were the things
forbidden to her by her father.

She’d taken her courage in her hands and gonetaticth, determined to make the brothers see hew sh
felt about them. In her youth and inexperience,lsd@n’t considered how ludicrous her wants were. Sh
only knew how desperately she loved them all.

It was the worst night of her life. Far worse ttzany beating she’d ever suffered. Sean hadn’t Hesne t
but Taggert and Greer had gently but candidly b&ldthat what she wanted wasn’t possible.

Then she’d gone home to face her father and hithwra

Sean came for her two days later, furious withbingghers and ready to kill her father for what hetuhe.
Sean had refused to leave her there one minutedombey eloped, but that hadn't been the findlinai
the coffin of her nonexistent relationship with fether.

He’'d seemed willing to forgive her marriage to Sdaut when she told him she had a record deal, he’'d
disowned her.

It seemed everyone but Sean had turned his babkp@and now Sean was gone. All because of her.
He loved her, put her first¥%her career, her wantsreeeds¥and she hadn’t been able to save him.

She waited for the tears to come, even welcomed,tbecause anything was better than this barren
wasteland that resided in her chest. But she sistphed at the window, her grief sealed behind an
impenetrable wall of ice.

With a heavy sigh, she slid her legs toward theeerfghe bed and struggled upward. Funny, she didn’
remember getting undressed last night, but sheosgigppshe had after Doc gave her a sleeping pill.

Normally she wouldn’t bother with a shower, becatigze was only her to put up with her appearance,
but she wasn't in her apartment anymore. Aside f@neer and Taggert, there were a number of ranch
hands who lived here.

Grimacing over the effort it took to dig in her biag clothes and the basic toiletries, she trudgfétb
the shower and without waiting for it to warm, gied underneath the spray.



The cold shocked some of the lethargy from heresysaind by the time she washed and rinsed herithair,
didn’t quite feel like sludge ran through her veins

After drying off and dressing, she looked at hédrsethe mirror and winced. She looked...well, dead.
There was no life, no spark in her eyes, and psndiere drawn, not in a frown, but in a flat life o
indifference. Even a frown denoted some sort oft@no

To her surprise, her stomach growled, and sheitaska promising sign. Maybe the mountain air was
good for her. Or maybe it had just been too longesishe had a decent meal.

Leaving her still-damp hair hanging to her shoudshe picked up her mess and went back into her
bedroom. She pulled up short when she saw Taggerdiag in the doorway.

“Oh good, there you are. | was coming up to sgeuf wanted to eat. Buck left breakfast for you.”

“l thought it was against his religion to hold aahtor anyone,” she said dryly. “Either be therbem
it's put on the table or go without'.”

Taggert chuckled, and she watched the dimple ichegk deepen. It always amazed her how something
so innocuous as a dimple could transform his hagine

He reached out his hand. “Come on, Emmy. Come gltmae. Afterward I'll take you out to see the new
colts.”

A flicker of interest stirred for a moment, but tieught of walking so far exhausted her.
“Maybe I'll just eat and hang out here,” she muratir

His eyes hardened for a moment, but he didn’t artnséead he motioned for her hand again, and when
she finally extended it, he pulled her out into hiadiway.

“You've lost weight,” he said bluntly as they desded the stairs. “You need to start eating again.”
Her cheeks tightened, but she remained silent.

When they got to the kitchen she was surpriseéédBaick puttering around and even more surprised to
see that he still wore the same apron he had ggardt was worn, had holes and was so thin shkelcou
see through it.

“What are you staring at, girly?” he asked rudely.

She felt her lips going upward in a smile, andhitcked her. But it grew even larger as she stardtea
cantankerous man who’d been the Donovans’ coole $ietore she was born.

“Well, now, that’s better. Come here so | can hag.y

Mechanically, she went forward, still enjoying ensation of smiling. He hugged her tightly, anel sh
smelled the faint mint of his snuff.

“Still chewing,” she said with a sigh. “Buck, yoomouth is going to rot and fall off.”

He drew away and glared at her. “Still nagginggd.9Greer hasn’t given up his smokes, so nag hyouf
feel the need, but leave me be. I've been chewandpity years, and | don’t aim to quit anytime 830

She rolled her eyes as she stepped back. “Parddormet wanting you both to die of cancer.”



“The good Lord will take me when he’s ready and aatinute sooner.”
Her smile disappeared and the heavy weight desdemtéer chest again.

“Ah sheeit,” Buck said. “That was a damn fool thioigme to say, Emmy. | wouldn’t hurt you for the
world.”

“I know,” she said, trying valiantly to resummonr fsenile.

Giving up, she took a seat at the bar beside Taggdravoided both their gazes. When Buck put & pla
in front of her, she ate without tasting. She krtleay watched her and also knew they were measuring
every bite, so she made herself eat all of it.

When she pushed the plate away, Buck gave a gfsatisfaction and picked it up to put it in thalsi
“So how about that walk out to the stable?” Taggsked.

There was a challenge in his voice that made rearginwardly. What she really wanted to do was go
back to bed or even curl up on the couch and alikerfamiliar smells of the Donovan house.

But she was embarrassed to tell him no, to explaibshe didn’'t have the energy to do much mone tha
brush her hair. It was still damp, and if she wautside, she’d need to comb it and dry it.

She raised trembling fingers to press againstdrehtad.
“Are you okay?”

Taggert’s concerned voice brushed over her easstrigd to nod, but all she managed was a clipjadid h
motion that could either be deciphered as a yesna.

“The walk can wait,” he said after a pause. “Yoouwd get some more rest. When you're feeling more
up to it, I'll take you out to see the horses.”

Relief made her weak. She put her hands on the@dge bar to push herself off the stool, and thiea
made her way toward the living room. Did the clagét hold all those wonderful old afghans thatrida
Donovan had made?

She stopped just outside the living room and opdimedhallway closet to see a pile of blankets irgid
on the same shelf they’d always rested on.

She pulled one down and briefly held it to her pneseoring the smell. Home. It smelled like home.

Carrying it into the living room, she sank onto tlmeich with something akin to bliss. Haphazardhg s
arranged the blanket around her body and drew b iner chin before closing her heavy lids.

Chapter Four

“You shouldn’'t have caved so goddamn easy,” Gret is disgust.



He took one last drag of his cigarette then to#is@own and ground it under his boot heel.

“That’s easy for you to say,” Taggert growled. “Yeegren’t looking at her. She was about to collapse.
honest to God think it took everything she haddgbup, shower and eat. Besides, I'm done with b#irg
older brother and bully in this shit. | can’t fotgewas me doing all the talking when we sent&say.
Like it was my decision as head of the fucking tetwadd.”

Greer held up his hand in surrender. “| understijudst can’t stand this. | feel like we're losihgr all
over again, and there’s not a damned thing we ogn d

“I know whatl’'m going to do,” Taggert gritted out. “I'm going te Ibhere every step of the way. I'm
never going to give her a chance to think | dordhivher—that | don't...love her,” he ended in a nearl
silent exhale.

“Work?” Greer asked.

“Fuck work. Our hands are more than capable ofinghthe show for a while. Rand will keep things
going smoothly.”

“Okay.ﬂ
“Look man, if you don’t want this—"

“Shut the fuck up,” Greer said coldly. “That’s agid-ass thing to say. We made a decision. We raade
mistake. There’s nothing more to discuss.”

Taggert held both hands up. “All right, then stepand-guessingy decisions. You handle Emmy your
way. I'll handle her mine.”

Greer nodded. He watched as Tagg turned and staikiet the house. Tagg might be the older brother,
but he was definitely the impatient hothead offeiraily. Neither of them liked his judgment questdn
even if they had monumentally fucked up in the past

Greer sighed. It wouldn't be the first time theyodked heads, and it sure as hell wouldn't be dise |

He walked toward the house, the need to see Emédinaating at him. He’'d talk with Rand later.

*kk

Emily sat in the dark, her hands covered with stisiarmth. She couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe.
Sean.
Where was Sean?

She knew something terrible had happened, butahlet see The dark suffocated her like some cloak
of doom wrapping around her neck.

“Sean,” she whispered.

Some of the dark faded. Distant laughter soundesing the hairs at her nape. Slowly, she lifted he
hands, staring in horror at the bright red bloagming from her palms.



Then she looked down to see Sean lying on the graugaping knife wound in his chest.
Blood. So much blood. Sean'’s blood.
A scream rose from the depths of her soul, clawipath up her throat, raw and scraping.

“Emmy. Emmy, wake up, love. Baby, shhh. You'reraht, | swear it. Come on. Open those pretty eyes
for me.”

Taggert’s voice sounded urgently, close to her,sdredturned frantically to him, seeking escape ftioen
horrific image of Sean awash in his own blood.

Her eyes fluttered open to see Taggert on his knegisle the couch, Greer standing behind him. Worry
creased their brows. Had she screamed aloud?

She couldn’t catch her breath. The more she suckede tighter her chest became.
Taggert stroked her face with a gentle hand. “Bredbaby. With me. Look at me.”
She focused on those dark eyes, trying to mimickhe rise and fall of his chest.
“That’s it, Emmy. In and out. Look at me. See meuYe safe.”

She gave a deep, shuddering breath as the tigteased and the air flowed smoothly once more. She
gazed helplessly up at him, hating her weakneskrmwing she wasn’t strong enough to overcome it.
Was she?

She’d overheard Doc Summerston tell Greer and Tagu she’d given up. Funny, she’d never really
thought of it in terms like that. Dying didn’t megiving up, did it? No one ever bothered to tell flee
was alive until Doc issued a sharp reprimand thatvgas killing herself.

Sean hadn'’t given up, and he was dead.

But you're alive The tiny voice whispered in the back of her mind.
Oh God. Did she want to live?

“Come here,” Taggert whispered as he gatherednit@his arms.

The blanket slipped to her waist as she leanedrtbhian. He simply plucked her from the couch and sa
down with her on his lap. Greer sat beside thempaopped her legs over his lap.

“Bad dream?” Greer asked softly.

“Blood,” she blurted. She shuddered violently.Wks everywhere.” She raised her hands to staheat t
and then rubbed them frantically over her pants.ldtywas all over my hands. | couldn’t get it 6ff

Taggert pressed his lips to her hair and rubbetidmsl down the length of her arm. “It's okay, Emitty.
was just a dream. You're safe.”

“Make it go away,” she whispered.

He squeezed her tight, and she snuggled furthehistembrace. It was ironic that for so long sloeild
have given anything to be here in Taggert's arfosecto Greer. All that was missing was Sean.

She stiffened and bowed her head, shrinking frasrehbrace.



“Don’t,” Taggert said huskily. “I know you hurt. Balon’t push me away. Not like I...”
...pushed you away

The words hung between them in the thick silenaeehsued. She didn’'t want to go there. Not nove. Sh
simply couldn’t have this conversation. It was meelsier to pretend that day never happened, tkat sh
never bared her soul and that Taggert and Greerthrajected her.

Slowly she laid her head back on his broad cha$stared mutely at Greer. His hand ran over her leg
pausing occasionally to offer a light squeeze.

What had changed? They confused her, and she washausted to figure them out.
“Emmy,” Greer began, his voice hesitant, “sweet, yea’ve got to start living again.”

She flinched and looked away, but Greer reachesidiat, cupped her chin and forced her gaze back to
him.

“We miss him too.”

She went very still in Taggert’'s arms. No one haid Sean’s hame since her arrival. No one had
mentioned him even indirectly.

“I'd like to go to bed,” she croaked.

Greer's lips firmed, and he looked like he’'d argde.pulled away from her and ran a frustrated hand
through his hair.

“All right, Emmy. But tomorrow things are going thange.”

She heard the warning in his statement, but thattarmorrow, and it was all she could do to deahwit
today. Tomorrow...that was a long time away, anddlkake it one day at a time.

Chapter Five

The gentle strains of a guitar woke Emily from blerep. She blinked fuzzily, wondering if it wastjus
part of a dream. It was still dark outside, buu&k glance at the clock told her dawn wasn't fér o

A haunting melody, so simple and beautiful, floade@r her ears. Her chin trembled. It was the §ostg
she’d recorded—a song she’d written long ago winenasid the Donovan brothers had spent a spring
afternoon in the rairMountain Rain

She closed her eyes and let the chords take hkertbdice nights spent round a campfire, Sean ptayin
the guitar while she sang. Taggert and Greer s#idjire, their long legs stretched out, theinisi
pulled low over their foreheads and their worn saeflecting the flicker of the flames.

Drawn to the music, she eased out of bed and watikedhe hallway to stand at the top of the stairs
Clad in only her flannel PJs, she followed the sboafithe guitar down to the living room and reatize
was coming from the front porch.



Her legs shook, and she had to steady herselfamhireg down to grasp the arm of the couch. Who was
playing? And moreover, her song?

The words to the song floated through her mind,sivelwas reminded of earlier, happier days. Carefre

She opened the front door and stepped into thiy chdrning air. The music stopped, and she found
herself staring at Taggert, his hand frozen oversthings as he stared back at her.

“l didn’t mean to wake you,” Taggert said.

“l didn’t know you played.”

He glanced down at the guitar, and it was therrslkzed it was Sean’s.

“I don't play well. Been fiddling with it for thealst year.”

“It sounded beautiful,” she said in a low voice.

He looked back up at her, his gaze roving oveifdss until she could feel it caressing her cheek.
“Will you sing if | play?”

Her hand flew to her throat and she shook her Feradfully. “No. | c-can't.”

“Why can’t you?” he persisted. “Emmy, it's beeneay. Yours is the most beautiful voice I've evearde
in my life. You have a talent that astounds me, ymdre wasting it.”

She shook her head again, unable to voice hertéoradmit her guilt, that it was because of thize he
loved so much that Sean was dead. She hated itdbifen’t even think about singing without her thiro
closing in on her.

She sank down onto one of the rockers. “Play fof’ stee begged.

His fingers stuttered over the strings for a momelnimsy at first, and then he strummed the fingtrds
of Montana Memoriesa song she’d written specifically for the Donovanthers. Did he know? Had he
guessed?

She wrapped herself in the beauty of the musiowdtig it to give her comfort when nothing else had.
When the last note died and the skies began tteligh preparation for sunrise, she sought his gade
asked the question burning a hole in her mind.

“Why?”
His brow furrowed. “Why what?”

“Why did you come after me? Why did you bring melbhere? Why...do you and Greer act as though |
mean something to you...more than being your brashgidow?”

He sucked in his breath and carefully laid theaguaiside. His hands wiped along the tops of his éegl
then gripped the area just above his knees. Hestholnervous. That puzzled her. Taggert was brash,
temperamental, outspoken, opinionated, but shevdmseen him nervous.

“We made a mistake,” he said in a raw voice. “Ore#’s cost us a lot. One we’ll regret making thet re
of our lives.”



“We?”

“Greer and |, but he’s not here, so | can only Edeame.l made a mistake, Emmy. | pushed you away.
| was surprised, even a little appalled that yainekd to love all of us, that you wanted to be wish|
was angry—jealous—and so | sent you away.”

She stared at him in shock. Had he changed hisNod/? After four years?

“Don’t you see, Emmy? If | hadn’t sent you awayyuyeuld have been with us. You would have never
turned to Sean the way you did and the two of youldn't have left here. You would have been happy
and wouldn’t have spent so much time avoiding w1 #nd Sean would have stayed here and not in a
hotel in town, and you damn sure wouldn’t have bealking back to the hotel from the café the night
Sean was killed.”

Oh God, it hurt. She couldn’t breathe. She wamedeny that he was at fault, but she couldn’t fimel
words. Her mind screamexb, no, ndn a never-ending litany, but instead of sayinglhte got up and
walked back into the house, leaving Taggert caldifigr her.

She walked past the living room, through the kitcteethe back door with no destination in mind. &e
herself out, shivering when her bare feet madeamtntith the cold ground.

She went in the opposite direction of the stalttesugh the gate and down the worn pathway to the
pond. The water looked dark and forbidding in thiatflight, and she hurried on until she topped the
slight rise beyond.

She came to a stumbling halt by the large oakthaesheltered the headstones beneath. Some of them
old, dating back a hundred years, and one muchmewe

It wasn't necessary for the sun to shed its liglgrdahe engraving. She knew it by he&gan Donovan,
beloved brother and husband

Pain. Unrelenting pain. A tiny crack formed in thé&k ice protecting her. Spreading rapidly, s@ig
in all directions. Unstoppable.

Panic swelled in her chest. A garbled noise cairghér throat. She couldn’t breathe and oh Golayiit.
She needed help. She was going to explode. Sorge#fs terribly wrong. She was losing control and
felt her insides straining against unbearable press

She tried to take a breath and then another. Hey #fyoded with tears and sobs piled up deep insde
chest. The agony was unbearable. She was goingati.tbMaybe she was having a heart attack. How
could it hurt so much?

A horrible noise echoed across the hillside, steyther, and then shockingly, she realized the doun
came fromher, from the very bowels of hell.

Another followed, and she fell to her knees aslfinahe shattered.

Her arms clutched her belly as the sobs came tgatihof her soul. Her hands moved to her throahin
effort to stem the horrible tide of grief.

When she felt wetness, she pulled her fingers awbgwilderment to see her tears shining on hengal

She leaned forward to touch Sean’s name, to thtecetthing on the marble headstone, made blurry by
the tears running in streams down her cheeks.



“I'm sorry,” she whispered hoarsely. “God, I'm sorgy. | loved you so much. You were everything to
me.”

Her head fell forward as the horrible, wrackingsspilled from her lips. The sound was so harsh, so
ugly that she covered her ears, but still, theenpermeated every pore.

She sank lower until she curled in a ball on treugd next to Sean’s grave, her entire body heawitty
the force of her cries.

Before she hadn't felt enough, and now she feltmaeh. It overwhelmed her, and she couldn’t survive
this. Sean was gone. He wasn’'t coming back. Shéatikhim.

“Emmy, ahh sweetheart.”

Firm hands glided over her body, moving her, repmsing her, and then she was lifted into the Sire
turned into Taggert’s chest, clamping her lipstighstop the sounds of raw agony tearing their auay

She grabbed at him, seeking his strength, knowiegceuld no longer do this alone.
“It wasn’t you,” she rasped out between sobs, thedw barely recognizable. “Wasn't your fault. Mihe.
“Shhh, you're talking crazy,” he said as he gripped tighter.

Her body swayed and bounced as he began the weltkdahe house. To her immense relief, the awful
noise stopped, but the tears tracked endlessly thewface, wetting his shirt.

Taggert halted suddenly, and Emily heard Greer demnahat the hell was wrong.

She couldn’t find the strength to look at Greerr Bieength was gone. She’d thought herself weatirbef
but now she realized the fortitude it had takentadireak before now, to face each day, even abrasm
she’'d been, and survive.

The next thing she knew, her clothing was beingosd, and she couldn’t even summon a protest. Her
vision was blurred by the torrent of tears. Shddwtistop them. Now that they'd finally come, dhed
no idea how to turn them off.

Her hands fluttered helplessly to cover herself,fmither Taggert nor Greer was concerned with her
nudity. She was thrust into a hot shower, and shehred for the walls to brace herself when shézeshl
that Taggert had come in with her, still fully died.

They stood there under the hot spray until sontbebone-numbing cold began to wear off. Her
shivering gradually lessened, and some of the $esgied into her skin.

She bowed her head, letting the water run ovehaigrand down her body. Taggert simply held hes, hi
hands firm around her shoulders, lending suppatostuly needed.

And then Greer reached in for her, pulling her a¥vayn Taggert and out into the cold again. Greer
wrapped a towel around her, rubbing briskly, arehthe stilled for a moment and gently touched tite e
of the towel to her cheeks, wiping away the tears.

Silently, more fell, and she wondered how many nstre could possibly shed. Would it ever end? But
the ache hadn’t diminished. She opened her mowtpdak and realized why the horrible noise had
stopped. Her voice was gone. Nothing more thasgyraxhalation sounded. Had she broken that too?



“Shhh, don't try to force it,” Greer said.
He leaned forward, wrapping his arms around het passed his lips to her forehead.
“This was a long time coming, Emmy. It's only goitmyget worse before you get better.”

He pulled away and looked down at her pale, geac#,fwatching helplessly as the tears fell fastan t
he could wipe them away.

He’'d never felt so damn useless in his life.

Yes, he’'d wanted Emily to break. Finally. She wperating on autopilot, scraping by while her reserv
were fast depleted. She couldn’t go on like shefbeslrer. But the alternative was seeing his béauti
Emmy completely and utterly shattered.

He wrapped the towel around her once more, tudkiagends at her small breasts. Taggert was dryfing o
behind them, and Greer didn’t spare him a glandeedserded Emily out of the bathroom toward the
bedroom.

He rummaged in her still-unpacked bag, cursing wieeaw that she barely had any clothing and her
one pair of pajamas was dirty and wet.

Easing her to a sitting position on the bed, hediher chin upward. “Wait right here, sweet pdbé
back.”

He strode into his bedroom and snagged one ofdrigél shirts then returned to Emily’s room where s
sat on the bed, her eyes vacant and tearful. OmeJwas massaging her throat absently, and a grimace
worked at her mouth.

She’d hurt herself. He'd never forget the soundsrehde. He'd heard her all the way from the house,
and the raw edge of grief mixed with her cries ket a chill down his spine.

“Here, put this on,” he urged. “I'll have Buck makeu some soup. It'll feel good on your throat.”

She reacted listlessly, as if it took all her sfpthrto shrug out of the towel. He helped her ihi® ghirt
and quickly buttoned it up.

Taggert walked in and Greer looked up to see distirehis older brother’s eyes. Tagg wanted to say
something. Greer could see it. He was battling Wwithself, not knowing whether it was the time.

Greer shook his head, hoping Taggert got the mes¥ghatever it was could wait. Emily was at her.end
There was no way she could process anything Tagdchsay anyway.

Greer tucked Emily into bed, pulling the coverssopshe would be warm. She was still crying, her
shoulders shaking, but no sound escaped frompeerHie leaned down to kiss her and whispered it sile
prayer that she would make it out of this.

When he stood, Taggert was still standing by ther dus hand rubbing a stressed path through his ha
Greer motioned him out of the bedroom, and thertvedin the hall.

“She’s blaming herself,” Taggert said. “GoddamrGteer. She lost it when | told her that if I'd eev
sent her away Sean would still be alive. | did thiser. She went to pieces at his grave, and she
apologizedo me. Said it was her fault, not mine.”



Greer blew out a long breath. “It had to happemgraVhatever the reason for it, she couldn’t keefno
denial, just existing day to day like some damnsghéve’ll figure out why she blames herself laiight
now I'm just glad she’s finally letting herself cty

“Why is it that I'm always the one to hurt her?”

The self-condemnation in Taggert's voice was stramgl as much as he didn't like the idea of highH®o
in pain, Greer’s focus was Emily.

He put a hand on Taggert’s shoulder. “Put it awagn. You're not doing yourself or her any good. She
needs us both right now. I'm going to go down aatter some soup. She’s cried herself hoarse.”

“I'll stay with her until you get back,” Taggertigaas he turned back to Emily’s door.

Chapter Six

Crying females had always made Taggert uncomfatdtult this wasn’'t a woman pouting or crying
because she hadn’t gotten her way. It wasn’'t asrtedt manipulation or an upset that she’d get aver
few minutes.

He was completely and utterly baffled as to howetp her. Should he hold her? Touch her? Not touch
her?

Did he tell her he loved her—had always loved her+ould that just pile more on her when she
couldn’t stand up under what she already bore?

He stood by her bed, running his hand through iisfbr the tenth time. Christ, but there werenter
books for these situations. What if he did or sh@wrong thing?

In the end, the decision was made for him.

Emily turned her face and stared up at him, thensilrails down her cheeks ripping his heart rigt of
his chest.

She tried to talk, but it came out in a hoarse boligstead she held up her hand.
He grasped her trembling fingers and pressed &dissr knuckles as he slid onto the bed beside her

With a muted, strangled sob, she turned into hioicking him as if he were her lifeline. And mayhea
way he was.

“It's going to be all right, Emmy,” he whisperedaaigst her hair. “I swear it.”

She shook and fluttered against him like a wourizlgterfly. He eased one arm underneath her then
pulled her closer to his body as he leaned backsigide pillows.

Her mouth worked against his chest, and he knewvsisetrying to talk again. After the horrible sarea
that had assaulted his ears, he couldn’t imagiaénald anything left.



“Shhh,” he said as he rocked her back and forthrubed his hand up and down her back, makine littl
circles at her shoulder blades then pressing filmghinst her spine. “Don’t talk. Give your voiceeat,
Songbird.”

She shuddered against him and turned her wet ¢hiekis throat as if seeking more of him, his wdrm
and strength. It was all he had to offer her rightv, and he couldn’t deny her anything.

His mouth found her temple and he nuzzled herbbegk before kissing her soft, pale skin.
“l just want you to listen to me, Emmy. | love ydudet you go once. I'm not letting you go again.”

She went very still against him and slowly raised ead, her luminous blue eyes wide as she stared
back at him.

“I'm not saying | have everything figured out. itk we have a lot of hard work ahead of us. Buteah
you to know that I'm not walking away this time.”

A sound at the door turned Taggert sharply awaylt @ept over his shoulders, and he angrily shivok
off. Greer was standing there, his expression iiphecable as he held a tray with a bowl! of soupand
glass of tea.

Nothing Taggert had said would surprise Greer,Tiagjgert still felt like he was sneaking one ovendA
that pissed him off.

Greer carried the tray to the bed, and Taggerthedi&mily’s cheek, returning her gaze to him.
“Sit up for us and eat some soup. You don’t haviake it all, but it'll make your throat feel bette

She pushed against him and struggled upward. Hedidler until she was sitting up in bed, then he
plumped the pillows behind her back to give hempsup

Greer slid onto the bed on her other side andesktitie tray over her lap.
“Eat up,” he said gently.

He glanced briefly over at Taggert, but Taggerhdidee any judgment or condemnation in his brasher
eyes. Just concern for Emmy.

Greer reached out and caught a tendril of herthatrfell forward as she bent to blow on a spooaful
soup. He tucked it behind her ear and trailed gefitip over her cheekbone.

She raised her head slowly to stare at him, anddragucked in his breath at the multitude of eom#i
expressed in her gaze.

She was searching for answers that Greer hadrmlisdpso far. There was fear and uncertainty cespd
in the shadows of her eyes.

Greer sighed. “Not now, Emmy. Not here. Neither ohas is up for what | have to say.”

Her gaze skirted sideways to Taggert. His firstimes was to rush in, talk for Greer, state hisecsifice
he knew damn well what his brother wanted, whaehdor Emily. Anything to make her smile again or
at least erase some of the pain from her eyes.

But he kept silent because he knew this was huge.Wasn't just about him and Emily. It was about
him, Emily and Greer.



Greer just better hurry the fuck up.

The two brothers sat in silence while Emily ate $mrp. When she was finished, she leaned backstgain
the pillows with a weary sigh. The tears that hagsed briefly while she ate slipped like silvaasds
over the hollows of her cheeks.

The discomfort in Taggert’'s chest grew until it végghysical ache. He looked to Greer for help hist
brother just quietly collected the tray and heafdedhe door.

Anger tightened Taggert's features, and he bathledirge to go after Greer and ask him what thieninel
problem was. But he didn’t want to leave Emily. s that what Greer was trying to tell him? Thatth
should leave Emily alone?

Jesus Christ, now he was looking to his youngethlerdor guidance?
He felt a million years old. Too old for Emily, tadd to feel so helpless.

Fatigue whispered through his veins, mixing withrea. He loved Emily, had missed her, but he missed
Sean too. Somehow, he’d imagined that one day EanitlySean would come back home even though
he’d resigned himself to never having Emily as bimg more than a sister-in-law. As much as he whnte
Emily, he'd trade a future with her to have histhey back, because then Emily would smile again.

He glanced down at Emily to see her eyelasheflatid finally come to rest on the dark smudges
beneath her eyes. She looked beautiful and delisateery fragile that he was afraid to touch leerféar
she’'d shatter.

Carefully shifting his weight so as not to distindr, he moved further down the bed and put hisaren
her waist. She responded to his touch by snuggiitaghim, her cheek nuzzling his chest. Her head
bumped his chin as she sought to get closer, aatlyfishe tucked herself into the curve of his bbkly a
cat seeking warmth.

He held her like that for the longest time, listento the soft sounds of her distress even aslspe kle
caressed and held her, offering her comfort thg waly he knew how. By being here.

When finally she quieted, he melted into the beexihaustion. He hadn’t realized how tense he’d been
through the entire ordeal or how tightly he was mahu

Her even breathing whispered across his chesthanduched her cheek to find that while it wag stil
damp, there were no new tears. Maybe she’d firaigd herself out.

He rested there for a while, enjoying the feel @f im his arms. Oh, he’'d held her plenty of timesrdhe
years, but never this way. He’d never wanted hguess the extent of his feelings, and then whefdsh
married Sean, he'd stopped touching her at all béyocasual kiss on the cheek the few times they'd
seen each other.

Where was Greer? It wasn't like him to bolt. He was levelheaded one in the Donovan family. Taggert
and Sean were the two short fuses, quick to blavoaick to get over it. Greer...he liked to brood.
Which was probably what he was doing now.

Taggert sighed and eased away from Emily. She dal@n flinch when he got up. He tiptoed across the
floor and let himself out of her bedroom to go @ash of Greer.
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Greer shoved his hands in his pockets and stareid btother’s grave. He hadn’t been out to visiai
while. Maybe he’d been as much in denial as Endlg.ISeeing her shattered and scattered to the wind
brought back the grief he’'d tried to bury. Nowettflike a festering wound about to open.

It had always been the four of them. Looking bdmekcouldn’t even see when it had started to unravel
He hadn’t opened his eyes to the possibility of lEmarrying, wanting a family. A career. Somehow
he’d just taken for granted that she’d always lre he part of his life, not changing.

He shook his head at his stupidity. If only he douhve that day back again. If he’d only had some
warning, some idea of what Emily was thinking—fagli

After he and Taggert had sent her away... He flincraditightened his lips in a linBent awaymplied
some calm, civilized action. They'd rejected hed ahe’d fled in tears. The next thing he knewnSea
and Emily had eloped and she’d signed a recordindract that would take her away from Montana—
and him and Taggert.

Where had it all gone so terribly wrong?

“You don’t come out here often.”

Greer turned to see his brother standing a fewdlealy, his gaze resting on Sean'’s grave.
“How would you know?”

“Because | do come out here,” Taggert said. “Usuatice a day.”

“This is such a mess. | don’t know how to fix iddn’t know how to get beyond my own anger andfgrie
to help Emily with hers.”

“I miss him. | miss them both,” Taggert said asi@ved closer to Greer.

“They should have been able to feel like they cadche home. We took that away from them. | thought
by ignoring the issue, it would go away.”

Taggert remained silent, his lips pinched.

“The four of us were family,” Greer said painfull{sean accepted... He accepted what you and | didn't.
That Emily loved us. We failed her, and now to find she blames herself for Sean’s death. It's more
than | can stand, Tagg. I've got to find out whyer if it makes her face everything that hurtsther

most. She can’t go on like this, carrying so muglitghat she buckles under the weight. None ofars
We've got to face this...what's between us and whead.\iNothing can ever be right again until Sean is
laid to rest.”

“I know,” Taggert said quietly. He turned to lookGreer and then back again at the grave. “Whate&lo
do?”

Greer blew out his breath and tugged one of hisihémee of his pocket. “I know you think I'm a cold
son of a bitch.”

Taggert made a sound of surprise.



“I mean with Emily. | let you comfort her. | madertsome soup then split.”
Taggert raised an eyebrow in acknowledgement hiittdsay anything as he stared back at his brother.

“You know what | regret?” Greer looked down at ceeffed boot for a moment before he refocused on
the hillside, looking beyond the neat graves tomtmeintains in the distance. “That day that Emilgnea

to see us. | could tell she was upset about songetBiut all | wanted to do was take her in my arhasl
her up to my bedroom and make love to her. | fiedt & first-class jerk. She was young. I'd sworn to
never act on my feelings beyond friendship. | radl idea that | was being noble and self-sacrificin

He snorted. “What a crock of bullshit. | gave Heattpompous speech about how she was mistaking
friendship for something else and then | procedadadally patronize her by saying I'd always low h
but she was too mixed-up about her feelings toiplyssnow her mind.”

He shook his head bitterly.

“Even now, all | can think of is taking her to badd showing her just how much I love her. She’s,hur
she’s grieving, and | can’t get close to her withwanting to make love to her. How big of a bas@wds
that make me?”

“Christ, if you're asking my blessing,” Taggertdan disgust.

Greer clenched his fingers into fists and turned aggert. “Fuck you. I'm not asking you for any
goddamn favors.”

“Look, I'm sorry,” Taggert said wearily. “This isn@ big goddamn mess. | don't have the answers. |
never did or we wouldn't be standing here over Segrave arguing and feeling like the two biggest
dumbasses this side of the Mississippi.”

“Agreed,” Greer clipped out. “Fuck me but | dontidw what to do.”

Taggert toed a line in the soil with the tip of hizot then kicked up a clump of the grass. “Seenméd

like you ought to at least talk to Emily. Let herdw your feelings and all that bullshit. Jesuss thia hell
of a conversation to be having with my younger fheot You know what | mean, though. Talk to her, for
fuck’s sake. We've got a second chance here. bet$low it.”

“She loved Sean,” Greer said quietly. He turnestéwe at Taggert, needing his confidence. “What if
what she felt for us was girlish infatuation, wixeg feared she felt at the time? Or what if her Idiezl

when we pushed her away? She and Sean were hagpmyt believe for a minute he was some substitute
for what she couldn’t have.”

“She loved...loves us all,” Taggert said. “It seerimse enough now, though back then it sounded so
farfetched.”

“Or maybe we just want to believe it now.”

“Look, believe what you want to believe,” Taggeatdsimpatiently. “I'm not going to try and convince
you. | get that you're worried. | get that you'raMing second thoughts now that she’s here and wetre
talking about abstracts and possibilities. Butifiyove her—if you want her—how the fuck can you
stand by and do nothing?”

“You make it sound so simple.”

“It is simple. Pull your head out of your ass, dod’s sake.”



Greer chuckled, suddenly feeling a little lighté&fou do have a way with words, Tagg.”

“Well Christ, you're getting positively moody on tfie

“Okay, okay, | getit. I'm a dumbass.”

For a moment, his gaze flickered back to Sean'gggrand a spasm of pain squeezed his heart.
“I miss him, man,” he said softly.

Taggert followed his gaze to the headstone, hisesgion sad. “I miss him too. He was too young to
die.”

Chapter Seven

Emily woke in darkness, her senses more alertttheyid been in a long time. For a moment she st |
there, staring up at the ceiling, tears crowdingdyes. How easily they came now when before they'd
been locked behind an impenetrable barrier.

Strangely, she didn’t hurt quite as much as she Insgbme ways she supposed it had been like gudtin
festering sore to allow the infection to drain awRgison. It had built in her system until she’@éte
staggered by her grief and pain.

She turned her head, seeking confirmation of the tand gasped when she saw a dark outline by the
window. He turned when he heard her, and it was she saw it was Greer, pale moonlight spillingrove
his solemn features.

“I'm sorry | scared you,” he said quietly.
She couldn’t very well say he hadn't since her hs@t pounded like a jackhammer.
“What are you doing here?”

She rubbed her throat when the words came oubarely audible croak. She’d really done a number on
her voice. Frank would have had a heart attack iéduld hear her.

Her hand froze as she thought about Frank—andattieshe hadn't talked to him in nearly a year. 8he’
been too busy running.

Greer flipped the lamp on, illuminating the bedtisoft glow. He sat on the edge and turned,rslidine
knee onto the mattress as he stared down at her.

She swallowed nervously and wrung her fingers dinél were numb. He looked so serious. So grave.
This was the first time she’d really faced him sittieat day four years ago when she’d blurted out he
feelings. No wonder he and Taggert had reacted/étyethey did. It hadn’t been well done of her &t al
Nearly hysterical after the confrontation with feether, she’d felt as though her options had run ou

How many times had she wished she could have #yaback?



Greer picked up her ravaged fingers and brougim tiwehis lips. He kissed each one, his eyes glowing
vibrantly in the light.

She watched in fascination at the tenderness péaglexd, at the regard that went beyond simple tffiec
for a girl he once knew. For a sister-in-law.

She couldn’t wrap her brain around it. First Taggéth his declaration of love—had she imagined it?
Was she finally losing what was left of her mind?

Why now?

The same question echoed over and over. What reached?

“Do you want me to stay with you, Emmy?”

His warm, husky voice vibrated over her skin, legviner awash in want. Need. So much need.
“Because if | stay, I'm going to make love to you.”

She swallowed and then her lips parted in surpfisement blazed in his eyes. Guilt. Why guilt? Dl
feel like he was betraying Sean? ShaHéfeel like it was betrayal?

Closing her eyes against the sudden rush of telaeshit her bottom lip to stem the tide of emotioet
bubbled in her throat. She had no business makimgipes with her body that her shattered mind
couldn’t keep.

But oh how she longed to say yes. To give in toctlaging for his touch.

“l suppose you think it makes me a bastard thatrgdwere crying—grieving—over Sean and all | can
think of is making love to you,” he said harshly.

She hung her head but shook it slowly. Gathering-harage—courage she hadn’t possessed since the
day she’d left her father’s rage to confess hdirfge to the Donovan brothers—she looked back up,
trying to infuse strength into her spine.

“We need to talk,” she said softly. “About a lottbfngs. Taggert needs to be here.”
“Okay,” he agreed.

Was it relief she saw in his eyes? She supposedaireled positively sane compared to the way she'd
functioned for so long. She’d surprised even hérgigh her calm and firmness.

She glanced at the clock and saw that it was tihrdee morning. Had Greer been standing thereeat th
window all night? He looked tired, but more thaattthe looked older than she remembered. The Kind o
old you got by experience, not by true age. He éalo&s weary as she felt.

“I'm hungry,” she announced.

He cocked one eyebrow in surprise.

She offered a tremulous smile. It was true, mudhetoshock. In fact, she was starving.
“Buck’ll be pissed that we invaded his kitchen,”$ad with a grin.

“I want some peanut butter toast,” she said wiktfUAnd a tall glass of cold milk.”



“Come on.” He stood and held a hand down to her.

She let him pull her up and then noticed she wasgiwg just his shirt. With Buck due in the kitchieran
hour, not to mention the ranch hands that woulthifer breakfast and to collect their sack lunctsbe
could hardly run around like this.

She extricated her fingers from Greer’s hand arglidio her bag for a pair of sweatpants. As sheegul
them on, Greer watched her, frowning.

“We need to take you into town so you can buy solothes and other stuff you need.”

She shrugged and nodded. Everything she had vilas #ie apartment. Taggert and Greer had said
they'd take care of having her stuff stored, andedonest, she had no emotional connection &hi.d
moved there with the basics, only what she coutdydzerself, and the rest she’d had delivered ¢o th
apartment. It could all rot for all she cared.

“We'll go after breakfast.”

Again she nodded and then followed him out of teérbom. Her step was lighter, and for once she
didn’t feel overwhelming fatigue at the idea ofifarthe day.

Greer turned on the light in the kitchen, and skatvwo the pantry to dig out the huge bulk-sizen afa
peanut butter. Snagging a loaf of bread, she ttetleend set the items on the counter while shedish
the drawer for a knife and a spoon.

Greer set the sugar bowl in front of her, and sfrengd her thanks.
“Want some?” she asked.

He gave her a horrified look. “I'll just eat pldiutter toast.”

“You don’t know what you’re missing.”

She slathered a generous amount of peanut buttastbrpieces of bread and then sprinkled several
spoonfuls of sugar over the surface. Behind hezeGiurned the oven on broil, and when she was,done
he opened it for her to slide the toast onto tlo&.ra

While she watched her toast, he popped his breadhie toaster then leaned against the countehinaic
her.

When the peanut butter began to bubble and the sagamelized just slightly, she reached in with he
fork and pulled the toast to the edge of the rafbite sliding it onto a waiting plate.

Greer got a glass down, handed it to her and teolplate to set it down on the bar. After pourinigkm
she slid onto a barstool across from where Greeddbuttering his toast.

“I never could understand how anyone could eat'thatsaid as he eyed her concoction.
She took a careful bite so as not to burn herdips sighed in contentment.

“It was always Sean and mom'’s favorite.”

She swallowed and nodded, willing the food notébsjuck in her throat.

“He made it for me,” she said softly.



Greer turned his attention back to his toast ard thssed the knife into the sink.

Uncomfortable silence stretched between them. Eatdymechanically, trying to savor the comfortable
taste, but the more she chewed, the more diffi@ligyhad forcing the gooey peanut butter down.

She chased the first piece down with half a gléssilk and shoved the saucer away, giving up on
finishing. Whatever spark that had ignited her leingas doused by the memory of Sean standing in the
kitchen licking peanut butter off the knife as hadwa her toast.

“What are you two doing up?” Taggert asked as heledninto the kitchen.

Her gaze tracked down his torso at the faded T-ahit well-worn jeans that clung to his body, ourlg
his lean hardness. If she remembered right, hestilhg/earing what he had on the night before, Wwhic
meant he hadn’t been to bed.

A glance at his tired eyes confirmed her suspiciblesand Greer both looked tired. And worried.

“Emily was hungry,” Greer said. “We came down bef8uck took over and barred everyone from the
premises.”

Taggert grunted and took a seat next to Emily. ldaapd sideways at her saucer. “You gonna eat’that?

She smiled faintly and slid the plate along with half-full glass of milk at him. She stole a loakGreer
as Taggert wolfed down the toast. There was antiemaset to his stance as if he was being heldngp
didn't like it.

Before, in the bedroom, when she’d looked intoelyies, she’'d found the courage to speak up, totstate
need for them to talk, and she’d had every intentibasking the questions that burned in her .
now, faced with both of them, her courage waned.

Another peek at Greer told her that he was as dbae as she was. The least she could do waghigeet
head-on and quit hiding. She’d done enough ofithtiie last year.

She cleared her throat, swallowing some of thersm®away, and then she massaged it with her hand,
more in a gesture of nervousness than an attencpiart.

“We need to talk.”
She glanced sideways at Taggert as she spokeddarav she was including him.

He set the now-empty glass down in front of him amded those dark eyes on her. There was cautious
reserve set deep in the brown pools. Almost likevae building himself up for what was coming.

Now that she had their attention she had no idest tehsay. She licked her lips and opened her mouth
but nothing came out.

The back door slammed, and she jerked around isd#rto see Buck standing there, his eyebrows up a
he looked at her and then the others.

“What in Sam Hill are y’all doing up at this houBPeakfast won't be on the table for another hour.”

Taggert looked guiltily down at the empty sauceiramt of him then hastily shoved it toward Greer.
Emily’s shoulders shook. Taggert looked like araetichild caught with his hand in the cookie jar.



“I can still eat,” Taggert said.

Buck snorted. “Of course you can. You've still goie hollow leg to fill. It's a wonder your parents
didn’t go bankrupt trying to feed you boys.”

Emily stole another peek at Greer, who looked ewere annoyed. His gaze told her that the interompti
was not welcome, that he was seething with impegiethat he was tired of waiting.

Buck’s appearance was a welcome reprieve to her.
“You going to eat?” Buck asked her as he dug iheodabinets for the pans he needed.

She started to shake her head but stopped wheneditbree disapproving stares. “Uh, okay,” she
agreed. More wouldn't kill her, and who knew, maytowould go down better than the toast.

Buck puttered around the kitchen, efficiently pmépg a breakfast large enough to serve the haléwloz
hands that lived on the ranch. Emily avoided theegaof Greer and Taggert. She needed all the ceurag
she could muster, and she wasn't going to waste & few stolen glances.

The hands filed inside just as the first rays ghififiltered through the kitchen window. The forema
Rand stopped at Emily’s stool and smiled at her.

“It's good to see you again, Miss Emily. It's besfong time.”

She smiled. Rand had always been polite, extrepmiyteous and shy around her.
“Hello, Rand.”

“Will you be visiting long?”

She stilled, unsure of how to answer his questiircourse he’d assume she was visiting. The raadh h
never actually been her home even if she’'d speist wicher time here when she was younger.

“She’s not leaving,” Taggert said in his don’t-aegwith-me voice.

It certainly seemed as if he were sending her aagesrather than answering Rand’s innocent question
Rand smiled and nodded. “Welcome home, then.”

“Thank you.”

The hands called out their greetings, some of teelnoing Rand’s welcome home. There weren'’t any
new faces. The most recent hire had been yeara/lago Emily was still a permanent fixture at thectan

Taggert and Greer were good men to work for. Thairds’ longevity was a testament to that.

Taggert's words lingered in her mind. He didn't whar to go. Greer didn’t want her to go. But dié s
have a future here? And in what capacity did thepther to stay? Greer had been blunt. He wanted he
What did she want? What did she need?

God, but she missed Sean’s smile. His understandiimgyway he made love to her. The way he made her
feel. She tried so hard not to feel guilty. He vamud want her to. He’d be the last person to waettth
languish over his memory. Unfortunately, knowingnt practicing it were not the same. Not whenyever
waking moment reminded her that if she’d made tiffié decisions so many lives wouldn’t have

changed.



Lost in thought, she ate quietly, not really listento the conversation around her. One by onehémels
got up, collected their sack lunches and disapgeauethe back door to go to work.

“Make me a list, Buck, and we’ll pick up what yoeed while we're in town,” Taggert said as he leaned
back in his seat.

She blinked when Greer turned toward her.

“Go get dressed, Emmy,” he said. “You can ride ithwis and do your shopping.”

Chapter Eight

When Greer had first suggested replacing her waejrshe hadn’t considered that it would mean going
into Creed’s Pass. She hadn't set foot in the tewoe she’'d fled after Sean’s death.

Now she stood in front of the small all-purpose caetile, her fists clenched at her sides as shegth
furtively down the main stretch of town.

Her gaze alighted on Tilly's motel, and she flindhelosing her eyes in pain as that night came .ddek
and Sean laughing. Walking along hand in hand fiteercorner café after dinner, returning to thegmno

They hadn’t stayed at the ranch. They never did.d\ae they’d married and the visits back had tsen
awkward. That was her fault. It was she who coultear to face Taggert and Greer and pretend that
nothing had ever happened.

The man had come out of nowhere, the knife glinimipe light from the streetlamps. Sean stepped in
front of her to fend off the attack and took thads to his chest.

The attacker’s hand wrapped around her throat,esijug as she screamed until he silenced her.

Alerted by her screams, several nearby people dusite the street. Her attacker had dropped henbut
the knife, and then he’d run. Never to be founds\Wa still out there?

She’d dropped to Sean'’s inert figure, her handsgimg against the terrible wound in his chest. B)co
much of it, spilled onto the street.

He’'d known. God, he’d known. He looked up at hethvguch love in his eyes. Then he’d told her he
loved her before taking his last breath.

Her breath released in a silent stutter, and sheestpd her eyes shut, determined not to lose her
composure.

“Emmy?”

Taggert’s concerned voice reached past the oppeessight of her grief. She turned to see him stapd
there, his dark eyes filled with so much understamd was nearly her undoing.

“I should have thought,” he said. “We’ve been baxtk town so many times that | forgot this is ydiust
time back.”



She shook her head as if somehow she could deragthwey that stabbed as sharp and as deep as the
knife that had ended Sean’s life.

“I'm okay,” she managed to get out. “Let’'s go in.”
He touched her arm reassuringly, and Greer opdreeddor so they could walk in.

She couldn’t muster much enthusiasm for clothepsimg. She chose a few pairs of jeans and simple T-
shirts and browsed the two racks of dressier algthivhich were nothing more than nicer westerntshir
and a few denim skirts.

Wanting to be done with it, she piled the clothowgr her arm and headed for the cashier. She gtoppe
short when she saw her father standing at theteegiaying for his purchases.

His gaze swept over her. There was a brief flickeecognition, but he turned away as if she were
nothing more than a stranger. No acknowledgemengreeting.

A knot formed in her throat. It shouldn’t hurtstiouldn’t bother her one iota that the unfeelingtéal
had snubbed her. He’d made his feelings plain g tone ago. She was dead to him. She just hadn’t
expected him to act as if she were nothing at all.

Why should it be easy for him? Why should he getyawith acting like an ass? She’d done nothing to
deserve his scorn, and she was tired of feelinlg fguiperceived wrongs. There were plenty of r@as
without adding the imaginary kind.

“Dad,” she said evenly.

He froze, and for a moment, she thought he’d Iddiea again. His shoulders stiff, he collecteddaisk
from the counter and turned away to walk towarddber.

“Nice to see you too,” she called.
He didn’t miss a step.

“Emmy, don't,” Greer said, his voice hard. “Donlifpyourself through that. He’s an unforgiving bagta
and he’s not worth your breath.”

Her gaze followed her father until he disappearethfview. It shouldn’t hurt. No. But it did. Her aw
family didn’t accept her. Didn’t want her.

Taggert stepped in front of her, blocking her vigiher father's departure. He touched her cheek wit
gentle fingers, his eyes soft as he looked dowreat

“Don't torture yourself, sweet pea.”

She nodded her agreement and turned to toss lbingmnto the counter.

“Glad you're back home, Emily,” Will Ludlow said thi a smile as he rang up the items.
“Thank you, Will.”

At least the townspeople didn't seem to blame bebfinging violence into their small, tight-knit
community. In her more paranoid musings, she’d veoed if they’d welcome her back or want her to
stay away. Nothing ever happened in Creed’s Pagil.tbe day a crazy fan took his obsession too far



Greer collected her bags for her, and the threkevh walked outside.

“I need to drop our grocery order off and then Wedve some time to kill before it's ready. Wangim
eat at the café?” Taggert asked.

Emily froze. Her fingers were icicles against hens, and she gripped tight, trying to infuse theittnw
warmth.

She shook her head. No, she didn't want to go Haste. It was the last place she and Sean had been
together.

“Can we just go?” she whispered.
“l can send one of the hands back for the suppl@ser murmured.
Taggert put an arm around Emily’s shoulders anelctird her toward the truck.

She sat staring out the window on the drive honhe. Stenery passed in a blur, not really registaring
her consciousness.

“Why does he hate me so much? Hawayshated me.”
“Forget him,” Taggert growled.

She shivered as she remembered the sting of terfabelt. Never would she forget the helplese ttag
invoked in her. She hated that trapped-animalrigelde’d treated her no better than an animal to be
kicked when its master was displeased.

“What are you thinking about, Emmy?” Greer askeflysfrom the backseat.
“His belt,” she said honestly before she couldkHietter of it.

“His what?” Taggert demanded.

She shook her head and turned away to look owvitheow once more.

Greer scooted forward, draping his arms acrosbdbks of the two front seats. “Talk to me, Emilyh&V
the hell did you mean?”

She closed her eyes and curled her fingers ini figts. Maybe it was time they knew the truth.yida
then they wouldn’t think she’d recklessly run oftlwSean because she was in a pique over their
rejection.

“The day | came over...” She swallowed. She hadrlized how painful it would be to revisit this part
of her past. “My father had beaten me because ®e&rme to talent night over at the honkeytonkvds
the night | met Frank.”

“He beatyou?” Greer asked in a horrified voice.
“What are we talking about here, Emily?” Taggenndaded.
“Please, just let me finish,” she begged.

They fell silent but their faces were masks of antesir lips drawn into tight lines.



“I just wanted to get away so | worked up the cgerto tell you how | felt. | was young and stugid.
didn’t really think through it all. And then whely sent me away | went home to another beating Thi
time he didn’t just use a belt.”

“Son of a bitch!” Greer spit out.

“Sean came over to see me. | didn’t want him tosknmut my father had gone into town and Sean came
in anyway. He was so angry. I've never seen hirarggpy. He told me he’'d never let me stay another
night in that house. He wanted to take me backéadanch so | told him what happened and that |
couldn’t go back there.”

She closed her eyes, tears slipping silently dogrcheeks as she remembered the events of that nigh

“He packed me a bag and then told me he lovediméhe’'d always love me and take care of me and
that we were going to Vegas to get married andithats going to call Frank and tell him | wantedatk
about my career.”

She turned in her seat so she could see both TteggeGreer and they could see her. “I didn’t marry
Sean to get back at you. | didn't do it to punisiiyand | didn’t do it in some fit of childish teep |

loved him just like | loved you. I'd always lovedth | couldn’t stay there with my father anymoragda
when you told me we couldn’t be together there m@aseason for me to stay in Creed’s Pass any Idhger

“Goddamn it!” Taggert exploded, his hands poundimgsteering wheel. He braked hard and pulled the
truck to the side of the road, and then he saethends locked on the column, his jaw clenchirdy an
unclenching spasmodically.

To her shock, when he finally turned to her, tdansed bright in his eyes.
“Why didn’t you tell us, Emmy? Why would you keepnsething like that from us®hy?”
“I didn’t want anyone to know,” she said painfullydidn’t want Seanto know.”

“We could have helped you. We would have takengaiuof there,” Greer rasped. “We would have
never let you stay there if we'd known. Yes, haisuatight asshole. Everyone knows that. We knew he
made your life hell with his narrow-minded bullstiut goddamn it, Emily, we would have never letiyo
stay there if we knew his abuse was physical.”

“He was my legal guardian,” she said in a shakgeoiWhat could you have done? He was my father.”
“Bullshit,” Taggert swore. “l would have killed theastard for ever touching you.”

“How many times?” Greer gritted out.

She didn’t pretend to misunderstand the questidfhnenever | displeased him,” she said dully.

Taggert turned away, his face ravaged by griem‘going to kill him. So help me, I'm going to humtn
down and kill him.”

Emily put her hand on his arm. “No, please, Tagdéetcan't hurt me anymore. Just leave it be. |
wouldn’t have told you at all, but | wanted youuiederstand why | married Sean. | wasn't trying to
punish you and Greer. | loved Sean with all my heard I'll never be able to forgive myself for dile
sacrifices he made. | was the reason he died, Tdmigyou.”



The interior of the truck closed in on her. Hot auffocating. She needed air. She needed to breaitiee
needed to get away from the horror etched into Greed Taggert's faces.

Fumbling with the door, she yanked the handle aatly fell out in her haste to get away. Ignoring
Greer’s shout, she stumbled into the ditch, crogsaad leaned on an old wooden post that was arel
holding up the barbed wire fence.

She bent over as her stomach rolled and clencloéehtly. She gagged once and went to her knees,
breathing heavily through her nose to control therahelming nausea.

Enough. It was enough. She was so tired of panmedlaf never feeling like she was going to liveiaga
Happiness seemed like a once-upon-a-time storynthadr made it to the end.

“Emmy, Emmy, please baby, don’t cry.”
Greer wrapped his arms around her as he kneltdasidon the hard ground.
“I just want it all to go away,” she said. “I camlb this anymore, Greer. | can't.”

Taggert dropped down on her other side, his hamglitay in her hair as he pulled her head to his
shoulder.

“Come home with us, Emily. It'll be okay, | swearWe’'ll get through this. Together. We're never
leaving you.”

She raised her head to look at him at the samehéariewered his lips. They met in a heated rust, an
she tasted tears—his or hers?

His hands moved clumsily over her cheeks untiluyged her face. He deepened the kiss, his tongue
sliding like warm velvet over hers.

It was urgent, it was calm. It was anguished anthtp Salt lingered on their lips, and she knewas a
mixture of both their tears.

“I love you,” Taggert whispered in an aching voitidove you so damn much, Emily. | need you. P&as
let us take you home.”

Greer’s hands ran over her shoulders, and he sedieeassuringly. Then his mouth caressed the airve
her neck as his fingers slid the strands of hardati of his way.

She dared not breathe. She didn’t dare hope. Sb hmadt been taken from her she refused to beliate th
what she wanted most was within her grasp. And shenremembered the price she’d had to pay to have
it.

“Don’t think, Emmy. Don’t analyze. Let us take ybame. We need to talk,” Greer said quietly against
her ear. He kissed her hair and stood, urgingdbet feet.

Taggert rose and reached for her hand. For a moneestbod rubbing his thumb in a pattern over her
knuckles. The slight calluses on his fingers ragpest her skin, and she trembled in his hold.

Her mouth quivered, and she resisted the urgebtdnen hand across her swollen lips. She couldfegll
his mouth on hers. Tender. So much intensity justimg to burst free.



Did she have the courage to face them again? frest with her heart? As she stared into Taggert's
eyes, she was filled with so many conflicting eroos. Fear. Joy. Sadness. Hope. Love... So much love.
It hurt every bit as much as her grief. She waibdok able to express her love, but she was &dlrifind

it felt like a betrayal of Sean.

Taggert lowered his head again and touched higdipers in a simple, heartfelt gesture she feliieio
core.

“Come home, Emmy. That's the first step.”

Chapter Nine

Emily got out of the truck and hurried toward theuke. Her instinct was to hide, just as she’d been
hiding for the last year. The back door swung $talitind her, the sound cracking through the silent
house. She hesitated for a moment, not knowingevtego, and then she headed up the stairs to her
room.

She was inside, her door safely closed. She led tarig breath, one she’d held because it hurtdathe.
And then the door swung open behind her.

She whirled around to see Greer and Taggert stgridare, determination and fire in their eyes.
“No more running, Emmy,” Taggert said.

He crossed the distance between them, graspetidgidsrs in his big hands and crushed his mouth to
hers. Even as his lips devoured hers, his handsiddgrneath her shirt, pulling, his movements jerkg
desperate.

His palms covered her breasts, and she went gélhat him. The sweetest of pleasures surged throug
her veins. His touch. How she’d longed for his taut was everything comforting and beautiful. &go
Masculine.

She leaned into him, wanting him closer, seekisgAdrmth. Cold. She’d been cold for so long, and no
it was like walking into the sun after a long wintethout any heat.

Her shirt came off and then Greer's lips pressedlgagainst her shoulder. She flinched in shoak an
turned, seeking confirmation that he was there $o@ glanced between the brothers, unbelievingesf t
acceptance. There was no anger, no disgust.

Heat and arousal made their eyes glow. There wasnaost drugged, drowsy satisfaction in their depth
as if they’d waited as long as she had for the Emfgasure of their touch.

Her lips parted, and she swallowed rapidly. Themtsled again.
“Please,” she whispered. “Don’t do this if you'thte me afterwards.”

“Ahh Emmy,” Greer said, his voice breaking. He wdrher to face him, his fingers caressing thedine
her jaw. “I'll never hate you.”



He lowered his head and brushed his lips across biest one simple gesture. Then he returnedngissi
her lightly again as if judging her reaction.

When she teetered toward him, he slid his handnarber neck, cupped her nape and pulled her to him.

He kissed her like a man starving. He wasn’'t geathel yet he was. She couldn’t explain it if sheted.
There was such an urgency. He devoured her ligghbte was such love and caring that tears buneed
eyelids.

His tongue delved deep, licking gently over heentgoing deeper, wrapping around hers, exploring
every part of her mouth. She sucked air wildly tigio her nostrils because he stole every puff that s
tried to drag past their lips.

When he finally tore himself away, he was breathirs as harshly as she was. His gaze fell to her
breasts, and then she was pulled backwards intgeFeg embrace. Her back met his chest and his heat
scorched her skin. His arms wrapped around hetitveaid his palms skimmed up her belly to her cup he
small breasts in his hands.

She swallowed nervously and chanced another loGketr. What she saw incited a flutter deep in her
belly.

He reached out and put his fingertips under har.chi
“Sweet Emmy,” he murmured. “I think you know whatlsout to happen.”

Her pulse ramped up, and she could actually feebtbod pounding at her temples and at her neck. He
breaths came out all jittery now, and she feltausly lightheaded.

“Are you afraid?” Greer asked gently.

Taggert's fingers brushed over her nipples, coattiegn into painfully hard points. It was hard tade
when her entire world was blurred.

“No,” she said hoarsely. “I'm not afraid. Neveryaiu and Tagg.”
Taggert kissed the curve of her neck as his haodzred her breasts, gently squeezing.

“Do you want us, Emmy?” Taggert whispered closhdpear. “If this isn’t what you want, if you arén’
ready, then tell us now. We’ll back off even thoughthe last thing we want.”

Were they going to take her together? She’d enmbtedesome vivid fantasies involving the Donovan
brothers in the past, but she’d never been sutieeof. In her dreams all three had loved her, kissed
made sweet love to her, separately, at the sange Niow that it was a startling reality, she wastke|
bewildered by how fast antbrmalit all seemed.

Then she saw the same uncertainty in their eyessilight awkwardness. Hesitation. But so determined
Her heart softened and the ache grew stronger wédssas new to them as it was to her, but they were
determined to show her their love.

She curled one arm up and over her head to wramdrdaggert's neck. Then she simply extended her
other arm to Greer. He moved closer, and she phifado her, raising her lips to meet his again.

He kissed her back as his fingers fumbled withgaets. For several long seconds the only soundls tha
could be heard was the rasp of jeans, rapid breatmd the rustle of clothing.



Seeing the two of them naked was a shock. Herwareered appreciatively over hard, muscled bodies.
Taggert was whipcord lean with narrow hips and drsteoulders. His chest was smooth with a faint line
of hair that ran down his midsection and circlesitrvel.

She blushed, unable to control the heat that washédgbr neck when her gaze lowered to the junafire
his legs. His cock jutted upward from a dark néstair. Long and thick, the head stretched tight.

Greer was the shorter of the two, thicker and tstdtkier, if you could call his muscular build ctg. A
light smattering of hair covered his chest, lendimgdips and lines a more rugged appearance.

He stood, legs apart, his erection heavy and disttrHe watched her as she watched him, his gaze
intense.

She wanted to touch them both. She wanted to mteltheir arms, feel their heat against her skire S
wanted them to never let her go again.

“Emmy.”
She turned her head at Taggert's softly spokenesqu
“Come here,” he said as he extended his hand.

She went willingly, curling her fingers trustingiyto his. As he pulled her to him, she skimmedgeam
over his taut belly and up the hard wall of hissth&he roll of his muscles told her he wasn't fieetked.
He trembled against her and sucked in his breath.

“Do you have any idea how long I've waited for ybdraggert whispered as he ducked again to take her
mouth.

There was more urgency this time, as if he no Iohgd the patience for gentle wooing. He feasted on
her. There was no other word for it.

Unable to resist the temptation, she lowered hed haeaching down to cup him intimately. He flindhe
and let out a moan when her fingers curled arousddid length.

She stroked carefully, enjoying the different tegg) the roughness and the softness, the plumpwein
the underside and then the supple roll of his sssha massaged.

He thrust against her hand, his body pressing aghars. And then Greer’s palm stroked lazily dver
behind, his finger teasing her cleft and the sesgsiegion just below the small of her back.

She turned, her other hand going out to cup hitngsisntimately as she held Taggert. It was a shibek
sensation of steel in both her hands. So much p@meryet they were as vulnerable to her as sheéavas
them.

Each caress brought her pleasure but gave them Sloeeexplored their lengths, marveling at their
differences and similarities. She would take bdtthem into her body. She’d have it no other way, f
they both occupied her heart, her soul. Now shdetta physical bond.

“Love me,” she begged.

With a groan, Greer pulled her to face him. Hischatuttered clumsily over her face, but she didate.
His movements were jerky, but he was so tenderpgaizant of just how big a turning point this was.



He lowered his mouth, taking her lips in the sdftékisses.

Behind her, Taggert framed her shoulders therettdils lips up the curve of her neck, nibbling tha
her ear.

It was as if a drug invaded her blood. The duasagans of hungry mouths feasting on her skin Bent
pulse soaring. Lightheaded. She was perilouslyedodalling. Her legs went weak then buckled.

Two pairs of hands caught her, held her, even ggéréis and Greer’s lips never left her body. She
sighed, little breathy sounds of contentment stlimhattered in so long.

She’d missed this. Having such an erotic connectitim a man. It had been so long since desire had
warmed her veins, simmered in her depths just mgit be called to the surface.

Lonely. She’'d spent the last year being so lonke/ached. It still hurt to think of all the niglsise’d
spent in numb silence, her only memories of Sedrhanlove.

Hot tears sloshed over the rims of her eyes ankkgdmiown her cheeks. It wasn’t even sadness that
prompted her emotional outburst. She was quite Igiomyerwhelmed.

“Don’t cry, sweet pea.”

Greer cupped her face and kissed away the dantg fFaien his mouth fused hungrily to hers again. He
pressed forward and Taggert pulled her back. Thieyded into the bed and went down in a tangle of
arms and legs.

She came to rest on her side, Taggert melded tbawds; his palm sliding sensuously over her hip, he
waist and up to cup her breast. Greer leaned upsoglbow in front of her, and he stroked his hand
through her hair, pulling each strand and lettirdpingle from his fingers.

He lowered his hand to her belly, and she trematele traveled lower to the juncture of her legs. H
trailed a fingertip through the short curls anddred tantalizingly over the hood of her femininity.

Then he pressed. Just a gentle push and slid ga&iltis. His fingertip fluttered over her clit. €
twice.

A low moan escaped her and she arched her pelvisifd, seeking more of his touch.
Taggert simply held her, his hands coaxing overskar like a balm. Safe. Comforting.
She existed in a sensual haze, their heat wragpond her like the strongest of bonds.

Taggert slid one hand over her behind and thendstver legs. He lifted, inserting his knee betwesan
thighs, opening her wider to Greer’s advances.

Greer’s fingers sank lower, gliding through hermests until he circled her opening, tracing the itens
mouth, teasing.

Taggert petted her, caressing a line from the sofider back over the plump flesh of her behind and
then lower until his fingers were mere centimetavay from where Greer’s delved into her wetness.

They took turns, Greer’s long finger easing inwtreh retreating. He spread her fluids over hehfles
until her clit slid easily under his touch. Therggart eased a finger inside, teasing and touchiagvalls
of her pussy.



One inside, stroking, the other stroking her ditong burned-out fire came to life, catching theevand
spreading wildly through her veins.

Greer leaned down and tugged a nipple into his mautcking gently in rhythm with his fingers. Her
hair slid over her back as she arched, offeringgiemore fully to him.

Her dreams, her most secret fantasies had nothitigeoreality of having these two men make love to
her.

The rush of her impending orgasm left her breahigst long, sharp build-up, the strain and temsiod
the delectable wait for the inevitable explosionoTong her desires had lain dormant, but now they
roared to life, her body awakened. Fierce needlaeddaer, pulling and stretching her until she drat
for mercy.

But she wanted none, and they knew it.

Her breath tore from her lips. She panted and drblee body, twisting and writhing. Taggert added
another finger, plunging them into her tight passdgreer pressed against her clit and rotatednfind
just the right amount of pressure. His teeth grdmachipple and she flew.

Her scream rippled through the room, primal and$maGreer’'s mouth crashed down over hers,
swallowing her cry of pleasure, and he continuedit@ge her, taking as much as she would give.

She clung desperately to him, clutching his shaslds she raised her mouth to meet his. Tagges#th t
sank into her shoulder, and she let out a gaspueked hard, and she knew she’d have a mark. His
mark.

Greer's fingers left her quivering clit, and headbis hand over her belly, leaving a faint tr&iher
moisture. He cradled one breast, plumping it inplaibn as his thumb brushed over the sensitive nub.

She closed her eyes and sank back against Tablierms came around her, holding her steady as she
sagged. Then he simply rolled her over, takingfitan Greer.

Impatiently he pushed at her legs, hoisting therrbepding them at the knees then nudging highlér sti
until she was completely open and vulnerable ta him

He rose over her, positioned himself at her opeamdjin one push, thrust himself to the hilt.

Her eyes flew open, her body arched and spasmedstBiggled wildly as she tried to process the
overriding sensations bombarding her from everytgunaGod, he was big. Thick and heavy. She was
tight around him. So tight she didn't know how haldnage to move. But move he did.

He planted a hand on either side of her head yiais lkvcked with hers. Fire and determination kith
depths. Love. Passion. He had the most beautifg.ey

Slowly he dragged himself out, until only the blinetad of his cock rested just inside her entrance.
“Please,” she whispered. “Take me, Taggert. LoveMuake me yours. I've always been yours.”

His jaw tightened, and he closed his eyes aslittifigy for control. But she didn’t want his movensetd
be measured. She wanted him raw and passionateveBited him as crazy as she was.

She reached down to touch him. Slid her fingeriggdmgth then back to where they were joined. If
possible he grew even harder.



“Emmy, stop,” he rasped. “God, what you do to me.”
She smiled up at him. “Take me, Tagg. Don’t holdk& ou won'’t hurt me.”

She accentuated her words by trailing her hand bpdk cup his sac. Squeezing gently, she rolled th
heavy weights in her palm.

With a tortured groan, he surged forward, rippiirggelf from her grasp. She pulled her hand away and
reached for his arm, his shoulder, anything todstdeerself with.

His sac rubbed erotically against her behind astfaéned to get deeper within her. Her legs doubled
back, trapped between their bodies, kept her wi @do whatever he wanted to do.

A shift on the bed had her turning her head. Giglee’d nearly forgotten about him, but he lay thezgt
to her, his gaze locked on her. Their eyes metanchressed her cheek, brushing back her hair as
Taggert withdrew and stroked forward again.

There was an unspoken promise in his eyes. He wead her next.

She shuddered and twisted, restless as pleaseragasm from deep inside. No longer locked behind a
wall of grief and pain, she soared. She’d forgottésat it felt like to feel the wind in her face.

She reached for Greer’s hand, and she grippedattiedf Taggert's neck with her other hand. She tose
meet each thrust, gasping as he grasped her bsitidtikg so he could achieve greater depth.

He was hard where she was soft, and they blendetlsssly together. Back and forth, he plunged, his
body cupped protectively over hers.

“Don’t stop,” she urged. “Please don’t stop.”
“l won’t baby. | won't.”

Taggert leaned down, letting her legs fall to tides. His chest lowered until her breasts wer¢sitesd
against it. His tongue tangled wildly with hers.

His hips rose and fell, and she strained upwagathi@g, wanting release again. It was differerd time,
not as lazy as before. It was sharper, faster, imagpatient, and before she could open her mouth to
beg—for what she wasn't even sure—the room bluaredishe fell long and hard.

Taggert emitted a hoarse shout and then an agogiped. He tightened over her, and he thrust
frantically until finally he went still, his cocki wedged deep inside her.

His hips twitched spasmodically, and he collapsso tier, his forehead resting against hers. Afleng
moment, his harsh breathing slowed and he gergkekli each eyelid.

“I love you,” he murmured.

Her heart clenched, and she closed her eyes, abgahe moment. His love. The sated, sluggish feeli
that crawled through her veins.

She felt Greer’s fingers trail over her arm in &ylaeassuring manner, and her senses reeled idethe
that he was there, waiting.



Taggert kissed her again and then carefully radledy. He rose from the bed and went to the bathroom
returning a moment later with a towel cupped ovsrgnoin. He carefully wiped and then gently clene
the sticky semen from the insides of her thighs.

When he was done, he tossed the towel away ar@hla&gr other side. She was flat on her back, hes ga
too unfocused to do more than trace random patteriike ceiling.

Greer’s hand rested on her belly, rubbed genttdesrbefore moving to palm first one breast and the
other. Instead of rising as she expected, he sing@ighed for her, pulling her up and over him wstig
blanketed his body.

She loved the feel of him underneath her. Hard, sogstrong. His hands stroked her body until siwre
she purred like a sated cat. She arched into héssas then dropped her head to kiss him.

“So sweet,” he murmured. “You taste just like laireed you'd taste.”

She smiled and nipped at his bottom lip, suckirmetiveen her teeth. Then she all but crawled up his
body so she could position her breasts at his m@&ita wanted his lips around her nipples, wantddeb
the erotic pull of his mouth.

“Can you take me?” he asked hoarsely. “I don't wartturt you, Emmy. If you're tired or sore I'll vt&

Ignoring his question, she shimmied back down bidytuntil his cock nudged impatiently between her
legs.

“The question is, can you take me?”
His eyes gleamed and sparked as he stared up. &Dbeyou worst, love.”

With a smile, she reached down and tucked his tmbtler opening, rising up as she did. He was as big
and hard as Taggert, but God he looked longerggimeed nervously at him then back again.

His hand rested on her waist but he waited, nabipgs

“I won't hurt you, Emmy,” he said softly. “Take asuch of me or as little of me as you want. It'sugdl
to you.”

She eased down, feeling him stretch her as shedaoWeerself onto him. He reached to hold her, terof
support and she grasped his arms for leverage.

Her knees dug into his sides, and she closed learlegfore rising to give her better position tetak of
him. The sensation of him filling her was delicio&® hard, big and thick.

Already she panted, her body coiling into a tighit bf intense sexual heat. She came down forgefull
gasping as she stretched more when he pushed deeper

“Take it easy, baby,” Greer chided as he liftedips to ease the burn.
“No,” she whimpered. She wanted it all. All of hisll he had to give.

She released his arms and placed her palms flaisahest, rose over him and slammed down, taking
him into her body in one heated rush.

His fingers curled into her hips at the same tineeathless curse slipped past his lips.



“Ride me, Emmy. Make me yours.”

Her fingers curled into the hair on his chest. &ise and fell, gripping him with her knees. Shatexd,
bucked and took him hard.

Her hair slid forward, a curtain over her should@ise strands tickled Greer’s skin, and he wragpsd
hands in them, gathering until his fists restedhenshoulders. Then he extricated his fingers anthem
slide down her body until he cupped her breastsngahe sensitive peaks between his thumb and
forefinger.

Her pussy fluttered and convulsed wetly around faing, unbelievably her orgasm rose when just
moments before she’'d been limp and sated.

“Come with me,” she whispered. “When | do.”
“Always. Always with you.”

She closed her eyes as he raised a hand to hd«. @teenuzzled into his palm, enjoying the simple
pleasure of his touch.

Fluidly she arched over him, undulating, findingnaooth rhythm that had them both straining. Their
harsh breaths filled the air, and when she opepeéyes, her unfocused gaze found Taggert, stilly
on the bed, his eyes glowing with lust. And lover Rer. All for her.

She reached for his hand even as she gripped ®itkeher other. She stared at them both with all he
love for them to see. The words stuck in her thi8he was too gripped by emotion to force them past
stiff lips. But she could show them.

She guided Greer’s hand down to where they wereghiand he slipped a finger through her foldd unti
he found her swollen little nub. His fingers spréael hood, baring her clit to his touch. He strokast
light little touches but it was enough to send fight over the edge.

She jerked, gripping Taggert’s fingers until thegrevbloodless. A low cry of desperation burst fioen
chest. Ithurt. God, the tension was so great she was goingatibesh

Up and down, she slammed against his body, drikingdeeper, harder.
“Emmy!” Greer cried.

His finger pressed hard against her clit, and blagtered. He arched convulsively into her, andveae
too tired, too devastated to continue the rideh&beld her hips and did the work as his releaseléid
into her.

Long after she'd slumped forward, his hips ross,thiusts easing in and out of her. And then hpped
his arms around her, holding her so close she deeldhe frantic beat of his heart.

He kissed her hair and then her temple. He raigelddnds to pull the heavy curtain away from heefa
and she lay limply over him, absorbing his strength

“Ours now,” he murmured. “Ours, Emmy.”

She smiled and glanced lazily up at Taggert whdHaye still watching. She raised her hand andbed
their fingers together before letting them falthe bed beside him.



“Yours,” she said simply.

Chapter Ten

Emily lay between Greer and Taggert, one arm agdhewn over Taggert and her head resting on his
shoulder. Spooned behind her, Greer rested his fasskssively on her hip and he kissed her bare
shoulder.

Peace. For the first time in a year peace filled 8eeet. Unending. So exquisite she wanted thegnom
to last forever.

With a wistful sigh she snuggled a little deepéo ithe crook of Taggert’s arm.

Some of the constant ache she’d lived with evaresBean’s death dissipated as she felt the steady
reassurance of Taggert's heartbeat and Greer’s Vijasrbrushed across her skin.

And then, because she couldn’t stand another mowigmiut saying it, she whispered, “I love you.”

They both went still beside her, their bodies tehk® even the sounds of their breathing could dsadh
The silence hurt her ears. It was harsh. A whiid that filled her with insecurity all over agaibhwas
too easy to go back to that awful day when her avbdd irrevocably been turned upside down.

“Do you mean that, Emmy?” Greer asked as he strdiedurve of her behind.

Taggert raised his head to stare into her eyeseThas such hope reflected in his gaze. And fdae. S
found herself staring at the same insecurity tbeiketed through her chest.

“I've always loved you. That's never changed. Wrdt change when | married Sean. | loved him. Eldv
you. I'll always love all of you.”

Greer put his lips to her shoulder again and heftit there. She felt the slight tremble as if heawgring
valiantly to come up with just the right words.

Taggert shifted and came up on one elbow. He talbbe cheek, his finger tracing the line of her jaw
and then lightly feathering across her lips.

“l love you too, Songbird. | think I've always lode/ou.”

Her heart swelled, and she swallowed to alleviagediscomfort. An ache bloomed but a different kifid
ache. Not the sharp, incessant pain of grief andifg. This was overwhelming. Hope budding and
unfurling like a flower seeking the sun.

“I love you,” Greer whispered against her skinnflso sorry | hurt you.”

She closed her eyes against the sting of teassdi’t fair. How could she hope to have it all wisie
didn’'t have Sean?

“Emmy, look at me.”



Taggert's command, tender and coaxing, penetragtby swirling in her mind. She forced her gaze to
his, her lips trembling even as he continued tokgthis thumb over her mouth.

“Tell me why you blame yourself for what happened.”

Her pulse jumped and stuttered. She tried to staivdy, but she was caught between the two meneTher
was nowhere to run.

“Sean gave up so much for me. For my dream. Hedlove. Protected me. He died protecting me.”
Greer kissed her nape, and his fingers curled loseshoulder in a gesture of comfort.

“He grabbed my throat—the attacker—he was so artdg\kept saying I'd ruined everything. He was...”
She could feel his hand tightening around her neek! the pressure as he squeezed. Remember the
absolute knowledge that she was going to die. “&teth be some obsessed fan or someone like my
father who felt my career was an abomination,”fahished in a barely audible voice. “My singing, my
gift, killed Sean. | should have been happy to hauebjesn with him and away from my father. We
could have had a wonderful life, but | was so deteed to prove my father wrong. My anger and my
resentment killed the man | loved more than anghiin

Taggert sucked in a stuttering breath. His harldhfeay from her face for a moment, and she refased
look up at him. She didn’t want to see judgmerttiseyes.

“Is that why you won't sing?” Greer asked.

Her hand flew to her neck. Her pulse jumped craagginst her fingertips.

“l can’t,” she said honestly.

“You will, Songbird,” Taggert said. “Right now yow afraid, but when you feel safe again, you'lgsin
She shook her head, but he leaned down and kigsedefuting her denial.

“It's not your fault,” Greer said as Taggert pulleday. “You can’t second-guess your entire lifearSe
was proud of you. He loved you. He wouldn’t have ftany other way. You know that, Emmy. If you
look past your hurt and grief, you'd admit to yalfg¢hat he’d have no regrets.”

“No, he wouldn’t,” she said quietly. “But | do.”

“So do |,” Taggert said. “But | can’t torture myE&rever over them. All | can do is try to makéntts
right. With you. | want the chance, Emmy.”

She lay back, staring at the ceiling as she listéo&aggert's and Greer’s rough breathing besate h

“Are you sure?” she asked even as her chest swsithchope. “Is this something you both want or is
this a sympathy move for your dead brother’s wife?”

“That’s a shitty thing to say,” Greer said in a lgwaice.
She pushed herself up, crawled to the end of tHeabd turned so she could see them both.

“I'm not trying to be shitty. | have a right to adkese questions. Have you and Taggert even coadide
what kind of life we’ll have? God knows | didn'twvg it any thought before | came barging in here fou
years ago throwing my feelings around.”



She hated the hint of vulnerability that shadowedvoice. Hated even more that her hands shook.

Greer elbowed up and shifted his body so he wasecldhe muscles in his shoulders rippled as he
reached for her. She put her hands out to wardoffinbut he caught her fingers and threaded them
through his.

“What we’ve considered is that we'll have a lifetviyou. That’s all we care about. Will it be easiéll,

| don’t know. I've never even tried to wrap my braround a situation like this. Did | accept it
overnight? No. | wish | had. Then maybe you andhSeauld be here. It took me a long damn time, but |
know what | want, Emmy. | want you.”

“Oh Greer,” she whispered. “Don’t blame yourselfh&V | wanted—what | suggested was so out of
bounds. You can’t blame yourself for thinking | waazy.”

“I'll make you a deal.” Taggert's eyes glitteredtvgrim determination. “You don’t blame yourselfdan
we won't blame ourselves.”

“The point is, we can play the blame game for étgrhGreer said. “But it won’t change a damn thing
Sean’s gone. We can't bring him back no matter haweh we want to.”

Pain slashed through her chest, and tears clougteddion. He didn't say it to be hurtful, but the
resignation in his voice got to her in a way noghitlse had. Sean was gone. He wasn’t coming back.
Ever.

She rolled away, unable to face either of them.ltehed her arms and bowed her head, willingdiers
not to break again. There was nothing left. She'ttthve the strength for another emotional outburs

Strong arms surrounded her, holding her, offerieiglbve and support.
“Emmy.”

Said so tenderly her heart clenched, her namevgéd her ears and straight into her soul. She tuhee
face up to see Greer looking at her with the pdsoanany memories burning in his eyes.

“We loved him too. We miss him. But he’s not combiagk. You're alive. You have to live. You can’t
go on like you have. Taggert and | love you. We twam to stay with us. We know it won’t be easy. We
don’t even know what to expect. It's new to us amll have to work at it. Together. Give us the cba
we didn’t give you four years ago. Let us love you.

She raised haunted eyes and looked straight thrGoegér’s soul. He felt her pain. It was a tangible,
terrible thing. Her grief spilled over into the rmoHer guilt. If only he could take it away. He tabuit.
But he could love her. He could cherish her. Offfer all the things he should have given her foarye
ago.

He glanced over at Taggert and saw the same gsotveereflected on his face. Emily was theirs. They
might not have always acknowledged it, but it didiiange the utter truth. She belonged to themdShe
always belonged to them.

She sagged against Taggert in a gesture of sundratieggue hollowed her eyes. Making love to heewh
she was so fragile had probably been a bastard thido but he—they—had been unable to resist any
longer. They'd waited a damn long time. They wetrgriting anymore.

Taggert pressed a tender kiss to the top of het &ed snagged his fingers in her long hair.



“Lie back down, Emmy. Rest. I'll be here. Sleep avelll face tomorrow together.”

She closed her eyes and then allowed Taggert éohessdown on the mattress. She crawled onto the
pillows and curled into a tight ball. She fell agdebefore either man could recline beside hereatsthey
sat toward the end of the bed watching the sddtaied fall of her chest.

Greer drew in a deep breath and avoided Taggéudisghtful stare. Hell, he was sitting on a bedig h
underwear with his brother after they’d made lav¢he same woman. It didn’t get any weirder that.th

He slid off the bed and stood abruptly, his backdth Taggert and Emily.

“She’s right you know,” Taggert said in a low vaoi¢elave we really considered the life we’ll have?
We've talked some but mainly we've avoided the ésdelieving it'll all work out. But will it?”

Greer cursed under his breath. He didn’t apprediaggy’s cold logic. Not now. He didn't want reality
Didn’t want to face any harsh truths. What he wdntas to keep Emily safe from the world. From her
bastard father and the prying eyes of others. IBattwasn’t possible. They lived on a ranch where a
number of other hands lived as well. How would themk at Emily knowing he and Taggert both shared
her bed and her love? Would they think she was samg lay, there for any man’s taking? He'd kil{an
son of a bitch who ever acted on that impulse.

“We can only control the way we deal with thingse \6&An’t make others accept it. We can’t keep them
from speculating. Any life we have with Emily wile open to the public if she goes back to singing,

if | have my way, she will sing again. She starwd®se more and be hurt more by her relationship wi
us. If she can deal with it, then | sure as hall teke whatever heat we get.”

Taggert nodded, some of the tension easing fromarbis. “You're right. If Emily is willing to put so
much on the line to be with us, then | can mannghdo the same. | just don't like the idea of heing
hurt. She’s been hurt enough.”

“Her father could be a problem.”

Hatred for Cecil Patterson left an acid taste iréBs mouth. The idea that he'd beaten Emily filhéoh
with such rage that it was all he could do notd@iye the old man a taste of his own medicine.

“He won't say anything,” Taggert said. “He’ll preie Emily doesn’t exist, but he won’t shoot off his
mouth because it will hurt his standing in the camity, or so he thinks.”

“The people of Creed’s Pass have been good to Efftilgy’ve always been proud of her fame. I'd like t
think they won’t turn their backs on her becausaof

Taggert’s expression turned thoughtful. “No reasofiaunt our relationship in front of them. Wordliw
get round quick enough, but that doesn’t mean veel te give them any more to gossip about.”

“l agree. | wouldn't be comfortable making a speteaof our relationship anyway.”

Emily stirred and turned over, curling once agaiio ia small ball. Taggert smiled, a soft gestuat tbid
Greer how much his older brother felt for her. Teggeclined on the bed and pulled her against him.
Greer suddenly felt like a voyeur, an intruderamegthing intimate.

He turned toward the door. He needed a cigaretteeinvorst way. “Think I'll head down. | won't béle
to go to sleep anyway. See you at breakfast.”



Chapter Eleven

Arousal stirred deep within her and fluttered outihvia exquisite waves. Emily opened her eyes jast a
Taggert moved over her, parted her thighs andcesitils heavy erection at her entrance.

He lowered his head and captured her lips in a eneanding, less gentle measure than before. She
responded eagerly to his possession. This is vileatvaited for. For him to take her. She wouldnéak
no matter how delicate she may appear. She nebidethdre than she needed her next breath.

“We didn’t use protection, Emmy,” he murmured olaer lips. “Neither of us did. | don’t have it no.
need to know how you feel about that. About hawingbabies. We should have asked, should have
protected you better. You're fragile right now.dead to know if it's too soon. You could be pregnant
already.”

She smiled up at him and wrapped her arms arounddui to pull his mouth down to hers again.

“l want a normal life,” she admitted. “I want alie things | wanted with Sean. | want a family. Gteh.
| want you and Greer and this ranch. | don’t evaninto leave. Make love to me, Tagg. Give me your
child.”

He groaned low in his throat, a tortured sound thiat her of his fight to maintain control.
“I love you,” she whispered. “Love me too.”
“Aww Emmy, | love you more than anything.”

He reached down and gently touched her clitoristrbdged the line of the hood that protected the
sensitive bundle of nerves, and then he reacheer|desting her readiness with one fingertip.

With a sigh of pleasure, she arched into him, bugpto the head of his cock. He stiffened and then
thrust forward, easing into her wetness.

Inch by inch he sank deeper until his body met.Heng cradled him, holding him as tightly as helhel
her. There was such a sense of rightness, of hamegolt was impossible for her to tell him justio
much she’d missed him, how she’d dreamed of a mojusnlike this. But she could show him. She
could love him back with every part of her self.

She kissed his jaw and then his neck. She tastedrtinning her tongue from the curve of his shoulde
up to the spot right behind his ear. He shuddegaihat her and moaned, but he moved closer, seeking
more of her mouth.

The muscles in his back rippled and bulged undefihgers, and she lovingly traced the lines, emmjgy
his strength. Hers. He was hers in a way she’dmdneamed of him being.

Back and forth, his body rose and fell, and shd heh to her by wrapping her legs around his Hips.
this moment there was no pain, no sorrow. She vegsffom the relentless ache of the past year.

Hope. She had a future. Here in Taggert's armsandeGreer would protect her and love her. She’d giv
them her love, children. They'd be a family jusshge’d always wanted.

Oh Sean.



Sweet, sweet Emmy

She could hear his voice as if he whispered diréather ear. She could see him smiling tenderhyrdo
at her.

Be happy, my love. Be happy.

Tears leaked from her eyes, and she buried heiiriaaggert’s neck even as she shook with the ®seet
of orgasms. It was mind-blowing, an explosion t@kia volcano. It was heartrendingly beautifulvéis
what she needed.

They love you too. Just as | do.

“I know,” she whispered.

“What do you know?” Taggert asked as he kissed d@hayears.

“That you love me.”

“Do you really?”

She smiled and reached up to stroke his face. “Yiedtn”

He kissed her fingers and rubbed his face backhatgalm.

“This time it's forever, Songbird. We won't let y@o again.”

She swallowed and sucked in a deep breath. It wakth breathe when her chest was about to cave in.
“No, you won't let me go,” she said with conviction

She could see the resolve in his eyes, and inmrbisent she believed with all her heart that he mean
every word of his declaration.

*k%k

In the early hours of the morning, Emily steppetitbe back door and wrapped the light shawl around
her shoulders. She'd left Taggert sleeping, anchslde’'t seen Greer on her way down. Buck was due in
the kitchen any moment, and she didn’t want tosgetk for breakfast.

There was something she needed to do.

With every step closer she got to the small graneyizer heart grew a little heavier. The easteynhsld
lightened just enough that pale lavender coateth¢laelstones and outlined the large oak tree. The
branches hovered protectively over generationsgrasthose whose present had ended all too soon.

She stared at Sean’s grave and then slowly kneti@oold ground in front of the granite stone that
marked his birth and death.

With trembling fingers she traced his name.

“I'm home, you know,” she said conversationally.



It sounded quite absurd, but it felt good to tallSean again, and she knew he could hear her. Keew
was with her. She could feel the warmth of his aanweind her.

“Taggert and Greer came for me, but then you prigblaiew they’'d eventually drag me back to the
MPR. You'd approve, no doubt. They share your stubbess, or maybe you share theirs.”

She stared at the stone and paused, contentdo tsthe early morning sounds of the world aroled
awakening. She could almost hear the gentle stadihis guitar as the strings came alive at higditips.

“They say they love me,” she said softly. “Only y@know how much that means to me and how it
scares me to death. You know how much | love theke | loved you. | always hated you knowing it
because | felt like it wasn'’t fair. But you alwaysderstood. God, | loved you for that. Never witly@ane
else was | able to completely be myself. You logad accepted me. Every part, good and bad. I'lenev
have another friend or lover like you, Sean. | hppe know that. I'll never forget you, and I'll newstop
loving you. But | want you to know that I'm going start living again. | want the babies that yod &n
planned. | want a family and | want to be home lagiin just so sorry | kept you from your home and
family for so long.”

She leaned forward and kissed the cool marble Ersgd her eyes. It all felt so final, and she kriiemw
the first time, she was letting go. AcknowledgihgttSean was gone. It hurt. God, it hurt. He wasego
and she’d never see him again. How was she evepsag to get over that kind of pain?

Again she felt his gentle warmth surround her. L@gemuch love, and she smiled through her tears.
“Still kicking my ass, huh.”
Sing for me, Emmy. One more time. Just for me.

She felt the whisper in her mind, and for the finsie didn’t feel the paralyzing fear that accompdrthe
thought of singing.

The lyrics toMontana Memorieglanced on her tongue, and her throat quiveredtinipation.

And then she opened her mouth and the melody duilié into the early morning air. Pure and bealtifu
Haunting. It carried on the breeze and straigthtetaven.

For you, Sean.

She closed her eyes and sang from the depths bieher. She poured every ounce of her love into the
words. She remembered the first time she’d evertheeDonovan brothers. All the times Sean had
picked her up when she fell, tended her scrapbgaided her hair so her father wouldn't scold figre
times he took her swimming. The night he came &rand took her away from her father. The nighy the
got married, just two scared kids determined tgddheir own path in life.

She felt a warm touch on her cheek, but when sbaepher eyes, all she could see were the surss ray
as they shone through the branches of the oak tree.

And then a great weight lifted. She felt freer tisae’d felt in so long. The sun’s rays warmed har b
hope burned hotter. Sean would always be a pdrtnife. A treasured memory. She’d love him always
But now she had something else to live for. HerSedfjgert and Greer. Her future.

It was always there, Emmy. You just had to read¢tand take it.

Sean’s chiding voice made her smile. Oh yes, itjustslike him to scold her.



She ran down the hill toward the ranch, her hging in the breeze. She laughed and God, it fetjcd
to be happy again.

Greer met her at the back gate, a scowl on hisdade waited.
“Where the hell have you been, Emmy? No one sawlg@aee. You could say something, damn it.”

She launched herself at him, laughing like an idit# was forced to catch her, and she wrapped|herse
around him, peppering his face with kisses.

He staggered back under the impact, but caughteirsd stood steady.

“What the hell’s got into you?”

She grinned and kissed him again. “Take me to ledhow you precisely what's got into me.”
His grip tightened on her ass, and she felt theeatirace through his body.

“Hell, Emmy, sun’s up. Work to be done. Buck hasdifast on the table.”

“You could play hooky,” she said innocently. “I'dake it worth your while. Or you could just take me
behind the barn. Or better yiatthe barn. | always wanted to make out in the Haylo

“The hell | will,” he muttered.

He swung around, arms tight around her and stradk toward the house. The hands hadn’t made their
appearance yet, and he simply strode past Tadiypassed the kitchen and headed up the stairs.

She almost giggled but thought better of goadimg. hi

He shoved his bedroom door open, walked forwarddamiped her on the bed then returned to kick the
door shut. He took his hat off, then reached ferlibttons on his shirt. She watched in fascina®he
methodically removed every stitch of his clothing.

When he was naked, he advanced on the bed, higutioly upward, stiff and painfully erect. Shekied
her lips, and he stopped with an inarticulate groan

“Goddamn, Emmy,” he muttered. “You're killing megy know that?”

She gave him an innocent look and then crawleddmhto meet him as he got to the edge. She cupped
his balls, fondling and rolling the supple fleshhier palm. Then she guided him to her mouth, sggckin
him inward.

His hands tangled in her hair, and his breath extapa hiss.
“Jesus that feels good.”

She smiled and took him deeper, enjoying his t@stkthe sensation of so much hardness on her tongue
Steel encased in softness. The contrast fascihated

She grasped the base of his penis and rolled thekim up and down in unison with the movements of
her mouth. His fingers dug into her scalp and tpemtled, and he stroked through her hair, murmuring
his love and approval as she coaxed him closdéase.



One drop slipped onto her tongue, and she incressepace, but he cupped her chin and eased away.
She looked up to see the strain on his face. Hesvatose. Why had he pulled away?

“Strip,” he gritted out.

Her eyes widened at the guttural command but ssihaomplied, pulling at her clothes and shimngyin
out of her pants. In seconds she was naked.

He grasped her shoulders and fell forward, pushargo the bed as his weight pressed down on her.

“You make me crazy,” he rasped. “Do you have amaibdow much | want you? How long I've wanted
you? | can’t go slow, Emmy. Tell me you want me.tbcan’t hold back.”

She opened herself to him, wrapping her legs aréimd
“l want you, Greer. Please, make love to me. | lpve.”

“You have no idea what a miracle you are to me,5&ie as he positioned himself. “I don’t deserve a
second chance, but God, | want one. | need one.”

She touched his lips, pressed one finger over toesitence him. Then she lifted her hips, taking hi
inside her. He lowered one hand to cup her buttaokisheld her in place as he thrust.

It wasn’t smooth or even practiced, and that waatwhe loved most about his lovemaking. There was a
urgency to his actions that made him almost clurbisy hands shook on her skin, and his thrusts
alternated between smooth and slow and quick amghro

Their mouths met, tongues tangled, hot, breathiisdips left hers and traced a frantic line okier jaw
and down her neck.

“My Emmy,” he breathed just as his teeth sank theacurve of her shoulder. “Say it again. Tell ey
love me.”

She smiled. “I love you, Greer. Always.”
“Never leave again.”
She stroked his back and closed her eyes as hesrorguilt. “No. Never.”

He lowered himself, covering her body with his. Phis hips moved as he arched over her, rising and
falling as he dove deeper into her body.

The friction was nearly unbearable. Hot. Elect¥itave upon wave of pleasure flowed through her body,
fanning out in a hundred different directions.

Sweet, like a song, hovering and balancing with égmeugh volume and then rising.

“Greer!”

Her cry was ripped from her lips, and she clutcsiekis shoulders, her fingers digging into his skin
“My love,” he murmured.

She tensed, her muscles squeezing, her groin @dnahd she tightened around him like a vise. He
thrust hard and fast, his hips slapping againg.her



She couldn’t stand it. Not anymore. With a harsh she wrapped herself so tightly around him that s
couldn’t breathe, and then she flew.

Greer’s breath blew warm over her ear, the sougde@. His cry mingled with hers as they fell over
together.

Floating. Spiraling gently downward. She was sundd by warmth and softness.
He pulsed deep within her and he remained sti#pkeg them locked together.

Home. Such a beautiful word. One that brought iwehfort. She was finally home. With those who
loved her.

Chapter Twelve

“Emmy, honey, can you come downstairs?” Greer askeside her door.

Emily put her brush down, tucked her hair behinddas and stepped out of the bathroom to see Greer
standing there with his hands tucked into his ptscke

He looked uneasy, almost nervous, and that wolréed
“Greer?”

He relaxed and reached to take her hand. “Notlinvgarry about. Promise. There’s someone here to see
you.”

She cocked her head to the side, apprehensiongraahilly path up her spine.
“Who?”

He grimaced and then said, “Frank.”

Her eyes widened, and she took a step back.

Greer stepped forward again and tentatively pubaigl on her shoulder.

“Are you angry?”

She shook her head but wasn’t sure whether shemwasn’t. No, she wasn’t angry. She was afraid, an
that made her angry.

“No. I'd like to see him,” she murmured. “| sholidve stayed in contact with him.”

Greer’s expression softened. “He’s been worriedibipou, sweet pea. He just wants to make sure gou'r
okay. Talk to you. There’s no pressure, | promise.”

He extended his hand, and she took a deep brefattetstiding her palm over his. He squeezed
reassuringly and tugged her toward the door.



Taggert was in the living room with Frank when she Greer entered. Taggert immediately rose, his
gaze searching her features for—what, fear? W@hgwas such a coward. But with his and Greer’s
strength and support, she could face anything.

“Emily, my dear,” Frank said as he walked to whehe stood trembling beside Greer.

He waited a moment as if to gauge her reactionlaem he enfolded her into his embrace.
“You've had me worried sick,” he said gruffly.

She sighed, rested her head on his shoulder a m@mnérthen pulled away.

“I know. I'm sorry, Frank. | should have calledukt couldn't... | just couldn’t deal.”

“And now?” He peered at her over his glasses,thige probing. “How are you now?”
“Better,” she said quietly.

He smiled. “That’s great. You and | have a lotaik about, Emily Donovan.”

“Frank,” Taggert growled. “You promised.”

Frank raised an eyebrow as he turned in Taggdrgstin. “I promised | wouldn’t badger her. | just
want to talk. No harm in that.”

“l won't sing,” she said flatly. “I haven’t sung @ year. I'm not sure | could even if | wanted to.”

The memory of the haunting melody she’d sung fremheart at Sean’s grave shifted painfully through
her. That was private. For Sean. She wouldn’t do public again.

Frank’s expression softened. “Come out on the panchtalk to me, Emily? | can't stay long. My retur
flight is in a few hours. | have to be back in Na#h.”

She nodded reluctantly. She owed him this mucha# too bad he’'d come all this way for nothing, ibut
finally solved the issue of her facing him agaiettBr to have it over with so she could dispenghb tine
demise of her career.

*k%k

Taggert stepped onto the porch as Emily stood wagdfrank tear down the long dirt driveway toward
the main gate.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

She turned, and he could see the haunted griefrieyres again. Eyes that for the space of one higght
been clear and beautiful. He sighed. He and GragiaHong road to travel with Emily.

Her long blond hair lifted in the back, carriedtbie light breeze blowing over the porch. It waglik
liquid sunshine. He'd always loved her hair. In gast it had always been indicative of her carefree
personality. When she smiled, she glowed, thersilsgands adding to her warmth. It served as a
reminder of all he and Greer wanted to get back.cBuld they ever truly go back?



“Yes,” she said simply. “He won't return.”
Taggert held out his arms, and she went willinglyyying her face against his chest.

“I don’t mind if you never want to sing to crowdgaan. Or go into the recording studio. But babyy yo
love to sing. It's part of who you are.”

She stiffened and curled her fists, gathering i #ght in her grip.
“It’'s part of who Iwas” she said dully.

He brushed a kiss across the top of her head, wgdte knew what to say, what he could do to ma&# it
better. It wasn’t that he had to hear her singraghbugh he wanted it more than anything. Singiag
just Emily. It had always been Emily. There wasereartime she wasn't humming a tune, plucking her
old guitar or scribbling lyrics down on every sci&paper she could find.

It hurt her not to sing. He knew it as much as hevk anything else. She’d never fully heal until she
could put what happened to Sean behind her andaemler gift again. Even if it was just for her and
she never made a public appearance again.

His fist curled in frustration. He wanted nothingma than to make the bastard who’d done this to his
family pay. Bleed. The irony was that he was oet¢hFree. While Taggert’s family suffered.

“Come inside. It's time to eat, and you know Bueksgycranky when we keep him waiting.”

She glanced up, her lips twisting into a ruefulleniiNot going to lecture me on getting on with lifg
and not letting that bastard win?”

“Is that what Frank told you?”

“Yeah.” She sighed. “He’s right. | know he’s right,t it doesn’t change anything, Tagg. Do you
understand that?”

The pleading in her voice tore at his heart.

He tugged her into his arms and rested his chitoprof her head. For a long moment he just stoetkth
staring out over his land. His and Greer’s lanarSeland.

“l understand, Emmy, | do,” he finally said. “I kwahis can’t be rushed. It's hard for me. I'm a guy
Guys want to fix things. | can't fix this, and itd@lling me.”

He felt her smile against his chest.
“Don’t give up on me?”

He pulled away and nudged her chin up with his kiei¢Never, baby. Do you get that? Greer and |
aren’t going anywhere, and neither are you.”

Her eyes were wide and luminous, shining with kesilveil of tears. But her smile lit up his entireart.

“I love you, Tagg. Do you have any idea how gooiegdls to be able to tell you that and for you ¢oegpt
it?”

His throat swelled, threatening to shut down hifitalio speak. He wasn'’t sure what the hell heag 0
that anyway.



He kissed her instead. Clumsy. Desperate. Needyadeall those things when it came to her. How was
he ever supposed to pull it together when sheesteathim with a simple word?

He held her close so that their breaths stuttemedieally over each other’s lips. His fingers tiaded as
he stroked her cheek, the tips tangling with thelsi strand of hair that refused to stay behindelaer

“Let’'s go eat,” he said, his voice cracking.

She smiled, kissed him again as if she knew just hard it was for him to process the barrage of
emotions, and then she pulled away, taking his laantiey entered the house.

“Everything all right?” Greer asked when they walketo the kitchen.
Taggert eyed his brother and gave him a short nod.

“What did Frank have to say?”

Emily shrugged. “You know what he wanted.”

“Did he come out and ask you to come back?”

Greer’s voice was mild, but Taggert detected a diintwhat, insecurity? Worry? He cocked an eyebrow
in his brother’s direction, but Greer ignored hisnhee continued to stare intently at Emily.

Emily’s shoulders sagged. “No, but he didn't havel knew what he wanted. He lectured me about
hiding away from my destiny and then he pulledtbetSean card.”

Taggert tuned in. “Sean card? What the hell is?that
“Yeah, the Sean-wouldn’'t-want-you-to-live-this-wsgeech.”

“He’s right about that,” Greer said quietly. “Thaestion is how long are you going to ignore whats
clear to the rest of us?”

She shook her head and threw a bewildered lookggdrt as if expecting help from his quarter. Hell,
Greer was dead-on, but she’d already been hittheehead during Frank’s visit. There was no redason
rehash it all.

“What do you want from me?” she asked helplessly.

Greer crossed the room, cupped her cheek and stavadat her with a fierceness that even had Tagger
taking a mental step back.

“l want you to live, Emmy. | want you to be with nf@ean is gone. Do you understand that? He’s not
coming back, and he’d be the last person to wanttgdkeep grieving for him.”

Emily flinched as though Greer had struck her. Ram and rage flared in her eyes, and she wrenched
away from his grasp.

“I get it, Greer. Believe me | do. | was there remer? | watched him die. | had his blood all over. m
I'm not likely to forget that he’s gone. | don’t@vneed you to remind me of that.”

She was furious. Her entire body trembled. Her baibok, and she curled her fingers, raising Isés fi
in what looked like a fighting stance.



And then just as quickly she folded inward. Herefacumpled and her knees buckled. She slid bomgless
to the floor, her sobs searing over Taggert’'s seddenses.

Taggert dropped to his knees beside her, but Gragmlready there, folding his arms around her laadd
body.

“Shhh, sweet pea. It's okay. It's going to be okagwear.”

Emily raised her tear-streaked face to stare @preer. “I know he’s gone, Greer. | sang for himapd
Only for him, though. I didn't know it would feebgyood.”

Taggert closed his eyes and cursed the timingailes visit. Maybe she’d come around on her own, bu
she was raw and hurting, and then Frank had ardeéetrmined to make hsee the light

Greer rocked her in his arms, holding her tight@snoved back and forth. “He loved your singing,
Emmy. He was so proud of you. You were the reasoledrned to play the guitar. It was his way of
sharing your gift with you. Don’t take that awawift him. Don't take it away from us.”

“It killed him,” she whispered.
“No, baby. No.”

No longer able to keep silent or remain back, Taggessed forward, putting his hand on her shoulde
Her eyes, deeply wounded, sought him out, lookasging.

“Emmy, you can'’t think that. Your attacker was ekdbastard. Do you understand that? It wasn'’t yiou.
was him.”

She looked away, and Taggert blew out his breattusiration. Then she looked back, a pleading
expression in her beautiful eyes.

“I know that. | do, Tagg. But every time | close myes | see him, | hear his voice, and | know ifhiéd
never sung Sean would still be alive, and thatfsl fiar me to come to terms with even if it's stupéaahd |
know it's not logical but guilt isn’t logical. Goldwish it was. | wish | could just turn it off. Eft Sean
today. | felt him, and | knew he wanted me to senggl so | did. | even thought | could go on, beinth
Frank came, and all | could feel was that panidimand the knowledge that | couldn’t take a chante
losing one of you just because | want somethingeonsequential as to sing again. Isn’t that in8ane

The speech came out all run together and endethinga that verged on hysteria.
“Emmy. Songbird. Our Songbird.”

The words spilled past stiff lips and cracked véthotion. Taggert swallowed and stroked her hair,
hoping he could come up with the right thing to.say

“It doesn’t have to be now. It doesn’t have to morrow. But one day, baby. One day you'll feeksaf
You'll sing. And we’ll be here to help you fly.”

Chapter Thirteen



Supper was quiet, and Emily could feel the stafé€3reer and Taggert. A heavy sigh escaped her &efor
she could call it back.

She’d honestly thought she was through with thetemal breakdowns. Her visit to Sean’s grave had
been freeing. And then Frank’s visit had broughtfelrs back.

“Emmy, what are you thinking?”

She glanced up to see Taggert studying her intently

“I'm okay. Promise. I'm sorry for freaking out oroy. Again. It seems it’s all | can do lately.”
“Cut yourself some slack,” Greer said in a gruficeo “You've been through a lot.”

She pushed her food around the plate, gratefulliaggert had dismissed Buck and the hands to ¢haein
bunkhouse. The last thing she felt like doing watending her world wasn’t crumbling around her.

Be a little more dramatic, why don’t you?

She made a sound of disgust.

“My world is not ending,” she muttered.

Taggert's lip lifted in a half smile. “I should hemot. Greer and | aren’t that bad.”

She laughed, relief soaring through her chestak o easy to love him. The idea that she couédlyin
be open with that love floored her.

Slowly she lowered her fork, her pulse speedingaithe two brothers watched her.
“Take me upstairs,” she said huskily. “Please.dchgou. Love me.”
Taggert picked up her hand and brought it to ipis. ffl do love you.”

Greer shoved his plate aside and rose abruptlynWbeeached for her, his hands shook. She took his
hand and brought it to her mouth just as Taggettduane to her.

The work-roughened fingers brushed across her ghith,she closed her eyes, imagining them on her
body, caressing her, touching her intimately.

“Take us upstairs, Emmy. Show us what you need.”

Need? She needed them. Their love. She neededdhenid her and stand between her and the
nightmares.

Taking both their hands, she twined her fingeréheirs and tugged them toward the stairs.

She was nervous. Her food churned in her stomaelyb® she’d never really quite get over the idea tha
Taggert and Greer were here with her. Loving her.

They followed her into the bedroom, and they staadting as she slowly turned around to face them.
Her heart fluttered wildly, and she swallowed as stirled and uncurled her fingers at her sidesnEhe
squared her shoulders and took that step.



In her wildest fantasies, she’d done this a milliomes, but the reality threatened to steal heathraway.
Her hands shook and her fingers were clumsy asvshieed at the buttons on Greer’s shirt. She worked
down, her gaze never leaving his face, watchirngiseyes flared and simmered like coals.

When she reached his belt, she left the shirt anéted at the buckle. In a few seconds she hadyhis f
open and she pulled impatiently at his shirt uhtitas free of his jeans.

Drawn to the bare expanse of skin, she placeddlerspon his tight belly and let them glide upward t
his chest and then to his shoulders. Inhalingpsassed her lips to the hollow of his chest, clgpsiar
eyes as his scent filled her.

He didn’t touch her or make the effort to undressds she did him. He seemed content to let hdr lea
and for him to follow. Part of her wanted to teéfrros and Taggert's clothing and indulge in hot,
passionate lovemaking, ending it almost beforegam. She was eager to feel their hands and months
her body. But the other part of her wanted to séversweet, slow symphony, to indulge in hours and
hours of exploring their bodies while they pleasiner.

She wanted it hard and fast. She wanted it hoedgg. She wanted it long and slow. Sensual anddpvi
Her mind blazed with the possibilities.

“Do you want help, Emmy?”

Greer’s huskily voiced question brushed over hes aad elicited a trail of goose bumps down hekbac
She’d been standing here, her mouth against his skimoving while she imagined the many ways she
wanted to be made love to. Her lips curved intaedul smile, and she shook her head. She wasn't a
complete coward.

Stepping away, she slid her hand down his belty, ilne springy hair at his groin until her fingerscled
his length. He flinched and rocked back on his$edlen she went lower to cup his balls.

“Take your pants off,” she murmured, suddenly eagesee him.

His thumbs hitched into the waistband of his jeams| he yanked. The denim gathered around his feet,
leaving him deliciously exposed. Not waiting forr luctate, he shrugged out of his shirt, allowintpi
fall behind him.

Her gaze was riveted to his lean hips and to thle laair at his groin. His erection jutted outwaad,
invitation. She dropped to her knees and reachettdiz him with both hands.

She stroked. Up and down, enjoying the way he danfiée in her palms. He grew harder, pulsing over
her fingers. Her tongue darted out. A taste. Shatedhto taste him, to bring him the ultimate pleasu

She circled the head, teasing, with light littkk§, keeping him from the depths of her mouth. When
tensed and let out a groan, she smiled, conficehner ability to drive him wild.

“Stop teasing me, damn it,” he rasped. “Suck memgnsSwallow me whole. Do something, but stop
tormenting me.”

In response she took him deep. His fingers tangladhly in her hair and he thrust forward, wanting
deeper.

His taste danced on her tongue and his scent filbechostrils. He was in her, on her, living insia
heart and soul. They were both frantic, and she'dithow who was doing the most work. Her fingers



dug into his hips as she pulled him closer. Hisdsawisted in her hair, holding her as he buckeadresy
her.

And suddenly he left her. She rocked back, her luaig to the floor for balance. His harsh breaghin
filled her ears as he gasped for breath.

“Not yet. | don’t want it to end yet.”

She understood, and she gifted him with a wavesite. He'd been close. She turned, wanting to find
Taggert. She wanted to undress him too and ruhdmaals and mouth over his hard body.

He was already naked, standing a few feet awayydns coaxing his cock to full erection. She watiche
in fascination as he rolled the foreskin up andmlewvd how thick and long he looked when he pulied i
all the way back.

Before she realized what she was doing, she libkedips, and Taggert let out a harsh expletive.
“You're killing me, Emmy. | want your mouth, baby.”
“Then come and take it,” she challenged.

He was there before she could blink. He put onel lnemthe top of her head to hold her in place whde
positioned his cock at her lips with his other hand

“Open for me.”

Dutifully she complied, and he slid inside as sasrshe parted her lips. He wasn'’t as content aasr@re
let her dictate the pace. He thrust hard and deephis fingers curled tighter into her hair. Heased
his grip on his cock and gently touched her fagefihngers feathering over her jaw and then torfesak
as he fucked her mouth.

“If you only knew how many times I've seen you jlige this in my fantasies.”

Greer’s voice startled her and her gaze shot sigetasee him standing there watching, his hand
pumping his cock as he watched her suck Taggert.

“On your knees. Only it's my cock in your mouth. fdhair streams down your back like moonlight, and
you're looking up at me with the world in your eydsyou only knew, Emmy.”

She glanced up at Taggert to see the agreemeist éxpression. He thrust back and forth, his jaw
clenched tight, but his gaze never left her. Thess lust, but there was so much more reflectec thoer
her to see. Love. And hope.

He rose up on tiptoe, his face creased in agong.then, like Greer, he pulled away, leaving hepgas
for breath, her body trembling with awakened passio

Greer grasped her shoulders and lifted her todwedr His lips came down on hers even as he walg&ed h
backward toward the bed. He pushed. She fell. iHeeadown over her, his body covering her like a shee
of fire.

His knee wedged between her legs, pushing thent. &a couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. All she
knew was his mouth ravaging hers, tasting herkdrinfrom her. He settled between her thighs, biskc
nudging impatiently at her opening.



“Take me,” he whispered into her mouth.

She wrapped her legs around his waist and archedhim. He thrust hard, and the first shock ofdnigry
nearly shattered her. He was in her so deep, kdHat it stole her breath. She raced to catchaup,
process the bombardment of sensations batterinfydrerevery angle. But he didn’t wait. He rode her,
driving her into the mattress, taking everything siffered until her sob of pleasure filled the room

She was on the brink, ready to dive over. Her wvigiturred, and she dug her fingers into his shaa|de
ready to take the leap.

He slowed, and she whimpered her protest. Themoppead, his cock lodged as deep in her as he could
go.

“Do you trust us, Emmy?” he whispered.

Her gaze flew to his. She was shocked he’d evenBagkthere was something in his eyes. Something
edgy and dark that excited her. It was then shevkmleat he was really asking.

“You know | do. Always. With my life. With my hearEverything.”

He closed his eyes and rested his forehead adeirstThen he withdrew and backed away, leaving her
sprawled on the bed, her entire body quiveringhenverge of release.

And then Taggert was there, kissing her sweetlypidked her up, holding her to him as he contintined
long, hot sweeps of his mouth over hers.

“I'm going to put you back down. | want you on ydarees. We're going to ease into this, baby. And if
you want us to stop at any time, say so.”

She swallowed, not in fear but in anticipation. Blgls rose from her stomach and into her throat;idgn
their way onto her tongue. She shivered as his elggk bore into her.

Carefully he put her back down on the bed, andeas directed, she turned and got to her hands and
knees. The mattress dipped as Greer got on the sitteeof her. He reached up to push her hair away
from her face and let his thumb linger close torheuth, almost as if he were imagining what it fidd
to have her mouth around his cock again.

She closed her eyes, losing sight of Greer whemdiagressed his lips to the small of her back. He
worked down, pressing tiny kisses over the seahepbehind. Then he gently parted the globes,
exposing the tiny entrance. Shockingly, his tongrabed delicately at the opening. She gasped, ead h
flooded her face until she thought she might buntst flames.

“Taggert!”

He chuckled softly and continued to tongue theifigaging until she shook uncontrollably. When he
pulled away, she almost protested, but she wastwtified. She was unbelievably turned on, anceif h
so much as touched her clit, she would orgasm espbt.

Warm gel smoothed over the same area he’d just spenuch time licking. He smeared it generously
around the opening and then tucked a finger indile.shock sent her forward, and Greer caught her
before she fell. Her eyes widened, and her mougmeg but no words came out.

Taggert took his time. He rubbed, touched, pettetissnoothed the lubricant until she was a mindless,
boneless puppet. Never once was he too forcefdidone go too fast. It was enough to make her crazy



She burned. Her mind filled with edgy forbidden gaa. Taggert deep in her ass while Greer fucked her
mouth. Oh God. Taggert in her ass while Greer fddier pussy. She shuddered and locked her arms so
she wouldn’t collapse. She’'d imagined it so mames. Them taking her at the same time. But she'd
never thought it would happen.

“Taggert,” she pleaded.

“Shhh, Emmy. You're not ready yet. I'd never do tiniyg to hurt you or frighten you. We'll take itosV.
| want it to be good for you.”

“Just do it!” she wailed.
Greer laughed softly. “Always so impatient, Emmy.”

Taggert’s fingers stroked silkily in and out of tiight ring of her anus. She wiggled and then stoked
back to take him deeper, but he only withdrew drshtissued a light slap to her ass with his othedh

“Taggert, please!”

Again he leaned down and kissed the small of hek bafore finally easing his fingers away. His paim
glided over her hips and then one hand left her.ifgath caught in her throat as she felt the firssh
of his penis.

“Listen to me, baby. I'm going to take this readlpw. When | push in, | want you to push out. Don’t
fight it. Relax and let me in.”

She bit her lip and nodded, not trusting hersetfteak.

He pressed forward. Her eyes closed and her hédzhék as the pressure increased. It began to, lurn
delicious stretching sensation that sent shockwtwesigh her pussy. Her nipples hardened painfully.

“Push against me, Emmy,” Taggert said hoarsely.

She bore down, and he pushed. Suddenly he wag iasitishe cried out.
Taggert swore. “Did | hurt you? Do you want me tdl put?”

“No! God, no. Just give me a minute,” she gasped.

It was too much. She sucked in mouthfuls of air @iedl to steady the pounding of her heart. Hegdins
dug into the covers and gripped until her knucklegsed white. He was there, inside her. He feltehug
and she was half afraid he’d move, and then sheaivai&l hewouldn’t move.

Taggert kissed her shoulder. “It's okay, Emmy. Intanove. Not until you tell me to. Just tell me ath
you need, baby. We've got all the time in the wdrld

She stayed there, her knees dug into the mattres®ands locked around the sheets. She suckidaair
her nose and let it out in long exhales. When tiraibg subsided, another ache took over. A low
throbbing that set her insides on fire.

Restlessly, she pushed back. Taggert caught herahigh held her still. They both moaned and she
wiggled impatiently.

“Move,” she whispered. “Now, Taggert. Please, Ichig



Slowly he pulled back. The relief was overwhelmi@gd, it felt so good. He paused, caressing the
curves of her hips. Then gently he pushed forwgedra

“Holy hell,” she breathed.

Greer cupped her cheek and turned her face soosiie gee him. “He’s going to do this for a while,
sweet pea. Nice and easy. Until you get used Wetdon’t want to hurt you. All we want is to giyeu
more pleasure than you've ever known.”

Her lips trembled. Taggert slid in and out with mease now. Her body opened to take him, and she
found herself pushing back to meet his thrusts.\&mon edge. Fiercely so. She was riding a razor’'s
edge of pleasure, so sharp. She needed more. Nsedthing she wasn’t sure of.

“Touch me,” she said. She needed him to touchdehe could come.
“No, baby,” Taggert denied. “Not yet. If you comew this won't feel good to you anymore.”

Greer moved in closer, tucking a finger under thén ¢to direct her gaze upward. “We’re going to take
you at the same time, Emmy. Do you want that? Dotli;nk you can handle it?”

Oh God.

“In a minute Taggert’'s going to pull out and yougeing to climb on top of me. I'm going to slidgdn
your pussy and when you're ready, when you think gan take us both, Taggert’s going to be inside yo
too.”

“You're okay with that?” she whispered.

He smiled crookedly. “It's pretty damn cool in arpp sort of way. One of those things | always wente
to try but never thought I'd get the chance.”

She smiled back and shook her head. And then Tagaked out, the shock of his withdrawal
ricocheting up her spine. She felt empty, and leevenendings were going off like firecrackers.

“Come here, sweet pea.”
Her eyes widened when she saw Greer recline, égien jutting upward toward his navel.

As well as she was able when her entire body shiockntrollably, she crawled to his outstretchedsarm
and allowed him to position her over his body.

“You take me,” he said. “Take me inside you.”

She circled his rigid cock in her hand, marvelibghe size and thickness. Shifting her positiosise
was over him, she tucked the head to her softmebsarefully eased down, her eyes widening as she
took him inch by delicious inch.

He watched, his eyes glittering dangerously. H&éddike a predator waiting to strike. And thenvees
inside her. Wholly, deeply inside her.

“Ride me, Emmy. Take your time and get used torigame there. Tagg and | will never do anything to
hurt you, | swear. This is all for you. Always.”

“I love you,” she whispered, overcome at the tendss in his voice.



He held his hands up and she laced her fingershigttholding on as she undulated her body, taking
on a slow, decadent ride. Pleasure rose and swledumer. Such a sweet song.

She leaned forward, guiding his hands to her bseastnting to feel his fingers toying with her rigg
He needed no urging. He palmed the globes and édiusie puckered peaks with his thumbs, teasing her
repeatedly.

The bed dipped, and Taggert's hands glided senguowusr her back and down to her ass. Her breath
caught and stuttered clumsily from her lips. Giartinued to toy with her breasts, playing with the
nipples, drawing them into stiff points.

“Nice and easy, Emmy,” Taggert soothed. “This isyfou. Tell me if anything hurts or scares you.”

Her gaze connected with Greer’s. She saw the lowésieyes. The solemn promise. No, they’d never
hurt her. Never again. She hoped they both knewragh she trusted them to keep that promise.

Taggert spread her, soothing more of the lubrioaet her burning flesh. She moaned in anticipation.
She'd wanted this for so long. Had fantasized aliottad experienced it in her sweetest dreams.

He positioned himself at her anus. Greer stilledthiusts. Then tenderly, Taggert pushed forward,
opening her slowly and carefully around his cockr Elyes flew open. Her hands fell to Greer’s
shoulders, and she held on for dear life as Taguestied harder.

It was more difficult than before with Greer lodgedide her pussy. There wasn’t room for Taggedt an
yet he pressed relentlessly until her body surnettliand opened for him. And still it was so tigu,
agonizingly tight.

Her breaths came in shallow, rapid spurts. Her glegsed over, the room blurring around her.
“Just a little more, baby and I'm there. You'll leaus both.”

She barely registered Taggert's husky words. Shefathng too far, too fast.

“Lean forward,” Greer whispered. “Lean into me.”

She did, allowing him to catch her, to hold here fosition gave Taggert a better angle, and hatthru
hard, seating himself the rest of the way in.

“She’s not going to last,” Greer warned.
“Then let's go now,” Taggert rasped out.

They began to thrust. Taggert did most of the wbhikmovements working her up and down Greer’s
cock. Greer arched his hips while Taggert heldmetace.

No, she wasn't going to last. She was gone the moireggert had entered her. Pleasure, sharp and
hazy, surrounded her. It was like being drunk ghhShe couldn’t think. Couldn’t speak. All she ktbu
do was feel. And feel she did.

She went a little crazy in their arms. She twistaed writhed, and through it all they held her. They
whispered their love. Kissed her and caressedsttey pounded into her, branding her body witlirshe
They possessed her. They showed her all too wellskile belonged to and that they belonged to her now



Higher and higher she soared, and now she knewtivegd meant when they’d told her she’d fly again.
In their arms she’d always have the freedom toHlgre, she was safe. No one could touch her. The
nightmares fell away, ripped from her memory arpaeed by their absolute love.

“Love you, love you, love you,” she said brokeritywas all she could say, all she could think.

“Ahh Emmy, | love you too,” Greer said gently asgethered her close in his arms, his body trembling
with the aftershocks of his release.

Behind her, Taggert finally went still. He leanatbi her for the longest moment before brushingsa ki
across her shoulder. Then he withdrew and steppeg.a

Greer rolled with her in his arms until she layideim. He was still buried inside her and he maale
move to separate himself from her.

“Are you all right?”
She nuzzled his chest with her lips and snugglegeieinto his embrace. “I couldn’t be more all tiggh

“Come take a shower with me, Emmy,” Taggert saminfthe side of the bed. “As soon as we're cleaned
up, I'll take you back to bed, and you can sleepdor heart’s content.”

“Mmm.”

Greer chuckled and carefully slid out of her badyporing her murmured protest. He patted her
affectionately on the rear and then rolled away.

“Go take your shower, sweet pea. But hurry. Youenoe out, and | sleep better with you in my arms.”

Chapter Fourteen

The murmur of voices woke Emily from the most worfidedream. Before she opened her eyes, she was
content to exist in that plane between sleep arakayenjoying for once images devoid of blood, pain
and death.

When she finally pulled herself away from the wdikleep, she saw that the sun was already peeking
through the curtains and Taggert and Greer wenedully dressing a few feet from the bed.

She yawned indelicately and propped herself upesrelibow to stare at the two men who held her heart
in their firm grasp.

“l don’t suppose you're coming back to bed.”

Taggert turned, tucking his shirt into his jeans.expression of regret crossed his face, and hicedial
over to where she lay.

“Sorry, baby. We've got a fence down and a few cboasge already gotten out. We're heading out with
some of the hands to do repairs.”



She yawned again, and he touched her cheek wifingertips.
“You go on back to sleep. I'll make sure Buck lemyeu something to eat on the stove.”
With a nod, she snuggled back into the covers,ikgdper eyes open only long enough to watch them go

Heavy pressure on her back jerked her from slelep lified her head up, and she tried to turn, tharad
slammed her face back into her pillow.

Her cry was muffled, and then a heavy body lay dwesr pushing her further into the mattress.
“Not a word. You make a sound and I'll slit yourdht.”

Shock made mush of her brain. She knew that veit® was it?Think, Emily, think, for God’s sake
She could barely breathe. She struggled wildly,Heuyanked her arms behind her and quickly tied her
hands together.

Fingers snaked into her hair, balled into a fist panked her upward. The flat of his other palnppkd
across her mouth, stifling the scream she triddunch. It was then she saw him from the cornéreof
eye.Rand Oh my God.

Her eyes went wide, and he yanked her against bihealragged her from the room. When she kicked at
his legs, silver flashed in his hand, and the sbéage of a hunting knife pressed to her neck.

“You'll die right here, right now,” he hissed. “Stdighting me.”
“Why?” she croaked out when his hand relaxed agaigesmouth.

He tightened his grip once again, ignored her guesind hurtled down the stairs, her flopping kkeag
doll the entire way down.

“Rand, stop, please,” she gasped when he shoveaslihéne front door.
“Shut up! Just shut up.”

He pushed her toward his work truck, opened the dod threw her across the seat. Her back landed
against the passenger door. He climbed in nex¢éta@hd flashed the knife once again.

“Why are you doing this? Are ydasan&”

She was too stunned to do more than stare at Hiem $he realized the stupidity of her inaction and
fumbled clumsily for the door handle with her bourahds.

There was supposed to be evil in his eyes, walseie? Something to tell her he was some desperate
wackjob. But all she could see was ruthless detetian.

He gunned the engine just as she managed to ¢radobr. He reached over and grabbed her around the
neck even as he wrestled with the steering wheel.

“Shut it!” he shouted. “Shut it, or | swear to Glitimake you suffer. You won't escape, Emily. Nibis
time.”

He swerved wildly on his way up the long drive dind door slammed, knocking her forward on the seat.
He anchored her against him. When she turned gtgifbite him, he doubled his fist and punchedimer
the jaw.



She went sprawling. Her head cracked against thle dad her behind slid off the seat, wedging her
between the glove compartment and the passender sea

“That’s a good place for you,” he grunted.
She lay there, helpless, her hands tied behindshesk on the floorboard.

“Why?” she rasped out. “What the hell are you dpiRgnd? Taggert and Greer will kill you for thisoy
have to know that.”

He ignored her, staring out the windshield witht teme grim...determination. What was he so
determined about? This was all some joke. A rdallgted, sick, dumb-as-shit joke, but a joke
nonetheless.

Rand was quiet, respectful, and he’d always hadike $or her. What the living hell had gotten ug hi
ass?

She cleared her throat and tried a different tatiland, what's going on?” She purposely softened h
voice and tried to make herself sound...accommoda@iogl, she was actually trying to sweet-talk this
bastard. “Why are you so angry with me?”

Could she sound any more pathetic? She was sogtimtmeing pitiful. Enough was enough, damn it!

“Just shut the hell up so | can drive. | have tbayeay before they come back. They'll fix that fersoon
enough.”

He was almost talking to himself, not even acknalgieg her awkward-as-hell position on the
floorboard.

“Did you sabotage the fence?”
He shrugged. “Seemed the easiest way to get théwf gour bed and out of the house.”
Her cheeks went warm, and rage shot through hasvei

Then he turned to stare at her. “Yeah, | knowladia you, whore. You couldn’t leave well enoughna&o
You already destroyed Sean. You should have stayeg from Taggert and Greer.”

“Dear God, is that what this is all about? You gg@ve of my relationship with Greer and Taggert so
you're taking me away?”

She could hardly control the incredulity in heraeiHe was off his goddamn rocker.

“Rand, stop the truck. Let me out. Now.”

He slammed on his brakes, and for a moment shglthdwe was actually going to listen to her.
Then he turned, his eyes sparking with fury.

“You don'’t get it, do you? You don’t get to makentnds. You twist a man'’s balls, have them dangling
from your fingertips. It should have been you wiwdd Not Sean. | won’t make another mistake.”

Nausea rose in her throat. Tears of anger swararieyes. No way. He couldn’t mean what she thought
he did. She tried to open her mouth but all thedecaut was an inarticulate sound of rage.



She licked her lips, frustrated that she couldsttler tongue to work.

“Nothing to say?” he mocked. “You didn’'t have muohsay that night either. You deserve to die ifrior
other reason than for causing Sean’s death.”

She closed her eyes. None of this made sense.Rahdorked for the Donovans forever. Since he was a
young man out of high school. What could possilayehmade him hate this way?

The truck rattled to a stop. Rand got out and whtk®und to open her door. Without any care, he
yanked her from her awkward perch, and she stumbiigdg to get her feet under her. Her hands were
completely numb from the tight bonds around hestsri

Where on God's green earth were they? They'd goa@pposite way of town. There were no houses, no
buildings, nothing but rock formations jutting frdime earth and the base of a large hill that sloped
sharply upward, a precursor to the mountains irdisi&nce.

Rand shoved her forward and she went down to resgkrthe rocks digging into her shins.

He hauled her upright and all but dragged her beéyba maze of rocks and boulders. A cave. He was
taking her into a freaking cave.

A low moan escaped her. She hated the dark. Shex slpt in the dark. Not since Sean died.
“Please,” she whispered. “Not in here. I'll dietiare.”
“That’s the idea.”

Her mouth fell open, and he shoved her throughigiv opening into the yawning mouth of darkness.
This time when she stumbled, he let her fall. Helkbeside her and coiled rope around her ankles.

Panic hit her hard. He really meant to leave hee.n&here Taggert and Greer would never find her.

“Why did you do it?” she rushed out. “Why SeanRdught you liked him. He was always so nice to you.
He gave you a home and a job.”

Rand’s fingers tightened around her ankles, anashkl positively feel the rage billowing off him.

“It was supposed to be you,” he seethed. “Not SHawer Sean. But he stepped in front of you, tdwk t
knife.”

Cold settled over her like a suffocating blizzard.
“But why?” she croaked.

“You pulled them apart. You took Sean from the Farou turned brother against brother. The
Donovans are good people, and you destroyed tiihyf. | heard you that day when you pranced into
the house talking about loving them all, wantindpgowith them all. Couldn’t blame them for being
appalled and sending you away. It's what they sthbalve done. What kind of a woman proposes
something like that?”

“Someone who loves them,” she said faintly, toocgled, too numb to filter his explanation. Sean had
died because of her. She’d always known it, judinhaealized how much she’d been the cause of his
death. It hadn’t been random at all.

Oh God.



“Love,” he said scornfully. “What does a whore knalout love? You tempted them with your body.
You took Sean away. But that wasn’t enough. Youtbawbme back, luring them with that pitiful smile.
won't let them be dragged down by you again. Thesedve better than that.”

“They love me,” she said in a steady voice. “Youtlirt them if you kill me.”

There was a pause, almost as if he consideredTihain he laughed harshly. “They’ll forget you. You
aren’t the keeping kind. You were good for a laguéss.”

His words shouldn’t hurt. He was a maniac. Tagged Greer did love her. They did. But would they
find her in time? Would they ever find her?

“I'll just tell them you left,” he said matter-ottly. “Shouldn’t come as a surprise. You left befo
Women change their minds all the time. Can’t bet&d.”

“What the hell is your problem?” she snarled. “Dalr mommy abuse you? Not hug you enough? Did
your girlfriend dump you? Leave you for another fian

He drew back, almost as if shocked by her outblitetn he slapped her hard across the mouth.

“Your father was right to beat you. Your kind neeliiscipline. You need correcting. The Donovans will
be better off without you.”

He shoved a rag into her mouth and then put maskjpegover her lips. As he stood, he kicked heeonc
in the side.

“If Sean hadn't died for you, I'd make your deathiak, but you deserve to suffer. You deserve théiee
thinking about all the lives you've destroyed.”

With that he turned and stalked out of the ca\eitey her lying in the dark.

Chapter Fifteen

It was late when Greer drove through the back didgestopped to wait for Taggert to shut it andggetk
in the truck. A few seconds later, they pulled oiphte house and got out, dusting themselves dfigs
headed to the back door.

As they mounted the steps, Rand opened the dogglanded uneasily at them. The hairs on Greer’s
neck prickled and he stared sharply back at hiiian.

“Something wrong, Rand?”

Rand’s cheeks flushed a dull red. Man had alwags lggiiet and almost painfully shy. But he was a
good, hard worker and he’d never given them angae&o complain. They could definitely use more
like him.

“It's Miss Emily.” He stepped back to allow him andggert inside.

“What about her?” Taggert demanded.



Rand looked as though he’d rather eat dirt thae haway what was on his mind.

“Well, uh, she left.”

Greer reared back. “What?”

Rand was openly nervous now. He was sweating Bubeid he twisted his hands together.

“She went down to Sean’s grave. She does that ¥Mloeén she came back, she went upstairs then came
down with her bag. Asked me to take her to towdidh’t want to,” he added in a rush. “But when |
suggested she wait for you to get back, she said stalk if she had to. | didn’t think you and Tayy
would want her going alone so | drove her.”

Greer’'s hands were shaking. He couldn’t even gethdughts together. Gone? What the hell?
“Did | screw up?” Rand asked as he rubbed his palmisis jeans.

“No, Rand, you did right,” Taggert said in a tigitice. “But we need more information. Anything she
said. Don’t leave a word out. We need to know wiyere took her.”

Greer dragged a hand through his hair and leangddzgainst the wall. “Why did she leave?”

Rand colored again and shoved his hands into lulsgt®. “She didn’t say. | mean she didn’t talk te.m
She was upset. | could tell she’d been crying. Mayte visit to Sean’s grave put her over the edige?
took her to the motel. She wouldn't listen to readdried all the way into town, but she wouldaiten
look at me.”

Taggert let out a curse that made Rand flinch. Theeturned to Greer. “Let’s go.” At the door herglad
back at Rand. “How long ago did you take her iotwrt?”

Rand shrugged. “Couple of hours.”
“And you only just now saw fit to tell us?” Greeskeed incredulously.
“l didn’t want to disturb the work on the fence.rdady lost enough cattle.”

Trust Rand to be focused on work. Of course he évdtiinderstand the seriousness of Emily taking off
in a fragile emotional state.

Greer followed Taggert to the truck and the twe tdown the drive. Taggert’s hands gripped the wheel
and his face was locked in stone.

As they neared town, Taggert finally turned to Gré&&/hat the fuck, Greer? When we left this morning
Emmy was fine. She seemed happy. What could pgdsitve happened? She’s visited Sean’s grave
several times since she’s been back but she’s naken off on us.”

“I don’t know,” Greer said in frustration. “Let’'sdpe she’s at the motel.”

*kk

An hour later, a cold sweat gripped Taggert's ertiody. Panic hovered, and it took everything tee ha
not to give in to it. No one had seen Emily. Or &dor that matter. But if Rand had dropped hehat



motel on the edge of town, he wouldn’t have gaiadok of notice. And if Emmy didn’t want attention
drawn to herself, all she had to do was go the sipgpavay. But how?

He met Greer back at the truck, helpless rage sgdkirough his veins.
“What the hell do we do? No one’s seen her. ShaftsmCreed’'s Pass.”
Greer's face hardened, but Taggert could see the/wohis eyes.

“Maybe she got a ride into Hodges. Hell, Tagg, h'td&now. | don’t understand any of this. It's laiad |
don't know what we should do. One of us should gokito the ranch in case she comes back. We don't
know if she planned to leave permanently or if jsise€ got upset.”

“Buck and Rand can wait up,” Taggert said. “You &edn keep looking for her. They'll call if she
shows up at the ranch.”

“Tell them to sit on her if she shows,” Greer siaic low growl.

“Let’s go find our girl,” Taggert said.

Chapter Sixteen

Dawn had long since come, bringing with it the graalization that Emily was gone. Not just gone but
vanished. For hours, Taggert and Greer had seassteggl conceivable location. They'd questioned
motel owners, cab drivers, they'd gone to the airpod every spot in between. She simply wasn’t
anywhere they looked.

They both needed sleep, but they also knew thétegith passing minute, Emily was further away. ,Hell
she could be across the entire country by now.

“Maybe the best thing to do is go home and waigfigert muttered. He was dead on his feet afteng lo
day repairing a fence line and then all night spesirching for Emily.

Greer didn’t look any better. He wore a hauntedk lbmt Taggert hadn’t seen since the night thegenb
called with the news of Sean’s death.

Greer raised a hand then let it fall to his side shoulders sagging.
“She left us.”

Taggert flinched at the betrayal in Greer’s voitevas a feeling he’d tried damn hard not to exgrece
himself, but how could he not? One minute Emily wkiging her love, her commitment to them, the
next she had hotfooted it to parts unknown. Thegoigstion was why?

“It doesn’t make sense,” Taggert said wearily.

He climbed into the truck and turned home. Theyenwsaveral hours from the ranch. It would be
afternoon before they got there. He was hungry\degled a shower and he needed sleep. Mostly he
needed Emily. In his arms. Back home where shenpeld.



“Nothing makes any goddamn sense,” Greer muttesdwalouched in the seat.

The two didn’t talk on the drive home. They dideiten look at each other. They stared out the winalow
the passing scenery, and Taggert focused relelptiasshe road.

Why had she left?
The question haunted Taggert. He couldn’t have lieggnvrong about Emmy. Not their Emmy.

By the time he pulled up to the house, dusk hakdshthe world in shadows and pale shades of lavende
Without a word, they got out and trudged inside reltbey were met by Buck and Rand.

“No luck finding the girl?” Buck asked.
Greer shook his head and continued on past thensvo

“Get some rest. Both of you. We'll look again iretmorning. I'll sit by the phone. If she calls] Wake
you up,” Buck said.

Taggert raised his hand in acknowledgement and ugtite stairs to his bedroom. His bed was still
unmade, the covers twisted and shoved to the Biuefitted sheet had popped off and was dragged
halfway across the bed. What the hell?

Had Emily woken up in the midst of a nightmare? ldad been driven from bed by past demons, visited
Sean’s grave and taken off on impulse?

He stood by the bed, staring down at where he aedrthad made love to her just two nights ago. Wher
was she now?

Not bothering to undress, he fell over the bedseyasing as soon as his head hit the pillow. Hedco
smell her. He inhaled deeply and curled his fingeis the sheets.

A few hours was all he needed. Then he’d find Emideyhad to.

*k%k

Taggert woke with a start, unsure of what had digtd him. Christ, it was light again already. Hond
had he slept? He rolled, wincing at the sorenebssimuscles.

A beam of reflected sunlight flashed across hisdem, and he frowned. The sound of a vehicle reached
his ears.

His pulse picked up a notch and he hurried to timelow, lifting the slats of the blinds with one dier.
His frown deepened when he saw Rand’s truck drigiog/ly down the driveway.

An uneasy feeling slithered through his veins. Wilyit bother him?

Rand was the last to see Emily. Rand was the omehatl taken her from the ranch. Into town. Where no
one had seen her. Where the hell was he goingmmh® Could be nothing. But his gut was screaming.

Responding to his gut, he raced down the staitshothering to get Greer. He didn’t have time if he
wasn’'t going to lose Rand.



He bounded off the front steps and threw himsed the truck, his fingers fumbling with the ignitio
before he ever got the door closed.

He peeled out of the yard and hit the dirt drivéhve cloud of dust billowing behind him. He forced
himself to slow. Last thing he wanted was to getdimse to Rand and spook him. And if Rand wasgloin
a legitimate errand, he’d apologize later for thyysuspicions that had suddenly taken root.

Everything about Rand’s earlier demeanor took am light. When he’d faced them with the news that
Emily had left. Maybe he hadn’t been reluctant esadried about their reaction to her being gone. May
he was nervous because he was the cause of Edigggpearance.

Nausea rose in his throat, and he forced himselfaxsuccumb to the dark thoughts tormenting him.

He caught sight of Rand up ahead and immediatelyesl to allow Rand to take the corner. When he
rounded the curve, he saw Rand pull out on the meaid and head away from town.

“Bastard,” Taggert whispered.
If Rand was responsible for any harm or fright toilg, Taggert would kill him.

He kept good distance between them though it maddrantic to think of Rand getting to Emily so far
ahead of him, but he couldn’t let Rand know he aao him.

And what if he’s doing something perfectly inno@ent

Then Taggert would be wrong, and hopefully Emilysvgafe wherever she was, but he wasn’t taking any
chances.

For half an hour he followed Rand until he saw himm off the road. Taggert immediately slowed and
waited. What the hell was Rand doing out here?at the middle of nowhere. Only rocks, hills
and...caves.

Oh shit. No. No, no, no.

Taggert hit the gas and careened up the road tspthtevhere Rand had pulled off. He bumped over the
rough terrain, his head hitting the ceiling. Histia slipped off the wheel but he grabbed on agaih a
raced over the barely discernible trail.

When he caught sight of Rand’s truck he no longenried about discovery. He roared up and slammed
on the brakes beside the other vehicle.

Goddamn it, Rand was already gone from sight. Nitanahe’d been up here plenty of times as a boy.
There was only one real possibility as far as @céw at least it was the only one he knew abat e
prayed Rand didn’t know of any others.

He hurried around rocks, up the hill to where tbalters became larger and hid the entrance tonladl s
cave. It couldn’t really be called a cave. It wasrenof an enclosure. An area dug out of the sidhef
hill with no path further into the earth.

As he neared the carved out entrance between wkooutcroppings, he slowed, listening for Rand, for
Emily, for any hint of activity.

Carefully he edged closer, his hand sliding aldrggrough surface. Still, he didn't hear anythingthvé
decisive lunge, he burst into the opening, preptrdight Rand. But he didn’t see the man anywhere.



It was dark, but not so dark he couldn’t see tgarg lying on the ground. Still. So very still. Byni

Forgetting Rand, forgetting everything but the agbarning through his mind like a blowtorch, he
dropped to his knees beside her.

“Emily. Emily!”

He started to tear at the ropes tying her hanés, $topped and pressed his fingers into the siterof
neck. Then she moved. A slight turn, but he fedinidl relief crashed through him like a tidal wave.

“Emmy, oh my God, my sweet Emmy.”

His voice was nearly destroydde was nearly destroyed. In the dim light, he barehde out the tape
covering her mouth. With trembling fingers he pdl& it, wincing when it didn’t come immediatelyé.

With a murmured apology, he yanked, pulling it awagne clean motion. She immediately shoved the
rag out with her tongue and coughed hoarsely.

“Taggert.”

It barely came out in a whisper, but he’'d nevert@asweeter sound.

“Shhh, baby. Let me untie you so | can get youhslé out of here.”

“l didn’t think you'd find me.”

She sounded weak and tearful, and her fear tdrematripping what little control he had away fronmh

He went nuts trying to get her hands and feet fied,as soon as he succeeded, he yanked hersnto hi
arms, rocking her back and forth as he absorbetetief her heartbeat.

“Rand is here. He's close. | need to get you outesk, baby.”

She shuddered and went still against him.

“He’s crazy, Taggert. Not clinically crazy. The basl knew exactly what he was doing. He killed Sean
She grabbed hold of his shirt with both fists, &ed entire body trembled with rage.

Taggert’s brain exploded with the impact of hetestaent.

“What?”

“Later,” she said hoarsely. “Please. Let’s justide’s so determined to save you from me. There’'s no
telling what he’ll do if he finds you here.”

Taggert couldn’t even wrap his brain around all\wshs saying, but one thing registered. The need to
protect her. To get her home.

He hastily got up and pulled her to a standingtposbeside him. She stumbled and let out a cryadrf.
“My feet,” she gasped. “Hurts!”

Taggert swore. He couldn’t afford to tie up his tieby carrying her out. Not when Rand could show up
at any time.



“Hold on to me,” he said gently. “You'll get thediing back as soon as the blood starts circulaouag
again. Just hold on to me and we’ll take it nicd slow to the truck.”

She clutched at his arm, and he started forwardfudanot to rush too much, but damn it, they nekite
move.

She hobbled along, making little breathy soundsaih that seared his soul. But she didn’t stop, shred
didn’t complain.

Her hand went up to cover her eyes as soon astbpped into the sunshine. She turned away, and he
could see how pale she was and the deep shadows herdeyes. God. She’d been here for almost two

days. Two fucking days while he and Greer had lwbaising all over the damn state. He was goinglito ki
Rand with his bare hands.

He killed Sean
Emily’s words sawed like a dagger. Was it possible?
“I knew you couldn’t stay away.”

Rand stepped from behind a rock. His eyes were Witdclothes dirty and rumpled. And he held a gun
pointed directly at Emily. “I saw you following m&/hy couldn’t you just leave her alone?”

Taggert shoved Emily behind him. She nearly wertrddout he held tight to her arm.

“What the fuck is this?” Taggert asked furiouslygdu lied to us, you son of a bitch. You kept heain
goddamn cave for two days. Y&nowshe hates the dark. Why?”

His fingers flexed and curled. He'd never wantetitct another human being as bad as he wantedrto te
Rand apart right now.

Rand eyed him warily but he kept the gun trainedisndirection.

Emily closed her eyes and shifted her feet backfarid as she stood behind Taggert. Anything taatrg
regain sensation. She was useless in her curednt st

“She should have never come back,” Rand bit out.

“You don’t get to decide that,” Taggert roared. dB3jou kill my brother, Rand? Is Emily right? Didwyo
kill Sean?”

Emily gripped Taggert’'s arm tighter and tried te seound him, but he pushed her back again.

“It was supposed to be her,” Rand said in a bleager “It was never supposed to be Sean. He stepped
front of her. It was too late for me to stop. ldwhher for making me do that. Sean didn’'t desen\did. |
wanted to save him from her.”

Every muscle in Taggert’s body stiffened. He beidtwith rage. So much fury. She felt it like areimfo.

“Save him? Save us? Where do you get off intergifinour lives? Who gave you the right? You
goddamn bastard, you killed my brother!”

“It wasn’t what | wanted. | never wanted to huninhiOr you and Greer. But now you give me no choice.
If you'd just stayed at the ranch, | would havepdised of Emily, and you could have gone on withryou
lives. It's unnatural what you and Greer are dairiip her.”



She heard the click of the safety, and she felg@ets swift intake of breath.

No.

Not again. Never again.

It was supposed to be her last time. She wouldioWwaanother man she loved to die because of her.
“Forgive me, Taggert,” Rand whispered.

She pushed at Taggert and caught sight of Randgalse pistol. God, he was really going to ddie.
was going to shoot Taggert down in broad daylight.

Rand’s hand trembled, but his gaze never wavellgel s8w his finger tighten on the trigger.
“No!”

She hooked her foot between Taggert's legs andeshaith all her might. He stumbled away, and she
turned to face Rand, placing herself between hichTaggert.

“Emmy, no!” Taggert cried.
Anger flared in Rand’s eyes, and then he simpljeputhe trigger.

Pain exploded over Emily. She went flying backwartds body hitting the ground with enough force to
jar her teeth loose. She lay gasping for air butdit draw any into her lungs.

Taggert's roar echoed in her ears. Dimly she hBaml cry out. Then she heard another shot. She
couldn’t move. Couldn’'t make her arms or legs obelycommands.

Pain. So much pain.
The metallic taste of blood seeped into her moithere had it come from?

She coughed and felt the warm liquid slosh overtdregue. She spit, revolted by the taste and the
sensation of it filling her mouth.

“Emmy! Emmy, oh God, baby.”

She blinked as a shadow fell over her body. Tag&§ tried to say his name, but like her armslegs|
her tongue just wouldn’t cooperate. Was she dying?

“No. No, baby you aren’t dying,” Taggert said fiekg.
Evidently her tongue worked after all.

“Rand,” she managed to get out between coughs.
“He can’t hurt you anymore. Oh Jesus, Emmy.”

His hands fluttered over her body, and she cowddise panic in his eyes. It was bad. But then siesvk
that.

She smiled, ignoring the blood seeping from her timou

“So glad you came,” she whispered. “Love you.”



“Emmy, listen to me. I've got to pick you up. Ig®ing to hurt like hell, but I've got to get youtiwe
hospital.”

She nodded, his face blurring above her.
“You stay with me, okay? Swear to me you'll stayhwine.”
“Swear,” she slurred.

Why couldn’t she breathe? She sucked in huge malstbf air, but she could only manage the smallest
bit into her lungs. And it hurt. God, it hurt so ol She didn’t want to breathe, but she panickeenwvh
she held her breath for too long.

Taggert slid his arms underneath her, murmurindoges and prayers the entire time. His words faded
in and out, or maybe it was her fading. How cotid &ll?

She was lifted into the air, and agony seared tilrdwer body like a bolt of lightning. She gaspeghth
choked as blood filled her mouth. She gagged andteed and that sent another surge of pain through
her chest so fierce that her eyes rolled backhetchead.

The next thing she knew she was lying on the segaggert’s truck, and Taggert was shouting attber
stay with him.

Blackness crowded her vision, closing in on heg hight. She struggled to stay awake, to stay with
Taggert as he demanded over and over. It hurt tathithough. It was easier to slide toward the dark

“Tagg...”
“Yes, baby, I'm here. I'm here, Emmy. Don’t leavenbon’t leave me, honey.”
“L-love you. So...so much. Always...have. Tell Greeove...him...too.”

She was sliding. Endlessly. No handholds. No wayatag on.

Chapter Seventeen

When Emily opened her eyes, she knew something'twagint. It was too quiet, too peaceful, and there
was no pain. She wasn’t even lying down, but tHeer glancing down, she wasn’t exactly standing
either.

For the love of God¥literally¥.don’t let this be amfethose out of body experiences people talkediabo
when they died.

A chuckle had her whipping around, well, as mucbras could when she had no sense of physical being.

Sean. Standing there with a big ole smile on his,favorn jeans—his favorite pair—boots and a
threadbare T-shirt. Looking just as gorgeous anfdlaef life as he’d ever looked.

“You're not dead, Emmy,” he said.



“Sean,” she whispered. Tears filled her eyes. Heerstung, and her throat ached.
“Hey, love,” he said in a husky voice. “Still cangitrouble, | see.”
She smiled through her tears and then threw hergelhis arms.

Oh it was the best feeling in the world. It wasmdiream. She could feel his arms around her when sh
thought never to feel them again. He even smellstlike he always did.

She pulled away and looked up into his eyes. “Kiss’

His mouth lowered to hers. This was a gift like @she’d ever expected to receive. How many timds ha
she begged God for just one more time in Sean’saK@me more chance to tell him how much she loved
him and how much she missed him.

“l love you,” she whispered into his mouth.

He gripped her shoulders, his thumbs rubbing s&pativer her skin. “I love you, Emmy. I've always
loved you. Now we need to have a talk.”

She groaned. “Don’t spoil things. | don’t want &bkt | just want to be with you.”
His eyes were so serious. He cupped her cheekelddar face between his hands.
“Taggert and Greer need you, Emmy.”

She shook her head, only focused on the miracke@hg—of talking—to Sean again. How could she
even think of leaving him?

“I had three wonderful years with you, Songbirdr@years I'll cherish for eternity. | don’t regret
anything. You weren't to blame for my death.”

She looked away, tears slipping down her cheeks.
“Emmy, look at me.”
She raised her gaze again, overwhelmed at thealod@inderstanding she found in his eyes.

“You weren’t to blame. If | had it to do all ovegain, | wouldn’t change a thing. It was my timés hot
your time.”

“l don’t want you to go.”

“I'll always be with you. Wherever you are, I'll e

She rested her head on his chest, savoring theecbon to him that time and his death hadn’t erased
“l love you.”

His hands slid over her back and into her hailove you too. Always. Taggert and Greer love yoloeyr
always have even if they wouldn’t admit it. Theyedeyou, Emmy. They can’t lose us both.”

He tilted her head back up so she looked at hirmaga

“I'll never leave you. Do you know that? I'm alwaksre.”



Tears slipped rapidly down her cheeks as she stavedlessly up at him.
“I don’t want to say goodbye,” she choked out.

He smiled. “Then don’t. Say you love me and therbgok. I'll be waiting for you. When it's your time
I'll be there.”

“Oh Sean. | do love you so much.”

She threw her arms around him and held on desperates time...this time she knew she wouldn’t see
him again until it was her time.

“I know, Songbird. | know. | never doubted for amment that you loved me. Now go. Taggert and Greer
are worried. They're scared of losing you, and yelween a very difficult patient.”

He smiled a little as he said it and stroked hee&hwith one finger.
“Do one more thing for me.”

“Anything.”

“Sing.”

She swallowed then nodded. Sean leaned down asebkieer tenderly on the lips. She closed her eyes
and basked in his love. When she opened them, bgoree.

Chapter Eighteen

They wouldn’t leave her alone, and it was seriopsbging her off. She’d been poked and prodded in
places that didn’t bear mentioning. Awareness w@8 8 come and with it the realization that Seasw
no longer holding her, kissing her.

She retreated from that reality and let herselureounded by the beckoning fade.

“Goddamn it, Emily, don't you dare leave me. Yoghfi, damn it. Don’t you fucking give up.”
Greer. What was he doing here? And why was he gryavith her? It wasn't like she shot herself.
They need you, Emmy.

Sean’s gentle reminder echoed softly in her fragedtemind.

She sighed, or at least she thought she did.

“Emily, | swear to God, I'm going to kick your a%s.

She smiled. She couldn’t help it. So like Greethteaten to kick her ass if she died on him. Wheas
Taggert? Wasn't like him to miss out on a chancentarl and bellow.

“Emily, please. Fight, baby. Don’t leave us.”



Ah there he was. He sounded... She flinched away frengrief she heard in his voice. He thought he’'d
already lost her. Just like he’d lost Sean.

You were right, Sean. | can’t leave them. I'm swyso

Don't be sorry, love. I'll wait for you. Go now. &yre worried.

Sean’s warmth and strength surrounded her, urggngpishing her back to the voices calling for her.
I love you. I'll miss you.

She felt his smile all the way to her toes.

| love you too, Songbird

A gasp of pain escaped as suddenly she was brthaligt out of the shadows. Noise surrounded her.
Beeping, loud voices, the sound of wrappers tealingied footsteps. And pain. God, the pain.

“We're here, Emmy. You stay with us,” Greer said.
Not going anywhere

She tried to stay aware, but the pain was hori#fie felt a gentle hand on her cheek. Taggert. Gdeaf
by the knowledge he was there and she wasn’t atdreesurrendered to the heavy drag of oblivion.

*kk

Quiet surrounded her. She was dimly aware of fmihjt seemed muffled and a little fuzzy. It was a
welcome change from the way she’d been thrustdelyunto chaos before.

Her eyelids weighed about two tons, and by sheaeefof will she managed to pry them open. Thankfull
the room was mostly dark with the only light shogvfirom the hallway. The entire front of her roontdha
windows looking out to the nurses station, andchdd see medical personnel bustling back and forth
between the station and the other rooms. She neustIiCU. Things must have been bad.

Slowly she registered her surroundings. Greeresgttto the bed, his head back, eyes closed. Oanther
side, Taggert sat bent forward in his chair, hisdhieetween his hands. He was completely still,stred
wasn'’t sure if he was also sleeping or just atnii's end.

Guilt hit her hard. While she’d been begging Serlet her stay, Taggert and Greer had been figtiting
her life. Sean was right. She couldn’t give up.yheeded her, and she needed them.

For once the idea that Sean was no longer heré& @iitlher with relentless grief. She felt him asrely

as if he were standing at her bedside. He’d mada peomise, and she knew he’d never go back on his
word. He'd be there when it was her time. Untilrttsle had a lifetime to look forward to with Tagger
and Greer.

She opened her mouth to call out to Taggert anglirfed when absolutely nothing came out. Her throat
hurt. Probably had a damn tube shoved down it.liSked her lips and tried again.

“Taggert.”



It came out in barely a whisper, but Taggert’s heamhediately popped up. So much relief washed over
his face. He leaned forward, his hands reachingdorand then he seemed to think better of toudhémg
He looked down and then back at her almost as dide't have the first clue what to do.

She smiled and moaned when that simple actiongséntrocketing through her body.
That woke Greer up. He jolted forward, his feetifgf the floor with a thump.
“Emmy,” he breathed.

Taggert scooted his chair to the edge of her bedehtatively touched her arm, and her gaze fellrdo
her body, her eyes widening at the bulky bandageserating her chest.

“Hi,” she croaked out.

Taggert smiled, and then his face completely crechblears shimmered in his dark eyes, and he picked
up her hand, pressing it to his cheek.

“Thank God,” he choked out. “You had us so worfied.

“We should call the nurse. They've been waitingyou to wake up,” Greer said.
“No, not yet. Please. Just let me lie here for auté while you two talk to me.”
Greer took her other hand and rubbed his thumb losepalm.

“How long have | been here?” she asked.

Taggert grimaced. “Four days. You were taken hiésg aurgery. | was beginning to think you planted
sleep for the rest of the year.”

The memory of that gun staring her in the face ntatdlinch. “Rand?”
Greer’s face blackened. “Dead.”
“Oh.”

She attempted to turn more so she could see Taggfer but quickly abandoned that idea. Hurt too
damn much to move.

“He didn’t shoot you?”

“No, baby. You took the bullet meant for me,” he&sgercely. “I shot him. He can’t hurt you anymdtre
“Pity,” she murmured. “Would be nice to see himtggrison for a long time.”

Greer muttered a few choice words under his breath.

“Better this way. He’s out of our lives and it'vge the taxpayers the expense of a trial,” Taggad
with a scowl.

She smiled. “I knew you'd say something like that.”

“I'm so pissed at you,” Greer growled.



She raised one eyebrow. “| know. You sounded maehwlou were shouting at me not to die. | didn’t
shoot myself, you know.”

Taggert actually smiled.

Greer wasn’'t smiling, though. “You ever pull a dtiike that again and | swear I'll tan your ass.”
“Trust me. Getting shot again isn’t high on my b$tpriorities.”

Taggert sobered and gripped her hand a littledight

“l couldn’t let him take someone else | loved frome,” she said softly. “Now will one of you tell hew
bad it is? | don’t remember much.”

Both men scowled.

“You almost died. Youlid die,” Greer said bleakly “He shot you in the ch&&tu lost an enormous
amount of blood and the bullet nicked your lungniducky it missed your heart.”

“| take it I'm out of the woods now?”

“No,” Taggert clipped out. “There’s still risk ofifection, pneumonia and a whole host of other
complications. You're going to be here a good wtaled even when you get to go home, it's goingeto b
a long recovery.”

She sighed. “Guess you two will have to hover, huh.
“Damn straight,” Greer said.

She squeezed both their hands with as much stresgthe possessed, which wasn’t much. “I'm not
going anywhere. Promise. | have it on good authdrg not my time.”

“That’s good since we don’t have any intentioneifihg you go,” Taggert said gruffly.
“Think you can put up with me for the next fiftyams or so?”

“Fifty years is only the beginning, Emmy.” Greeateed over and brushed his lips over her forehdgsl. “
only the beginning.”

Taggert touched the inside of her wrist then lifted hand to kiss each fingertip. “I'm kind of lig the
sound of forever.”

Lightness bubbled even amidst the pain raging dincher body. For the first time in a year, her fatu
looked bright and free of the shadows that had tealiner soul.

Her smiled came easier this time and was missiaggfony caused by her wounds. She glanced between
the two men and saw some of their worry ease.

“l can deal with forever.”

Greer took her lips in a gentle kiss. “We're gotodhold you to that.”



Epilogue

The delighted squeal of four-year-old Macy, astsbiged from the back porch, put matching smiles on
her fathers’ faces. Taggert swung her high intcaihdefore settling her atop his shoulders. Hebdly
little hands smacked against his cheeks as sheohdiar dear life.

“Hey, short stuff. Your mama still writing?”
“Uh huh. She’s talking to herself again.”

Taggert looked at the swing on the porch to sedyEminched over her guitar, pencil between hehteet
and a notepad on her lap. It was a pretty funnytgiiyen the advanced stage of her pregnancy and th
fact that her lap wasn’'t near what it used to be.

He swung Macy down then tossed her into the aBrer who caught her as she screeched in approval.
“Do it again! Do it again!”

Greer tucked her under one arm and mounted the &ighe porch. Emily looked up and let the pencil
fall from her mouth.

“You're back!”
The welcome in her eyes never failed to turn Taghbeart over in a series of somersaults.

“You must be deep in your writing if you couldneér Macy's squeals. I'm pretty sure they heardimer
Canada,” Taggert said.

She smiled at the wiggling bundle in Greer’s grasm trying to get this song finished today. Wordse
coming faster than | can get them down.”

Taggert sat on the swing next to Emily and brushk&ss across her temple. Then he let his hand slid
over the swollen mound of her belly. The baby alleausing a ripple in her dress.

“How is the little one today?”

She smiled and her entire face lit up as she cdigisshand with her own. “He’s good. He's been lip a
afternoon. I'm hoping that means he’s getting iigsdand nights back in order.”

“God, me too,” Greer muttered. “Would be nice teeg at night.”
Emily leveled a stare at Greer. “I'm the one hegeaep at night, thank you very much.”
Taggert chuckled. “And you, in turn, keep us upnthyou very much.”

She scrunched up her nose. “Sorry. It's hell beight months pregnant. | figure if | must suffeenthso
should you.”

Greer sat in one of the rockers and plopped Matoyhirs lap. “You hear that, short stuff? Your manas
a mean streak in her.”

“Daddy mean, Mama nice.”



Both Greer and Taggert jerked their heads up ipr&e at that announcement. Emily had the grace to
flush. Then she laughed and made a shushing saMacy.

“You, my dear, have a big mouth.”
“Ah so Mama has been spreading propaganda,” Gaggmsth a grin.
“It's never too early to teach them the way of gsi Emily said primly.

Taggert chuckled and pulled Emily into his sidee &t the guitar slide forward and propped the end
against her leg. A breeze elicited a shiver from &ed she snuggled a little closer.

He sighed, and it was the sound of a deeply comdemian. Life was good. He wasn’t the sort to det al
maudlin, but even he had to stop every once initevaind marvel at the gifts he’d been given.

The rapid bump bump against his side had him lap&iown.
“Active little rascal isn’'t he?”

Macy slid from Greer’s lap and crawled onto Taggert
“His name is Sean,” she pronounced.

Emily, Taggert and Greer all shared a bittersweegles There had never been any doubt that their son
would have Sean’s name. Emily had shared the expezishe’d had when she’d hovered between life
and death in the hospital as she’d lain recovdrioig the extensive wounds.

Greer and Taggert both cherished the unselfistitggft brother had given them, and they were etigrna
grateful to Sean for loving Emily when she’d sodwak support.

“Yes, munchkin, his name is Sean,” Emily said asrgached to pull her daughter onto her lap. “Buty
hand here and say hello to your brother.”

Instead of putting her hand on Emily’s belly, Mdesined down and smacked her lips noisily agairest th
mound. Emily’s delighted laughter rang out throtigé air.

Taggert was enchanted, and Greer was no less spliféevas good. Emily had embraced her singing
career though she didn't keep the hectic tour adieeshe had before. There was no longer a reason to
stay away from the place she called home.

Much of her time was spent songwriting. She reabrmest, but other artists also picked up her tilles
her most recent venture, she'd released an albudil@bies, all of which she’d written when she was
pregnant with Macy.

Taggert's favorite times, however, weren't of hegrher songs on the radio, though his pride knew no
bounds over her success. No, the times he cheriekadost were when she took her guitar and sang fo
her family.

Their songbird had traveled a long, winding roathbpbut she was here and that was all that mattered
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Amber Eyes
© 2009 Maya Banks

A beautiful, vulnerable woman appears at the hgimtry cabin where Hunter and Jericho live between
assignments. They are captivated by their stunmétig:ent visitor and vow to protect her—and uncove
what she’s hiding. Neither is prepared for the lielable. Their beautiful innocent is a cougar tghif
who’s spent a lifetime alone.

In the shelter of their love, Kaya blooms, finallling to trust—and embrace her humanity againefTh
Hunter and Jericho are called away on a missiangihes terribly wrong. Now, pregnant, and alonesonc
more, she must find her way in a world she dodsgidtng to—and hope that the two men she loves will
find their way home.

Warning: This title contains explicit sex, adulbtuage, sweet lovin’, multiple partners and ménage
trois.

Enjoy the following excerpt fdkmber Eyes:



The cougar waited patiently until the cabin werkdand all sounds within were silenced. Hunger
gnawed at her belly, and pain was her constant aniop. She needed food. She needed to shift.

Her eyes glowed in the dark as she stared, aldrlistening for movement. It was time.

There on the floor of the porch, the golden broumnrippled and blurred. Pink skin replaced animdeh
Long, honey colored hair, feminine tresses, flodedn her neck as the eyes of the cat became human.

Fingers curled and dug into the hard floor, andimdn gasp of pain hovered in the room as her idjure
hand protested the change.

Never before had she attempted to shift when slsesev&lose to humans. But she needed food, and she
needed the rejuvenation her human form would biingad been too long since the cat had made .a kill
Game had been scarce.

Now that she was human again, the raw meat oftegryas no longer enticing. Her mouth watered, and
her stomach growled at the thought of cooked f&bd couldn’t remember the last time she’d enjoyed
such a luxury.

She picked herself up and stood, wavering on udgtiegs. Chills chased up and down her naked skin,
causing an uncontrolled shiver to quake her spine.

“l am Kaya,” she whispered as she stared downrabtmman form. It was a reminder, one she gave
herself on the few occasions she embraced her hityn@uver the years, her memories had become
fuzzy, and it was hard to separate what was reélwiat was fantasy.

She had been forgotten by the humans, but she woidt herself forget her past or her heritage.

On silent feet, she crept toward the cabin doatirtg the lock. To her relief, it opened easily ahé slid
inside the much warmer interior. After so long eéking what warmth she could in dens and smalls;ave
the heated interior of the cabin was as close éwéreas she would ever come.

For a moment she simply stood there, soaking imédrenth, allowing her insides a slow melt. Then,
remembering that she was no longer the cat, shieedorward. It wouldn't do for the two men to
discover her.

Jericho and Hunter.

She didn’t know why she’d been drawn to them ortvlussessed her to seek them out each time they
returned to their cabin. Maybe it was her own loreds and desire to be around other humans evem whe
she herself was not in human form.

A large shirt lay carelessly over a chair as ibtlan there without thought. Her hand reached out and
caressed the soft material. She inhaled, scertmgiale who'd worn it last. The one called Jericho.

She loved his smell. Him and the one called Huritevas what had first drawn the cougar to theaisad
cabin high in the Rocky Mountains.

She knew from their conversations that they wenmiagrustful of other humans as she was. Had they
been cast aside like her? Forgotten?

They liked her and looked forward to her visitseTitiea that her company brought them pleasure gave
her an inexplicable thrill.



The material of the shirt felt good against hegértips, and without thought, she picked it up and
wrapped it around her body. It enveloped her, bingshcross her skin like the warm spring sun &ter
harsh winter.

She quickly buttoned it, even though it would bieed when she shifted back. It was a temporary
pleasure she wouldn’t deny herself. She enjoyddwdhat she clung tenaciously to this one.

Irritated that such a simple treat could sidetidaekfrom her goal, she hurried into the kitchee, smell
of fresh food guiding her. Her mouth watered asfehad a pot of a wonderful-smelling concoction on
the stove and next to it a half-eaten round of loarad.

She stared impatiently at the meat mixture in thiegnd sniffed, trying to ascertain the conteritdidn’t
matter. She was so hungry, she could eat anything.

Grabbing the large spoon, she dipped it into theapd brought it to her mouth. She slurped hungtily
the food even as her injured hand reached fordhabcead to the side. When she lowered the spoon to
get more, she stuffed a piece of the cornbrea@imtouth, chewing rapidly.

She worked at it indelicately, shoveling food ihtr mouth in an attempt to soothe the desperatgenun
beating at her.

“What the hell?”

She froze and then jerked around, her heart pogndaiously. Jericho stood in the doorway to the
kitchen, his eyes dark and his expression hardlihewas on behind him in the living room. She
hadn’t even registered it or him coming into thietkén so absorbed was she in eating.

She dropped the spoon with a clatter and immegiatdestepped to try and get around him.

“Whoa now,” he said in a soothing voice. He heltilies hands in a placating manner even as he dircle
toward her. “I'm not going to hurt you, lady. | jugant some questions answered. Like what the hell
you’re doing in my kitchen wearing nothing but nijrg?”

“Jericho?” Hunter's sleepy voice, laced with grumgss, reached her ears. “Who the hell are younglki
to?”

Kaya used that moment of inattention, when Hurdganded the corner of the kitchen and laid shocked,
angry eyes on her, to her advantage. When Jeniched to Hunter, she launched herself across the
kitchen and past Jericho.

She heard his curse and then the pounding of $de¢ #00k off after her, but she was out alreatg. S
burst onto the porch and flew to the door, herbastier to freedom.

Fumbling only for a split second with the hook, flueg it open and leaped into the snow. The cag w
a shock to her bare skin, but she didn't stop. iRopthe harder, packed snow, she flew across thand
headed for higher ground. The safety of her den.

She couldn’t be certain whether they followed, Ise didn’t shift. Her footprints would lay heavytime
snow, and she couldn’t very well leave a trail ttadwed human prints turning to animal. And theas w
the shredded shirt she’d leave behind.



She backtracked several times, trying to mess epithid prints she knew she was leaving. And tlaen,
the moon lifted higher in the sky, light snow begafall, and she gave thanks to the great maketh®o
protection offered.

She stumbled back onto the familiar trail, numihveibld and fear. The adrenaline that had coursed so
readily through her veins, lending strength andueaitce, had rapidly diminished, leaving her weak an
shaky.

The cougar stirred within her, restless and edgntimg freedom it was unused to being denied.nssd
the human was weak and in need of protection.

Kaya leashed the cat, using all her strength talwérthe shift. Not now. Not when she was open and
vulnerable. Just a few more feet. She could mak&hie was too weak to shift anyway.

The wind picked up as the snow began falling har8igter and unrelenting, it pierced her skin ane t
meager protection Jericho’s shirt offered.

She stumbled across the smooth rock outcroppindgianered precariously close to the edge. Below was
vast nothingness, shrouded in darkness. A riveanghdown to nothing, carved its way through the
valley she stood above. In the spring, it would re#h the rains and melting snow.

Weakly, she walked, and when she fell, she cratdedrd the entrance to the small cave etched rdo t
rock. It faced south, protected from the fiercetimovinds. On hands and knees she forced hersedétho
final few feet until she was out of the wind andwrand into the warmth offered by the cave.

She crawled to the innermost portion and huddlednag the wall, exhausted and weak. She needed to
shift. Needed the warmth of the cougar’s fur andimstronger body mass. But she couldn’t keep her
eyes open long enough to allow the cat its freedom.

It was supposed to be an easy mission. But nolmbdiyér that.

Into the Lair
© 2008 Maya Banks

Falcon Mercenary Group, Book 2

lan and Braden Thomas return to the U.S. to exiKatie Buchanan, the sister of the teammate who
betrayed them. She could very well be the keykmtadown the man responsible for turning lan and
Braden into unstable cat shifters. Unfortunatdigytre not the only ones after Katie.

Katie has no intention of going quietly or of offeg her trust on a silver platter. She’s got tresbdf her
own that don't include two pain-in-the-ass men wtam her dead brother sent them. She’s too busy
trying to stay one step ahead of Ricardo de la Ghgzbrother of a man she killed.

As the bodies pile up, lan and Braden are only etiome thing: Katie makes them crazy. Something
about her calls to their inner predator. They lvadéimt her, but she’s made a practice of making bad
decisions and trusting the wrong men. And by thetshe realizes that she can trust these two wsriio
might just be too late.



Warning: Blood, gray matter, guts and gore. Askikig, potty mouths, acerbic wit. More mean people,
mean people dying, mean people getting what thegrde. Sex...explicit sex, rough sex, ménage a trois,
voyeurism, light bondage. Oh, and avalanches.

Enjoy the following excerpt fanto the Lair:

Katie huddled under the steaming hot spray of floever and let it pelt her skin until it was pinkdaraw.
Even after she’d lathered her hair twice and so&eedody repeatedly, she stood still as the water
cascaded over her.

She didn’t want to move. Ever.
But she had a strong suspicion if she didn’'t gétsoon, one of them would come haul her out.

With a regretful sigh, she turned off the water atepped out, reaching for a towel. She dried byrisk
taking care around the more tender parts. Whetostked at herself in the mirror, she grimaced. Then
she pulled the towel away and let her gaze trailrdber body.

Her shoulders slid downward, and her eyes cros#bdfatigue. She was starting to have some serious
fantasies involving a pillow and a bed. Blanketsevaompletely optional.

An irritated sigh escaped when she realized shefdected to bring clothes into the bathroom with he
And there was no way she was putting the nasty siefd taken off back on.

She wrapped the towel around her and kept her pressed against the fabric so it had no chance of
slipping down. Then she stuck her head out the efare exiting.

Braden was lying on the bed, eyes closed, and &mp&rched on the edge of the mattress, his eiumess
brooding. lan looked up at her, his eyes shuttered.

“l, uhm, just need to get some clothes,” she sai low voice.
lan stood. “Not yet.”

He walked toward her, and she blinked in surpkis.hand cupped her elbow, his touch gentle as he
urged her toward the bed.

“You can keep the towel wrapped around you for fidve,said gruffly. “I need to tend to that cut oouy
foot, and then I'll take a look at your arm.”

Braden opened his eyes and rolled to the edgeedidd before putting his feet down with a thud. He
rubbed his face in a tired gesture then rose twidtaside her.

“Get the kit,” lan told Braden.

lan urged her down, and she sat awkwardly, kedpéngyaze on her knees, bared just below the edge of
the towel.

“Lay back and let me see your foot,” lan directed.

She eyed him for a moment but did as he said. Had lbounced softly on the mattress as she settled
down, and she focused on the ceiling.



Gentle hands covered the top of her foot and tittbdck as he examined the instep. His fingerewer
firm and warm against her skin.

Braden leaned over and took her arm, lifting asXamined the bruising and swelling.

How long had it been since she’d simply enjoyedttiueh of another? Close proximity, the feelinghot
being so terribly alone?

It was overwhelming and yet so deeply pleasurdidethe couldn’t ask them to stop. She didn’t want
them to stop.

These were concerned touches. Caring and lighteTas no desperate mark of possession, no shouted
words, no deep-seated insecurity.

She shivered even as she craved more.

lan felt her tremble beneath his fingers. He saw\ralnerability behind a flash of sudden tears, &nd
tore at his gut. Here was a woman unused to any&tenderness. She expected the worst, andriteste
she usually got it.

What the hell kind of life had she led, and why Keabe left her to fend for herself?

Trying not to let himself be too affected, he patigeptic on her cut and quickly bandaged it. Brawlas
carefully manipulating her arm, but other thanwa ¥e&nces, she didn’t seem too bothered by it.

He thrust the small bottle at Braden along wittsfireandages. “For her hand.”

Braden took the stuff from him and settled nexatie, his hip close to her shoulder. Her fingdrsak
against Braden's as he carefully pried them apart.

lan eased down on her other side. “I need to lagloar ribs, Katie,” he said in a low, soothing e®i
Color flooded into her cheeks, and her eyes flieeaway, her gaze focusing on the wall.

Braden touched her cheek, running a finger dowrdbbkcate jawline. “Don’t be afraid,” he said quyet
“We just want to make sure you’re okay. | sweayda we won't hurt you.”

She closed her eyes and slowly nodded.

lan arranged the towel so that it hung loosely dnegrwaist. He couldn’t cover her breaastsl her pelvis
and felt she’d probably be the least embarrasskdie them staring at her breasts.

Bruises were scattered along her ribcage, somsizheof a fist, others smaller, purple fingerprints
against pale skin. When he saw the dark smudgsee tboher nipples, his jaw tightened in rage.

“Did they rape you?” he demanded bluntly.

Braden yanked his startled gaze to his brother hémtrows drew together in admonishment.
Katie's eyes flew open, and she too stared atriamock.

“N-no,” she stammered.

“Did he try?” lan pressed, not sure why it wasreportant that he know the depths of Ricardo de la
Cruz’s depravity.



A dark flush stained her cheeks, and her eyesittwith anger.
“I doubt he’ll be able to use that part of his amay for a long while,” she said darkly.

A grin flirted with the edges of Braden’s mouthn keelaxed, unaware of just how tense he’d beer unti
some of the edginess left him.

“Okay, so what exactly did he do?” lan asked agehded to a cut just below her left breast.

She let out a sigh. “Does it matter? | have no ptarget caught by him again. | wouldn’t have thise
if you two hadn’t slowed me down.”

Braden winced. “We were only trying to help.”

She turned to look at Braden for a long while. ik to believe that. Really, | would. But | stdbn’t
know why you're here. You say Gabe sent you. Whg@ Kint that someone else is after me, but I've
spent all my time running from Ricardo.”

lan absorbed that latest piece of information. kigt Braden exchanged glances, and then Braden dleare
his throat.

“Why don’t you get dressed, Katie. Then we can hhet conversation we talked about.”
lan raised one eyebrow in question.

“We worked out a trade,” Braden explained. “Whiteuywere...sleeping. She gives us information, and
we give her the same.”

Katie wrapped the towel around her body and stedytp sit up. lan put his hand behind her neck and
helped her forward. His fingers lingered at herenayawn to the softness of her skin. Tiny lititege
bumps prickled and raced across her flesh, anchhscles quivered beneath his palm.

She wasn’'t immune to him any more than he was ingrarner.

Unsure what to do with that realization, he pulésihand away and let her get up from the bedaFor
brief moment, she hesitated and looked back at Idmneyes wide with equal parts confusion and
uncertainty.

Then she clutched the ends of the towel tighteursdidver and grabbed her bag before heading to the
bathroom.

“I get the distinct impression that we’re not gobodike what we hear,” Braden murmured. “What cbul
she possibly have done to make a man treat hehdikeas?”

“Sometimes a woman doesn’t havedtmanything,” lan said with a growl. “Maybe he jusiutdn’t take
no for an answer. Whatever the case, we need toegehe hell out of the country.”

“So wecan use her,” Braden said in a low, dissatisfigide.

“Do you see another way?” lan kept his voice asdsvBraden’s. “Hell, Braden, | don't like it either
She’s obviously had a shitty time, and God knowyg @labe left her alone, but do you really want &y st
like this for the rest of your life? Half man, halfld animal with no control, nohoice?”

He cupped his hand to the back of his head andedubp and down to the base of his neck in agitation



“At least we'll keep her safe. Hell, when was thstltime you think she ate? Did you see how slien sh
is? She had, what, two hundred dollars on her? Meameed her to draw out Esteban, but that doesn’t
mean we're going to throw her under the bus.”

Braden stared back at him, brief uncertainty flaghn his eyes before his lips drew together ima f
line. “No, | don’t want to be this way forever. Butaybe...maybe we need to be realistic. There might
not be a way to fix this, lan.”

When love is threatened by truth, every momenttsoun

Steve’s Story
© 2009 Jess Dee

Steve Sommers is having a gut-wrenching week. idicée has left him, the woman who broke his heart
is back in town—and they're all gathered at theddel of his best friend, who's in a coma. The
emotional ties between them are strained to thakbrg point. Like it or not, it's up to Steve todl the
strength and compassion to support the four of ttieough the toughest ordeal of their lives.

In the midst of the turmoil and trauma, passionxpeetedly flares anew between Steve and the woman
he loves. Suddenly the future he’'d believed lest Within his reach. But she still carries the setirat
once tore them apart, and determined to proteweStem the truth, she fights their rekindled
relationship every step of the way.

Now the fragile bond they’'ve developed hangs inliakance, threatened by a reality that love mayeot
strong enough to overcome...

Warning: This book might just make you cry, blitmiake you smile as well. The story will probagpét
you all hot and bothered too. It contains naughtinaties in the car, sex on the kitchen counterd(ap
against the wall), a quickie in the garden, a ditdxperimenting with scarves—oh, and some hotdaxin
the bedroom.

Enjoy the following excerpt f@teve’s Story:
With the door securely locked behind her, she pskal against the wall, panting.
Oh God. Her heart hammered against her chest arfthhds shook, her body desperately craving a fix.

Steve infuriated her. He drove her nuts. He wasrbst stubborn, obnoxious, presumptuous man ever,
and yet she still hungered for his body and higltoltike an addict. She clenched her fists and adv
frustration—then nearly jumped out of her skintas $ecurely locked door opened beside her.

She stared in horror as Steve stepped inside. “H®W...

“Key,” he offered helpfully and held it up to shdwer. “The receptionist gave me an extra one when yo
checked in. You didn’t notice?”

“What...?” Shit, what was he doing here?

“Weren't you listening?” He set the key on the &abhd stepped closer, trapping her against the Wall
told you in the car. When we get back to your apartt, I'm going to kiss you.”



“You can't.” Could he?

“Oh, but | can.” He pressed his hands against thléan either side of her head and dipped his face
towards hers. “And | will.”

And he did. His lips claimed hers. In seconds, ke devouring her. Enticing her. Exciting her.

Penelope reacted on instinct, in the same way @amyniy woman in her situation would. She lifted her
rage-filled arms and threw them around his nedsikg him right back. Ravenously. It didn't matter
how hard she’d rallied against him in the car owmouch she’d refused to take his verbal seduction
seriously. The instant he touched her, any ideasittance melted away.

When he did as he’d promised and ripped off het,9hén didn’t flinch. On the contrary, she yank#é

her bra and pushed his head down to her achindleswlreasts. As his lips touched her burning skia
couldn’t suppress the moan that burst from herathtde suckled her tight nipples, his predatory thou
lighting fires all over her body.

The five o’clock shadow on his chin grazed her gmesflesh, the light burn triggering a sweet, emng
ache. “Steve,” she gasped, “please...”

He raised his head from her breast, stared ahhengh midnight blue eyes. Eyes darkened by desire.
“Please what?”

“Please.” She couldn’t talk. Couldn’t think.

“Tell me, Pen.” He nibbled her lower lip. “Are yowearing panties?” His hands covered her breasts,
kneading them.

“Oh.” Her head fell back.

“Are you?” Fingers pinched lightly at the taut nligg the erotic pain shooting through her in tinjldds
of pleasure.

“Yes,” she managed to whisper.
He sucked gently on her lip, running his tonguanglthe inside. “Do you want to be wearing panties?”

“No.” That wasn’'t a whisper. It was a heartfeltal&he didn’t want to be wearing anything. She e@nt
to be naked. With Steve.

She’d barely drawn breath when she found hersdifsrarms as he carried her to the bed. Her moath w
on his neck, feeding on the salty skin of his jave.| Her hands were in his hair and her breaste wer
pressed against the steely muscle of his chest.

Pen was a fool and she knew it. She was weak angdd of a hit and could not resist what Steve
offered. While in theory she’d told herself repedfyeshe would not make love to him again, in pieit
was a whole other story. A whole other story oékleugged sinew, of hard male muscle and of sénsua
sexy man.

He set her down on the mattress and tugged higrTegh As his washboard abs came into view, Pen
wanted more. She wanted to see all of him. Whdhst&inding, he leaned over to kiss her, her hands
went to his waist and fought with the buttons anjeans. The task was tough—his tongue did crazy
things to her, scattering her concentration, batethd result was worth it. She freed his erectiomfthe

tight confines of his pants and held it in her tsad he groaned.



The taste of his salty skin lingered and she wanteck. With Steve she always wanted more. She gushe
his jeans over his hips then pulled away to watohdhrug them off. She could not wait to dip headhe
down and wrap her lips around the tip of his penis.

When she did, Steve muttered something unintelégi®he went to work making love to him, sucking
and kissing and licking in ways she knew would @tivm to distraction. His musky scent filled heseo
and his masculine taste exploded on her tonguecddtis swelled and thickened as she caressed. Tie sk
of his toned butt filled one hand, while round,tgesticles nestled in the other.

For someone who knew the smallest morsel of Stexddiwonly serve to fan the flames of her addiction,
she was being given a sensory overload—and shenaniyed more.

“I thought,” Steve rasped, “you wenet going to kiss me.”

“l wasn’t.” Her answer was muffled.

“Well.” Steve shuddered and pulled away from hém‘glad we’ve got that sorted out.”
He drew her up until they stood face to face. “aid | couldn’t tie you up either.”
“You can'’t, and it's not negotiable.”

Steve blinked. Once. “But kissing is?”

“Kissing is.”

He took her mouth with his. Negotiations on thigitoveren’t necessary. While his lips beguiled, his
hands undressed. Her jeans landed in a pile oaftbis.

“You are wearing panties,” he acknowledged as ippatl a finger beneath the silky material.

“I won't be if you take them off.” His finger fekhockingly cool in the heat of her slick folds. She
shivered as he ran it over her lips once beforpidgpit inside. Deep, deep inside. The pleasuressas
sharp her inner walls clamped around him.

He dropped to his knees and pushed her until shenghe edge of the bed. Still he did not remose h
panties. Instead he withdrew his finger and lowérischead to her lap. Through the silk and lace he
kissed her, running his tongue slowly over herlthing clit. He kissed her until she was a shivering

wreck on the bed. Until she was panting and sobbing

“Fire it up, Steve,” she begged, and finally, figdier panties were discarded.

He moved away for a second, grabbed his wallefpamdt down again, and then he was back, fired up
and ready to go.

Pen scooted up the bed, making space for him bathveelegs, and Steve settled there, right where he
belonged, with the tip of his erection torturouslyse to her aching center. Her body trembled with
longing, her hunger so insatiable she had to swallown a cry.

“You told me you weren’t going to kiss me,” Stexsdsagain as he lowered his face to hers and kissed
her chastely.



“We've been through this already,” she answereddeepened the kiss. As her tongue invaded his
mouth, he nudged his erection stingily betweernidwer lips. In response, she wrapped her legs aroun
his waist, inviting him in further.

Sweet heaven, if he didn't take her now, she wowoldbe held accountable for her actions.

“Steve,” she moaned. “Please.”

“Please what?” Beads of sweat formed on his brow.

“Please.” She ground her hips against him, trymmerease the depth of penetration. “Make love&”

He squeezed his eyes shut, as though in painhandipened them again. “You told me you weren’t
going to marry me either.”

Oh, please. Not that again. Not now. “I’'m not.” Agahe ground her hips into his. The ache between h
legs grew worse, the longing brutal. “I'm goinguse you for sex.”
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Maya Banks

Dedication

To Jennifer who is every bit as nitpicky as | anfact | am extremely grateful for. This wouldn’t
have a chance of being near as good without you.

Chapter One

They weren’t coming.

Catherine Cullen-Wellesley dropped her gaze touhepled table napkin in her hand and
swallowed against the lump in her throat. Tearsi@drher lids, and she blinked rapidly to dispel

the liquid threat.

Beside her, the waiter hovered, asking for thetfotime in the last hour if he could get her
anything. No, not unless he could hand-delivertusbands.

She waved the young man away and brushed defianthe corner of her eye. Her trembling
lips betrayed her, though.

How could they have forgotten their anniversargif.
She checked her watch and winced as she realizgdmere an hour and a half late for their

reservation. No, not late. Absent. Just like theyeen absent from every other date she’d
arranged in the past several months.



Each time they promised to be there, swore thmaée it up to her, and each time she was left
to wallow in her misery.

But tonight...tonight was special. Her palm smootbeer her still-flat abdomen, and a sad
smile curved her lips. She was going to tell thamile night of their fifth wedding anniversary
that she was pregnant.

Only now she was stuck alone with no one to sttaaews with.

Alone. It amazed her that even though she wag@tagionship with two men, she’d never felt
more alone in her life. At a time when she wantetéel so much joy, her heart ached with
sadness. How could she rejoice in her pregnanésn@nding parenthood, when she couldn’t
even be sure that her baby would have a fathexlyoon?

Desolation clogged her throat and tightened heraai. She couldn’t breathe around the
growing knot. When had she lost hope? Looking babk,couldn’t remember the last time she’d
felt any.

Placing her palms down on the table, she boltedhup. She motioned impatiently for the
waiter to bring her the check. When he presentaaher, the sole item on the receipt a glass of
wine she hadn’t drunk because of her pregnancyfushbled in her purse for a few bills and
dropped them on the table.

She hurried for the door where the maitre d’ seap attention.

“Shall | summon a cab for you, Mrs. Wellesley?8 thider man asked.

She smiled wanly. “Yes, please.”

Compassion shone in his eyes before he turned.&teeyhated that look. Hated the way it
made her feel. Forgotten. Negligible.

A moment later, the doorman escorted her into iigataxi and shut the door behind her. She
supplied the address to the driver in a shaky vibiea sank back against the seat.

*k*k

“This is a goddamn mess,” Logan Wellesley saitl@threw his cell phone across his office.
After hours of playing phone tag and one botchederence call, nothing had been solved.

Rhys Cullen made a grim sound of agreement frardtrorway. “The question is, what are we
going to do about it?”

Logan eyed his partner and shoved his hands dé®is slacks pockets. He turned to stare
over the glittering Manhattan skyline, anger angtiration pounding his temples.

He turned back to Rhys. “I'll tell you what we'geing to do. We're going to get on a goddamn



plane and fix it.”
Rhys nodded. “You taking Kingston or Montford?”

Logan sighed. Catherine wasn’t going to like iellthe didn’t like it. But she’d understand. She
always did.

“I'll take San Francisco. You fly to Atlanta anthmlown Montford. You shove those plans in
his face. Once he sees them, there’s no way h&ugamlown our proposal. I'll do the same with
Kingston. I'm not going to let a year's worth ofiphing go down the toilet. We've got too much
time and money riding on this.”

Rhys stepped further into Logan’s office as Loganched the call button for his personal
assistant. In a few moments, Paige Stanton madeciyal appearance. He was really going to
have to increase her salary. Having to work wed the night was becoming increasingly
habitual for her.

“Yes, sir?” she said primly.

“Call our pilot and have him ready to depart witkine hour. I'll be traveling to San Francisco.
Then | need you to book the first available flightAtlanta for Rhys.”

She blinked in surprise. “But sir, have you fotga®”

“Forgotten what?” he barked. He didn't have timelay guessing games. Not when his
company was on the brink of the ultimate succesd$aire.

Her lips drew together in a disapproving line. tvand Mr. Cullen are supposed to be flying to
Jamaica tomorrow. With Mrs. Wellesley.”

“That’'s Mrs. Cullen-Wellesley,” Rhys said mildly.

Logan’s chest tightened, and a dread he couldrite glispel settled over him. He exchanged
glances with Rhys but couldn’t read into Rhys’ exgsion.

“The trip will have to be postponed. Something basie up.”
“Doesn't it always,” Paige murmured.

Logan stared, sure he hadn’'t heard her corrddifybe he’d rethink that pay raise. He decided
to ignore whatever it was his assistant had mudtareler her breath.

“Get the flight arrangements made. Now. Reporklzsoon as you have.”

Paige turned and walked briskly from the office.

“Cat’s going to be disappointed,” Rhys said softly

Logan closed his eyes. “I know. It can’'t be helgbdugh. We can't turn our backs on this. We

can reschedule. We'll take her wherever she wang® fust as soon as we get the lockdown on
this new hotel.”



“I'll call her,” Rhys said, reaching for the phane

“I'll call her from the car,” Logan said. They did have time to spare, and if he was honest, he
knew he didn’t want to face Catherine right nowemwver the phone. If he allowed himself to
think too long about her, he'd say to hell with tiael and get on the plane with her to Jamaica.

“Call our driver instead. Tell him to be out frantten minutes. We can ride together to the
airport.”

As Rhys picked up the phone, Logan looked up ¢oPsdge return.

“Your pilot is filing flight plans as we speak andll have the jet fueled and ready when you
arrive at LaGuardia. | booked Mr. Cullen on a theimty flight. You'll need to get moving if
you’re going to make it on time.”

Logan nodded approvingly. Paige turned to go hieutalled her back.
“You need something else, sir?”
He swallowed. “I'd like for you to call Catherinemorrow. See if there’s anything she needs.”

Annoyance flashed in Paige’s eyes. “Of cours€, sir

*k*k

Catherine let herself into the apartment and ldadé her shoes before trailing across the living
room toward the balcony. She was already packethér trip, so she had nothing else to do
with her evening except wait for them to come home.

She consoled herself with the idea that they'dabty gotten caught up with last-minute
details. It had seemed a miracle when they'd agredoke two-week trip to Jamaica. No phones,
no email, no business, just the three of them wopacal beach.

God, she missed them. Missed touching them, t@iith them, snuggling into their arms after
lovemaking. She touched her stomach again. Shehsees months pregnant. Three months ago
had been the last time either man had made lokertdefore that? She couldn’t even
remember.

She’d hoped that tonight, and their impending tianawould go a long way in recapturing

what was lost in their relationship. Somewhere gltive way to making their business a success,
Logan and Rhys had sacrificed themselves—and hetheiprocess. She knew it, had known
that things could only be allowed to go so far, oM that she was pregnant, it seemed the most
important thing in the world to gain that reassegeathat she still came first with them, that their
child would come first.

She was about to open the sliding glass door wleeflashing red beacon on the answering



machine caught her attention.

Her heart sped up, and she cursed the fact thavah so willing to forget and forgive at the
mere idea Logan or Rhys had called to leave a mes3&ey had her cell phone number, damn
it, and if they’'d left a message here, it just sedwhem for the cowards they were.

She blinked in surprise when the phone rang. &lmsstaring at it, refusing to cross the room
to answer. After four rings, the answering machiie&ked up, and her own voice filtered across
the room.

She held her breath as Logan’s voice sounded.

“Catherine? Baby, pick up the phone. You must Havgour cell phone go down again. I've
been trying to call you.”

She vaulted for the phone, simultaneously reacimtagher purse for her cell. As she yanked up
the receiver, she fumbled with the cell, turningvér in her hand to see that it was, indeed, dead.

“Logan?” she said as she punched the on button.
“Catherine. Finally.”
“Logan, where are you?” she asked.

“I'm in the car. Something came up.” A long silemtescended over the line, and she heard him
suck in his breath. “About the trip, Catherine...”

Oh no. No, no, no. He wouldn't.

“I'm afraid we’re going to have to postpone it.\Rhand | have to fly out. Why don’t you see if
you can reschedule it. We'll go wherever you likesaon as we get back.”

Numb to her toes, she stood, hand gripped tightrad the phone. She began to shake, and she
gulped back the sob in her throat.

“Catherine, are you there?”
“Y-yes. Of course. I'll see what | can do.”

She thought she heard him sigh in relief. “I Igeel, baby. And I'm sorry. I'll make it up to
you. Just a minute. Rhys wants to talk to you.”

She closed her eyes as Rhys’ deep voice camelwréne.

“Cat?”

“I'm here,” she whispered.

“I'm sorry, sweetheart. This deal has us by thiisb¥ve’ll be back soon. | promise.”

She couldn’t even respond. She didn’'t want to lgeadone more promise she now knew



wouldn’t be kept. She murmured something appropriand then he said he had to go.

She eased the phone from her ear, sliding herlirawar the off button. Then she let it fall with
a clank onto the table.

Not one word of their anniversary dinner that tdylown off. They’'d only called to cancel
their vacation. The two-week trip she’d painstakinganned, so excited that they’d agreed to

go.

Her hands flew to her face, covering her eyegastseeped down her cheeks. Oh God, what
had happened to them? She sank to the floor, fhensive wood hard against her stocking-clad
knees.

It was time for her to face some hard facts. Harrrage was a mess. A disaster. And worse, she
couldn't fix it. God knew she’d tried. The problemasn’t her, or lack of effort on her part. The
problem was husbands who placed more importaneverything else in their lives but her.
Husbands who took her complacence for granted.

She dragged herself to her feet and stumbled Ightakvard the bedroom. When her gaze
alighted on the trip itinerary on the nightstaritg slosed her eyes and shook her head.

The trip was their last chance. One last efforhenpart to put things right between them. To
somehow capture something long missing in theati@hship. She wanted so desperately to go
back to the time when all that mattered was they there together. In her mind, if she could just
get them away for a few days, they would see howffacourse they’d gone. And maybe they'd
realize that they missed her as much as she missed

She went to the large walk-in closet and haulegcheu packed suitcase, tossing it on the bed.
She blinked and stared down at it. What was sheg@oi

I'll tell you what you’re doing. You're going ohdt trip. Without Rhys and Logan. | doubt
they’ll even notice you're gone

She glanced again at the itinerary. Maybe some #imay was exactly what she needed.

She stepped over to the nightstand and picketleipheet of paper with her flight and hotel
reservations. With a sigh, she sank onto the tedwbrds blurring in her vision.

She couldn’t do this anymore. Pretend that evergtivas okay. When a wife didn’t see her
husband more than a few hours a week, when thaghdsnever remembered important dates,
cancelled every plan they had together, it was torface the truth. Her marriage was over. It
had been for a very long time.

The paper shook in her hand. She wasn't typiaalysterical ninny. She wasn’t prone to
overreaction. She’d spent the last five years suckiup and smiling while on the inside she
ached. She’d played the understanding wife to tlhe h

Now looking back, she realized what a huge mistiledd made. She had no one to blame but
herself. But damn it, that didn’t mean she hadufes any longer for it.

Galvanized to action, she stood and tugged htremd. She’'d spend tonight in an airport hotel



and catch her flight in the morning. Two weeks qramaican beach sounded like a perfect
amount of time to figure out what the hell she wasg to do with the rest of her life.

Chapter Two

Logan boarded his jet, a smug smile curving lpis. IDne disaster averted. And it had only taken
him two days to accomplish it. Two endless, exatieg days of meetings, phone calls and
conference calls with Rhys and Montford. But it veaer. The deal was sealed, and he and Rhys
were poised to land the biggest contract their amgghad ever netted.

He wanted to call Catherine and share in the jily flaer, but a quick check of his watch told
him it was after midnight Eastern Time. Insteadlipped open his phone and called Paige.

Her sleepy voice came over the line a moment,lated he cringed guiltily. He didn’t want to
wake his wife, but he had no compunction about mgkiis assistant. A raise. She definitely
deserved a raise.

“Paige, I'm on my way back. Rhys is flying in agW’

“Do you need your driver at the airport?” she aske
“No, we'll take a cab to the apartment.” He paufsgch moment. “Did you talk to Catherine?”

There was a long silence. “l wasn'’t able to reflagheither at home or her cell.”

Logan sighed. “She probably let her cell run dagain. She’s forever forgetting to recharge
it.”

“I went by your apartment after | couldn’t readdr fi Paige continued, her voice tight. He could
almost swear she sounded angry. “Your doormansachasn’t been home in two days and that
she left the same night you and Rhys flew out t® Bancisco and Atlanta. The night of your
anniversary, by the way.”

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck! His hand tightened arotinel cell phone, and he closed his eyes as
panic, sharp and unrelenting, flooded him.

Their anniversary. Their dinner date. He’'d forgattAnd it wasn’t the first time. His chest
tightened as he imagined Catherine sitting in gstaurant by herself, waiting for him and Rhys
to show up. And how she must have felt when shizeghthey weren't.

And then. God. He’d cancelled their trip.

How could he have forgotten? It wasn't as thoudiad completely slipped his mind. Her
present sat in his desk drawer at work, wrapped@ady to go. But as soon as the deal had
started to go south, everything else fled his miiid.only priority had been salvaging the
biggest contract of his career.

“Are you still there?”

Paige’s voice seeped into his consciousness. aeml he realized what else she’'d said. Alarm
slammed into his chest.



“You said she’s gone,” he croaked. “That she hiableén home in two days. What else did the
doorman say? Where is she?”

“I don’t know,” Paige replied without an ouncesyimpathy in her voice. “But | can’t say |
blame her.”

His lips tightened. “What the hell are you talkiaigout?”

“Catherine’s a sweet girl, Logan, but she’s nahgdo be so forgiving forever. You and Rhys
take advantage of her. Horribly. One of these gaysre going to look up, and she’s going to be
gone. Maybe she already is. Hopefully she’ll enduip a man who’ll show her a little more
appreciation.”

He couldn’t breathe. Paige’s words hit him likeaasharp darts.

The phone went dead in his ear, but all he cotddess was the fact that Paige had said
Catherine was gone.

He punched in the number to the apartment witkysfingers. He waited as it rang. After the
fourth time, the answering machine picked up, andursed.

“Catherine, baby, it's me, Logan. Pick up, babinéw you're angry, but please, pick up the
phone.”

He hung up and called right back, frustrated wikegot the same result. He was redialing again
when the plane pulled away from the terminal toifbég taxi.

Frustrated, he slapped the phone shut and flusgydtss the seat.

Where was she? Had something happened to her8hdddft the apartment upset and been in
an accident? Fear gripped him. Or had she simplyaslaout?

No, Paige was wrong. Catherine understood. Shayslwnderstood.
Understood what? That her husband is an asshotecah’t even remember their
anniversaryMe’d cancelled a trip he promised to take her aalnft been around in more

months than he could count, and he hadn’t madetmber in so long he ached.

He closed his eyes and banged his head againsatieof the seat. Had she given up on him?

*k*k

Rhys stepped off the plane and made his way upxheorridor to the gate. He was tired as
hell, but anticipation lightened his step as hegimed crawling into bed with Cat. God, he’'d
missed her. Right now a Jamaican beach and hethiong sounded next to heaven.



A frown strained his lips as he tried to rementherlast time he’d made love to Cat. The last
months were all a blur of phone calls, businegs tendless meetings and negotiations.
Uncertainty wedged its way into his chest. Shedmdded so disappointed the night he and
Logan had left. And now that he had a moment tathws he realized just how often he and
Logan had been making excuses and apologies.

Suddenly he couldn’t wait to get home. He was gamtalk to Logan about rescheduling that
vacation they’d promised Cat. Soon.

He checked his watch then fished for his cell ghtmnturn it back on. Logan landed a half hour
before him, and they were supposed to hook up idedagether back to the apartment.

As soon as the phone powered up, it beeped thitelhe had a voicemail. Or ten. Damn, that
was a lot of missed calls. He frowned as he satdheough and saw they were all from Logan.

He put the phone to his ear and picked up his fzabaggage claim.

“Rhys, meet me at the apartment. We’ve got a prabl

He pulled the phone away with a frown. That wasdbddamn Logan and his penchant for
being short and providing no details. He puncheldoigan’s cell number and waited impatiently
for him to answer. When it went straight to voicénfahys swore and shoved the phone back
into his pocket.

Adrenaline pounded through his veins. Shit, hadetbing happened to Cat? Fuck the baggage.
He broke into a run toward passenger pick-up anéhduont of at least three people waiting for
a taxi. He thrust a wad of bills at the driver.

“I'm in a hurry.”

The cabbie palmed the cash. “Yes sir.”

An eternity later, he jumped out of the cab anitidobinto the building. He cursed the elevator’s
slowness as he rode it to the top floor. When &ul, he stepped into the apartment and came

up short when he saw Logan pacing the floor ofithieg room, phone to his ear.

“What do you mean you don’t have a record of CatleeVellesley at your hotel? She has to be
there. I've called every goddamn hotel in Jamaica.”

“What the fuck is going on?” Rhys demanded.

Logan swiveled around, hurled an expletive to wisodne was talking to on the phone then
slapped it shut.

“Catherine is gone,” he said hoarsely.
Rhys blinked as fear crawled up his spine. “Gafbkat do you mean gone?”
“Haven’t you tried to call her in the last two &&) Logan asked, his voice angry.

“Yes, | have. | assumed she’d let her cell phomé&@wn again, and you know as well as | do



she rarely answers the apartment phone.”

“She’s gone,” Logan said again, and Rhys hadgiat fihe urge to knock the hell out of him and
demand that he get to the point.

“Where is she?” Rhys demanded.

“Hell if I know.” Logan ran a hand through his h#ien closed his eyes. “We forgot our
anniversary,” he said in a quieter voice. “Cathemmade plans. Reservations. We were supposed
to eat out, come home and spend the evening taghtre fly out to Jamaica the next morning.
Only she ended up spending the night alone, ancieelled the trip.”

“Where. Is. She. Now,” Rhys gritted out, afraidwdiat Logan would say next.

Logan rounded him, his eyes furious. “I don’t kndwvish to hell | did. Paige informed me that
Catherine left the same night we did and hasn’hliteene since. And then Paige told me what

assholes we are.”

Rhys shook his head. He didn’t give a shit abaig® right now. He wanted to know where his
wife was.

“The only thing missing is her luggage,” Logandsai

Relief settled over Rhys. Maybe she hadn't le&.idwalked out. Maybe she’d just gone on the
trip. He couldn’t blame her if she had. He and Lrobad treated her like shit.

“I'm going to call the damn pilot,” Logan mutteretHave him fly us to Jamaica. If | have to
personally go into every hotel on the island talfiver, | will.”

It was a sad testament that neither of them eadralclue what hotel she’d booked for them.
They'd left all the details to her and never expegksany interest in the plans. They were both
bastards of the first order.

Rhys sighed. “Let me get some clothes. | left rmgdat the airport after | got your message.”

“Make it quick. I'm calling down for the car now.”

Yeah, quick. Suddenly they were fast on the uptaicegoing after Catherine. Something they
should have done a long time ago. They never shald made her feel like she wasn’t the
most important thing in the world to them.

They. Hell. Fuck theyde shouldn’t have let things get to this point. Hitationship with Cat
wasn’'t dependent on Logan’s. Yes, they had an wa@stangement, but it didn’t mean that it
gave him any free passes when it came to his reggbity to the woman he loved. It was time
to dispense with thkeyin every statement and make Cat see how much shatrtdim .

Chapter Three

Jamaica

Logan watched as his wife gyrated in time to thkfy beat of the music. Torches lit the stretch



of sand cordoned off into a dance floor. Their #enflickered and cast shadows, dancing in time
with the throng of scantily clad partygoers.

God damn, he was tired, jet lagged, he hadn't steghree days, and now his wifiis woman
damn it, was weaving in and out of his line of @isistrange men touching her, lusting after her.

She looked like a sea nymph, her long blond hantting free over her shoulders. He didn’t

even remember the last time he’d seen it free@fdhse knot she always shoved it into. Her

usually pale skin glowed golden in the light of tbeches. And her bikini. Where the fuck had
she gotten the tiny scraps of material seemingledjito strategic parts of her body?

The globes of her ass bounced provocatively,timestring of her thong sliding seductively
between the cheeks. His cock tightened and swatlédte memory of fucking her tight ass. A
distant memory, since they hadn’t had sex in months

When she whirled around, her breasts bobbed amidatl against the slight cups. His hands
itched as he imagined plucking and strumming tpeles.

She glowed. Her smile lit the entire night. Intthoment, he was struck by the fact that he
hadn’t seen her smile, hadn’t seen her look thipjan months.

An uncomfortable tension settled in his stomacid He made her so unhappy? Was Paige
right? Was he in danger of losing her?

She left you, dumbass. Without a word. No notgphidme call. Took the vacation you promised
to take with her. What do you think?

Yeah, he was going to lose her.

His hand trembled as he raised it rub the badkoheck. No, he wouldn’t lose her. Not without
a damn fight.

Catherine smiled and laughed then raised her hamolse her head and swayed to the frantic
beat. The sand flew beneath her feet, and thecuaain breeze whispered across her face.

Bodies flashed in and out of her vision in blufgalor. She closed her eyes and inhaled the
salty air. For the space of a few minutes, shhdetsadness go. She was here for a good time. A
fresh start.

She danced closer to the incoming tide, and wherreached the perimeter of the crowd, she
slipped away to walk down the beach.

The waves reached for her toes, and she playdoliiged the foamy water before finally
allowing it to wash over her ankles.

When she’d walked far enough that the sound ofvidnees drowned out the distant music, she
stopped and stared at the horizon. A blanket o$ steaped itself over the water, brilliant
diamonds twinkling against the black.

“It's beautiful, isn't it.”



She spun around, shocked to see Logan standirey trends shoved into his pockets. He
looked as though he hadn’t showered, shaved omgeuhin a week.

Rumpled pants, disheveled shirt. Work clothes.
She finally closed her mouth and tried to continel tremble of her muscles.
“What are you doing here?” she demanded.

He moved closer until she could see the angeinedtlon his face. The moon cast a pale glow
over both of them, and she backed hesitantly awdil/she was ankle-deep in the surf.

His fingers closed around her upper arm, and Hedhber forward until she was clear of the
water.

“I came to find you,” he said simply.

“But how did you know where | was?” she asked| stimb with the shock of seeing him. He
was here. Not at work.

His expression darkened. “It wasn't easy. | haddea where you’'d gone. You left no note.
Made no call. Just disappeared. | had to assunid gome on the trip you'd planned, but even
then, | had no idea what arrangements you’d madeaita isn’'t such a small place when you
have no idea where to begin looking.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and stariedttieait him. Did the arrogant bastard
actually expect her to feel badly after he’d stbed up on their anniversary then cancelled the
trip he’d promised he’d take with her?

“Come here,” he said quietly, pulling her into bisong arms.

She was a mass of conflicting emotions as shes@desgainst his chest. God, it had been so
long since he’d held her, touched her. In the kit had taken was a simple caress, a few soft
words, and she’d forget and forgive.

Not this time.

She started to pull away, but his hold on hertéghd.

“Let’s go back to the hotel room. I'm tired. Irsiti I'm dirty. I've been in these clothes for three
days. We can talk after I've had a shower.”

“Where is Rhys?” she asked, afraid that maybedunt come.
“Looking for you,” he said darkly. “Now come onet’s go back to the room.”
“You should get your own,” she said quietly.

He stared at her, his eyes blazing, and she loakegy, swallowing the urge to run. He reached
out, his fingers stroking over her wrist beforelioigr around her palm.



“Come back tour room, Catherine. We’ve come a long way to find.ybloe least you can do is
talk to us.”

Tears brimmed in her eyes, and her nose burnedtfie effort of holding them back. “Talk?
Now you want to talk? After months—years—of igngrimenow you want to talk?”

She shook from head to toe, and she was fasgldsetenuous grip she had on her emotions.
“Come back with me.”

It wasn’t a request. It was a command. To her disrahe started forward, allowing him to lead
her down the beach toward the hotel.

His fingers remained tightly wrapped around herchas if he feared she’d flee.

Through the crowd of dancers, up the steps te¢h@nda and past the live band. Into the cool
interior of the hotel, down the hallway to the eltor. They walked, silently.

He pulled her into the elevator, pushed the butborthe top floor then curled his arms around
her, molding her back to his chest.

She closed her eyes, trembling in his arms. How lwad it been since he’d held her? Touched
her intimately? Looked at her like he’d done onltleach, like she was the only woman in the
world, a woman he wanted badly.

His lips burrowed into her hair, nuzzling the badker neck. A prickle of desire skittered down
her spine. She craved him, needed him. God, shdeddem.

She leaned back into him, cursing her weaknesktiung the solid security she felt in his arms.
“Where did you get this outfit?” he murmured againer ear.

The elevator opened, and he curled a hand aroemndiiist once more, tugging her into the
hallway.

“I bought it for our vacation,” she said througdt lips.

He fumbled in his pocket as they neared the suitepulled out the room card. He jammed the
card into the slot and shoved the door open.

A blast of cool air raised goose bumps on her sggdakin, and she rubbed her arms as they
walked further into the room.

His and Rhys’ luggage was thrown carelessly orfltor as if they’d dumped it and left just as
quickly. In their search for her? Her gaze slicesidys, gauging his mood.

He was looking intently at her even as he loosdmngghirt and began pulling at his pants.
“What are you doing?” she asked faintly, heat suygo her cheeks.

The door opened and Rhys swept in, looking asdralgas Logan did. When his gaze alighted



on her, relief poured over his face, lighteningdrisen eyes.

“Cat, thank God,” he whispered as he walked tovemnd

He pulled her into his arms and held her tightig,chest heaving against her. She tried to push
him away, but he wouldn'’t let go. When he did fipaklinquish her, it was only to tilt her head

back and capture her lips in a demanding kiss.

Anger, need, sadness, passion. Love. It was tahng&he yanked away, emotion nearly
choking her. She turned, not wanting either mase® how upset, how indecisive, she was.

“Cat,” Rhys said in his husky voice. “Look at me.”
She shook her head and focused her watery stére apposite wall.

Logan reached out and touched her cheek, brushitig trail of moisture. “Don’t cry,
Catherine. Please don't cry. Let us love you. Gis¢onight. We'll talk tomorrow—I swear it.”

She shook off his touch, immediately feeling beoéthe warmth of his fingers. She backed
away, crossing her arms protectively over her chest

“I don’t want you here,” she said in a shaky voice

As she spoke, she lifted her chin and stareddir&hys and then over at Logan. Hurt briefly
flickered across Rhys’ face, but Logan’s dark eyese unreadable.

“You don’t want to be here, so why are you?” shallenged as anger bubbled free. She had to
swallow and breathe deeply through her nose. T¢e tar scream at them, to make them bleed as
she’d bled, was strong.

“Because you're here,” Logan said quietly. “Anduylelong with us.”

She couldn’t control the flood of hurt as she yathker gaze up to his. He actually flinched, and
guilt crept into his expression.

Strong hands curled over her bare shoulders. Rioy&d in from behind, his lips pressing
against the curve of her neck. Logan reached foh&ed, and she pulled it away.

He ignored her rejection and closed the distamt@dren them, reaching around to retrieve the
hand she’d hidden behind her back.

Without saying another word, he tugged her awasnfRhys and led her into the bedroom. His
finger slid up her spine, eliciting a delicate ghivHe stopped when he reached the thin tie of her
top. With a tug, the scrap of material fell awagribg her breasts.

The finger wandered back down her spine untéatched the small of her back. Then his hand
caressed the bare skin of her bottom, cupping ardding one cheek, then the other. He pulled
the G-string from the cleft of her ass, runningfiiger down the length.

With a quick yank, he broke the strap and letntiaerial fall down her legs.



“Logan, | don't think—"
He put a finger to her lips. “Shhhh.”

She stared at him, praying she didn’t look as etdble as she felt. With one hand splayed over
her ass, he moved the other hand from her lips dowenip her breast in his palm. His thumb
rubbed lightly over the nipple, causing it to tightand pucker.

“Don’'t move,” he commanded as he turned and watkgdf the room.

He was back in seconds, one of her scarves inamd. Her eyes widened as he quickly
wrapped it around her wrists.

“Logan—"

“Shhhh,” he said again. He finished restrainingwests then nudged her toward the bed. The
back of her knees met the mattress, and he pressiédhe was forced to lie back. He raised her
hands and secured them to the bedpost.

She stared at him with wide eyes, nervous as Ry to stand beside the bed. It had been so
long. And she was weak. How could she welcome thack into her bed when they’'d ignored
her for so long? She closed her eyes, refusingde éhem to see the need and the longing.

“We both need a shower,” Logan said in a low voiée’ve been traveling forever, haven't
changed our clothes. And | want you to be here wireiget back.”

Beside her Rhys ran a finger over her shouldeyrat the sensitive skin of her neck, into the
hollow of her throat and then lower to her breHst.circled her nipple until it puckered and
stood taut.

Need burned between her legs, tightening her puislyshe fidgeted and twisted restlessly.
When was the last time either of them had touctes@ hooked at her with lust in their eyes?

They'd sworn never to take advantage of her aatttiey’d always take care of her. Love her.
Give her what she needed. Only they'd lied.

She turned her face away, not wanting them tdee@ain. Rhys bent and kissed her softly on
the temple. The simple gesture was nearly her mgdoi

“I'll be right back,” he whispered. “And then I'mgoing to love every inch of you.”

She looked up to see them walk away, one int#tleroom adjoining the bedroom and the
other back toward the living room and the othehtzzim.

She tugged at the scarf binding her wrists, b€l firm. Closing her eyes, she heaved a heavy
sigh. This is what she wantéthd wanted, she corrected herself. It was what sheedhtsthe last
months longing for.

It was too little, too late. Would they be herstile hadn’t left them without a word? If they
didn’t fear she’d walked out on them?



It was a question she wasn’t sure she was readgéaothe answer to. She still hadn’t decided
what exactly she wanted to do. She’d taken thetdriive her time to think about what her next
step would be. She hadn’t counted on them showmd\uleast not so soon.

Chapter Four

Rhys leaned his forehead against the shower walladier pelted his back. He'd seen something
in Cat’s eyes he never wanted to see again. Hael meagined seeing.

Pain. Pain that he’'d caused. And worse, a los®pé. As if she’d given up on him and their
marriage.

He clenched his fist and pushed himself off thé.Ww#ow could he undo several years in a
matter of a few days? How could he make her saéhthboved her and didn’t want to lose her?
It wasn't as simple as apologizing. He could sehedifference in her. The resolve.

In a hurry to return to her, he washed and steppé&diragging a towel over his body to dry it.
His balls ached, and his cock was stiff as a board.

Naked, he walked back into the bedroom where Ciatnstill lay, her blond hair spread over
the pillow. She looked at him as he approachedekpression wary, a mixture of sadness and
desire in her eyes.

He sat down on the bed beside her and reachatllmarid to touch her cheek.

“I know we need to talk,” he said quietly. “Butr’no good with words. Let me show you, Cat.
Let me love you. Then we’ll talk. | promise.”

Her eyes were shiny, brimming with moisture.
“I've missed you,” she whispered.

The softly spoken words signaled her surrendet,henclosed his eyes in relief. Then he
reached up to untie her hands.

She turned fully on her back, watching him benéathlashes. He could see her indecision, and
he didn’t want to give her a chance to change hedm

He stood beside the bed and trailed his fingees ber breasts, stroked her puckered nipples
then caressed his way over her soft belly.

“Spread your legs,” he said.

She hesitated just a moment before relaxing tysr; &lowing her thighs to part, giving him a
tantalizing view of her pussy.

Silky blond curls guarded her tender pink flesh.
“Touch yourself,” he said huskily. “Open yourstdf me.”

Her right hand glided slowly down her stomach lubtiovered over the soft mound. After a



brief pause, her fingers slid into the folds, sdneg until he could see the opening to her pussy
and her swollen clit.

Her middle finger stroked once then twice overdbesering bud. She moaned softly and closed
her eyes. God, she was sexy. Head thrown backstiaaming over the sheets, her lips parted as
a sigh escaped them.

He crawled onto the bed, positioning himself atfeet. He bent down and pressed his lips to
the inside of her ankle. Gently grasping her sletetgin his hand, he kissed a path upward,
licking and nibbling.

When he reached the juncture of her thighs, hetedadown to her other foot and began again,
giving this leg the same tender treatment.

Her breath caught when he nipped the inside ofthgh. His lips hovered over her pussy, and
he smiled as he felt her hold herself in anticiati

He moved instead to her belly and blazed a wetupaher taut abdomen to the swells of her
breasts.

“Oh...” The gasp escaped her lips as he suckedipplerbetween his teeth.
Her hand left her pussy, and she dug her fingeoshis hair, holding him to her breast.

He tugged himself away and moved his body up higiface hovered over hers. He kissed her,
wanting to taste her, wanting to capture her sweends into his mouth. He wanted to absorb
every inch of her, make her forget everything et flact that he was here with her.

Catherine broke away with a ragged breath. Shieeslinn mouthfuls of air before Rhys
captured her mouth once again. He moved with usgdte touched her, kissed her like he
hadn’t since they’d first been married.

Hot, wild, she wanted to crawl right out of hemskRestless and aching, she could no longer
remain still, no longer allow him control.

She pushed at him, rolling him off her. He loolkedher with bewildered eyes as she rose over
him, letting her hair spill onto his chest.

Placing both her hands on his shoulders, she &xveer head and consumed his lips in a
hungry, carnal kiss. Too long had she gone wittioeitclose physical intimacy she craved, and
now she wasn’t content to lie back and allow hingatl the shots.

When she pulled away to gasp for breath, she sawurprise in his eyes, but she also saw
something else. Want. Need. Curiosity. Desire.

A smile curved her lips. A wicked smile she hoped.
She straddled his body, shoving his arms upwaedatdhed one brow but allowed her to dictate

his movements. When his hands were above his Bhadrailed her fingers down the undersides
of his arms until she reached his broad chest.



She shifted her body until she cradled his codkwéen her legs. Hard, thick, it brushed against
her wetness, and she rubbed up and down, lovingléogric currents that raced through her
body every time her clit nudged the head of hisgen

“Tease,” he gasped out.

“This is my show,” she murmured as she contineetk back and forth.

She leaned forward and nipped at his neck. Lightljrst, then she sank her teeth into the
corded muscle behind his ear. He groaned and ghiftderneath her. He started to lower his
arms, but she sat up and put both hands on his ichetest.

“Don’t move.”

He grinned and slowly let his hands fall backhe pillow. “I think | like you this way.”

“Maybe | should have done it sooner, then,” shespgred. “Maybe you’d want to spend more
time with me if | had.”

His eyes darkened into what looked like regreat“S” he began.
She put a finger over his lips as he had donedwmatgr. She reached between them with her
other hand and grasped his swollen cock. With attefi her hips, she positioned him at her

entrance and slid down, engulfing him.

His entire body tensed and he moved his handpaysed then let them fall back to the bed as if
remembering her earlier dictate.

“Oh God,” he groaned. “You feel so good.”

“Tell me what you want,” she said breathlesslye Stared down at him, stilling her movements.
Then she arched, sliding nearly off of him.

“Cat...”
“Tell me,” she commanded.

“I want you to fuck me,” he growled. “I want yobands and lips on me. | want my dick so far
in your pussy that I'm drowning.”

She slid her palms over the hard muscles of hestciind slowly lowered her hips until he was
fully within her again.

“Harder,” he said.
“l want you to beg,” she countered, her eyes Idokéh his once more.

A sound had her turning her head to see Loganlistarin the doorway to the bathroom. Naked,
his cock stiff and distended, his hand curled adatias he stroked back and forth.

He watched silently as she stared at him, her stilyRhys buried deeply within her.



His fingers rolled over his engorged penis, cogutire foreskin toward the head, pausing, then
pulling downward again.

She knew he liked to watch. It aroused her to@r&lwas something primal, forbidden, about
belonging to two men, having one watch while theeopleasured her.

Slowly, she turned her attention back to Rhys.Hdisds were still above his head, and she
leaned forward, gripping his shoulders as shedifter hips, sliding up his cock with a leisure
that contradicted the edgy need boiling just uniersurface of her skin.

She trembled, shaking with the force of her desiread been too long, and she craved him.
Craved them both with a desperation that frightemed How was she supposed to survive the
decision she must make? How was she supposedstoesvay from them?

How could she remain with them when she was na\rority?

She let her chin fall to her chest in a gesturdeféat. She was fooling herself. Yes, she wanted
them. Loved them with every breath. But it wasmbegh. They had to want and need her every
bit as much.

Rhys reached up to touch her cheek, light andisgetentative almost as if he feared what he'd
see in her eyes.

“Cat, | love you,” he whispered. “Please beliehatt’

Warmth seeped through her veins, lighting hopésipath. She wanted to believe him. Wanted
it more than anything.

One hand fell to her hip. The other hand crephéopposite side, then down, cradling her
buttocks in his firm grip.

No. This was her moment. She was in control. Sheted to hear him beg. She wanted him to
feel the desperation she did. Wanted him to acheyesit as much as she did.

Pulling his hands away, she pushed them back oypealtis head. As she leaned forward, she
purposely brushed the tips of her breasts acressibuth.

She felt his sigh blow over the taut peaks agsimed one way then the other, teasing him. He
loved her breasts. Logan was more of an ass marcheeks heated as she recalled how much
he loved her ass. Rhys, on the other hand, sgdehbatime touching, licking and sucking her
breasts.

When they did it at the same time? Heaven.

She nearly groaned aloud as the image of Logakirfigder ass while Rhys devoured her
breasts came to mind.

She lowered herself another inch, fitting a puelamipple to Rhys’ lips. Her pregnancy had
brought changes to her breasts, and she inhaleglglaa he took the nipple in his mouth. He
sucked at it greedily, drawing it between his te@tie sounds he made, like a man starving,



drew in her stomach, clenching every muscle. Hoiti&

She pulled away when the sensation became too,faadting her hands over his arms when he
tried to move to hold her down. Remembering hen,pae rose and fell against him, taking him
deeper into her pussy.

He closed his eyes, strain evident as his fa@serkin near agony. His breaths tore from his
mouth, and he bucked upward with his hips.

“Beg,” she whispered. “| won’t end it until you dpé

When she felt him tense underneath her, she sioppapletely, staving off his impending
orgasm.

A tortured groan spilled from his mouth. “Cat,” gasped. “Please.”

She leaned down and pressed her tongue to ther adritis chest. She licked upward, leaving a
warm, damp trail to his neck. When she nuzzled thé&hollow of his throat, she clamped down
with her teeth, nipping sharply.

His jaw went slack, and his pulse sped up. Histimaunded against her. One long delicious
lick, up over his chin to his lips and then shektbon, hard, in an aggressive kiss. All of the
frustration came rushing out. Months of longingnpa need.

She dug her knees into his side and began tdimdeHer body undulated as she rose. She
threw her head back, closed her eyes and concethtvatthe pleasure rolling like the waves at
the beach.

His hands skimmed over her belly, then up to aaipbneasts, much more sensitive now. Her
nipples were darker, and any stimulation was alrpastful to bear.

She put her hands over his, holding them in pdecehe arched over him again and again.

Remembering that Logan was watching, she glaneedher shoulder. He met her gaze, his fist
pumping at his swollen cock. But he wouldn’t come.

She smiled. No, he'd find his release after heeartsgt come. For a moment, she slowed,
wanting to prolong Rhys’ orgasm, thus making Logaxit longer.

“Finish it, Catherine,” Logan growled.

She turned back to Rhys, a slight smile curvinglips.

“You're such a tease,” Rhys said in a strained¢eoi

His thumbs brushed over her nipples, and shehéidcHe frowned.
“Did | hurt you?”

She shook her head. Determined to distract hine omare, she picked up her pace. Her fingers
dug into his sides. He slid his hands down to ctness. His fingers threaded through hers in a



tender gesture, one that brought tears to her eyes.
Then he squeezed and his body bucked upward. “Gatldon’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

She wasn't as close to her own orgasm yet, btittha okay. Logan would soon take care of
that. A wicked smile worked at her mouth.

She rode. Hard and unrelenting. She writhed amsted, coaxing him higher until his back
bowed off the bed as he sought to get deeper ilgde

His cry split the room. His cock pulsed within hand she clutched him to her, cradling him
with her body, surrounding him as she milked hisase.

Her breath caught when he placed his palm agherdbelly, almost as if he knew what secret
she harbored. Emotion swelled, sharp and aching. $te’'d always dreamed of giving them a
child. Of having their loving devotion throughowripregnancy. Of creating a perfect family.

His hand moved, sliding around to her back, aed the pulled her forward, enfolding her in his
arms. He tucked her head underneath his chin aokest her hair lovingly as he sought to catch
his breath.

“I love you,” he whispered, and for a moment sbeld forget past hurts. Focus on the present.
Remembering would only ruin the moment, and it rhlaggthe last.

And yet she couldn’t utter the words, no mattet #he did love him. More than anything.
Deeply, passionately, with every piece of her s8aling them hurt because it forced her to
acknowledge that no matter how much she might lkene—and Logan—in the end it wasn’t
enough.

Strong hands gripped her shoulders and flippedtwer, rolling her off of Rhys. Logan stared
down at her, his eyes glittering with desire.

A flutter started low in her abdomen and raced anohuntil tension coalesced in her chest and
expanded into her throat. Her mouth went dry. Shs about to be fucked and fucked hard.

Chapter Five

Catherine felt a brief moment of fear for her pragcy. Logan was rough, animalistic almost.
Their lovemaking was rarely gentle. Her doctor haglured her that she didn’'t need to exercise
restraint in her sex life, but she wasn’t so sure.

Logan'’s eyes flickered in confusion. “Catheriné#$ voice came out questioning, but the tone
wavered. For the first time, he sounded uncertaid, Logan was nothing if not self-assured.

He reached down and brushed gentle fingers abeyssb cage, touching her, light and
coaxing. It was a strange side to Logan. One slemWased to, and it battered her already
ravaged senses.

Her nose drew up and stung, and she blinked fsigpdetermined not to give in. She’d spent
far too long being weak and biddable. It had gaimexdnothing with her husbands but the idea
that she’d take whatever they dished out, howeway wvanted to serve it up.



Logan leaned down and spread her legs, pullingdhre edge of the bed. Then he leaned over
her, pressing his hard, muscled body to her chest.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and hel@¥ém closer, clinging and holding him tight.
Emotion left her shaky and feeling needy. But thka needed this more than anything. More
than breathing.

He framed her face with his elbows and stared dawrer, his dark eyes fierce, smoldering
with unsated lust and desire.

“Do you need me, Logan?” she whispered. “Do yoedme like | need you? Do you think
about me when you're not with me? When you're d¢halse trips, do you miss me?”

“God, baby,” he said with a groan. “I've never meteded you, and I'm so goddamn sorry if |
ever made you feel like I didn’t.”

“Take me, Logan,” she said. “Like you used to. Démreat me differently. | couldn’t bear it.
Tonight | want it to be like it's always been betmeus, when things were good. It's been so
long since | was between you and Rhy. | want yat so much.needyou both.”

His pupils flared, and for a moment he looked @tinall male, and she shivered as need
exploded over her.

Without a word, he stalked toward the bathroonfiew seconds later, he returned, a tube in his
hand.

“On your hands and knees,” he said silkily. “I wemwatch you suck Rhys’ dick. Then I'm
going to ride you hard, baby.”

Rhys was there to help her roll over, and thardgdgess, because she’d gone completely weak.
Her hands shook as she rose to her knees. She atdRéys as he reached down to curl his
fingers around his cock.

He stared back at her as be began rolling thehdvefween his fingers, pausing at the head then
pinching slightly.

Logan administered a sharp smack to her ass.rSieds He was getting impatient.
She glanced at him over her shoulder, sendingahsuitry stare. Slowly she ran her tongue over
her top lip, watching as his jaw tightened in resg® Then she turned back to Rhys, arching her

ass invitingly in the air.

Rhys guided her down with his free hand, his fisgerapping in her hair. The tip of his cock
rubbed along her lips before she opened and alldwedo slide in.

“That’s it, baby,” Logan said in a passion-straireice.
“You feel so good,” Rhys breathed.

She took him all, sliding her lips down his cocekilhe came to rest at the back of her throat.



She paused and swallowed, and he shuddered bdmath

“God, | love it when you do that,” Rhys choked.out

Logan reached around to cup her breasts, roliagipples between his fingers as she sucked
up and down Rhys’ erection. He played with the saftinds for a few moments before moving

his hands over her hips and to her ass.

She moaned softly when Logan positioned his cot¢leaentrance. She shifted back, trying to
sheathe him, but he held her off with one hand.

Slowly, achingly slow, he slipped inside, stret@hher, lighting fire to her pussy.

Rhys gripped her jaw, holding her as he fuckeand out of her mouth. Logan sank deep, his
taut abdomen coming to rest against her ass.

Palms down, Logan ran his hands up her back aader hair, gathering the strands then
cupping the back of her head, pushing her downedetrRhys’ thrusts.

This...this was coming home. This is where shedai¢. Loved and cherished. Between the
men she loved. She needed them. She needed ¥eiHer need was a jagged, double-edged
knife, cutting both ways, deep and unrelenting.

She was only whole when she was with them.

Logan stroked deep, taking her hard. She loselfarsthe taste of Rhys and the feel of Logan,
of giving herself completely to their care.

Then Logan withdrew, and he eased his hands femhir. Rhys pulled her away from his
cock then took her arms and hoisted her up his .body

“Ride me, Cat,” he instructed.

Her entire body clenched and tightened as heipnei her over his cock. Logan was still
behind her, silent and waiting. She wanted to lookfound the anticipation heightened by not
knowing just when he’d step in and possess her.

Rhys eased her down, taking care as he camettdaeg inside her.

“Okay?” he asked.

She leaned forward to kiss him, her hair fallimgohis chest. “More than okay,” she
whispered.

Rhys’ hands moved over her back and down to hitodks. He held them in his firm grip as he
thrust slowly into her. Then he spread her cheedasng her fully to Logan.

Cool liquid spilled over the seam of her ass, stmelclosed her eyes as Logan slid one finger
inside.

Too long. It had been too long since they'd taken possessed her together. She missed it,



craved it with a need that terrified her.

In and out, Logan carefully worked his fingergsthing her and preparing her.
“Are you ready for me, baby?” he asked.

“Please,” she begged.

Rhys’ hands spread her further open as Loganaeglhis finger with his rigid cock. He probed
delicately at her entrance, pushing inward witlnité patience.

For a long moment, her body denied him, but hsigted until finally she gave way, and he
sank inside.

She went rigid in their arms as she fought the ltmmehiment of physical sensations. She was
stretched tight around both their cocks. Her assdilias Logan started moving, but soon the
pain seeped away, replaced by a coil of pleasuettat bloomed and grew larger as he became
more demanding in his movements.

Rhys moved his hands to her hips as Logan grdsgedass. In practiced rhythm, they moved,
one forward, one back, filling her, thrusting, harddeep.

Her breath caught in her throat when Logan withdngth agonizing slowness. He paused at
the rim, the head of his penis just inside her omernThen he surged forward, burying himself to
the hilt.

No work up, no long, slow build to orgasm. She eapart in their arms as the world exploded
around her. They didn’t stop, though, and instdddding, her release continued, almost painful
as it was prolonged.

On the fringed of her first, a second loomed,ngleff where the first one ended.

“Rhys! Logan!”

“We've got you, baby,” Logan said from above. “Mewoubt that. We’ve got you.”

She leaned into Rhys, panting for breath as hlgason screamed through her body. His mouth
latched onto her nipple, sucking avidly as a lighgrstorm blew through her veins.

Rhys trembled and then shouted hoarsely. He sungedrd, and then she felt a rush of warmth.
Still, Logan pumped against her, his hips slapigginst her ass.

He reached down, threaded his fingers througth&erand pulled upward, forcing her head
back as he continued to thrust forcefully into her.

Rhys slipped from her pussy, and instead of mquiegeached down and slid his fingers across
her clit. She jumped in reaction, his touch magulifboy her orgasm.

“Come for us again, Cat,” Rhys instructed as heest up at her.



Logan tugged harder at her hair as Rhys pinchedliidetween his fingers.
“I can't,” she gasped. “Hurts.”

Rhys put his other hand up to her jaw then movedimgers to trace her lips. “It's the sweetest
of hurts,” he murmured.

“Give it to us,” Logan growled. “I won't stop uhtou come for us again.”

Rhys’ hand moved from her face, down to her beedét twisted her nipples just enough to
give the slightest hint of pain. Already ultrase¢insi from her pregnancy, the added stimulation
was gasoline on the fire. She shuddered violestigking and trembling like a tree in a
windstorm.

The dual sensation of Rhys’ fingers plucking heptes and her clit and Logan thrusting
furiously into her ass was more than she could.t8ke gave an inarticulate cry as her release
flashed upon her with the speed and intensityfogight train.

She lost all sense of time and place. She howardbe verge of consciousness, Rhys’ face
swimming below her. Sharp, vivid colors burst im iision. And then she was falling. Faster
and harder.

She slumped forward. She was vaguely aware of Raghing her, of Logan’s hands
surrounding her. Her cheek met the warm skin ofsRblgest, and her eyes fluttered closed.

Chapter Six

Catherine awoke in the still of the morning, wiadinvas quiet and faint light shone around the
curtains. She listened hard and could hear theafd#e ocean in the distance.

Hard arms lay over her body, and muscular legsediwith hers. And for a moment, she lay
there, simply absorbing the warm contentment ofimgin their arms. Their touch was
possessive, determined, even in sleep. She gatedan, his jaw dark with stubble. His hair
was mussed, and he didn’t so much as twitch isleesp. He looked exhausted.

Carefully, she turned her head to look over heukter at Rhys, sprawled out beside her, his
hand over her hip, her buttocks drawn into hisrgroi

When was the last time she’d awakened like thisaé¢he began in her chest, fierce and
piercing. They stumbled into bed long after shetwersleep and got up with barely more than a
brush of their lips across her forehead. Thereneamtimacy to their relationship anymore.
They coexisted. There was no other word for it.

The longer she stared at them, the heavier het bleeame. Quietly, so as not to awaken them,
she extricated herself from their embrace and @dvrlom the bed. Not pausing to shower, she
pulled on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. She pltier hair back into a ponytail, not wanting to
be bothered by it.

She left the room, no clear path in mind othentslae wanted to find a quiet place to be alone
with her thoughts. There were many alcoves set gstatense, strategically planted foliage.
Single tables to allow for privacy were in theldithiches, and each afforded a view of the beach.



She chose one as far away from the actual hof@bssible and settled into the chair facing the
water. A waiter appeared promptly, and she ord&redjuice, mourning the fact that she’d
given up coffee since learning of her pregnancy.

She felt less anxious here. Calm settled oveabehe enjoyed the quietness of the morning and
the salty breeze off the ocean. Her life might beeck, but for the space of a few moments, she
could pretend that she was on her dream vacatigndnéhe time of her life.

And it should be the time of her life. She shdwddcelebrating her pregnancy, the five years of
her marriage to the men she loved more than amythin

She glanced down at her wedding ring and idlytedighe band in circles around her finger. It
wasn't a traditional ring. No simple band with asthy engagement ring on top. They’'d chosen a
design with three twisting ropes intertwined. Opatmuous circle, no beginning or ending.

Two years ago, Logan and Rhys had tried to tatkrite one of those ostentatious rocks. They
felt she deserved something big and expensive hattheir financial situation had improved so
drastically, but she’d said no. She liked her ri@ge didn’t want or need bigger and better, not
when her first ring held such a wealth of meaning.

So much had changed since their days of barel®astence living hand-to-mouth. But they'd
been happy. God, those were the best days offaeNio, they didn’t have much money, but it
hadn’t mattered to her. It never had. What shehdice was their love and complete devotion.

The three of them had been together since thdir days in college. Logan had come from a
dirt-poor family and was only able to attend unsigrvia a scholarship. He’'d always been the
most determined to make something of himself.

Rhys’ mother had worked two jobs to make suredwddcgo to college. When she died during
his sophomore year, he’'d vowed to see her dredmmofjraduating and becoming successful
come true. Catherine and Logan had gone with hihetduneral, and Rhys had stood there at
her grave, head bowed. Catherine had held his &suhe whispered his goodbye to his mother—
and his vow to make her proud.

Catherine took another sip of her juice and staxet the water, lost in her memories. Looking
back, she couldn’t really pinpoint when things lshdnged from friendship between the three of
them to something more. She’d been deeply condliateout her feelings for both men and
desperate not to lose either of them, even if ameuppressing anything beyond friendship.

Logan, being Logan, had simply brought things keead one night in their tiny apartment. He’'d
asked Rhys very bluntly if he loved Catherine. Rloypked stunned—and guilty—as though he
knew Logan loved her as well and that his admisgionld be a betrayal. But neither could he
tell her to her face that he didn't love her.

Logan very matter-of-factly informed Rhys and athe that he also loved her. Then he calmly
asked her how she felt about them. It had takearaémoments for her to gather her courage
and lay it on the line. She loved them both.

They hadn’'t immediately had all the answers. Téalegady lived together, so embarking on a
much deeper relationship had been easy. Logan baysl \Rere extremely protective of her, not



wanting the true nature of their relationship tedrae public. So outside the privacy of their
apartment, they remained three best friends.

As they grew more secure in their relationshipytehed caution. Logan began to talk about a
permanent arrangement. Marriage. More and morantdeRhys didn’t care that others knew
they loved the same woman. And Catherine? As lengha had their love, nothing else mattered
to her.

Wanting to show a visible connection to both nmere legally changed her last name to Cullen,
and then she married Logan, taking his last nanveetls

A shadow fell over her, obscuring the sun fromfaee. Dragged from her thoughts, she
glanced up to see Rhys looking much as he hadigi Imefore. Haggard and tired. Worried.

“Can | sit?” he asked hesitantly.

She shrugged and gestured to the empty chairsafrns her. The waiter appeared, and Rhys
ordered coffee and breakfast.

“You're not eating,” he said as he stared at lmapke glass of juice.

“l wasn’'t hungry.”

He looked down then lifted his gaze to the disteaes. The breeze ruffled his dark hair, and
she studied the lines around his eyes and firm imdtitose lines weren't there five years ago.

Back then he’d always had a ready smile, teasidgam

The light had gone out of his green eyes. Shedodulemember the last time she’d seen joy
reflected in their depths.

She blinked when he caught her studying him.
“I was worried, Cat,” he said quietly.
She shrugged again, unsure of how else to react.

Anger fired in his eyes, surprising her. Emotidpparently he was still capable of it, even if it
was only anger.

“You didn’t used to be so flip,” he accused. “G@dt, | thought you’d walked out on us.”

She eyed him calmly, though beneath the surfagessathed like a cauldron. “What makes you
think | haven’t walked out?”

His eyes narrowed, and his lips tightened.
“Why should | stay, Rhy?” she asked quietly. “Gime one reason | shouldn’t leave.”
“I love you,” he growled. “That should damn we# beason enough.”

She smiled sadly then sat back, bringing the giéfsice to her lips. She took a small sip then



pulled it away from her mouth, letting it danglefiont of her vision, something to focus on.

She glanced up at him. “Do you remember what & like before we got married?”

His brows drew together in confusion. She igndrea and went on.

“Us three sharing a one-bedroom apartment, eagags and franks, stocking up on ramen
noodles because it was all we could afford. The ifobs you used to give me when | came home
from a double shift at the diner.”

She stared dreamily off into the distance as thesories wrapped her in their warm embrace.
Rhys made a sound of impatience. “I try not toearher those days.”

She jerked her gaze back to him to see a deef staming his features. “Why?”

“Because we had nothing,” he gritted out. “Logad &couldn’t take care of you. You worked
too damn hard to support our start-up efforts.”

She smiled gently. “And what do we have now?”

“We have money,” he said bluntly. “We have a rptace to live, the best food to eat. You don’t
have to work yourself ragged.”

“I'm not happy,” she said, being equally blunt.

He looked at her in shock, his cheeks losing ttelor.

“I haven’t been happy in a long time. Too longyesamended.

“Why?” he asked in a voice that cracked.

Her hand shook as she lowered the glass bacle tiakite. “You don’t love me,” she said softly.
“You don't even know | exist half the time unle$s to call me and say you can’t make dinner

or you're leaving on a last-minute business trip.”

“We love you, Catherine, and we’re not letting yguwithout a fight,” Logan said in a grim
voice.

She looked up to see him standing a few feet apayially obscured by the greenery. He
stepped forward, his face creased with determinalibe waiter, ever solicitous, appeared with
another chair that he hastily shoved up to thestablsecond waiter appeared to deliver Rhys’
food as Logan took his seat. He waved off a memucadered coffee.

“How much did you overhear?” she asked quietly.

“Everything,” Logan bit out. “Every single ridicalis part.”

She raised one eyebrow. “How like you to discaugtfeelings,” she murmured. “God knows
you've had enough practice.”



Logan shifted impatiently. “Look, baby, I'm sowye missed our anniversary dinner, and I'm
sorry we cancelled the trip. Sorrier than you kntiihere was any way | could have avoided it,
believe me | would have.”

She held her hand up, refusing to be swayed tsethark eyes caressing her, his tone low and
beseeching.

“Once, | could understand. Hell, a dozen even.yBufve made it your practice to put me
second.” She broke off with an indelicate snorg tmat bordered precariously close to tears. ‘I
doubt | rank anywhere as high as second. I've sienlast few years begging, craving your
time, your love. I've been patient. I've been urstanding. I've smiled and nodded when | was
screaming on the inside. | accept that it's mytfdueét it go on way too long, but you know
what? | don’t have to do it any longer. You spefrmanniversary dinner and one cancelled
trip, and God, | wish that was all it was. Woulatikt were that simple. You've made your lives
without me, without regard to my feelings or my w&aand needs. Well, it's time for me to step
up and be responsible for my own happiness.”

She stood, no longer able to remain still, tarste calmly and rationally. She couldn’t pretend
to have a civil breakfast conversation when heretite was falling apart.

“Cat, wait,” Rhys called as she ducked out ofalmve and hurried down the winding paths.
“Catherine, damn it, stop.”

Logan was close. She couldn’t outrun him, butwbaldn’'t go meekly to the slaughter. Her
spine stiff, she continued at a fast clip until Inéd snagged her elbow and pulled her up short.

He yanked her around, pulling her close untilsbléded with his chest. His other hand cupped
her face, and he slanted his lips over hers, drqiieep, tasting her, devouring her like a man
starving.

“I won't let you go,” he vowed. “You can say whaiu want. You can rail at me. You can hit
me, hate me, but I'm never letting you go.”

“You don't have a choice. You can’'t make me loweiyLogan.”

It was a sorry thing to say even as angry as st® Murt flashed in his eyes, and he
looked...devastated. Her heart contracted as hedssateer.

“Are you saying you don’'t love me anymore?” heexkkn a tight voice.
She closed her eyes as a tear slid down her chiéel.know | love you.”
“Prove it,” he challenged.

She yanked her arm angrily away from him. “I ddvéive to prove anything to you,” she spit
out.

“Come back to the room with me and Rhys and listewhat we have to say, Catherine. Give
us a chance. Let us try to make you happy again.”



She glanced over his shoulder to see Rhys staindihg pathway, hands shoved into his pants
pockets. He looked tired and defeated.

“Please, baby,” Logan said softly. He reachedchfarhand, curling her fingers into his. His
thumb stroked over her palm, and he brought hed li@rto his mouth to kiss her knuckles.

“No sex,” she said solemnly, knowing damn wellytdeboth use any means necessary to press
their advantage. “Sex won't fix what's wrong.”

Logan scowled.

“Talk. You're supposed to talk to me.” As muchsii® wanted them to touch her again, to take
her, to possess her—she’d spent the last montlsgafdr them to do just that—they had to talk
about the problem, not disguise it with sex.

Rhys chuckled in the background, and Logan onbyved harder.

“Jesus Christ, Catherine, when did you becomeobtieosdet’s talk about our feelinggirls?”

“When you stopped talking to me,” she replied.

Not giving him a chance to respond or protest,vgalked around him and back toward the
hotel. Rhys fell into step beside her, but sheligddim as she made her way to the lobby.

She punched angrily at the elevator button, ingpativhen it didn’t immediately respond. Rhys
guietly took her hand and held it close to his badiyle they waited for the doors to open.

He couldn’t know how much it hurt her to be thigse, to feel him touch her so lovingly. If he
did, surely he wouldn’t do it.

He ushered her into the elevator, Logan crowdinigehind them. She backed away as he closed
in on her. His hands cupped her shoulders, andsked her deeply, hungrily.

“Do you remember, baby?” he asked huskily. “Remenwhen the elevator broke down in our
old apartment?”

Fire bloomed in her cheeks. Oh yes, she remembkogdn and Rhys had been insatiable.
They'd taken her on the floor, against the doong, leolding her while the other fucked her in
long delicious strokes. Then they held her betwtbem, one fucking her ass while the other
fucked her pussy. By the time the elevator wasngoranning again, she’d been thoroughly
exhausted, and Logan had carried her back to wweraent.

“I remember,” she whispered.
The elevator doors opened, and Logan reluctatdfyped away. He reached back for her hand
as Rhys curled his fingers around her other. Thaleg her toward their suite, and she followed,

her heart lodged painfully in her throat.

Cooler air hit her, sending a shiver down herrglsipine. Rhys turned and took her into his
arms, his hands sliding up and down her back.



“What do you want, Cat? Tell me. I'll do anythifay you.”
“A long soaking bath,” she mumbled against hissth&’ou need to shave.”

He chuckled. “Let me take care of you. I'll gowdrgou a bath and while you soak, I'll shave,
and we’ll talk. We used to do that a lot.”

“Yeah, we did,” she said with a smile.

“I'm going to hit the shower,” Logan said. “I imiag we’ll all feel better anthlmerafter a
bath.” He eyed her pointedly as he made his stateasethough her hysteria could be blamed on
the need for a bath. She almost laughed.

“Sit here,” Rhys said as he eased her down obede“I'll be right back.”

With a sigh, she let him put her where he wantetiwaatched as he hurried to the bathroom.
She slipped her flip-flops off and flexed her to8se was tired. Weary to her bones. Just when
she had her mind made up about the direction snéedder life to take, Rhys and Logan
stormed in and turned everything around.

She couldn’t let them change her mind. Not whezidcsfinally grown a spine and decided to
stop being the martyr in the relationship. On ttieephand, was she being fair? How could she
expect them to change, to make her happy, if sh&tdell them what she wanted, needed, and
give them the chance to react?

A dull ache began at her temples. About the tiheetiought she’d taken a proactive stance, she
realized that she’d reacted like a twit. Reactignhrstead of standing up, fighting back and
sayinqno, it'snot okay for you to ditch me again, she’d stompediké a sulky child.

Rhys returned and reached down for her hand.réittie just stroked it lightly with his

fingertips, reawakening her to the pleasure shaydvfound in his touch. She’d often told him
that his fingers were the sweetest kind of magic.

Gently, he took her hand in his and pulled upwantil she stood in front of him. Wordlessly, he
undressed her, his palms and the pads of his tipgéarushing over her skin.

“Come,” he said in a husky voice. “I've got youwtb ready.”
She followed him into the bathroom and gaspediiprise when she saw the beautiful
arrangement he’d made. The tub was full of sudggrvand lining the sides were scented, lit

candles. Interspersed between the candles weresegetals from the bouquet on the counter.

He kissed her once, lingeringly, before helpingdwer the side of the tub. She settled into the
hot water with a blissful sigh. Oh, she needed theeded it badly.

She closed her eyes and leaned her head agamsattiof the tub. The sound of the shower
being turned on registered, and she heard Rhyig.get

A few minutes. It was all she needed. Just a femutas to rest and relax.

Chapter Seven



“Sleeping in the tub isn’'t a good idea, baby.”

Catherine’s eyes fluttered open to see Logamgitin the edge of the tub at her feet, studying
her. She glanced over to where Rhys was shavirtebgink, his face still half-covered with
shaving cream.

“I'm tired,” she admitted.

She knew she had her pregnancy to blame for séimer datigue. Honestly, there were days she
couldn’t even hold her head up, but she hadn’ttsiegil at all since she’d left New York to
come on vacation alone.

Logan’s expression softened. “I think we coulduslé some rest. | know I'd sleep a lot better
with you cuddled between us. What do you say we gakap, order in some room service and
spend the day together.”

She was tempted. God, it sounded like heaveniridecision and temptation must have shone
on her face because both men honed in.

“I'll give you a foot rub,” Rhys said. “Logan cdmush your hair. You always loved that.”

Tears pricked her eyelids. It had been so longesihey’d taken care of her. She missed them so
much it was a physical ache. She longed for thasghrsimpler days when they didn’t have
anything more than each other.

“We were supposed to talk,” she said firmly.

“And we will,” Logan interjected. “I can’t thinkfaa better way to spend the day. In bed, with
you, talking.”

“No sex?” she said with a raised eyebrow.
Logan uttered a soft hmmmph.
“No sex,” Rhys said, and Logan shot him the eyd.e

She suppressed her smile and languidly began mgler body, raising one leg to run the cloth
down then lowering it before raising the other.

Two sets of male eyes were glued to the motiaghetloth, and unable to resist teasing them a
bit, she lifted her arm, making her breasts bolvatibe waterline. Carefully, she ran the cloth
down the length of her arm and then over the tpatdf her breasts.

Logan’s breath released in a hiss, and he chamgabsition on the tub’s edge. His erection
couldn’t be disguised, however.

Feeling only a little guilty for inspiring lust sthad no intention of sating, she tossed the
washcloth aside and started to rise.

Logan reached for her hand, and after a brief nmbrohesitation, she wrapped her fingers



around his and let him pull her to stand in the tub

Water and soapy bubbles cascaded down her bodyshenhurriedly stepped out to wrap herself
in the towel Rhys held. She let herself be envalppet only by the warmth of the towel, but by
the heat of his embrace as he gathered her tightiym.

“What would you like to eat?” Logan asked. “| m&d you didn’t eat breakfast.”

She shook her head. “Nothing yet. I'll wait and leach with you and Rhys.”

She tucked the end of the towel between her teeast walked out of the bathroom, leaving the
men to follow. The lushness of the bed called to beaable to resist, she shed the towel,
crawled into the middle and collapsed facedown th&opillow.

Tired. She was so tired.

The bed dipped beside her, and gentle fingerseaigg her chin. “Sit up, baby, and I'll brush
your hair.”

She struggled to her knees, but her breast glamemdLogan’s fingers. She nearly moaned
when he tugged at one stiff nipple. He scootedrsgjdine headboard then turned her until her
bottom was nestled between his thighs.

Rhys sat down at the end of the bed and cuppedfdmer feet in his palms. As Logan gathered
the long strands of her hair, Rhys began massdginqstep. She sighed deeply as the men
showered her with love and affection. She soakag ltke a rain-starved desert would a drop of
water.

For several long minutes, they tended her, the smlinds being her sighs of pleasure. When
she was nearly asleep sitting up, Logan leaned dowlrkissed the curve of her neck. A delicate
shiver cascaded down her spine.

Rhys let her foot fall as Logan maneuvered fromife her. He plumped pillows and situated
her in the middle as they took their places oneeitiide of her.

Rhys reclined on his side, resting his cheek $nplailm as he gazed at her. Logan adopted a
similar position and let his fingers drift lazilyw®r her hip and down her leg.

“Don’t leave us, Catherine,” Logan said abruptlyknow you're hurt and angry, but we can
work this out.”

“Can we? And are you speaking for Rhys now?”
Both men looked startled at the bitterness invioage.

“Of course he doesn't speak for me, Cat, but im thse, everything he says is true.céfe
work this out. | love you.”

Her lips turned down into a resigned moue. “Thess much | want to say,” she said in
frustration. “So much that should have been sa#ts/ago.”



“Then say it now,” Logan said calmly. “We cank i if we don’t know what’'s wrong, and
damn it, Catherine, we+—want to fix it.”

She looked at her fingers clasped together indperShe pressed them together until the tips
whitened. “Each of you has been handing me offiéodther for a long time. Taking a team
approach to our relationship.”

Logan’s protest was swift, but she silenced hithwilook. “Let me finish. It's true. At first

you both took your commitment to me very seriou¥lgu took nothing for granted. Over time it
became easier for the two of you to rely on eabkronstead of nurturing your relationship with
me."

Logan made a strangled sound of irritation. Hesdar been able to stomach touchy-feely
emotional talk, and she knew it, but he couldntidvt this time. She would have her say. Rhys
was more subdued. He wore an almost guilty expresss if she had touched on something he’'d
already realized.

"That’s bullshit,” Logan muttered.

She eyed him straight on. “You didn’t have to fberé all the time if Rhys was around. Rhys
didn’t have to feel bad about missing an evenpecsl occasion if you were going to be there.
You tag-teamed me instead of treating our relakignas one between the two of us instead of
the three of us. You had it good. One of you wastandby at all times. Can’t pay attention to
poor ole Catherine? She has two husbands. She’tineed but one around, right? Well, you
were wrong.”

She crossed her arms over her chest as her ameger g
“Eventually you stopped even that, and both of gbhut me out, placed everything ahead of me,
your business, your colleagues, even your persamsstant got more of your attention than |
did.”

“We were busy making our business a success,”h.gga tightly.

“At the expense of your marriage? Tell me, Logaas it worth it? I've long thought money and
success was more important to you than | was, tvaink to hear it. Maybe | need to hear it,
because imagining it is so much worse. Maybe | nnieddce it instead of wavering back and
forth as | wonder if I'm overreacting.”

Rhys sucked in his breath, and Logan’s eyes widi@nshock. For a long moment, there was
complete silence as if both men were absorbingllfinhow dangerously close they were to a
relationship that wasn’t salvageable.

“We did it for you,” Logan said, his voice strathand low. “We wanted the best for you.”

“You and Rhys are...were what'’s best for me.”

She uncurled her fingers and crossed her arniigraer hands up to her shoulders in an effort
to instill comfort, anything to make the feelingehptiness go away.

“I can’t go on living like this,” she whispered. deserve better.”



Logan stared at Catherine. His wife. She lookeeriytsmall and defeated and so damned sad.
Worse, she looked resigned. She didn’'t see any offteon other than leaving.

Panic knotted his stomach. He couldn’t wrap h&rbaround a future without Catherine. No, he
hadn’t been around much. He and Rhys had been ithgaivemselves into their company.
Making it a success. Never had he imagined thatutd cost him the one person who'd loved
him when he’d had nothing, been nobody.

He exchanged glances with Rhys, and Logan co@drsesame despair in his friend’s eyes.
Sex wouldn't fix this. Catherine was right abowttmuch. Hell, he didn’t even know what
would fix this.

Or if it could be fixed at all.

He opened his mouth to speak. To say somethiryghiag, but nothing came out. How could
he possibly make up for years of hurt and negleetfew days’ time?

It seemed so simple now. He could have done stifierently, but she was right. He and
Rhys had taken her for granted. She’d always shydtiem, supported and loved them
unconditionally. And now they faced losing her hesmthey’d squandered her gift.

Rhys reached out and took Catherine’s hand. Siregt at the other man, pain burning
brightly in her eyes.

“Don’t give up, Cat,” Rhys said in a voice thatiaded very close to pleading. But hell, right
now Logan would beg if that's what it took, anddrel Rhys had never begged for anything.

“We’'re here now. Give us the vacation we promiged. It's a starting point. We have a lot to
work out, but we can’t do that if you aren’t witk.u

“No cell phones, no email,” Logan interjected. stlyou and us. Give us a chance to work this
out, Catherine. | won't let you go without one hdflla fight.”

Her eyes widened as she turned to stare at L6Gamn. you do that? Don’t you have deals to
work, people to stay in touch with?”

Logan cursed under his breath. Then he reachei @up her chin. “You are more important
than all of those things, baby. | know we havented like it, and we have a lot to make up, to
prove to you. But it starts now.”

Indecision flickered in her expressive eyes, guvirer a fragility that inspired every one of his
protective instincts. And then he nearly laughedidttive? When had he protected her? She'd
been fending for herself for years.

“Give us a chance, Cat,” Rhys asked softly. “Rigas

“Answer me one question,” Logan said, still hotglimer chin. His thumb stroked across her
cheek and then over the fullness of her lips. “Da wtill love us?”

Liquid emotion surged and welled in her eyes. Bémdis touch, her lips trembled and quaked.



“Because we love you, baby,” he said softly. “Thmtch hasn’t changed. Will never change.”

“I do love you,” she whispered. “But sometimes...gbimes it just isn’t enough.”

“It will be,” he said firmly. “I swear it will b€

Logan dropped his hand away from her face, andjitreed between him and Rhys. She drew
in her bottom lip between her teeth, her brow @das concentration. It bothered the hell out of
him that she had to stop and consider for so lonetler she was willing to stay with them.
“Catherine?” he prompted.

“All right,” she said. “No cell phones, no emaijgst us on vacation.”

Chapter Eight

Rhys curled his arms tighter around Cat, but stie'leven stir. She was warm and soft against
him, and he realized how long it had been sincg'dhain like this. No hurry, no meetings to go

to, no early a.m. flights or conference calls.

She was right. He and Logan had dropped the todtldir relationship with her, and it sickened
him that he hadn’t seen it until it was too lateoTate to prevent her hurt and sadness.

He wouldn’t allow that it was too late for theiamiage.

He glanced up at Logan, who was preparing to plotige room service order. “She’s
exhausted,” he murmured.

Logan frowned as he held the phone to his eare 18bks different. | can’t put my finger on it.
Somehow she seems more fragile. | don’t know, dike could break at any time. | don't like it.”

Rhys didn’t respond because Logan broke off togthe food order. He was right, though. Cat
looked fragile. Dark shadows rested in the hollbeseath her eyes. Hollows that didn’t used to
be there. She was thinner too. There was a sathmdsung over her, one that suggested it
wasn’t a recent unhappiness but one that had efmle length of time.

His jaw tightened as his teeth came together. Teayld change this. He would change it. He
couldn’t remember not loving Catherine. Yeah, hitakken her for granted in a huge way, but
never because he didn't love her or want her wiédrebreath he took.

Logan hung up the phone and glanced toward Riigod will be here in twenty minutes.
We'll let her sleep until then.”

Rhys lightly touched her cheek with his finger. Wanted to kiss her. He ached to love her, to
make love to her, just the two of them. He lookadkoup at Logan. “I want some time with
her,” he said in a quiet voice.

Logan nodded and ran a weary hand through his ‘e both need time with her. She booked
two weeks at this resort, but it's going to takeder than that to make this right.”



“What are we going to do about work?” Rhys asked.

As much as they were willing to do whatever itk@o get Catherine back, as important as she
was to them, they couldn’t just blow off their commments. It would ruin them.

Logan slouched down into a chair several feet ftbenbed. “I’'m going to make some phone
calls in the morning, iron out as much as | camastline things so they can run as long without
us as possible. | don’t think Catherine means $otoudo anything drastic in regards to the
company. Her point is we've cut her completely aluthe picture.”

He sighed and tilted his head up to stare atéfimng.

“And she’s right. That's what we've done. Here are poised to land the biggest deal of our
lives, and at the same time, we figure out wharutick-ups we are.”

His chin came to rest on his chest as he refochiseattention on Rhys. “What the fuck are we
going to do, Rhy? We can't lose her. We can't legebusiness. | feel like everything is slipping
away, and it scares the shit out of me.”

It was unusual to see a chink in Logan’s armorwds always controlled and methodical. Now
he looked defeated.

“We win her back,” Rhys said simply. “We give feevacation to remember, but more
importantly, we make her remember how much we e’

Logan nodded. “Yeah, | know. I'm just...worried.”

Rhys looked down at Cat, the soft rise and fall@f chest. “So am |,” he admitted.

*k*k

Catherine awoke to the smell of food. Seafood.sRhgs propped on an elbow at her side, and
Logan was busy setting food on the bed. She gladoeah at the selection, and her stomach
promptly revolted.

Saliva pooled in her mouth, and her stomach he&ee took in several short breaths, praying
she wouldn’t need to make a run for the bathroom.

She closed her eyes as the knot grew bigger imgidbelly. A flush of heat billowed over her
body, and then she went cold just as quickly.

Throwing off the covers, she lunged out of bed.
“Cat, what the hell?” Rhys demanded.

Her bare feet hit the tile of the bathroom floamd her knees quickly followed as she gripped
the toilet seat with her hands to steady herself.



Stomach lurching, she painfully heaved, nothingiicg up as her belly clenched and spasmed.
Still, she couldn’t stop the dry retches, and mdamnken her body convulsed again.

“Cat, honey, are you okay?”

Rhys put his hands on her shoulders then slififdsrs over her hair to pull it out of the way.
“What the hell is wrong?” Logan demanded from dleerway. “Do | need to get a doctor?”
She shook her head sharply even as another dvg lse&zed her.

“Easy now,” Rhys said soothingly. “Do you want sthing to drink? Would that help?”

She leaned into his shoulder, feeling like a wetdie. She’d gone too long without eating, but
the idea of the seafood waiting for her made h@math protest all the more.

“I just need something to eat,” she said as sishguiaway from Rhys. She looked
apologetically up at Logan. “Something besidessad®”

“There’s soup and a pasta starter,” Logan repfi€dat okay?”

She smiled and tried to stand. Rhys caught heisiarms and hoisted her upward. “I'm fine,
Rhys,” she said. Then she turned back to Logarnug%md pasta sound wonderful.”

They sat on the bed, cross-legged, her naked efarejve sheet draped across her lap and
Logan and Rhys in shorts. The soup soothed herastormnd allowed her to eat the pasta. She
was hungrier than she’d thought and finished ntyt bar portion but the men’s as well.

“No more skipping meals,” Logan said darkly. “Ybaven't been sleeping either.”

She eyed him levelly. “I haven't been sleepinglwebges, Logan. | never sleep well when you
and Rhys aren’t there.”

Dark color flooded his cheeks, and she felt ageiof guilt. She hadn’t really meant it as a dart,
but as an honest statement of fact.

“What would you like to do tomorrow?” Rhys asked.

She turned to him and pursed her lips. “Honedttyttke to have breakfast at a little shack |
found while surfing the internet. It's down the bleaand they’re supposed to have wonderful
food. Then I'd like to do some sunbathing and maglti&le swimming.”

She shifted her gaze to Logan to see him stamitggpily at her. “Then I'd like to come back and
take a long, hot bath, maybe schedule a massdbge 8pa and then go out to dinner and
dancing.”

Logan scowled. “I don’t want another man’s handsmy wife. I'll give you a damn massage.”

She laughed. “Who says it would be a man?”



“Don’t want us to rub you down?” Rhys asked wittviaked grin.

“I'd love it,” she said honestly.

She stared at the both of them, their relaxedupest the easy smile on Rhys’ face.
“I've missed this,” she said. “I've missed you.”

Logan leaned forward, his hand cupping her chih wifirm grip. His lips brushed across hers,
lightly at first then coming back, firmer, more dending.

“I've missed you, baby. So damn much.”

She brought her hand up to his cheek. Her lipeedaas his tongue probed and pushed inward.
To her surprise, as she pulled away, Rhys was gone.

She blinked in surprise and surveyed the roomy&Rhshe called.

“He’ll be back, baby. He’s leaving us alone fowhile. A favor | intend to repay as soon as
possible.”

She turned her stare back to him. “Oh.”

“You're right,” he said reluctantly. “Rhys and &¥en’t treated this relationship as one between
you and me and him and you. It's not fair to youj ave want that to change.”

“No more passing me off to the free man?” she éskieh a slight lift to the corner of her
mouth.

“I have a feeling, before long, you're going tovay, very sick of seeing us,” he said as he
pulled her to him again.

She melted against him, absorbing his warmth. ‘@ohance,” she murmured against his
mouth, just before she kissed him. Hard.

“Uh, baby? | thought you said no sex.”

“I lied.”

Chapter Nine

Catherine pushed at Logan, sending him sprawlitig the pillows.

“Tell me you're planning to have your wicked waittwme,” he said in a tone so hopeful she
had to laugh.

On hands and knees, she crawled up his bodydéitr breasts slide over the tops of his legs
and then his abdomen. The shorts he wore bulgée atrotch, the material tight and straining.

“Is that for me?” she asked sweetly as she gavedtk a gentle pat.



He grabbed her hand and cupped it over his ereatitil she could feel the length of him in her
palm.

“Oh, it's for you all right,” he said with a grunt

She leaned down and grazed her teeth across teeiahaf his shorts. He cursed and flinched,
his legs trembling beneath her.

Repositioning her hands, she put them palms dangsa the tops of his thighs. His skin was
warm and hair-roughened beneath her touch. Shaeatigalms upward, underneath the legs of
his shorts, inward until she boldly cupped his hass.

Her fingers flexed and skimmed down to the baskletow to his sac. She fondled and rolled it
in her hand until he arched his hips, strainingniare.

“Take them off, Catherine,” he rasped.

She smiled and removed her hands. She tugged aidistband of his shorts, pulling them
down around his hips as he bowed upward so she cemlove them.

When she had them around his knees, he growlédinvfiatience, reached down and yanked
them off before throwing them across the room.

“Come here,” he ordered as he reached for her.

She went willingly, pressing her body to his. Sighed in complete and utter pleasure as his
body cradled hers. They fit so perfectly, blendmgkther, her soft curves to his harder planes.

She twined her arms around him and just laid kadion his chest for a long moment. He
kissed the top of her head and ran his hands lbwiqmgand down her back, petting, caressing,
feathering light touches across her skin.

“I've missed you so much, baby.”

She turned her face into his chest and kisseskinis

“I want you to ride me,” he said as he lifted bheward. “Just like you did Rhys. You looked so
damn sexy. I've never wanted to be him so bad irifay

She barely had time to grasp his cock and positionbefore he lowered her down. He held her
for a moment to give her time to adjust and thefedther until she sheathed him completely.

Her hands flew out to brace against his cheshadwgitched around his cock. She felt
impossibly stretched, deliciously so. She was sicund him, and she slid up and down with
ease.

There was comfort in their familiarity, that af long, they could come back together,
remembering every touch of the past. Her chestdigtd, her heart seizing with love.

“I love you,” she whispered, echoing what filleerh



“Oh baby, I love you,” he returned.

He reached up, cupped her face and pulled her tmwreet his kiss. He rolled his hips upward,
thrusting into her even as his tongue thrust betves lips.

She met his tongue with her own, tasting him, giiag his strength, his scent.

“I'll never let you go,” he whispered. “You have know that.”

A fist clutched at her throat. Her nose stung, stmelfought the swell of emotion. She wanted to
believe him. She wanted to reach out and hold bislg/close to her heart. More than anything

she wanted to be with him and Rhys. Always.

“I don’t want to go,” she said in a broken voitlenever wanted to go anywhere. But | couldn’t
stay, Logan.”

He kissed her again, swallowing her distress.atiss encircled her, his hands splaying out over
her back, cupping her tenderly. They slid downdodss, and he lifted then lowered her, aiding
his thrusts.

“Ride me, baby. Sit up and take your man. Take lamd.”

She rose, feeling like a goddess, power flowimgugh her when she saw the feral light in his
eyes. He wanted her desperately. No matter the nigist here and right now, he only saw her.
Only wanted her. He was hers to command, his bedyplayground.

Her hands trailed up the midline of his chestntparted as her fingers circled his nipples. She
played in the fine hairs on his upper chest, thesed them down his firm belly to his navel.

The muscles in his abdomen clenched and rippleth@picked up her pace. She squeezed her
knees against his sides, threw back her head @&wtiraer hands to her breasts.

He trembled and shook as she rose and fell abiaveShe cupped her breasts in her palms and
pinched the nipples between her fingers, elongdtieg into taut peaks.

His fingers dug into her hips as she continue&se him. “I'm close, baby. So close,” he
groaned. “Come with me. | want you with me.”

She paused for the merest of moments. Leaning dsivenswept her lips across his in a tender
kiss. “I've never wanted to be without you, Logan.”

Clutching him to her, she undulated her hips,intpser eyes as her orgasm blew like wind, the
most gentle of breezes, through her groin.

Warm, sweet, and spreading like honey, pleasurge.I8he shook, and he held her. His cry
sounded in her ears as he flooded into her.

Suddenly she was swept into the grip of yet anathgasm, sharper this time, the first merely a
prelude.

“Logan!” she gasped.



He fused his mouth to hers, gasping for breatim @sehe took hers. He devoured her, ravenous,
hungry. His teeth grazed her lips, nipped then edckvidly.

His hands gripped her buttocks, pressing her aghim as he bucked underneath her. Finally
he slowed, his thrusts more gentle, long and easy.

She came to rest on top of him, her body limp satdsfied, draped across him like a rag. His
hands caressed her, moving over her curves witteteess that made her ache.

“Can you reach the covers?” he asked faintly. ‘@®ese I'm not sure | can move.”

She chuckled softly and reached blindly down, grofor the sheets. She made a halfhearted
kick then pulled them over her body to cover thesthb

“Another nap sounds pretty damn good,” he murmumdter ear.

“Want me to move?” she asked in a sleepy voiagh she had no desire to go anywhere.
“Don’t move a muscle. You feel good.”

“Love you,” she whispered.

“I love you too, baby.”

He squeezed her close to him, and for the finsé tin a long time, she felt like things would
actually be all right.

Chapter Ten

Logan got up the next morning, the pale light aivd filtering through the drapes. Rhys was
sprawled on the couch across the suite, and Lograeed at how uncomfortable he looked.

He pulled on a pair of shorts then walked oveRiys and shook him awake.

“You look like hell, man,” Logan said in amusement

“Gee thanks,” Rhys said around a yawn.

“Look, | wanted to say thanks for yesterday.”

Rhys sat up and wiped the sleep from his eyest aNwoblem.”

“I'd like to return the favor this morning. | ne¢a make phone calls so we can kick-start this
vacation. | know we were supposed to all have besakogether, but why don’t | leave you with
Catherine, and I'll catch up to you later on thadie”

Rhys nodded and looked over at the bed. Longinkgeied in his eyes.

“I'll hop in the shower and be out of here in famutes,” Logan promised.



Rhys hauled himself up and headed for the bedtrileled up next to Catherine and pulled her
into his arms.

She muttered a sleepy “Rhys”, and Logan smiledfedighter today. He felt hope. The mind-
numbing panic was, for the moment, gone.

He and Rhys were getting another chance, and balatarmined they wouldn’t fuck it up.

*k*k

Catherine woke to Rhys’ lips pressing tender lesseer her shoulder.

“Morning, sleeping beauty,” he murmured.

She turned over and cuddled into his chest. “Wihene you?” she asked.

“I was here. | slept on the couch. Miss me?”

She put her hand to his chest, content to touth ‘Wery much. Where’s Logan?”

“He’s making phone calls.”

She stiffened, and Rhys cupped her chin, forcarggaze upward. “It's not what you think, Cat.
When we flew down here, we weren’t sure if we'ddfiyou or if you were even here. We left
abruptly, and no one knows where the hell we aeenékds to smooth some things with the

company and make it so we can spend the rest ofamation here with you.”

Shame crowded her mind. “I'm sorry. | know I'm esensitive. | don’t expect you to drop
everything.”

“No, but you should be able to expect our attentfour love and our regard. From now on,
you'll have those things. | swear it.”

She smiled and reached up to kiss him. “So issit you and me for breakfast?”
“Hmm, well | know what | want,” he murmured.

She gasped as he began to make his way down dembit those sinful lips. When he reached
her belly, she felt a flutter, a warm sensatiohagissed where his child was cradled.

She should tell them now. No, the announcement’hgdne the way she’d planned, but that
was the way the cookie crumbled sometimes. But #gain, if she told them now, it would
change the entire dynamic of their vacation.

Ten more days wouldn’t matter, and then she cgivid them the two EPT sticks she’d wrapped
for their anniversary present as soon as theyretuhome.



She smiled as she imagined their reactions. Aed they could spend the evening making love
as they dreamed about the future.

Rhys rolled over her and situated himself betwesmmlegs as he pressed a kiss to her navel.
Then he worked lower, spreading her thighs as heschdown.

She held her breath as his finger gently delveddren her folds, parting the delicate skin. His
warm breath blew over the highly sensitized flesid then his tongue rasped over her clitoris.

“Rhys!”

He chuckled and continued to nuzzle her. Eachhbofifiis tongue sent a shockwave through
her belly. Her pussy clenched and she strained gywaanting more.

“I’'m going to make you come,” he growled. “All oveny mouth. | want to taste it.”
She shuddered and closed her eyes. She reachedgsp the headboard, holding tight as she
writhed beneath him. His hands slid underneattabsy cupping the globes as he raised her to

his mouth.

His tongue plunged deep, warm and wet, rough ahexquisitely tender. Her legs fell open
wider, and he sucked her straining clit betweertdash.

“Come for me, love.” He flicked his teeth over loéit, barely grazing the peak, but it sent
spasms racing straight to her core.

“I love you,” she whispered. “| need you so mukhys.”

His mouth, whisper-sweet, soft and fluttering,gsed against her quivering flesh. He kissed her,
just one gentle kiss.

She shattered, there in his arms, against hishméusob spilled from her lips. The ceiling
blurred, and she closed her eyes as sweet blisemdesd, filling her, lifting her high then
floating downward like a leaf riding the wind.

Her hands left the headboard, and she reachedlyptilown, wanting to touch him, to connect.
He moved up her body, pulling her close then sweedbwn to claim her lips.

“I love you too, Cat, and I'm never letting you.go

He rolled to the side, bringing her with him. Heked her head under his chin as she nestled
into his body. It felt so good to be back in himar

“Let’'s shower together then go eat breakfast,” smurmured close to her ear. “Logan said
he’d meet us on the beach.”

“That means | have to move,” she said on a blissfin. “I don’t want to move.”
He chuckled and stroked a hand through her hairldve nothing better than to keep you

naked and in bed all day, but you need to eatnitadeant any more episodes like last night.
While we’re here, Logan and | are going to take/\gaod care of you, which means you'll eat



and sleep well.”

She smiled and turned her face up to his. “I ipve,” she repeated, because she just couldn’t
say it enough.

He leaned down to kiss the tip of her nose. “Atalve you. Now let’s go get cleaned up. I'm
starving.”

Chapter Eleven

Catherine laughed and did a twirl on the beachhbad thrown back, her blond hair streaming
down her back. The power her laughter had on Lagasphenomenal. He hadn’t realized just
how long she’d been so unhappy. How lbe@ been unhappy.

The last week had been nothing short of magichkasnd Rhys had done everything they could
to put back together their tattered relationshighwheir wife. She was smiling again, and
lightness reflected in her eyes.

They teased and played, and it brought back thelays with startling clarity. Catherine had
been right. They had been happier then. Even wathing. They'd had each other, and he and
Rhys had damn sure had her love.

It was humbling that his quest to make it bigptovide for Catherine, to be a success, had
nearly brought him his greatest failure.

She ran for him, Rhys chasing behind her. He gdnas she launched herself into his arms.
Logan gathered her close and whirled her aroulagjnm his back between her and Rhys.
“This is a switch,” he said with a laugh. “Usuailf\s you running for Rhys.”

She shrieked when Rhys ducked around him and mgdab for her waist. Logan hoisted her
over his shoulder and playfully shoved at Rhys.

He headed for the water, his hand cupped posségsiver her ass.
“Logan, no!” she exclaimed when she figured ostihtent. “Rhys, help!”

Rhys died laughing. “Oh, now you want my help. ¥@fetr you running from me a minute ago?
Sorry, sweetheart. You're on your own.”

Logan smacked her on the behind and waded intev#éiter. She wiggled and squirmed as she
tried to extricate herself from his grip. Finallyesstopped fighting and started pleading.

“I can’t believe you’d be so mean,” she said iagperation. “I ran to you for help!”

He allowed her body to slide down his until heslivere in line with his own, but still he held
her, her toes just dipping into the surf. He wadeéper as he kissed her.

“Yes, you did, and | helped. Do you see Rhys argne®”



“Beast,” she muttered.

He nipped at her bottom lip just before he lauddhienself forward like a tree toppling in the
forest. They landed in the water, his arms curledgetively around her body.

She came up with him, sputtering for air, her fnawurderous even as laughter gleamed in her
eyes.

“Oh darn, now we both need a shower,” he saiddenty.
She wiped her hair from her eyes then laughedu“d®@ so pathetic.”

“No, I just really, really love what you do to nrethe shower.” He nearly groaned when his
entire body tightened.

“Well, you're carrying me back, because I'm nottopg all that sand caked on my wet body.”

He reached down and plucked her out of the w&tes.landed with a thump against his chest,
and he grinned down at her. “| think Rhys has adgdea what I'm up to. Seems he’s
disappeared. Maybe he’s warming up the shower.”

“And maybe he wants what you've been getting,” shié in a teasing voice.

“Oh, there’s no doubt about that, baby. He’d lammn fool not to.”

Logan picked up his pace, hurrying across the saddo the pathway leading to the hotel. The
little tease had taken to joining him in the shoamrd giving certain portions of his anatomy very
personal attention. It almost made him want tat s&king three or four a day for that very
reason.

He also made it a point to pay her back in veeative fashion.

A few minutes later, he burst into their suited @are enough, the shower was running. Only
Rhys, the bastard, was already in it. He startédrtoand go into the other bathroom with

Catherine, but she grinned and slid out of his arms

She leaned up on tiptoe to kiss him. “Give me fivautes. Poor Rhys is probably feeling
neglected. He'll be out shortly and then you cameavash me.”

She sashayed toward the shower, her ass swakatdirty little string of her thong rubbing
erotically between those delectable cheeks.

“Goddamn Rhys,” he groaned as his cock grew eaeden.

Catherine opened the shower door to find Rhysdstgrunder the spray, eyes closed, his hand
curled around his engorged cock.

“Expecting me?” she asked huskily.

He opened his eyes and stared at her, lust tigigtdns features. She stepped forward, leaving
the stall open so Logan could see the two of thedhamticipate the fact that he was next.



There was a degree of naughtiness in what shagdahe idea of sucking off both men in the
shower filled her with evil glee. But more enticitigan that was the knowledge of what they’d
do to her afterwards.

When Rhys reached to turn off the water, she ared on his wrist.

“Leave it,” she murmured.

She stripped off her bikini then shook out her baifore ducking her head under the spray.
Knowing that both men were watching her, she rarhbads seductively up her body, over her

curves. Her breasts, taut and aching, felt heaheipalms.

They tingled as she slowly caressed and teasedgpkes until they puckered and stood
painfully erect.

Rhys groaned and curled his hand around his ¢belhead dark and swollen above his fist. As
he watched her, he stroked until he was hard aathstg.

She placed her hands on his chest, loving theofes| that masculine muscle and hair-
roughened skin. Her fingers glided easily overgheace, clinging to all the dips and valleys.

She followed the wet, dark trail of hair down ie havel, lowering herself as she went. When
her knees met the bottom of the shower, the titd bad cool against her skin, she moved his
hand from his cock and replaced it with her own.

Squeezing lightly, she worked her hand up and dineriength. She loved the feel of him. Firm.
Thick. Delicious.

Rising up, she eased the blunt crown past herpaussing to lick a circle around the rim. She
explored the difference in textures, from the vghaoftness of the foreskin, to the slightly
rougher feel of the head.

She licked at the vertical slit, smiling when hedhed and moaned. Finally, she took mercy and
swallowed him deep.

His hands flew to her head, holding her as heedalp on his toes.

She let him take over. Let him fuck her mouth. #ived that about him and Logan both. They
were never afraid to take what they wanted.

Her hands fell away as his thrusts became morenur&he braced herself against his muscled
thighs and let fingers wander down his legs therklvg again, around to his firm ass that coiled
and flexed with each forward motion.

She closed her eyes and tilted her head backoww him to slide deeper into her throat.

“Oh yeah,” Logan growled from across the bathroom.

She tried to turn her head to see him, knowing/ag watching, but Rhys yanked her chin back
with his hand.



“Oh no, Cat. Right now you and that pretty mouth @l mine. Logan’s just going to have to
wait his turn.”

She shivered at the raw ownership in his voice. 880 knew the impact it would have on
Logan. He would be more turned on. More eager ss@ss her.

Rhys’ hand curled underneath her jaw and force@itard, angling her to take him even
deeper. He slid all the way in and held himselfdéhas she sucked in air through her nose.

“Beautiful,” he said with a growl. “I love the waypur lips look stretched around my dick.” He
pulled back, allowing the tip to dance over heigios before rocking forward again.

“Stick your tongue out, Cat. That's it,” he sagllee slid out. “Use your hand. Make me come
all over your tongue.”

“Shit,” Logan breathed.

She curled her fingers around the thick basestbck and worked it up and down. She rocked
up on her knees to give herself a better position.

He touched her face, glanced his fingers oveehes and to the back of her head in eager
desperation. His movements became more erratichiarmbck jerked and pulsed in her hand.

The first hot rope splashed onto her tongue quifiklowed by another and then another. It hit
the back of her throat, some falling forward onéo tongue then running over her lips, and some
going down as she swallowed.

Her movements became more gentle, and she lidkibé arown as the last of his come erupted
into her mouth.

Almost before Rhys could step away, Logan movetiismmovements urgent. He was hard and
straining, and Catherine knew he was already dlmsegasm.

She stared up at him, knowing he was hugely tuamebly watching another man fuck her
mouth, by seeing the evidence on her lips and ®n8be let the remainder of Rhys’ come slide
over her lips then licked over her mouth to remibve

“God,” Logan whispered.

He grasped her jaw and held her firm as he imp#yi¢hrust into her mouth. There was no
finesse to his movements but rather the hard uggeha man pushed way beyond his limit.

He reached down, grasped her arms in his handeauidd her back until her head bumped
against the wall of the shower. Both hands franhiegface, he positioned her and then thrust
deep.

The water stopped, and Catherine dimly registdratiRhys had turned it off. But he didn'’t
leave, which surprised her. Logan was much mogewafyeur than Rhys.

A blowjob didn’t adequately describe what she daimg. But theshewasn’t doing anything.



Logan was fucking her mouth as hard and as rutllasshe fucked her pussy. Long, deep
strokes, filling her until he stole her breath.

His fingers dug into her skull, scraped throughtmegr, and his harsh breathing echoed off the
marble walls.

There was no warning, no slow work-up to his rededde exploded in her mouth. Warm fluid
splashed onto her tongue, and she was forced titoswiaall as he pumped harder and faster.

His agonized groan filled her ears even as hedfifier mouth.

Then his thrusts became slower and more gentteh&fids relaxed against her head, and with a
shudder, he finally pulled away.

Two sets of hands reached for her, cupping hemedband helping her to her feet. She wobbled
between them, faltering to put one foot in frontlod other.

“Easy, love,” Rhys soothed as he helped her othi@Ehower.
She shivered, and Logan quickly wrapped a towalad her. She clutched at the ends as the
two men dried themselves with quick swipes of thaivels. Then they turned their attention

back on her.

Caught between them, she sighed in contentmdmigen dried her hair, and Rhys ran the other
towel down her body, absorbing every droplet ofexéitom her skin.

He ventured close to her pussy, and she tremBleedge. Sharp and wanting. It was the only
way to describe the tension coiling through henseShe needed to come. Wanted it badly.

“We’'re going to take turns fucking you, baby,” lasgwhispered silkily in her ear. “Long and
hard until you beg for mercy. Then we’re goinguoK you together.”

Her knees buckled, and she had to grab for Rinmilgler to steady herself.

Rhys took her wrist and pulled her until she &gjainst him. He wrapped his arms around her,
hoisted her up until she was eye-level with him kisded her hard and long.

Never taking his mouth from hers, he took offttee bedroom, her dangling legs bumping
against his.

When he reached the bed, he lowered her to thieessitNot giving her any time to adjust or
react, he reached down, spread her legs and dwvken, filling her in one heated thrust.

Her nerve endings short-circuited. It was as thasmmeone set off an entire package of
firecrackers in her groin.

Hard and fast he rode her, rocking endlessly atj&ier hips. His weight pressed her into the
bed, and not an inch of her flesh was left uncavénehis.

Flush against each other, heated and only gditittgr, their bodies undulated in perfect
rhythm. His mouth worked over her neck, ravenoasyal and utterly demanding. He nipped



and bit, sucked and licked, and still he fuckedtseder.
She gasped for air. Her lungs screamed. Her bo@ased louder, demanding release.

Harsh, almost angry, her orgasm rose, tearingitfirthner abdomen with savage intensity. She
threw her arms around Rhys and yelled his namesbkbar

Her body was still alive with sharp tingles whelmR rolled off her. Logan was over her
immediately, thrusting inside her.

She was sensitive, too sensitive, and each thamsta shaft of nearly painful pleasure rocketing
through her pussy. Instead of lying over her assRtad done, Logan dragged her body until her
ass rested on the edge of the bed.

He curled his arms around her knees, spreadingiderto receive him. Rhys climbed onto the
bed beside her, his cock in his hand.

“Over here, Cat,” he said, tapping her jaw witk fiee hand.

She turned her head so that her cheek restedsagfanmattress and Rhys had easy access to
her mouth. With no preliminaries, he thrust inssde_ogan continued to pound into her pussy.

A ragged moan worked from deep inside her chiegtefing around Rhys’ cock and escaping
her lips in a long, sensual breath.

Then Logan withdrew and turned her entire bodjenside so that she faced Rhys. Logan’s
hands moved over her ass, and he lifted her jugtgimthat he could slide back inside her pussy
in the new position.

His cock hit new places, angling differently tHaefore. He lifted her leg high, bending it at the
knee so that her pussy was completely open to him.

“I want your ass, baby,” he rasped out. “I warliad. Just like this, you lying on your side
sucking Rhys’ dick while | watch.”

He pulled out then reached down, coating his fisge her wetness. He spread it over the tight
ring of her anus, dipping inward, stretching angfilcating the opening. Then he positioned his
cock back at her pussy, driving in once more, dogehis erection in her fluids.

Withdrawing, he moved over and pushed againsahes.

Her ass parted for him, sucking him in. The resisé was there, deliciously edgy and sharp.
The brief moment in which she wanted to cry out tfichim to stop disappeared as her body
surrendered, and he surged forward, locking hersmteet, overwhelming pleasure.

This was what she craved with a force that frigateher at times. Connected to both men,
loving them with her body, mind and heart.

Logan cupped her breast, rubbing his thumb ovenipple as he fucked in and out of her ass
with slow, deep thrusts. He slid inward then stappesting balls-deep for a long moment before
withdrawing, the head rimming her entrance.



He stroked lightly, shallow, teasing her openiedooe ramming forward again.

Rhys stroked her hair, tucking the strands behardears then touching her cheek tenderly as he
eased back and forth over her lips.

Then he withdrew, backed away and bent down ttucager lips in a savage kiss. His hands
pulled at her hair, straining her neck backwartiesavished her mouth.

Their tongues met and tangled, clashed and rette&he lost her breath. He took it and gave it
back.

“I want your ass next,” he whispered into her nout
She shuddered against Logan'’s thrusts, her egemglin bliss.

But Logan heard Rhys, and he pulled away fromRBys turned her over onto her stomach and
pulled her legs until she was positioned beneath hi

“Go get cleaned up,” Rhys told Logan. “We’ll talker together.”

She was already arching up to accept Rhys whe&overed her ass and slid deep. She dug her
hands into the covers, clenching her fingers tigllet. eyes closed, and she turned her face to the
side so she could breathe as Rhys began fuckingitiexg her hard, pressing her firmly into the
mattress.

He settled into an easy rhythm, his cock workmgmd out of her ass with delicious friction. He
nudged her thighs wider apart with his knees thanéd harder onto her back, allowing more of
his weight to rest against her.

She was blanketed by him. He filled her over avet oplunging deep. His possession thrilled
her.

The slow, steady slaps filled the room. Her aggigid, and her body rocked into the bed. He
whispered loving words into her ear. They waftegilyaaround her, comforting her, stroking
deeper than his thrusts ever could.

The endearments pierced a part of her soul tlehtena cold for a long time. As if stepping into
the sun after a long, hard winter, she warmed &g to bloom.

“I love you,” she whispered as she opened hefskyfto him.

He kissed the arch of her neck and then her skauidiove you too,” he whispered back. “I'll
always love you, Cat. I'll always need you.”

She moaned, helpless against the cascade ofgéwdinnleashed.
Another hand brushed across her face, the fimgeing a line around her lips. Logan.

“I'm going to turn over with you,” Rhys said as reached underneath her with his arms.



Still embedded deep in her ass, he rolled shalpigging her on top of him. Now she stared up
at the ceiling, her body angled back, Rhys wedggdly inside her.

Logan loomed over her, his eyes glittering witmvd ust. He looked so powerful. All male.
Dominant. Fierce.

Rhys spread his legs, and it sent him deeper shidilwhimpered against the fullness. Her ass
burned and stretched, and still she wanted more.

Logan smiled, then grabbed her knees, pulling théaer apart until she was bare and helpless
against whatever he wanted to do. How he would evamage to fit inside her pussy with Rhys
filling her ass so full was a mystery, but they ay& managed, much to her exquisite delight.

He fitted his cock to her opening, and Rhys stiliés movements to allow Logan to gain entry.
There was a moment of tension as her body foughtelity of two cocks, and then they were
both lodged deep inside.

“Oh God,” she said weakly.

Rhys cupped her breasts, plumping and caressenguibple flesh as he waited for Logan to set
the pace. He plucked at her stiff nipples, rollihgm between his fingers as she squirmed
between them.

“Baby, you have to stop that,” Logan groaned. ‘&ime a minute or I'm going to come.”

She smiled, confident in her power. She loved shatcould drive them both so crazy. They
were thick and hard inside her, two powerful mesxySand rugged.

To entice him further, she gave another tiny wagtlen clamped down on his cock as hard as
she could.

“Oh hell,” he grunted.

Logan started driving in and out of her. His moeens rocked her against Rhys, and she loved
the way he cradled her body, absorbed Logan’s power

She was protected and cherished between themhtiradls gentle even when their cocks
weren’t. And she loved that too.

Rhys’ hands slipped down to her waist, and higefis dug into her skin as he too began to
thrust into her body. Logan’s hands replaced Rhy&er breasts, and he gently pulled at her
nipples as both men moved against her.

“I want you to come with me,” she gasped.

“Are you close?” Logan growled.

His face was strained, and she knew it wouldn'iolog).

“Yes, oh God, yes.”



“Give me a minute to catch up,” Rhys said as hehpd harder.

Logan halted and leaned over her, panting to daitchreath. He sucked one nipple into his
mouth and bit down gently, grazing the tip with tasth.

Rhys moaned, and his grip tightened at her waist.

“Now,” she whispered to Logan as she wrapped masaround his shoulders.

He took off, fucking her, almost brutally. The twocks stabbed deep, and she started to
unravel. Faster and harder, she unwound untilasteall focus. Logan blurred in her vision as

lightning seized her, sizzled through her.

She cried out, part in pleasure, part in the umgnadgony of such unbearable tension. Warm
liquid eased their way, and she went slick arotneat

Their shouts filled her ears, their come filled hedy.

She went completely limp, no longer to maintaig aart of muscle tone. She was theirs to fuck,
to hold.

Logan jerked against her, once, twice, held hifrteght against her for a long moment before
finally easing gently from the tight clasp of herspy.

As soon as he was off, Rhys rolled them on thdess and he too withdrew from her aching
body. She lay there, unable to form a coherentghhuoo exhausted to move. It was almost too
much effort to breathe.

They gently cleaned her, taking care with her ¢erzleas. Then Logan pulled her upward and
looped her arms around his neck. She went willingliymp rag doll against his chest as he
carried her further up the bed to lay her down.

Rhys crawled in behind her and spooned againdtdmek. His hand swept down her side and
over her hip even as he murmured sweet words iedrer

Logan leaned in to kiss her lips. Then he pullexldovers up over them and told her to sleep.
Chapter Twelve

A brisk knock at their door woke Catherine. Sheei and started to climb from between
Logan and Rhys when Logan put a hand out to stop he

“You stay here, baby. I'll see who it is.”

He rose and hurriedly yanked on some clothes befatking to the door. Catherine sat up, and
Rhys leaned up beside her as she strained to seavasthere.

“My apologies for disturbing you, but | have amgent message for Logan Wellesley and Rhys
Cullen.”

“I'm Logan.”



Catherine saw him reach out, and then he stepgadibto the room, closing the door behind
him. She studied his face as he opened the pigicddeid paper the messenger had delivered.

And then her heart sank when she saw his expredsiden.
“What is it?” Rhys demanded.

“Maybe nothing,” Logan muttered. “It's a messagmni Kingston. Wants me to call him as
soon as possible.”

Rhys frowned. “What the hell could he want?”
“That’s what | need to find out.” He cast an ag@tc look at Catherine. “I won't be long,
baby. You and Rhys get dressed and head to treurast. I'll meet you there as soon as I'm

done.”

She swallowed and nodded, though she couldn'tiget the dread tightening her chest.
Whatever it was, she had the feeling it had judedrtheir vacation.

Logan disappeared out the door, and she satfibreeemoment, worry nagging at her. Rhys
cupped her shoulder and pressed a kiss to thetlter head.

“Don't look like that, sweetheart. Whatever itlisgan will fix it.”
“Yes, he’s good at fixing things,” she said fayntl

She slid out of bed and went into the bathrootake a quick shower. When she came out,
Rhys was sitting on the bed, fully dressed, waitingher.

“I'll just be a minute,” she said. “Why don’t yaio ahead so we aren't late for our reservation.”
“You sure?” he asked.

She nodded and smiled. “I'm hungry, and I've bleking forward to dinner all day. I'd hate
to lose out because we were five minutes late.”

He stood and pulled her into his arms. “Okay,dnrt’t be long.”

After he left, she selected her clothing and toate with her hair and makeup. Why all of a
sudden it was so important for her to look nices slasn’t sure, but it made her feel better, more
secure. As if painting on a mask made her betegrgred to deal with what was to come.

Ten minutes later, she left the hotel room anka@toward the lobby. After stopping at the
desk to find out exactly where in the hotel theaesant was located, she started back on her
way.

As she walked down the corridor branching off friva lobby, she heard Logan’s angry voice.
She halted abruptly outside one of the confereaoms. The door was ajar, and it was obvious
that Logan was spitting mad.



She leaned in, standing as close to the dooreasalid without pushing it open.

“There is nothing more important to me than thesld’ Logan said terselyNothing Whatever
I have to do to secure your confidence will be done

There was a pause.

“Yes, I'm out of town, but | can leave at a moniemotice. No, nothing important. Just some
downtime, and that’s not as important as this teal.

She sucked in her breath. Surely he didn’t meatdtcouldn’t.

“Rhys and | will be out as soon as | can get olat down here. I'll call you when we land in
San Francisco, and we can set up a time to meet.”

Knowing he was about to end the call, Catherinenbted away from the doorway and hurried
toward the restaurant. She felt ill.

In a desperate attempt to calm herself, she duickedhe ladies’ room. She braced herself
against the sink, her stomach in one gigantic knot.

No, she wasn’t going to get upset over this. I wasiness. He didn’t mean it. He couldn’t have
meant it. When it came to his company, Logan wasnadighter than a watch. Whatever it was,
he was reacting to it out of anger.

She looked at herself in the mirror and knew she seriously deluding herself. A leopard
didn’t change his spots, and if he did, it certaimhsn’t overnight. She was a fool to think that
everything wrong in their relationship could besfikin a week’s time.

She blew out her breath and tried to regain hemposure. One thing she was sure of, no matter
what Logan may have spouted on the phone, he’drinewreher like that to her face. He'd been
angry and obviously trying to salvage a business. @&he wouldn’t hold that against him. What
mattered was how he planned to deal with what hagbeext.

After dabbing at her makeup and smoothing her, B walked out of the bathroom and made
her way into the restaurant. She was quickly ughtre table in the back, and when she looked
up, she saw that Logan had arrived ahead of her.

He and Rhys were engaged in tense conversativthduimmediately went silent when they
looked up and saw her walking toward them.

They stood as she was seated then retook theiseaits.
“What is it?” she asked softly.

Logan and Rhys exchanged uneasy glances. Thddod like they'd rather be taken out and
shot rather than tell her anything.

Finally Rhys broke the silence. “We have to gokh&at.”

She flinched even though she knew it was comiéhy?” she asked. “What happened?”



Logan looked at her, his lips tight. “Kingston v&ns in San Francisco at eight a.m. tomorrow.
He’s entertaining a last-minute bid and wants tetméth us to discuss our project.”

“I thought it was a done deal,” she said. “I thbuthat was the purpose of your trips to San
Francisco and Atlanta on the night of our anniversa

Both men winced.

“He could tie it up in litigation forever, and keaows we can’t afford that,” Logan bit out.
“We’d spend more time and money making him honerabgreement than we’d get out of the
original deal. He has us by the balls, and he goadaell knows it.”

“So you have to go meet with him,” she said gyietl

Logan sighed. “Yes, baby, we do. It's important.”

“Cat,” Rhys said in a strained voice.

Reluctantly, she brought her gaze up to meeRuegret burned brightly in his eyes.

“I'm sorry, and | know that's a useless word rigiow. This won't take long, | swear it. We
want you to stay here and enjoy the last two d@gs$.a massage, pamper yourself. We’'ll try to
get back here so we can fly home together. If mgtlelse, we'll send the jet for you and meet

you in New York as soon as we can.”

Massage. Pamper. God, was she supposed to fhegetrttil now they’d given her all her
massages, that they’d done all the pampering?

Resentment billowed in her chest, rose in herath@nd she swallowed hard, holding it back,
knowing they didn’t deserve her rage.

“When do you leave?” she asked calmly.

“I've already called the pilot,” Logan said in@a voice. “He’ll be here around midnight.”

She nodded, proud of herself for not losing hengosure.

The waiter appeared, and she recited her ordgeecontrolled voice. They only had a few hours
3vr(1adelir.1en she’d sleep alone. Something that sheldrgaccustomed to not doing for the last

“Baby, look at me,” Logan said when the waitet.|&Please.”

She stared down for a long moment, trying to Hoadk the tears. He reached over and gently
nudged at her chin, forcing her gaze upward.

“Listen to me. We'll meet with Kingston tomorrowamming, and I'll call you just as soon as we
finish. | promise. | know you have no reason tetmhat I'm saying, but Rhys andill make
this up to you.”



She nodded again, not trusting herself to spelagkBew she wasn't being fair, but it was hard
to put her trust in them after only a week. Afterl@eng of being brushed aside, of never coming
first, it frightened her to think that after haviadrief moment of bliss, it could all slide away
again.

They ate in uncomfortable silence. A couple ofednRhys or Logan brought up business, and
she could tell they were dying to discuss stratégyeach time, they glanced over at her and the
conversation died.

Her food didn’t set well, and an uncomfortableeaolagged at her side. She twisted in her seat,
ready to go back to the room as the men were obljiompatient to return as well.

Though they still had a few hours yet when thetylgak to the room, the mood was tense. She
hated it. Hated the breach that had opened upomighsimple phone call. And she had no idea
what to do to fix it, or if she even could.

She watched as they packed their clothes andriedeUnable to stand the silence any longer,
she went to Rhys and wrapped her arms around hés.\&he laid her cheek against his back and
just held on.

She felt him sigh, a deep sound of regret, anckksbe he hated leaving as much as she did. He
gathered her hands in his and pulled them upwatititbay rested over his heart. Then he let
them go and slowly turned until she faced him.

He drew her into his arms and hugged her tighklpve you.”

“I love you too,” she whispered.

When he finally relinquished his hold on her, gtenced over at Logan.

“Come here, baby,” he said when she hesitated.

She went into his arms, and he buried his fadeirhair.

“I know the timing on this sucks, and | know yaiupset.”

“Thank you for this week,” she said, not wantingntio go without knowing how much it had
meant to her.

He stiffened, and she could feel anger build withim. Puzzled by his reaction, she pulled
away and stared at him in confusion.

He touched her face, cupping her cheek and rubdbgthumb over her skin. “It pisses me off
that you feel you had to thank me for spending timite you. God. You're my wife, and if
anyone is entitled to my time, it's you.”

She tried to smile but gave up before she brokendand cried. How could she tell him that she
hadn’t felt entitled to anything in a long time?Wthat he said it, it pissed her off too, that she’
thanked her own husband for something she shouddleeto take for granted.

With a shake of her head, she warded off her amggresentment. She wouldn't ruin their last



moments together, nor would she send them off toF8ancisco worried that she was going to
divorce them. If this week had taught her anythingjas that she wasn't prepared to walk away
without a fight.

Chapter Thirteen

Catherine shifted uncomfortably in the loungerrta@king the beach and stared down at the
silent cell phone. The sun had long since settla@dnoon had risen over the water, but she had
no desire to go back to the room alone.

The ache intensified in her side, and she turigaihacurling her knees to her chest. She was
miserable. Felt miserable, and she wasn’t suregfdscaught a bug, eaten bad food or was just
down in the dumps because Logan and Rhys had gone.

They'd been gone nearly twenty-four hours, andvsag waiting for them to call. Logan had
said he’d phone as soon as their meeting was Av@ne point, she considered calling him, but
she hated to pile on him if he was stressed amaptitp salvage his contract.

The phone rang in her hand, and she snatched dp@ming it without looking to see who was
calling.

“Logan?”

“Hey, baby.”

He sounded tired, but she felt a thrill that headled like he’d promised.

“How are you? How did it go? Are you finished?’estisked in a rush.

He chuckled. “One at a time. I'm good. Rhys isdjdbwent okay, and yes, we're done.”
She breathed a sigh of relief.

“Listen, baby. | called Paige and asked her toerfight arrangements for you if that's okay.
Rhys and | will take the jet back. It will save s@me time if you don’t wait on it to return to
Jamaica and we aren’t stuck trying to make resiensit She’ll be calling you shortly, but |
asked her to get you on the first flight out in therning. Rhys and | are going to crash here at a
hotel and fly home in the morning as well. We’ltlpiyou up at the airport and ride home
together. That sound good?”

She smiled. “It sounds perfect.”

“We want a do-over for our anniversary. Dinnemaiag and then we’re going to make love to
you all night long.”

A light shiver prickled her skin. “I can’t waitshe said huskily.
“Okay then, baby, let me go. You get some restvaetl see you tomorrow.”

“I love you. Tell Rhy I love him.”



“Love you t00,” he said.

She hung up and hugged herself in satisfactiomrigg the twinge in her side. She carefully

got out of the lounger and trudged toward the hé&atigue rippled through her body, but then
she hadn’t slept worth a damn after Rhys and Ldgahleft the night before.

What she really needed was some Tylenol and a lgmgdsleep. She stopped by the gift shop in
the lobby and purchased the tablets and a bottkatdr then headed up to her room. As she was
walking in, her phone rang.

“Mrs. Cullen-Wellesley?”

“Hi Paige,” Catherine said warmly. “And it's Catimee for the hundredth time.”

“I've made reservations for you to fly out at eigienty in the morning. You'll have a brief
layover in Miami and will arrive in New York at foden in the afternoon. Mr. Cullen and Mr.
Wellesley will meet you at the airport.”

“Thank you, Paige. | appreciate it.”

“Is everything all right...Catherine? Is there anmythelse | can do for you?”

“I'm fine, and thank you for making the arrangenseh

Catherine hung up and stared at her suitcaseatrétlyet packed. She was slightly ashamed of
the fact she hadn’t been convinced that Logan woalldor that he would wrap up when he said

he would. She’d been prepared to stay on for and¢hedays.

After stuffing her suitcase halfheartedly, shegded herself into bed after calling the front desk
for a wake-up call and also to have a car waititake her to the airport.

It would be okay. Things were going to be okay timme.

*k*k

Things were not okay.

Catherine dragged tiredly from the boarding ranip the terminal, clutching her side. What
had brewed for a day and a half as a dull achedydly escalated into fiery pain.

The flight had been long and miserable, and shpé&iht the entire time sipping water and
praying she wouldn't lose the contents of her sihrell over the seat.

She turned on her cell phone, hoping to find asags from Rhys or Logan. This wasn't the
way she’d wanted to tell them about her pregnabayshe was scared something was wrong.

Trying not to panic, she quickened her stride tleved down when each step sent a new wave



of pain through her abdomen. Okay, nice and sldwysRand Logan would be waiting for her in
baggage claim or maybe even at the security chéukpo

She exited the checkpoint and stared around gietbple milling about. Not wanting to stand
for long, she picked up her phone and started ik te baggage claim.

She was punching speed dial for Logan’s numbemvihe LCD flashed that she had an
incoming call. Relief came swift.

“Logan, where are you?” she asked as she brohghihone to her ear.

“Ah, it's me, Paige.”

Catherine frowned. “Oh, sorry, Paige, | just assdnt would be Logan.”

“About Mr. Wellesley,” Paige said after a briefsitation.

No. No, no, not again. Catherine stopped and ttagainst the wall with her free hand.

“He and Mr. Cullen were delayed in San Franciddwy won't be able to meet you at the
airport.”

“Was their flight delayed? Are they catching amstbne?” Catherine asked.

“No, not immediately and no, it wasn’'t delayedeytstayed on another day to meet with Mr.
Kingston again and are surveying the constructiten Bm not entirely sure when they’re going
to fly in.”

“| see,” Catherine said faintly.

“I'm having a car meet you. If you'll wait insideaggage claim, I'll have the driver come in to
collect you,” Paige hurried to say.

Catherine closed her eyes and leaned heavily stghie wall. “No, I'll take a cab. I'd prefer not
to wait.”

“If you're sure...”

Paige didn’t sound convinced.

“Tell me something, Paige. When did this changplahs take place?”
There was a long silence, and Catherine shookdwet.

“When | called them back last night to tell thedhhade your flight arrangements, they told me
that Kingston wanted to meet with them again.”

Catherine pressed her lips together and her igtipeined around the phone. “Okay well, you
can tell Mr. Cullen and Mr. Wellesley, should theall to get a report, that | made it in just fine,
and that for the record, my flight was perfectlyserable, and | would have much preferred to
remain in Jamaica since it's clear they aren’t agriiome anytime soon.”



She slapped the phone shut and took in severps@esthe pain in her side became nearly
unbearable. She bent over to try and steady hesselking in air through her nose.

A chill worked up her spine, and she shiveredud.lShe must have caught a bug in Jamaica.
She was tired and achy, and a chill had set in.ngékeeled more Tylenol for the fever, and then
she needed to call her obstetrician.

After waiting impatiently for her baggage, she leduit toward the taxi rank outside and waited
her turn for a cab. After twenty minutes, she ckalinto the backseat and wearily supplied her
address.

On the way home, she phoned her obstetrician ahdig answering service. She left a message
for him to call her as soon as possible then ledeedead against the seat and closed her eyes.

The next thing she knew, the cabbie had reachekitoatouch her shoulder.
“Sorry,” she mumbled.

The doorman to their apartment building openeddoer.

“Mrs. Wellesley, welcome home. I'll get your bagge’

She reached gratefully for his hand as he helpeadtit. She stumbled as she stepped onto the
curb, and Stuart put a hand to her elbow.

“Are you all right, Mrs. Wellesley?”

“I'm fine,” she said. “Long trip.”

“Why don’t you go on up. I'll bring your bags up & moment.”

She smiled. “Thank you.”

She walked as quickly as she could to the elexatdrwas grateful when it opened and
someone got off just as she approached. She stapgpdd, inserted her keycard then punched

the button for the top floor.

As the elevator soared upward, she wavered actiedaout to brace herself. A searing bolt of
pain speared through her side, and she doubledoagony.

She gasped as wave upon wave splintered throudboldg. She cried out in pain and then
again in fear. Her baby. She couldn’t lose her baby

Her knees buckled, and she grabbed at the raHlegvision dimmed, and she couldn’t breathe
for the horrific, burning pain.

She was vaguely aware of hitting the floor, arehtmercifully, blackness enfolded her.

Chapter Fourteen



Logan let the phone ring until the answering maelpicked up then he hung up for the fortieth
time. Then he dialed Catherine’s cell phone. AgHi®.swore when it went straight to voicemail.

He and Rhys stood outside the door of passengkupiwaiting for their driver, and both men
wore extremely grim expressions.

Rhys, too, was on the phone, talking to Paige. Wieeslapped the phone shut, jaw clenched,
Logan knew he hadn’t been any more successfulmgginiormation about Catherine.

“What did she say?” Logan asked.

“The same as the last time,” Rhys said terseliie“&lked to Catherine right after she got off
the plane. She took a cab home, and she was gissed.

Logan blew out his breath. Hard to do around ttle feeling in his stomach.

“We blew it,” Rhys said. “All we had to goddamn d@as come home when we said we were,
and we fucking blew it. Goddamn Kingston.”

Logan silently agreed. Even though he’d finallitKingston to take his fucking deal and shove
it up his ass, it had been too little too late.d&ton had dicked them around from the beginning,
high on a power trip and goaded by his ego.

He’d loved jacking him and Rhys around, havingrtet his beck and call. He’d dangled the
hotel deal in front of their noses then watchedwite when they jumped when he said jump.

Logan and Rhys had gone through the motions. Qare hour. A few more hours. One more
meeting until it added up to two fucking days, #mely’d stood there knowing that once again,
they'd shit on Catherine and for what? A few moi#iom dollars?

In a moment of complete and utter clarity, Logealized that it would never be enough. And in
the end, he’d be left standing with everything anthing all at the same time.

Telling Kingston to go fuck himself was freeinge&izing that it was in all likelihood too late
had thrust a knife into Logan’s gut that he stdtih’'t been able to remove.

When the car pulled around, he and Rhys threw bHegjs in and jumped in after them. All the
way home, Logan relived those last moments in Jeanaith Catherine. The worry and sadness
on her face as she contemplated being shoved @sagemore.

He’d assured her. He’d promised her. And oncerades’d failed her.

Would she be there? God, he hoped so. He coulrétbeing without her. They were going to
need a lot of time to mend their relationship amdegain her trust.

When they pulled up to the apartment, he and Rhyged out. Before they made it to the
entrance, Stuart nearly ran them over.

“Mr. Cullen, Mr. Wellesley, I'm so glad to see yddow is Mrs. Wellesley? Will she be
released from the hospital soon?”



The older man was clearly agitated, and he wrusigpdinds in rapid fashion. Rhys stared at
Stuart with an open mouth, and fear lodged solillyogan’s throat. He tried to speak, to
demand to know what Stuart was talking about, Buhat came out was a garbled exclamation.
“What the hell are you talking about?” Rhys asked.

Stuart paled and then stared down at their badgues realizing that they’d come back into
town. “You don’t know.”

“Know what?” Logan snarled, finally finding his iee.

“Mrs. Wellesley arrived home two days ago. | met &t the door and sent her up to the
apartment. She clearly wasn’t feeling well. | coled her bags, and when | went to bring them
up, | found her in the elevator unconscious. | sumed an ambulance, and she was rushed to
the hospital.”

A buzz began in Logan’s ears, loud, incessantyraing like a hoard of angry bees.

“What hospital?” Rhys demanded.

Logan barely waited for the answer before he ddbi@ck to the car. Rhys piled in beside him as
Logan told the driver to get them to the hospital.

“What could be wrong?” Rhys asked in a shaky vdiShe seemed fine when we left her. She
was quiet, not exactly herself, but | chalked tiyato her disappointment over our leaving.”

Logan closed his eyes. Disappointment. Yeah,waatone way to put it.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t fucking know. Buve should have been here. Goddamn it, if
we’d met her plane, we would have been here whemebhded us.”

Rhys closed his eyes and leaned his head bachsaglaé seat. He was fighting for control, and
Logan could certainly sympathize. He was readyfiale in a hundred different directions.
Only the thought that Catherine was in a hospitat she needed him and Rhys, kept him from
losing his cool.

When the driver pulled around to the hospitalhbaen jumped out and ran inside to the
information desk. The receptionist eyed them wabily looked up the information they asked
for without comment.

“Hmm, yes, we have a Mrs. Cullen-Wellesley. Roa.8
Logan and Rhys both turned to go but she stogdped.t
“I'm sorry, but she isn’t allowed visitors.”

Logan rounded furiously. “What?”

She visibly blanched. “I'm sorry, sir. It sayshitgon her file. No visitors. Doctor’s orders.”

“The doctor can go to hell,” Logan said icily.Will see my wife.”



Even as he turned back to Rhys, the receptiorastiwrriedly picking up the phone. Logan ran
for the elevator then cursed when it took too démmg. Giving up, he bolted for the stairs, Rhys
on his heels.

They took the stairs two at a time, bursting duthe stairwell on the eighth floor. A quick
check of the signs above the hallway told him thatn 811 was in the corridor to the right.

They took off, and as they counted down the nusitiethe rooms, Logan glanced ahead and
saw two security officers standing outside a room.

Ignoring them, Logan and Rhys both reached fodtha only for the two men to step in front
of them.

“I'm sorry, but you can’'t go in there.”

“That is mywife in there,” Logan seethed. “I just got back intio | have no idea what'’s
wrong with her or if she’s okay. | only just foundt where she was, and you're telling me |
can’'t go in there?”

The security officer's expression eased into dreympathy. “Sir, if you'll wait at the nurse’s
station, the doctor is on his way up to see you.rd&il give you a full report on her condition.”

“I don’t need a goddamn report,” Rhys interjectédvant to see how she is doing with my own
eyes.”

The guard eyed him curiously but didn’t questidmyif she was Logan’s wife, Rhys was
breathing fire as well.

“l understand your frustration,” the other guaagtscalmly. “I would appreciate it if you waited
at the nurse’s station. You're causing a disruptéord we don’t want any of the patients,
including your...wife,” he said, looking at Loganp“be disturbed.”

Logan sucked in a deep breath. He wanted to hie#luing. Catherine was lying in a bed just on
the other side of that door, and he couldn’t g&liouldn’t see her. Couldn’t hold her. Couldn’t
touch her and couldn't tell her he loved her. Caiilfind out what the hell was wrong with her.

“Let’s go, Logan,” Rhys said in a low voice. “Theoner we talk to the doctor, the sooner we
can see Cat.”

Reluctantly, Logan backed off and followed Rhysvddhe hall toward the nurse’s station.
When they arrived, Rhys barked out a questionémtrarest nurse and was directed into a small
lounge adjoining the station.

They paced the interior until Logan thought heddngad. When an elderly man in a lab coat
walked in, Logan all but pounced on him.

“Are you Catherine’s doctor?” he demanded.

“You must be Mr. Wellesley,” the doctor said, exdeng his hand. “I'm Doctor Morgan.”



Logan bit his lip in frustration and returned than’s gesture. Rhys stepped forward. “How is
Catherine? What happened to her?”

“Acute appendicitis,” the doctor returned. “Uniamtitely, it ruptured as she arrived in the
emergency room. | performed immediate surgery mwore the appendix but it was complicated
by her pregnancy and the high risk of infection.”

Logan felt all the blood drain from his face. Rhysnt chalk white and swayed. “Did you say
pregnancy?” Rhys choked out.

The doctor blinked in surprise. “You didn’t knowrle cleared his throat. “| assumed given the
nature of your relationship to the patient that ymuld be aware of her pregnancy.” He directed
his statement to Logan. “She was quite clear thatgas married to Logan Wellesley. That is
you, correct?”

Logan nodded, still numb to his toes. “Catherlaeshe okay? The baby?”

The doctor blew out his breath. “Why don’t youlibstt down, and I'll bring you up to speed on
her condition.”

He and Rhys both sank into nearby chairs. Rhylseld@s shocked as he felt. Pregnant. How
pregnant? She couldn’t be very far along.

“Why can’t we see her?” Rhys demanded. “We wela 1to visitors on your orders.”

“Not my orders,” the doctor said with a shake isfliead. “Those were Mrs. Wellesley’s
wishes.”

Logan looked at the doctor in shockVha®”

“After she came out of surgery, she was quitaaligtht. She asked for you and Rhys Cullen.”
He looked up at Rhys. “I assume that’s you?”

Rhys nodded.

“She was convinced she’d miscarried the baby itk us quite a while to make her
understand what had happened to her, and thadsitftar now, she was still pregnant.”

“What do you medafior now?” Logan asked as cold fear snaked up his spine.

“Just that she underwent surgery for a rupturgaeagix, which is a risky enough endeavor and
when you factor in that the patient is pregnardgeis trickier. Plus, she runs a high risk of
infection which could cause problems with the pesgry. So far she’s responded well to
antibiotics, but she’s not beyond the risk of Igsihe child. It's very much a wait-and-see
situation.

That first day, she asked continually for you. Tiueses tried to phone the number she provided
but were unable to reach you. The second day, henvekie went silent, and well, she retreated.

She directed me not to allow any visitors, andsthpped trying to phone you. She hasn’t asked
for anything. Not even when she can return home.”



Logan cursed, and Rhys’ eyes glittered with ungbads.

“I cautioned her about the need to remain calrd,apparently she feels that seeing you would
upset her and potentially cause risk to the baby.”

Logan dropped his face into his hands. He wartepbtidamn cry like a baby.

“When can she go home?” Rhys asked, his voicé thith emotion.

“If all goes well? In a couple of days. I'm watoliher closely to make sure she doesn’t spike a
temp and that she’s recovering as she should. t herto have a full round of antibiotics to kill
off all the infection in her system.”

“And we're supposed to just sit around and nottesefor several days?” Logan ground out.
Compassion softened the doctor’'s gaze. “What Byirg) is that Mrs. Wellesley has been
through an ordeal both physically and emotionalye’s terrified of losing her child, and she’s
been in considerable pain. As difficult as it ma&yfor you not to see her, consider how difficult
the situation is for her.”

Rhys dropped his hands helplessly at his sides.

“Leave your contact numbers with the nurses. ¥ftlaing at all changes with her condition or if
she relents and agrees to visitors, they'll call yjumediately. In the meantime, | suggest you go

home and get some rest. I'll let you know when kihe’ discharged.”

Just like that. As though she were having soménewheckup that they should worry nothing
about.

Logan watched the doctor go, shock still tricklthgough his system. Trickling. Hell. More like
a dam bursting.

Rhys stalked out of the small room and over tontineses’ desk. Logan rose to follow him,
surprised his feet were obeying his brain’s comma@a maybe they weren’t, since his mind
was screaming at him to go see Catherine.

Rhys snatched up a pad and a pen and scribblsgveral long moments. Then he tore the top
piece off, folded it and thrust it at the nurse.

“Give this to Catherine Cullen. Make sure she géets

The nurse took the paper and nodded. “Go home’rshe, said gently. “I'll make sure she gets
it. | promise.”

They walked back out of the hospital in silencegéan was convinced that it was all one really
bad dream. That he’d wake up in Jamaica with Catbén his arms.

Neither of them spoke until they stepped intoapartment. It sesemed empty without Catherine.
Ominous.

Rhys dropped onto the couch, tilted his head wpcéwsed his eyes. “She’s pregnant,” he said,



and he sounded awed.

Logan was trying to do the math. It was too samrtliem to have gotten her pregnant in
Jamaica. And to his enduring shame, it had betzaat three months before the trip since they'd
made love to her. Unless...

He frowned and looked over at Rhys. It was odalllyeln a relationship such as theirs, they'd
certainly considered the eventuality of Catheriaeiing their child and that it might be his or
Rhys’.

But if Rhys had made love to her in the past ce@bimonths, when Logan wasn't there, the
child was most certainly his. It shouldn’t bothé@nhbut he preferred a scenario where the child
could be either of theirs. He preferred not knowifgleast then he could imagine it was his.
He shook his head and glanced away from Rhysi&tilipe child was theirs. It would be raised
by the three of them. He wouldn’t entertain angmaative. Petty jealousies, especially right
now, were just boneheaded and completely selfish.

“What's wrong?” Rhys demanded.

Logan looked back up at him. “When was the lasetyou made love to Catherine? Before
Jamaica, | mean.”

Rhys’ eyes dulled. “Probably three months agwas the same night...I mean we both made
love to her. | hadn’t since then.”

Relief made Logan breathe easier. So there waggdo know whose baby it was. Then he
shook his head again. Did it matter? Did it regliyldamn matter? He’'d thought he was beyond
all that.

“That means she has to be over three months pnetmen,” Logan said grimly.

“Which means she knew,” Rhys said.

Logan sighed. “It doesn’t take a rocket sciertbsigure out why she hadn't told us yet.” He
rubbed a tired hand through his hair. “Who coulhig her?”

“I don’t want to lose her,” Rhys said in a quieice. “Or our child.”

“Then maybe it's time we put as much time andrefifto our relationship with Catherine as we
do our business,” Logan said. “Starting now. lténg to take all we've got to get her back,
Rhy. | feel that. | think it's gone beyond disapgaient or even anger. But she’s going to need
us when she’s discharged from the hospital. Shétwwan be able to think about leaving until
she’s completely healed. We can use that timedw $ter she comes first and that she always
will.”

Rhys looked up at him, hope flaring in his eyd$én let’s do it.”

Chapter Fifteen

Catherine stared down at the note now wrinkledwaoadh from its constant place in her hand



over the last three days. She smoothed the edgdetamer gaze travel over the ink.

Cat,

I love you. God, | want to see you so badly, huiderstand why you don’t want to see me. I'll
wait. No matter how long it takes. I'll be here whgu’re ready to go home. Take care of
yourself and our baby.

Rhy

Over and over she read those words, wrapped theumé her. She’d never felt so alone in her
life, and yet she knew they were just outside. fitnses had told her that they’d come every day
and just sat. Waiting.

She smoothed a hand over her belly, careful ohkating incisions. The doctor had assured her
that all looked well with her pregnancy, but lingerfear gripped her. She didn’'t have words for
the terror of waking in a strange bed, of fainjgdmasked pain in her abdomen, and the thought
that in one terrible moment, her child had beeemak

Mindful of the doctor’s caution about getting upste tempered her thoughts and settled on
more bland images. No, she wouldn’t allow themigk her child by upsetting her. They'd taken
far too much already. Her love. Her hopes. Her hreggs.

They wouldn’t get an outburst from her. No emotibio pain. She was through begging for
something they couldn’t give.

She looked up when the door opened, almost fedrdéiilLogan and Rhys would disregard her
wishes and come inside. Relief came quickly whensstw the nurse enter.

“The doctor says you can go home today. Are yadydor that?” she asked softly.

Catherine held her breath. Was she? She knew bhe&lto face them when she was
discharged. She didn’t have another place to gacaottin’t do so even if she did. Whether she
liked it or not, she was going to have to allowthi® take her home and take care of her until
she was completely well.

Slowly, she nodded.

The nurse squeezed her hand comfortingly. “Yowtethician will be up to see you one more
time before you go. He’'ll want to see you regulanlghe next few weeks to monitor the baby’s
progress. You'll have a follow-up with your surgeartwo weeks. In the meantime, you're to
get plenty of rest, drink plenty of fluids, eat aa#le it easy. No stress.”



No stress. She was one big ball of stress evameifivas working damn hard to radiate calm.
“Okay then, I'll take out your IV and help you sher if you like, or you can wait until you get
home. Completely up to you. After your OB sees Jihe back to give you your paperwork
and prescriptions, and then you're free to go.”

“Thank you,” Catherine said.

“You're welcome,” the nurse said with a smile. ‘iMdet’s get you ready to go, shall we?”

*k*k

Rhys paced the hallway as he waited for Cathéomm®me out. The nurse had pushed a
wheelchair in her room fifteen minutes ago, anidifs¢i and Logan waited.

Logan was no better off than he was. He stood sipp@atherine’s door, his stance tense with
expectation.

Then the door opened and the nurse backed obheabbm, pulling Catherine in the wheelchair.
When she turned Catherine around, Rhys’ breathnigfthest.

She looked small, huddled in the wheelchair, ddgmlows under her eyes. Her hands were
clenched in her lap, and she stared up at himpratien reflected.

“Cat,” he whispered as he fell to one knee besidevheelchair.

He reached out and touched her cheek. She d&hct,rbut her gaze followed him.
“Are you okay? Are you hurting? How is the baby?”

There. The tiniest flicker of feeling.

“The baby is fine,” she said huskily.

He took her hand in his, uncurled her fingers leieded her palm. “Thank God.” He looked
back up at her. “Are you ready to go home? Thescasmiting downstairs.”

She gave a small nod, and Rhys stood. She tuerdaelad to look at Logan, who still hadn’t
said anything. His eyes were haunted. There wasush regret for the world to see that it made
Rhys uncomfortable.

“I'll take her from here,” Logan said politely tbhe nurse.

As he walked behind the wheelchair to grasp tmalles, his hand brushed over Catherine’s
shoulder and lingered there for a moment beforstdmed forward.

The entire way down, the silence was heavy. 8¢fliA thousand questions stampeded Rhys’



mind. But he held back. Talk was cheap. The tinedtking was past. It was up to him and
Logan to show her that they couldn’t—wouldn’t—liwgthout her.

When they arrived at the car, the driver hurriatto open the door. Rhys bent over Catherine.

“Do you want me to help you into the car or wowtd prefer | carry you? | don’t want to hurt
you, so you tell me what you need me to do.”

“Don’t pull me,” she murmured. “Let me pull agdirysu. I'll walk.”

As Logan held the wheelchair still, Rhys stretchedarm out and held it rigid as her small hand
circled his wrist. Her face tightened, and she ghale she strained upward. Logan cursed and put
one hand to her back to hold her steady.

When she was upright, Rhys stood there for a motodet her catch her breath.

“Hurts,” she gritted out.

“I know, love. I'm sorry. As soon as we get yout® we’ll make you comfortable, | promise.”

He smoothed her hair away from her face, a faaestemed so much thinner than it had just a
few days ago. With slow, small steps, she headethé&open door.

Logan hurried around to the other side and st ihe backseat. He leaned forward as
Catherine ducked into the car and eased down wgtioan.

Logan reached over, lifted her and moved her clwshim. After making sure she was
comfortable, Rhys climbed in next to her.

“Okay?” Rhys asked as he regarded her shallowthirea

She nodded, and Logan curled his arm around fedddrs, tugging her gently into his chest.
He was shaking from head to toe.

“God, baby, | was so scared.”

The words came out choked, and Rhys had to loaly@as he was reminded of just how afraid
he’d been as well. He reached for her hand, wantiriguch her even as Logan held her.

She was quiet. Too damn quiet, and it scared Fima.light had gone out of her eyes. He'd been
prepared for anger. Fear. Hurt. But what he wgmepared for was her indifference.

They drove home, Catherine limp against Logangelyes closed. Rhys kept his hand curled
around hers. He suspected she kept her eyes ¢tmkedp him and Logan from seeing too
deeply within. Which meant that despite her facatie,wasn't as indifferent as she appeared.
He’d take hope where he could get it. He woultkt'her and their child go without a fight.
They pulled up to the building, and she stirrqeering her eyes as the car stopped.

“Just stay where you are,” Logan murmured. “ldrgy you so you won’t have to move.”



She tensed for a moment as if expecting his astiocause her pain, but he moved slowly,
inching her out of the car with extreme care.

Stuart held the door open and was uncharactetistisilent as Rhys passed through followed
by Logan carrying Catherine.

On the way up, Rhys stared at Catherine as sheddaser head against Logan’s shoulder. It was
killing him, this silence. He wanted her to yellratn, to hit him, do something other than shut
him out. But she couldn’t afford that kind of enwotal outburst, and he wouldn’t drive her to it.

The elevator doors opened, and Rhys started aatdabf Logan. Unable to resist, he stopped
and lowered his head, pressing his lips to her hair

He inhaled her sweet scent, wanting to hold idl laer, close to him. Never let her go.

She turned slightly, her gaze meeting his. Farnimament, her barriers fell, and he saw raw,
aching emotion entrenched in her eyes.

“Cat,” he whispered. “I love you.”

She closed her eyes again and turned away intar’egeck. Rhys’ shoulders slumped, and he
walked into the apartment. Logan carried Cathersgle.

“Not to bed,” she murmured when Logan headed tdwlae bedroom.

“Baby, you should be resting,” Logan protested igruff voice.

“Please, | want to sit up for a while. And eam Ihungry.”

“Couch okay? | don’t think a chair would be vegntfortable.”

Rhys busied himself making her something to eakewlogan fussed over her on the couch. A
few minutes later, he carried a tray and set orctlueh beside her before settling down next to
It.

They watched her eat, and only when she was &dishd Rhys ask what was uppermost on his
mind.

“Why didn’t you tell us you were pregnant?” he egk

Her hand fluttered down to her abdomen. He watdqult his hand there too, but he didn’t
want to hurt her or bump her incisions.

She stared down at her hand, refusing to looklarehim or Logan. “I had planned to tell you
the night of our anniversary,” she said quietly.

Rhys’ chest caved in just a little more, and Logarsed under his breath.

“Later...later | wasn’t sure what | was going to @dyat | wanted. | knew if | told you in
Jamaica that it would change everything, and | e@hat time with you and Logan. | wanted



things like they used to be.”

“And what about now?” Logan asked. “Do you wanb&with us now? Do you want to stay
with us?”

Her eyes became troubled. She licked her lipsfatiglie swamped her face. “I-I don’t know. |
can’t answer that now. Right now | hurt too much.”

Rhys knew she didn’t refer to physical pain, arkhotted his gut.

“What | want is for you to rest and get better(iyR said. “Logan and | aren’t going anywhere.
We have a lot to make up to you, and words aremiigyto convey that. It'll take time, and
fortunately for us, you aren’t in any shape rigbtwto go anywhere. We're taking total
advantage of that.”

A half-smile fluttered across her lips. Then stenged between him and Logan, concern
crowding her features.

“Are you happy? About the baby?”

Logan went soft about the same time Rhys felt alfnsfold. They both reached for her.
Logan’s hand slid up her arm as Rhys’ tucked arcarcheck.

“I couldn’t be happier,” Logan said. “l was so damorried when you were in the hospital. |
still am. | want this baby, Catherine. As much asht you.”

She turned her head to Rhys, and he slid his aemchd to cup her cheek.

“I'd love a girl,” he said with a smile. “Who losljust like her mother. Logan and | can spoil
her rotten. Of course I'm happy, love. But I'm haghat you're okay and that you’'re home
with us where you belong.”

She looked away, and Rhys had to hold back his $lg exchanged worried glances with
Logan. The two of them had expected a battle, gnraent, and then they’d planned to throw
down the challenge. They’'d show her, prove to thet they were through putting her last.

Only she hadn’t responded how they’d thought. Nlo&y were faced with not only proving
themselves to her, but they were also faced wiéhirig down the protective barrier she’'d created
around herself.

Chapter Sixteen

Catherine walked into the kitchen to pour heraeitass of juice. As she moved into the living
room, she was surprised to see both Logan and Rhgy. had laptops open on the coffee table.
Cell phones were out. Logan was talking to somewnene of them. There was even a fax
machine on the floor with an extension cord leadmthe wall plug.

“Good morning, beautiful,” Rhys said as he lookgdand saw her.

She glanced self-consciously down at her rumplegedength T-shirt and bare legs and
grimaced. She didn't feel beautiful, even if shesvigeling a lot better since she’d left the



hospital several weeks ago.

“What's Logan doing?” she asked as a way to paifdicus off her bedraggled appearance. He
was talking on the phone, but he looked at eadegtradl tense like he did in ninety percent of
the phone calls he made.

“He’s talking with our new director of operatiohs.
Her brows furrowed. “Your what?”
He grinned. “Thought that might trip you up.”

She walked over and sat down in the chair acrass the couch. Though she slept between
both men each night, she still wasn’t comfortalMertdy seeking out their attention or affection.
She wanted nothing more than to snuggle into Rags's on the couch, but she didn’t like what
the action implied.

“What's going on?” she asked. “Who'’s your new dice of operations, and what the hell is that
anyway?”

“Paige is,” Rhys replied.

Catherine raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Pa\y@zhat she doesn’t deserve the promotion. |
hope you gave her a hefty raise as well.”

“Oh, we did,” Rhys muttered. “It was the only wslye’d take the job.”

She grinned and realized it felt good to let gd amile. It felt strange, and then it hit her that
she hadn’t smiled—really smiled—since Jamaica.

Poor Rhys was looking at her like a desperate maouldn’t have been easy living like this for
the last several weeks. Always on tiptoe.

Neither he nor Logan had pressed her. Hadn't dadeands or tried to persuade her to stay. In
fact, they hadn’t done a lot of talking at all bagddle everyday chitchat, asking how she was
doing, if she needed anything, that sort of thing.

But what they had done was show her that she Ivas@ortant. Yes, they worked, but
astonishingly, they were home by five every day adithe latest. There had been one overnight
business trip that only Logan had gone on, and retigtned early the next day.

They ate dinner every night together, usually mrden, but the guys also took turns cooking.
Evenings in the kitchen had turned out to be tigllfght of her day as they talked about
everything and nothing.

At night, they crawled in beside her, always cltwsber, touching and snuggling. It was so
much like the early days in their relationship tihahade her physically ache.

How much longer would they keep it up? They wetentless in their quest to make her stay.
She certainly couldn’t dispute that, but was it?dashe gave in, would things go back to the
way they’d been before?



Logan bent over her chair, startling her from theughts. She hadn’t realized he’d gotten off
the phone. He leaned in close and kissed her genttize lips. She sucked in her breath in
surprise.

“Good morning,” he murmured.

Then he very lightly put a hand on her belly, gig his fingers over her shirt.

“How is the little one today?”

A sudden wash of emotion hit her hard in the chEsis was how it wasipposedo be. She
stared down at his hand and imagined a larger s&fe# was only just now starting to pooch the

slightest bit, but in a few months, she’d round quite nicely.

She had fantasies about lying between him and,Rhgs hands on her belly feeling the baby
move. Gentle kisses and late night conversatiotis tveir son or daughter.

“Why do you look so sad, baby?” Logan whispered.

She shook her head, refusing to voice aloud marmost wants and dreams. As long as she
kept them closely guarded, they remained hersnitrent she let them go, they entered the
realm of harsh reality.

He stroked her cheek, light and loving. Then teséd her eyelids before backing away.

“Are you not going into the office today?” she aked.

He smiled. “Nope. Rhys and | are working from homaige is more than capable of running
the office along with her new staff. | think sh&dsing her new digs.”

“Staff?” she echoed in disbelief.

Logan and Rhys didn’t have a staff. They had Puailge they piled way too much work on.
They had a secretary who worked on an as-needés] bad they had one or two temps who
filled in during busy times, but a staff? Logan was much of a control freak to relinquish the
running of their business to staff members.

“She’s on quite a power trip,” Rhys said in amusam®It's why Logan and | are hiding at
home today. She’s holding orientation and lettieg flew worker bees know exactly what she
expects from them.”

Catherine laughed. Rhys froze and stared at hranfierce expression.

“That is the most beautiful sound,” he murmured.

Her chest caught, and her heart fluttered uncdatfty.

“So what'’s with the decision to hire a staff?” steked casually, afraid to read too much into
their action.



“It was way past time,” Logan said. “Rhys and Védeen too set on doing everything
ourselves. It wasn’t fair to you, and it wasn’trfad Paige, who we also took advantage of.
We’ve made it up to her. We're still making it upytou and will be for a long while.”

He spoke with such seriousness and determinaiigainst her will, excitement rose, unfurled
like a budding flower.

“Are you ready to talk about us?” Rhys asked dyiet

She froze. No, they hadn’t pushed her. In fagt’thbeen nothing but patient. But the issue had
still taken up residence. The gigantic elephaihéroom, always watching.

“I need to call and confirm my appointment witke thbstetrician for tomorrow,” she said as she
hastily rose from her seat. “I'm getting an ultrasd.”

“We know,” Rhys said, his gaze directed on here*vé made arrangements to go. We
wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

She held her breath, trying not to hope, yet grapbn to his promise with sick excitement. On
some level she felt like a complete idiot for prarthat kind of faith squarely back in their hands
when they’d let her down time after time.

Despite the effort they’d put into spending moneet with her, she still couldn’t keep the doubt
from creeping in. All it would take was one litieoblem. Some deal going south. An issue with
the new staff, and they’d quickly drop her to goifi

“We'll be there,” Logan said calmly. “You'll beding with us.”

*k*k

The next morning, Rhys got up and dressed for wawkto Catherine’s shock, Logan stayed in
bed, his arm draped possessively over her body.

She was debating whether or not to wake Logan vigtess returned to the bed and bent over
and kissed her.

“I have to run in for a few minutes and sign a f@ecuments for Paige, but I'll be back in time
for your appointment.”

“Rhys, what about Logan?” she whispered.
Rhys smiled. “What about him?”

“Would you two please be quiet,” Logan said intétion. “It's damn hard to sleep with you
carrying on a conversation in my ear.”

Rhys chuckled, kissed Catherine one more timehaaded for the door.



She turned as best she could under Logan’s ashescould face him. “Are you sick?” she
asked. “Are you feeling okay?”

He pried one eye open and stared balefully at‘Her fine.”

“Logan, you've never slept this late in your liou never miss work.”

“l do today.” He leaned into her and kissed hes. itand glided up her body until his palm
cradled the side of her neck. “And | plan to dotanhore of it. Is that going to be a problem for

you, Mrs. Wellesley?”

Her mouth widened in shock, and he took swift adivge. His tongue licked deliciously over
her lips and slid inside, warm and slightly rough.

“We’ve got a couple hours before your appointme&vity don’'t we sleep a little longer, take a
shower together and then I'll make you breakfase, ' murmured as he stole little kisses.

She burrowed into his arms, forgetting her resanethat she was valiantly trying to guard
herself from further hurt. She laid her cheek agfalis bare chest and closed her eyes, just
enjoying the perfection of one simple moment.

Chapter Seventeen

Her stomach in knots, Catherine sat between LegarRhys in the waiting room. They sensed
her anxiety, because they touched her frequenthyrtlgeeassuring caresses meant to alleviate
her concerns.

There hadn’t been anything to suggest there wmasldem with her pregnancy. Her recovery
from her surgery had been uncomplicated and sBiift.she could still taste the fear, heavy on
her tongue, still remember that one terrible momeaking up and knowing without a doubt
she’d lost her child.

Her stomach gave a violent twist when her nameama®unced. Clutching at Logan’s and
Rhys’ hands, she made her way toward the door steady feet.

She went through the preliminaries mechanicaledin a cup, let the nurse take vitals and
answered questions in a monotone. Logan and Ritiiddaked at her in concern, but her
single-minded focus was on seeing her baby.

She half-feared that when they did the ultrasotimely’d find something horrible. A shudder
worked over her shoulders.

Several agonizing minutes—what seemed like houaser;lthe doctor came in, pushing a
portable ultrasound. He smiled and greeted hertieded at Logan and Rhys.

“Are you ready to see your baby, Mrs. Wellesleyy® doctor asked.
She nodded, unable to speak for fear she'd thjmw u

Logan helped her lie back, and the doctor tuckslegt in the waistband of her pants and pulled



downward to expose the slight swell of her bellgefi he arranged her shirt just below her
breasts.

Rhys stood at the head of the exam table, andestobed upward, finding his hand. Logan
watched from her feet, both his hands curled ardwerdankles as his fingers worked in nervous
patterns.

They were as worried as she was.

The doctor worked in silence. He squirted warmayeher belly then took the probe and
worked it in a tight circle, spreading the goo.

Everything else faded away but the screen antldek blurs working in and out of focus. She
wasn’t conscious of holding her breath until shenglightheaded. She blew it out in a long
stream then sucked in deeply.

“There we are,” the doctor said as he pointeti@ntonitor.

Catherine stared in wonder at the screen. Shel coake out a head and a body. She could see
arms and legs. The baby was moving.

She listened in a daze as the doctor pointedeautifes. He showed her the heart rate, eyes,
nose, the mouth.

It was aniracle.
“Do you want to know what you’re having?” the dacasked.

She opened her mouth, and it hung there. Did sime t@ know? God, it didn’t matter. Her baby
was okay.

“Cat, do you want to know if it's a boy or girlRhys whispered close to her ear.
“Y-yes, please.” Excitement buzzed through henseit was real. She hadn’t lost her baby.

The doctor hummed as he probed around. He murnamesl or twice, presumably to the baby,
and then he smiled.

“Congratulations, Mama. You're having a beautifaby girl.”

It was too much. Completely and utterly overwhedim@atherine burst into tears. Big, gulping
sobs wracked her body. The doctor looked at heomntern, but she couldn’t stop. It was as if a
floodgate had burst wide open.

She heard the men talk around her, but didn’'tggsavhat was being said. And then she was
alone with Rhys and Logan. Logan pulled her up@nghed her in his arms. Behind her, Rhys
sat on the edge of the exam table and rubbed lo&rdmmthingly as he murmured in her ear.

Relief, achingly sweet, flowed through her veM&rm, powerful, the healer of all thinggpe



All the things she’d turned off in the past feweke came storming back. Sharp, painful yet
welcome. Sheantedto feel again.

But still the tears came. Cleansing, like rain.
Logan and Rhys said nothing through it all. Thest held her as her body shook with her sobs.

When they slowed enough that she could speakpsimed the one prevailing thought that
echoed through her mind.

“Home,” she said, her throat raw. “| want to garte”

Logan picked her up and held her protectivelyigndims. “We’'ll take you, baby. Just lie there.
We’'ll get you home.”

The trip home was a blur. She kept her face bunésgan’s chest, drawing comfort and
strength from his firm embrace.

When they walked into the apartment, he settledhehe couch. Rhys positioned pillows
around her back and tugged a blanket over heiTlagy were treating her as though she was
fragile, but for the first time in a long while, esfinally felt strong.

Rhys sat on the edge of the couch, concern bubrigftly in his eyes. Logan sat at her feet, his
hand stroking her leg.

“Are you all right?” Rhys asked anxiously.
“I was so afraid,” she said, and tears floodeddyes again. She wiped them away in irritation.
Her eyes were already swollen, hot and scratchynidse felt like it was twice its normal size,

and her head ached.

“I mean, | know the doctor said the baby was okay,| didn’t believe him. | was so worried
that we’d get there today and do the sonogramtlaendd find out that the baby was...”

She couldn’t even complete the horrible thought.

“Oh honey,” Rhys said as he pulled her into hmsar‘’'m so sorry.”

“I've been so stupid about everything,” she sajdiast his chest.

He pulled away from her in shock. Logan shookhi@ad, a deep frown engraved on his face.

“Baby, if anyone’s been stupid, it's me and RHgsed, when | think of what could have
happened to you because we weren’t where we weposad to be—"

He broke off, shaking his head, but she couldise@esidual fear in his eyes.

She wiped at her face again with her palms. “I ' Wimto you. | was—am—angry. | was hurt.
But | could have told you. Yes, | planned to tellythe night of our anniversary. | had it all
planned out, how I'd tell you, and | imagined yoeactions. I'd hoped that you'd want to spend
more time with me, that somehow we could go backracapture the way it used to be.



“But then in Jamaica, | didn’t want to tell youtilinve got back because | knew it would change
the entire tone of the vacation. | was selfish heed wanted it to be just us. | wanted you to
want to be with me because you loved me, not beckhwsas pregnant.”

Logan leaned forward, his entire body tense, dilkmiled spring. There was urgency in his
expression, a keen edge of desperation she wasattto. “Baby, we do love you, and we do
want to be with you, child or no child. Do | wantrdbaby? More than you could possibly know.
This was our dream. To one day have a family. Ta faEmily. You, me, Rhys. And our child.”

“I should have told you,” she said softly. “Dogthu see? If | had told you, | don’t think you
would have left even for the deal with Kingston.uMeould have taken me back to New York,
fussed over me and made me see a doctor. | wouldever gone so long until my appendix
ruptured, and | wouldn’t have almost lost our chiftstead | played stupid games, wanting
something from you that seems so unimportant irfiabe of our child’s life.”

Rhys touched her hair, and she could see loventingnin his eyes. Soft and melting. She also
realized it had always been there. She just hdooked. She hadn’t dug far enough, hadn’t
challenged him or Logan enough.

Her meek acceptance of the status quo of theiriag@r put her as much at fault as it did them.
“We could play the blame game for infinity,” Rhyaid gently. “What if Logan and | hadn’t
been such bastards? What if we’'d shown up for poivarsary dinner and you'd told us like
you'd planned? What if we'd been with you when barted feeling unwell? What if we hadn’t
put our business before you?”

“What if | hadn’t let you?” she challenged.

Logan’s hand tightened around her leg and sheslbolown at him. The same love, beautiful
and untarnished, shone in his dark eyes.

“I think it's safe to say that we all have our ghaf what-ifs. But baby, it won’t change the past.
We can damn sure change the future, though.”

She licked her lips and drew up her courage tdhaskwhat had weighed on her mind and heart
since that last night in Jamaica.

“Logan, there’s something | need to ask you.”
He stared unflinchingly back at her. “Anything.”
His calm bolstered her, gave her such hope.

“That last day in Jamaica, when you called Kingstel overheard part of your phone
conversation when | was on my way to the restaurant

He cocked his head as though trying to remembereils

“You said that there was nothing more importangda than the deal, that there was nothing
you wouldn’t do to secure it. You said the vacatimsn’t important, that it was just downtime.”



His face grayed, and his lips tightened. Therela@éd forward until his chin rested on her knee.
His arm snaked around her drawn-up legs.

“Listen to me, baby. | won’t deny saying just tHatvas furious. | was trying to impress upon
Kingston how important the contract was to our bess. In that moment, | would have said
anything at all. | didnineanit.”

“I believe you,” she said softly. And she did. $ast had to know, to get it out of her mind so it
wouldn’t take root, dark and insidious.

Rhys touched her chin, his fingers gentle yet fasrhe turned her toward him.

“Do you believe we love you, Cat? Do you belielattthere’s nothing we want more than you
and our baby, here with us, always?”

She dipped her head until her mouth slid acros$imgertips. She kissed each one then peeked
back up at him. “I do,” she said.

“And will you stay?” Logan asked, his voice shalerd a little unsure.

She reached for his hand then took Rhys’ and gtiiem to her heart. “I love you both so
much. I've made mistakes too. | want the chanaeake things right between us again. I've
never wanted anything other than a life with the tf you. | want to stay. | never want to be
anywhere but where you are.”

She savored the connection, the symbolism of hgltheir hands over her heart. Then she slid
them slowly down until they covered her belly. THfaimily. Their connection to each other.
Love. Perfect and true.

Rhys wrapped his other arm around her shouldatgated her close. He trembled against her,
his body shaking as he gripped her arm fiercely.

Logan rubbed lightly over her belly, his large tamolding to the curvature. Then he leaned
down and pressed his lips to the mound beforerngrhis head to rest his cheek against her
stomach.

She smiled and let go of his hand, lowering hagdrs to run through his hair. It was a picture
she’d carry with her always. That one moment ofa\ery, that love, despite all its
imperfections, was glorious above all else.

What else could make past wrongs and hurts pade, slently away, forgotten and forgiven?

Here, in her hands, her heart, pressed closertoduy and soul, was all that mattered.

Epilogue

She loved Saturdays. Sundays too. But Saturda&ysestmore special because after a long
week of work, Logan and Rhys slept in.

Today was no exception. Catherine awoke to géwathels exploring the bulging mass of her



stomach. The baby rolled beneath their finger&osl both men grinned.

“Good morning, princess,” Rhys said, pressingnmaith to Catherine’s belly. “You sure did
keep your mama up a long time last night.”

Catherine laughed softly. That she had. In tuath€rine kept Rhys and Logan awake with all
her flopping around.

Logan swept his palm across one particularly eatite protrusion. A delighted smile crossed
his face when what Catherine suspected was theésfdmt moved in response.

“Does she ever slow down?” Logan asked in awe.

“No,” Catherine said darkly.

Rhys rubbed along her tightly drawn stomach. “Howour back this morning?”

“I haven't moved yet, so it's doing fine,” she davith a grimace.

“It won’t be long now,” Logan soothed.

She let out an unhappy sigh. “I know.”

Rhys and Logan both cocked their head in question.

“You don’t sound happy about that,” Rhys commented

She grinned ruefully. “Isn't it ridiculous? As mubitching as I've done about swollen feet,
3\/%?;;39 back, leaking breasts and insane hormoriagjsy wouldn’t have traded this for the

She glanced between the two men and reached tmidb their cheeks.

“I've loved being pregnant. I've loved having ybath with me every step of the way. You'll
never know how much this has meant to me.”

Logan’s expression darkened. “You say that asafyhing will change as soon as you're no
longer pregnant.”

She smiled and shook her head. No, she knew bdtteatever doubts she may have harbored
before, the last months had proven to her thatehkl count on Logan and Rhys to keep their
promises this time around.

They’'d worked hard to keep their business viabia thriving, but they’d worked harder to
make sure she knew how important she was to them.

“Besides, there will be other babies,” Rhys paimet.
Her chest tightened. Other babies. A dreamy spaleed over her lips.

“Let’'s have this one before we start thinking attknocking her up again,” Logan muttered.



Rhys grinned, and Catherine laughed. It was akvedivn fact that her pregnancy thrilled and
terrified Logan in equal parts. The closer she ctorteer due date, the more brooding he
became, and the more psychotic he got about ttairfpr when she went into labor.

He’d nearly driven her and Rhys insane when heentlagim do a test run. He’'d almost fired
their driver for getting them to the hospital twinotes behind what Logan perceived to be a
reasonable time.

Never mind the harried driver would have madeiihwen minutes to spare if they hadn’t been
pulled over by a NYC police officer.

“Which one of you is making breakfast?” she askedher stomach protested the fact she hadn’t
eaten dinner the night before.

“Finally hungry?” Rhys asked.
“You shouldn’t skip meals,” Logan said tightly.

She rolled her eyes and shoved at Logan so shé geuout of bed. A graceful departure it
wasn’t. By the time she heaved her cumbersome bweythe edge, with much assistance from
Logan and Rhys, she was already out of breath.d&spite her hopes that her back would feel
better, the nagging ache hit her as soon as skeatetep.

Refusing to give in to the urge to wince and maybee a little, she walked slowly toward the
bathroom. A long, warm bath sounded as close tasonic bliss as she’d come for weeks. Not
that the guys wouldn’t have been more than hapgectommodate her desire for orgasms or
bliss, but hell, did anyone even think of sex wtiegy were as big as a house and grouchy as a
rattlesnake?

She closed the bathroom door, her desire for smaee and solitude, not to mention time away
from their prying, over-concerned eyes, outweighieg usual joy in them fussing over her.

When the water was drawn, she stepped in and iyrigevered herself down into the bath. Oh
sweet Jesus, had anything ever felt so good?

She lay there, her head tilted back, eyes clag®d,the water started to cool around her.
Unwilling to give up the comfort of the bath yetesflipped the stopper with her toe to allow the
water to run down. Then she reached up with hesrdtiot to start the hot water running again.

Ahhh. Much better.

She settled back down and grimaced as a tightquaistricted her belly. At least the baby
wasn’t doing her usual kung fu moves.

A knock on the door interrupted her absolute zexim of thought, and she frowned.

“Honey, breakfast is almost ready, and if you dge't out soon, you're going to look like a
prune for a week.”

She growled and heard Rhys chuckle in responsia &\Gontented sigh, she relaxed back into



the water only to tense up as another odd ripglegened across her belly. This one was harder
than the last and it started low in her back treatihed around her lower belly into her groin.

Hell. Surely not now. She still had two weeks ¢o §he didn’t have a watch, so she couldn’t
time them, but there was a clock by the sink.

All lazy dullness gone, she took notice of thedtion the clock and then tried to make herself
relax as she waited to see if there was any regutarher pains.

A half hour later, she’d timed three contracticasprecisely ten minutes apart.

Okay, nothing to panic over, and she damn sur@vgsing to rouse Logan’s freak-out
tendencies. Not yet anyway. She gripped the tukytand haul herself upward just as another
contraction hit. Damn it.

“Logan,” she called out, knowing damn well he Wwa&ing outside the bathroom.

Sure enough, almost before she could get his marr¢he door opened, and he burst in, a
scowl on his face.

“Are you okay?” he asked. “What's with closing tha&hroom door? You could have fallen, and
we wouldn’t hear you.”

She smiled and kept her tone purposely light. fHak up?” she asked, extending her hand.

His expression eased as he bent over the tubripiged her hand and put his arm behind her
back to help her stand. Keeping his fingers cutilgiet around her hand, he helped her over the
side then handed her a towel.

“Thanks,” she said, even as another contractioteced in her abdomen. Damn, that one came
out of sync with the others. Her gaze crept toctbek. Three minutes. That didn’t make a lot of
sense.

“You can go now,” she said to Logan, trying nostund too hopeful. “I just need to do girly
stuff, and then I'll be out to eat. Tell Rhys tcekeit warm for me, please.”

He brushed his lips across her cheek and theredead of the bathroom. She grinned at the
obvious way he swung the door wide open and left it

She took her time brushing out her hair and segutiin a ponytail. When the next pain hit, she
looked at the clock. Seven minutes. Her face s¢raiinto a frown. Well hell. Ten minutes,
three minutes then seven minutes.

Real labor was supposed to be regular with the between contractions gradually lessening.
Which meant she was probably just having...what? eales? She almost laughed. There
wasn’t anything fake about the pain.

With a grumble, she finished dressing. Now aftaking such a big deal out of eating, she was
going to have to figure out a reason why she’d satidlost her appetite.

She’d taken a step into the bedroom when liqguephed down her leg, soaking the maternity



pants she’d pulled on. She stopped in her tracitsstared down as more liquid pooled on the
floor.

Her first thought amused her. Or maybe she wadsjbsbbling fool in shock because the only
reaction she could muster was one of extreme agticevbecause now she’d have to get dressed
all over again. The second thought was that she'tladthered to shave her legs, and now she
was most definitely going to the hospital. Withrigdegs.

“Cat, what the hell is taking you so long?” Rhg&ed from the doorway. “Breakfast was on the
table a half hour ago.”

She turned to look at him. Her fear and uncenyaimist have shone on her face because Rhys
went from teasing aggravation to utter seriousiresso seconds flat.

He strode across the room and cupped her elbdwhigthand. “What’s wrong?” he demanded.

She stared down at the puddle of water on the fluen tried to pry the wet material from the
inside of her leg.

“Oh shit. Honey, did your water break?”
Stupid question. But she nodded anyway.
“Oh boy,” he breathed. “Logan is going to freak.”

She giggled and relaxed just a bit. Things weliagyto be fine. Rhys wouldn't flip out on her,
and between the two of them, they could handle hagal get her to the hospital.

“Let’'s get you changed,” he said in a calm voitd.call for the driver, and I'll send Logan
down with the bag. It'll give him something to do.”

Twenty minutes later, Rhys helped Catherine ouhefelevator and toward the door where the
car was waiting. Logan was pacing outside the angaand when Catherine and Rhys walked
out, he all but pounced on Catherine.

She smiled as he went a bit, okay a lot, overbaarde ushered her inside the car, but she
couldn’t fault how loving he was toward her anditaby. Even if he was a little overzealous.

At the hospital, Rhys took care of checking in &mel paperwork, which was just as well since
he was the only calm one despite the appearante@a gave to the contrary.

Inside she was a mess. A complete and utter rBésswasn’t ready for motherhood. What the
hell did she know about babies? Other than sheealahis one so badly she ached.

Hours later as she panted between contractiont@geh and Rhys hovered nearby, she
wondered why any woman ever wanted children.

“It won't be long now,” the doctor said as he piosied himself between her legs.

Logan and Rhys stood on either side of her héad, hands laced with hers. They squeezed
reassuringly even as she caught her breath andlbane with the next contraction.



All the air escaped her lungs and she sagged stgam pillows, her strength nearly gone.
“l can’t do this,” she whispered.

Rhys leaned down and brushed her hair from hex. tde kissed her tenderly. “Yes, you can.
You can do anything, Cat.”

Logan also leaned down, her hand clasped tighisir‘l know you’re tired, baby. | know you
hurt. But hold on a little longer. Do what the dwcsays. Think of how wonderful it will be to
finally hold our daughter in your arms.”

Her body stirred as the next contraction beganifoler back. Burning, growing, and with it
the undeniable urge to push.

She gripped their hands, sucked in her breattpaled against them as she pushed with
everything she had.

“That'’s it, baby,” Logan urged.

“You're doing it!” Rhys said excitedly.

The doctor’s words faded away. Even Logan and Rlegeime a blur as she focused on her
body’s urgings. Just when she was sure she coubkéta minute more, she felt the most

exquisite relief, as if her stomach caved in. Thespure was gone, the pain relief immediate.

“The head’s out,” the doctor announced. “Give o p minute and then one more push and
your daughter will be here.”

Both Logan and Rhys peered over her legs, craoing view of the baby.
“Push with your next contraction,” the doctor said

She put her chin down and pushed. The sensatibarafaughter sliding free was one she’'d
never forget as long as she lived.

She collapsed back against the bed as she hsandlbcry from her newborn baby. And then
she was placed on Catherine’s stomach, wrappedbiosa blanket.

With trembling hands, Catherine gathered her malnes and pulled her close. Tears blurred her
vision as she looked down at the blinking eyesesfdaby.

Logan and Rhys bent down so they too could geioa ¢pok at their daughter. Catherine
opened the blanket so they could all peek at tigefis and toes of the squirming bundle.

“She’s perfect,” Rhys said in a choked voice.

Logan reached out with a shaking hand to touclsithe of the baby’s face. “Beautiful,” he
whispered. Then he turned to look at Catherine.btleath caught as she saw the emotion in his
eyes. Love. So much love and tenderness. “ThanK yeusaid in a voice clogged with tears.
“Thank you for my daughter.”



“Lauren,” Catherine said in a quiet voice.

“Lauren. I like it,” Rhys said as he traced eatkhe ten tiny toes.

“Lauren Cullen-Wellesley,” Logan echoed in deefis$action.

The three of them huddled close around their dmugind then Catherine lifted her to her
breast. Catherine laughed in delight when Lauregqabeooting and nuzzling in her attempt to

latch on.

Logan cupped his hand behind Lauren’s tiny heashassuckled at her mother’s breast. Rhys
cradled her bottom while Catherine touched the #aikat Lauren’s crown.

Then she stared up at her husbands and let herjslyan this moment shine in her smile. They
smiled back.

“I love you, Cat,” Rhys said.
Logan leaned in close and kissed her gently.vé lgou, baby.”

“And | love you,” she told them both. “So muchddn’t think we’ll ever have a day more
perfect than this.”

Rhys smiled then looked back down at their daughttelon’t know, Cat. | think the days will
only get better.”
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One woman’s campaign to win the hearts of therhea she loves.

Brazen

© 2007 Maya Banks

One year ago, Jasmine left Sweetwater Ranch asltingan brothers, no longer able to bear
the painful dilemma of loving both men. She retumose with a new perspective and one goal.
To make Seth and Zane Morgan hers.

Jaz may have left home an innocent girl, but stetisrned a beautiful, sensual woman. Despite
the attraction they've both felt for her for yeé8sth and Zane aren’t prepared for the full-on
assault she launches on their emotions.

She wants them both, but Seth has no intenti@mafing his woman. It's up to her to change
his mind because she can’'t and won’'t choose betiteetwo men she loves.

Enjoy the following excerpt fBrazen:

Jasmine rubbed her palms up and down her armseasassed the small courtyard by the pool
and headed for the kitchen door. She was tirededamhingly so. Her ankle throbbed, and it had
rained on her again on the way home.

Every light in the house was on, and the courtyead cast in the glow from the dusk to dawn
light. She trudged up to the kitchen door and paulker hand curled around the handle, and she



took a deep breath.

The door opened soundlessly and she walked inSeté. stood abruptly from the barstool he
was perched on, and without a sound, he yankedsugeh phone and punched a number. He put
the phone to his ear.

“Zane, she’s home. She’s fine.”

He hung up and stared at Jasmine, his expredsioadérous.

“Where the hell have you been?” he asked as hieedtaver to her.

She didn’t reply.

“You had us worried out of our minds. And Carm8he’s upstairs in tears. Is that any way to
treat a woman who has been a mother to you?”

“A mother you'd take away from me,” she said bljte
He looked startled.
She took a step forward and winced.

Seth cursed and swept her into his arms. He giippe tightly as he strode toward the stairs.
Every part of him was tense. There was no sensmguip a fight so she lay limply against him.

He paused outside Carmen’s door. “Carmen,” hetgldotiJasmine’s home. I'm taking her to
her room. She’s fine.”

Carmen burst out of the door but paused when abght Seth’s scowl. Carefully she leaned
forward, captured Jasmine’s face in her hands &s@# her cheek. “Thank God you're
safenifia.”

“I'm sorry,mamacita,” she whispered back. “I never meant to worry.jyou

Carmen patted her cheek. “I know thiSa. You are a good girl. Now go, let Seth take adre
you.”

Jasmine looked sorrowfully at her as Seth stddesard again, his abruptness with Carmen
bordering on rude.

Once inside her bedroom, he put her down closleetavall. She stumbled back, and instead of
steadying her, he pressed in close to her.

He ravaged her mouth, his lips working so hotingensely over hers. Her back met the hard
surface of the wall, and she was trapped betwesmditSeth’s body.

“You test every one of my limits,” he rasped as miouth worked down her jaw and to her neck.
“I have no control when it comes to you.”

“You don’'t want me here anymore,” she said quietly



He stopped, his lips pressed to the hollow ofrfemk. Then he slowly stood to his full height.
His eyes looked haunted as he reached out to aughkek.

“I've always wanted you here, Jasmine.”
“You said that | didn’t belong here. That you...tHaine and Carmen weren’'t my family.”
Tears glittered in her vision as she relived teeagtation his words had caused.

Seth let out an agonized groan. He cupped herifidoeth of his hands and lowered his head to
hers. He kissed her long, gently, his lips tendgiirest hers. He pulled away the barest of inches.

“I just want what'’s best for you, Jasmine. And sbimes...sometimes | worry that we’ve
cheated you by sheltering you here for so long.”

“What if it's what | want?” she whispered brokenftydon’'t want to leave here. | love you.”

Seth pulled her closer until her face was bunrelis chest. He laid his cheek on the top of her
head and breathed in deep.

The door flew open, and Seth pushed her away alguilsily. Jasmine turned to see Zane
standing in the doorway, his expression relieved.

“Thank God, you're okay,” he said.

Seth stiffened beside her and started to move dWkyeave you two alone,” he said in a low
voice.

“Don’t go,” she pleaded, knowing this was it. Dodie time.

He paused and looked at her with uncertainty amith his expression. “What are you asking,
Jasmine?”

“Make love to me,” she whispered. “Both of younded you both so much. You were wrong.
Thisis where | belong. With you. Both of you.”

There was calm acceptance on Zane's face. Sedssaawvreath of torture. He was torn, and she
could see that despite his objections, despitinallhe’d said, he wanted her. She moved
forward, her intent to make it as easy on him asitde.

She melted into his arms. At first he didn’t resgobut when she trembled and faltered on her
bad ankle, he caught her against him.

“You don’t know what you're asking me to do,” heics hoarsely.
“I'm only asking you to love me,” she said softly.
She reached up on tip toe to brush her mouth a¢rigs As he pulled her to him, she turned her

head to look at Zane. She pleaded silently for toimnderstand, to accept. All she could see was
answering desire.



Can friends become lovers...can lovers remain fs@nd

Photo Opportunity

© 2008 Jess Dee

Daniel Tanner’s through with being loved like fiv@verbial brother. He intends to make his
best friend, Amy Morgan, blaze with the same ddsidéeels for her. The plan? Initiate a series
of escapades that will have Amy falling into hisma—and into his bed.

When her trusted buddy suddenly turns up the Wemay, finds it impossible to resist his sexy
advances. But as his best friend, she knows a thitgo about Daniel. While he may be
charming and gorgeous, he’s also commitment phobic.

If she trusts her heart to him, she’s sure hedlk it—and their friendship—shattered in a
million pieces.

Enjoy the following excerpt fBhoto Opportunity:

There was something incredibly intimate about dingva bath for him. As she ran her hands
through the heated water, she couldn’t help bugim@Daniel lying here, his head resting
against one edge of the bath, his feet stretchedgainst the other end. Visions of steam as it
swirled around his chest and face raised her bexpérature. It spiked even higher when she
saw his cock float just above his balls. A moarapsed her throat and echoed throughout the
bathroom at the vivid vision.

It was a good thing she closed the door. Thettasty she needed was for him to hear her
fantasize about him. She turned off the taps, vebtkehe sink and threw a little more cold water
over her face and cha3etter. Much better.

Composed and body temperature lowered, she wekttbdaniel.

“My mother always claimed a bath’s the perfectpléo soak away your aches and pains.” She
offered him a hand to help him up. “I want you toand climb in. The water’s hot and I've
turned down the lights. | guarantee by the time geuout of that bathroom, you’ll feel like a
new man.”

The question was, how would she feel, knowingdyenheters away from her, submerged in
steamy water, naked as the day he was born?

Just fine. Just bloody fine, thank you.

“Thanks, Morgan, that's pretty decent of you.” Bafimped towards the bathroom but stopped
before he went in. “Just one question.”



“What?”

His smile revealed an evil flash of dimple. “Ilidve trouble washing all those difficult-to-reach
places, will you come and help me?”

Choosing to ignore him, she switched on the TV dsavn and spent the next twenty minutes
obsessing about which places would be difficultHon to reach, and how she would use the
soap to make sure she got theally clean.

Fortunately the phone rang, interfering with lmeréasing obsession. This time it was Lexi and
Amy assured her Daniel was just fine—his ego mouvgsbd than his body.

When she hung up, she heard Daniel ask, “Who k&8t

“Your sister.” She turned around. “She wanted—T ktegue hit the floor, making intelligible
speech pretty much impossible.

He stood before her wearing nothing but a whiteetolt was wrapped low around his hips, the
color accentuating his tanned skin. Below it, beafdsater clung to the golden hairs curling on
his long, muscular legs.

Water ran in tiny rivulets from his shoulders dolia chest. Mesmerized, she watched a drop
trickle over his nipple and slide down his hardt tomach only to disappear into the towel.
Warm heat hummed in her belly and she repressedargfgeto quench her sudden thirst by
catching one of those droplets with her tongue.

God. He looked good enough to eat.

Desire shot through her. She wanted him. Wantedrtder hands over his wet torso, rip the
towel from around his waist and devour him in &l iaked, very male glory.

“Like what you see?”

“Huh?” She jerked her gaze up to meet Daniel's sawl amusement dancing in his eyes.
“Just asking if you like what you see.”

Shit!'She was ogling him and he had busted her.

What was she supposed to say?l@reswhat she saw? So much so she was almost as wet as
he was? Not likely.

“I was looking to see if your, um...bruises were muisible than earlier.” To reinforce her

point, she lowered her gaze to his knees. The mmallglem was that her downward gaze snagged
on the towel. Was it just her imagination or waesr¢ha bulge there? Did he have an erection, or
was it just the way his towel hung against his Rips

“Are they?”

It certainly looked like an erection to her. “Atteey what?”



“More visible now?”

“Huh?” It was most definitely an erection. A suddial one at that, given the way the towel just
moved.

“The bruises, Morgan, can you see them now?”

“What bruises?” He was hard. That meant he wassagh And if she was aroused and he was
aroused, then—

She heard him chuckle. “A little distracted, ame?i

BruisesDamn, they were talking about his bruisesus.She looked him dead in the eye and
lied. “Not distracted, no. Just trying to make anpd can’t see any bruising.” Well, at least that
part was true. “Not on your shoulder or your kriga.sorry.” She shrugged. “They’re just not
there.”

He said nothing, raising his eyebrow instead. ¢deze hadn’t taken in either knee or shoulder.
The lift of his brow told her he knew exactly wisdie was thinking. But how could he not? Her
tongue was still plastered to the floor. “You gomst@nd there dripping all over the carpet? Or
are you going to get dressed?”

“That depends.” He didn’t seem to be in a hurrget his clothes on.

“On what?”

“On you.H
“‘On me?”

“Yes. On you. Do you want me to get dressed?”

Hell, noFWhat kind of a question is that?”

“A logical one. | saw you watching me. You jusinttcseem particularly eager for me to put my
clothes on. In fact—" again with the infuriatingwjle, “—you seem to have developed a certain
affinity for my towel.”

It wasn’t the damn towel she had an affinity ibhe could judbsethe towel, she’d be happy.

No. She wouldn't.

“Yeah, Dan. What can | say? I've fallen for thev&d. I've always been a sucker for a good
towel.”

Daniel looked surprised. “You have? Well, | tadiywhat. I'm a nice guy and I'd hate to get in
the way of you getting what you want. So here’s tWima going to do. I’'m gonna go get dressed
and I'm gonna leave you with my towel so the twgofi can have a few minutes alone to get
acquainted.”



Ever so casually, he pulled the terry cloth fromusad his waist and handed it to a
dumbfounded Amy.

“It's a little wet,” he said apologetically andrsigged. “Sorry.”

Amy was sure she’d have responded appropriatalyafhadn’t been so busy confirming her
erection suspicions. The man had the granddadéif bard-ons.

“Wet?” she muttered. Forget the towel. The wettieisty in the room right now was her. She
wished she had a pair of super-industrial-strepgtfties, because the longer she stared at
Daniel’s cock, the wetter she got.

Well, don't stare, then.

Easy for you to say.

Lift your eyes upwards, to his face.

| swear, I'm trying. It's just not working.

Daniel saved her from further self-debate. “I'i back in five, Morgan. Enjoy getting to know
the towel.”

He turned around and sauntered off to his rooavjihg the towel dangling uselessly in her
hand.

Ridin’ the edge of lust is fun—until someone fallove.

Cowgirl Up and Ride

© 2008 Lorelei James

ARough Rider$ook.

Goody-two boots AJ Foster has waited her entieefdir her dream cowboy Cord McKay to see
her as more than the neighbor girl in pigtails. Nbat she’s old enough to stake her claim on
him, she’s pulling out all the sexual stops anéhgchell-bent for leather—straight for his libido.

Divorced rancher Cord has sworn off all women.. luntiocent AJ suggests he teach her how
to ride bareback—and he realizes she doesn’t meaes or bulls. Between his responsibilities
running his massive ranch, missing his young sahdealing with the sexual shenanigans of his
brother and cousins, Cord is more than willingaieet AJ up on her offer. On a trial basis.

The fun and games tie them both up in knots. Al wgilling to settle for less than the whole
shootin’ match with her western knight. But for @oeven though the sexy cowgirl sets his
blood ablaze, he’s determined to resist her eftortasso his battered heart.



Sweet, determined AJ has the power to heal—orht gruff cowboy...unless Cord’s pride
keeps him from admitting their relationship is mtiran a simple roll in the hay.

Warning: this book contains: raunchy sex scenaslthvork you into a lather faster than a

winded horse, graphic language, resourceful udeatihg twine, ménage a trois, ménage a
guatage, and yippee! hot nekkid man-on-man-lovin’.

Enjoy the following excerpt f@owgirl Up and Ride:

He sighed, primed to leave, when Amy Jo darted tm dance floor with some fresh-faced
buck who had three extra pairs of hands.

Rather than go home to watch lousy TV alone, kiteslen and watched her. She’d two-step a
couple of numbers with one guy, flit to the bar &diresh drink, and drag a new dance partner to
the floor.

Cord hid in the darkened corner for over an htvacking every enticing sway of her slim hips,
every smooth glide of those long legs, every exaadgd shoulder roll, every sexy chest shimmy,
every toss of that sleek platinum hair. Not onckAliny Jo acknowledge him, even though she
was as hyper-aware of him as he was of her.

Her sexy little ass shake turned him on more thahe’d have been buck-ass naked grinding
her crotch on a brass stripper’s pole.

When she was alone at the bar Cord moseyed updabi. “Evenin’ Amy Jo.”

She tossed him a quick grin and granted him aoajuick once over. “Surprised to see you in
here, Cord. And it's AJ now, not Amy Jo.”

“My mistake. Why the name change?”

“New attitude, new name.” She resumed drinkinglesr.

Cord scooted close enough to catch a whiff ofSueishiny scent. He noticed sweat beading on
the curve of her neck below her ear and had tlegést desire to place his mouth there and
gently suck the salty droplets clean away.

A beat passed and she didn’'t acknowledge him.

“I didn’t know you liked to dance.”

“There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

I'd like to learn. Every. Damn. Thing.

“Who are you here with?”

Amy Jo—AJ—faced him fully. “Who ay®u here with?”



“No one.”

“That why you came looking for me? Can’t find angdbetter to hang out with?”

“No. Didn’t know you thought so highly of me.”

She shrugged.

The classic brush off—a pointed reminder on whabhaided the bar scene. He flashed her a
{ieflti.(”e smile. “Anyway. | came by to say hello. I'maaén’ home and | wondered if you needed a

AJ arched a slim brow. “You offering to give mede, cowboy?”

Cord curbed his respongeu can ride me any time, any place, as long asmyant, cowgirl,
and cleared the lust from his throat. “Yeah.”

The band announced the next tune, Willie NelstAlways On My Mind” and AJ shook her
head at yet another eager, happy-handed cowboypagpng her for a dance. “Thanks for the
offer, but no.”

“You sure? You've been drinkin’ pretty heavily tleest couple of hours. Probably shouldn’t be
drivin’.”

“How would you know how much I've been drinking?”

“Because I've been watchin’ you. Closely. Evempsand every sip, darlin’. | couldn’t take my
eyes off you and you damn well know it.” Her coeficte slipped; he moved in. “Yike that
I've been watchin’ you, sweet Amy Jo.”

“AJ,” she corrected softly.

“You like that I've been watchin’ you, sweet.”

“So while you were watching, did you see anythyog liked, McKay?”

“Oh yeah.” His gaze landed on her lush mouth.

“Right. Give me a break.”

Cord managed to drag his eyes back to hers. “‘dlincme a liar?”

“No. I'm calling your bluff.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning, | know you'll look your fill, burn my dthes away with your sexy eyes, but you're
too damn polite to do anything more than gawk at' me

Cord nearly choked Polite?”



“Polite. Responsible. Chicken. Whatever.” Sheestaat his lips and ran her pink tongue over
her teeth. “Tell me, Cord, don’t you ever just warsay to hell with what's expected of you and
do what makes you feel good?”

“Every damn day.”

She reached up, letting her fingers fiddle withu&on near his shirt collar. “Then tell me why
you don’t?”

“I'll tell you anything you wanna know, baby do#ls long as you answer a question for me
first.”

“Okay."

“Look at me.”

When AJ’s lust-filled eyes met his, it took everynce of restraint not to smash his mouth to
hers, hike up that sassy excuse of a skirt, spgrezs# silky thighs wide, and nail her against the
closest paneled wall.

Focus.

“Can | buy you a drink? Like the shot you did eaf?”

“You wanna see me do a blowjob?”

Cord froze.

She laughed. “See why | won forty bucks?”

“Just for sayin’ that raunchy word out loud?”

“No. For doing it.”

He lifted both brows. “Doin’ what?”

“Giving them a group blowjob. See, the objectis same with the drink as it is with the act,
shoving the glass in your mouth as far as it'll keeping a tight grip with your lips. Then you
tilt your head and suck hard and deep, bracingsgfor the warmth spilling down your throat
as you try to swallow it all.”

He growled, “What game are you playin’ with métdi girl?”

AJ stood on the tips of her boots. “I haven'’t badittle girl for a long time, Cord McKay.”

“Believe me, | noticed.”

“About damn time.”

If he leaned in a fraction of an inch, he coulddahungry kiss on those ripe lips, not innocent
like the flirty smooch she’d teased him with lasty. Would this bolder AJ take the initiative?



She didn’t. Instead, she lifted a shaking hanlkisacheek. Her fingertips delicately traced the
outline of his neatly trimmed goatee, lingeringtba short hair above his upper lip. A chaste, yet
erotic caress to make his cock stand up and tatkeenbit wasn’t already rock-hard.

“No games. If you want to play with me, all yowkao do is ask. I'll be here tomorrow night,
waiting for your answer.”

AJ spun on her bootheel and vanished into th@fkbadies on the dance floor, leaving Cord
McKay absolutely pole-axed.
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